Rescuing Liberty
***
Perseverance Book 1
***
By Amanda Washington
Copyright © Amanda Washington 2009
Published by Smashwords
Cover art donated by Bradley Wind
All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.
Smashwords Edition License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.
For my momma:
You never once told me it was impossible to fly.
Instead you showed me how to trust God and jump.
Thank you.
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***
1: Wasteland
***
Liberty
"America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves." —Abraham Lincoln
***June 7
With a dagger in one hand and my best friend—a Smith and Wesson Sigma—in the other, I analyzed shadows outside the window. My red curls were haphazardly pulled through the back of a navy-blue Mariners baseball cap. I gripped the gun and glanced at the letters I’d carved dangerously close to the artery on my left wrist: WWL.
Crazy much, Libby?
“Nice warm jacket, soft-padded cell, three square meals a day. Doesn’t sound so bad, does it?” I asked the stuffed bear lying near my feet.
Frog—as my niece Megan lovingly named the bear—didn’t look impressed by my wit. Frog had been well loved, and it showed. He was missing an eye, and the hole on his arm was visible around the edges of a Band-Aid. He stared at me, looking terrified of being left behind.
“That’s not fair.” I nudged Frog with my toe in an effort to redirect his gaze.
He rolled completely over, and his big brown eye continued to play on my conscience. I sighed.
“How do you feel about Canada?”
Tucking the gun into the back of my jeans, I reached down and picked up the bear.
“Don’t worry, Frog. Canada will be better. Promise.”
Hope.
I shoved Frog into my large hiking backpack next to a crumpled family portrait, a few bottles of water, two lighters, a small journal, a couple pens, a roll of duct tape, my sleeping bag, and a wind-up flashlight radio. The flashlight radio was turned on to scan for stations daily, but so far had only found static.
Stretching, I scrunched up my nose at the odor assaulting me from my arm pits. It had been days since I’d last bathed in a stream outside Olympia, and I felt as disgusting as I smelled.
My stomach growled, reminding me of matters more essential than my neglected hygiene. I eagerly reached into the front pocket of my filthy jeans, when I remembered that the peanuts I was seeking had been breakfast.
A person could starve to death in this city.
Tens of thousands already had.
My temporary shelter reeked of death and human waste. Littering the floor, children’s toys and books lay lonely and neglected under a thin layer of dust. The outlines of various footprints told stories of survivors desperately searching for something—anything.
This had once been my sister Anna’s spotlessly clean home; now it was ransacked and damaged beyond recognition. Just the sight of the cupboard doors hanging from their hinges would no doubt send the obsessive-compulsive Anna into hysterics.
She couldn’t see the cupboards anymore.
Anna had tormented and terrorized me throughout our childhood, but she hadn’t proven tough enough when it really counted.
Each breath is a gift.
The last time I’d been in this house was for Thanksgiving. Only seven months ago I sat at the bar and obligingly chopped whatever Anna threw my direction for the holiday dishes. Her husband, Tom, was on his hands and knees pretending to be a horse for their two-year-old twins, Megan and Martin. He bucked and reared as they giggled and hooted. If I closed my eyes I could still hear their laughter.
Their bodies remained where I found them, huddled together peacefully in Anna and Tom’s bed. No stab or bullet wounds. No blood.
No hope.
This had been their first house, and Anna had turned it into a comfortable home. Family pictures littered the wall beside me—some hanging askew, others broken and lying randomly on the floor. Obscenities were carved into the coated face of their fifty-six inch flat screen TV. Deep slashes ran across once overstuffed couches, and the filling covered the floor like mounds of snow.
Lives spent collecting these material possessions—all this crap—and none of it mattered. Nothing here had saved my sister’s family from their fate.
Another useless tear slid down my dirty cheek.
My sister’s family was dead, and this house was their tomb. I ground my teeth as the desire to kill those who’d desecrated it overwhelmed me.
No. Judgment is not mine to pass.
I fought for control over my emotions, put down the imaginary gavel, and considered the evening view outside the window. The sun was setting on the remains of the once-prosperous city of Olympia, Washington. Calming lines of reds and oranges ran across the sky, contrasting with the dark, sinister shadows on the ground.
Early June displayed an impressive amount of greenery and flowers. Roses—unaffected by the destruction—bloomed in every color alongside ruined buildings. Lush bushes and healthy grass grew obliviously around scattered human remains.
Nature donned a convincing façade as it attempted to hide the passing of humankind. Intoxicating fragrances of lilacs and hyacinths put forth a valiant effort, but couldn’t mask the reek of decay.
I rubbed my tired eyes, slipped my backpack over my aching shoulders, and headed for the back door. My fingers instinctively massaged the scar on my wrist while I scrutinized the shadows of the backyard, watching for movement. I opened the door, took another deep, steadying breath, and stepped into the dusk.
Looking back at the house, I noticed that Tom never did get around to fixing the screen the twins destroyed. A simple chore left undone, yet it was too much.
My throat constricted.
Breathe.
I stuffed the memories back behind the locked door in my mind. I’d open it someday when I was ready to welcome the madness. Even now I could hear the nightmares knocking, taunting me with a way to ease the pain, a way to forget.
Not today—maybe tomorrow.
Bowing my head, I crossed myself. No organized “religion” had ever felt right—but this Catholic gesture comforted me somehow. In one simple hand signal to God I confirmed my continued belief and petitioned for His aid.
As I headed out, the gun pressed into the small of my back. The discomfort served as a constant reminder of the blood on my hands. “Thou shalt not murder,” the commandment declared, and as a child, I’d been taught the biblical difference between “kill” and “murder,” but what of self-defense? Is it more of a slap-on-the-hand than a burn-for-eternity sentence?
Perhaps the Almighty would allow an attorney?
Of course all the good attorneys would already be in hell …
It’s hard to stay clean while swimming in murky water. When it came down to kill or die, my lineage as a child of Cain had been proven. But every day I prayed for redemption while checking both 16-round magazines of the 9mm; prayed I wouldn’t have to use them.
How did the line between right and wrong get so blurry?
I walked until the sun breached the horizon, hopped over a fence, and slid into a small portable shed. Lawn care equipment and a tricycle frame were the sole contents; nothing of use. Disappointed, I peeked outside to check out the area, and was surprised to find an apple tree. Licking my lips in anticipation, I watched, waited, and listened. My mouth watered from the thought of digging my teeth into a crisp, Washington, Gala apple.
Nothing about my surroundings was threatening; just a small backyard behind a two-story home. A chain-linked fence bordered knee-high grass. There were no abnormal movements or sounds.
Hunger burned within me, melting my paranoia and liquefying my patience.
Apple pie, apple turnover, apple crisp, apple dumplings … torture!
With my gun still at my back, I could stick the dagger in my teeth and scale the tree like Rambo. I’d climbed trees as a child.
How hard could it be?
Footsteps came from my right. I dropped into a crouch and prayed intensely for invisibility.
Please, God, don’t let anyone find me.
A boy who looked about thirteen, rough and tough, with scrawny arms, long legs, and the awkward stance of a pre-teen, hopped the fence and sneaked up to the tree. He looked around nervously and embarked on his climbing mission, lurching and sliding as he struggled to find his footing on the trunk.
The hem of his jeans caught on a small twig and as he kicked to free his leg he fell to the ground with a loud thump. Instinct kicked in, and I shuffled my feet, preparing to run out and help him.
‘No!’
The voice of the call fell on my heart, commanding me to remain hidden. More powerful than words, the call flooded my senses with understanding, cautioning me against revealing myself to the child.
No? He’s just a boy. He needs me!
Another rugged figure came skulking from the boy’s hiding place: a man with deep-set eyes, dark hair, and a lean, muscular build. He moved fluidly, like a hunter. Not a hunter of animals, though. “Hunter” was what I called those who had escaped the burden of their conscience. They lurked in the shadows and preyed on the defenseless.
I winced as the child smiled and encouraged the man’s approach.
Look what You did!
I glanced at the shed’s ceiling, adjusting my cap as I argued with the call.
Just a kid and now he’s in the hands of some hunter. What are You doing?
I felt no response as the hunter crept over, braced the boy’s foot, and boosted him up within reach of the first branch. The branch creaked under the youth’s build.
I watched hopelessly as the boy stretched, bent, reached, and finally made contact with the first apple. He plucked it and stashed it in a pocket.
Good boy! Fill your own pockets first.
The child collected several more apples, storing the first few in his pockets and then begrudgingly tossing the remainder down to his companion. The hunter helped the boy down, and looked around nervously while the child bent and emptied the apples he’d collected into his pack. When the kid stood up, the large butcher knife he wielded glinted in the sun.
“Let’s go.” The man twisted back around as the boy plunged the knife into his stomach.
***
2: Changes
***
Connor
***Fifteen weeks earlier - February 24
A guard pushed open the heavy, oak door. Late February sunshine poured into the old courthouse, banishing the shadows of winter. I walked out onto the steps followed closely by my client, Fredrick Adams. The media descended upon us; cameras flashed, microphones waved, and phony smiles lit up the faces of the press.
An unfamiliar woman muscled her way to the front of the crowd, and pointed an NBS labeled microphone at my client. “Mr. Adams, are you pleased with the court’s verdict?”
She was trendy and tasteful in her tight, pinstriped business skirt and matching jacket. The silky, white shell underneath was cut low enough to display a decent amount of cleavage from my elevated vantage point. Her short, blonde hair accentuated a tanned, firm neck, glowing under a single strand of pearls.
“Of course.” I smiled and looked into her blue eyes.
The microphone wielder turned her attention on me. “Mr. Dunstan, as the counsel representing Mr. Adams, what can you tell viewers about allegations of your client’s involvement with the illegal sale of plans for the new 877 jet to Accelerated Aerotech?”
“Just another greedy employer’s feeble attempt to conceal wrongful termination. My client was the victim of age discrimination, and today his employer has been schooled on the consequences for such actions.” I paused for effect, and looked into the camera.
A black limo pulled up to the curb below us. The chauffeur climbed out of the driver’s seat, walked around the car, and opened the back door facing me. I nodded when I caught his eye.
“If there had been any evidence to support such an outlandish speculation, my client would not be the victor today.” I smiled and posed once more as cameras clicked and other reporters fought for my attention.
Lowering my voice so only the woman in front of me could hear, I whispered, “I’d love to discuss this matter further, but I have a client waiting.” I reached for her unoccupied left hand and squeezed her fingertips. Her cheeks reddened at my wink, and when I pulled my hand back, my business card remained in her grasp. She glanced at the card and her eyes widened. Perfectly glossed lips spread into a dimpling smile as she slid my contact information into her jacket pocket.
Client in tow, I waded through the throng of reporters pointing microphones and cameras in our direction, and climbed into the back seat next to my business partner, Justin Brayer. The chauffeur closed the door behind us, regained his own seat, and the car pulled slowly away from the mass of cameras and leering reporters that always followed high profile cases.
The chauffeur knocked on the privacy glass that separated us.
“Yes.” Justin answered.
“Excuse me Sir, but did Mr. Adams park in this lot or the next?”
Frederick motioned to the lot in front of us. “You can just drop me off here.” He turned to face me. “Thank you, Connor. For everything.”
I smiled at another satisfied client. “My pleasure.” I extended my hand. “I’ll give you a ring when they send the paperwork over.”
Frederick shook my hand as the limo came to a stop.
The chauffeur opened the door and waited.
“And remember,” I said to Frederick’s retreating back. “If anyone tries to contact you about what happened today—or these bogus allegations—send them my way.”
“Will do.” He gave a stiff nod. “Thanks again.”
Once we were alone, Justin motioned toward the crowded courthouse steps out the back window. “Quite the crowd today.”
I glanced behind us. “Vultures.”
He chuckled. “Now that’s not nice, Connor. They’re only performers, acting under the directions of their employers.” He grabbed the bottle of wine he’d been chilling, and tilted it toward me in question.
It wasn’t quite noon yet, and Justin had already popped the cork of a Château d'Yquem. I smiled and nodded.
Associate, not friend.
In no way was I delusional enough to think of Justin as a friend. I kept my proverbial dagger aimed at his back, awaiting any sign that his destruction would be more beneficial than our partnership. I knew his love for me was equally self-gratifying. It’s what made the game so fun.
He poured and handed me a glass. “The new blonde from NBS … would you consider her a vulture as well? It didn’t look like you’d mind her taking a bite out of your flesh.”
I shrugged. “What’s the point in being successful if I can’t savor the victory dance?”
He laughed and shook his head as I fantasized about the blonde. She’d call. They always did.
“To another win?” I held up my wineglass for a toast.
“No.” He raised his glass and lightly tapped mine. “To the purchase of fifty shares of Accelerated Aerotech stock.”
***June 8
Wow. Sixty-two day silent treatment. That’s gotta qualify her for some sort of record.
I stared down at my brother’s twelve year old daughter, Ashley, as she rested on her air mattress, facing the wall. I let out a breath. “I won’t be gone long.”
Ashley ignored me, just like she had for the past two months.
Our shelter was the large walk-in safe inside my brother’s store. Originally he and his wife had been with us, but now it was just Ashley and I. Pleasantly loud when they were here, the loss of Jacob and Cathy had turned the safe into a quietly hostile environment.
I grabbed my Glock and switchblade from the top of a nearby shelving unit. The blade went into the front pocket of my jeans, and I slid the gun into a pouch inside my jacket. Stepping up to the door, I spun the dial through the correct series of numbers and opened it. I walked into my brother’s computer parts store and locked the safe behind me.
Jacob loved this place. He’d always been a geek, fascinated with taking apart and rebuilding computers. I closed my eyes and remembered how wide he’d smiled the day he signed the papers to make this store his own. He had stood behind the counter, jingling the keys at me, grinning like a jackal.
I looked around his new purchase, apprehensively noticing the fading paint and disorganized shelves. My eyes must have reflected my thoughts, because Jacob countered my skepticism.
“I know it needs some work.” He tapped on the cracked countertop in front of him. “But it’s my store. My dream.”
“If it makes you happy.” I shrugged and smiled.
“More happiness than you can imagine.” He picked up the rag before him and polished the cash register.
“What’s that supposed to mean? I’m happy.” I walked forward until I was across the counter from him. “I’m on a streak. Just won my tenth case. And this morning I stumbled upon a tidbit that’s sure to discredit the witness in the McPhearson trial.”
He narrowed his eyes. “You’ll never be truly happy until you stop trying to be someone else.”
I chuckled and held out my hands. “Hey bro, what you see is what you get.”
“You’re not foolin’ me. I know what lies beneath that overly-ambitious, womanizing shell.”
“Oh really?” I leaned against the counter and showed Jacob my teeth. “Enlighten me.”
He stared at me, unaffected by my counterfeit smile. “Nope. That’s cheating. You cannot be rebuilt, until you are destroyed.”
I backed up and bowed deeply. “As always, Master Yoda, you are both wise and cryptic.”
You cannot be rebuilt, until you are destroyed.
I let out a deep breath as I looked around Jacob’s trashed store. Glass from the busted windows crunched beneath my shoes. Multiple shelves were tipped over, spilling merchandise upon the floor, and spray painted walls reflected the anger of the vandals.
Destroyed, like Jacob’s dream?
Well how you gonna rebuild it now, Bro?
I skulked out of the building, and into the crisp early morning. I intended to go north, but somehow ended up to the east, in front of what remained of my brother’s home. It was careless and foolish to allow myself to fall into a pattern, but somehow this was always the first place I came to when I left the safe.
I bent down and picked up a handful of ashes. The wind filtered through my fingers, blowing the dust away. I’d started the fire that burned this place down; a funeral pyre for my brother. There hadn’t been time to bury him and Cathy, and burning was the only thing I’d been able to think of at the time.
I turned to leave and saw the flicker of a curtain in a neighboring house.
This is too dangerous, Jacob. I can’t come back.
I took one last look at the building remains. I’d done a thorough job, and there wasn’t much left to see. Grey ash, knee deep in areas with occasional metal remains that hadn’t been completely destroyed. Something shiny caught my eye, so I waded through the cinders toward it.
The two inch tall, bronze colored man held a trophy that declared, ‘World’s greatest dad’. I turned it over and read the inscription: ‘I love you Daddy, love Ashley’. I brushed the treasure off and pocketed it.
The sun was starting to come up, so I walked a few blocks over to Jacob’s secretary’s house. She’d been out of town when the riots hit, and we’d already raided her place for food, but what I needed should still be there. I entered cautiously—my gun drawn—and crept up the stairs into the master bathroom. I started searching through drawers: lotion, perfume, powder.
Why do women need so much junk?
Hairspray, gel, mousse: a whole drawer full of nothing but hair products. I opened the cabinet under the sink.
Bingo.
A box and bag were in the cabinet before me.
Oh crap! Two kinds.
I picked up the box and looked inside. A small instruction guide rested atop the contents, complete with visual aids.
Inside her?
The image of me trying to explain to Ashley how to insert the things popped into my head. I hastily put the box back and grabbed the bag.
I’m not ready for this.
Then I dropped it, startled by the scream that pierced the air.
***
3: Redemption
***
Liberty
No, no, no!
The nauseating sound made the sight impossible to deny, as the boy pulled the knife from the hunter’s flesh. The dying man’s mouth formed an “O” as his hands moved over the wound. “You. You ba—” he started, and then staggered back and forth a few times before finally toppling over.
The grass turned red around him. The cool morning air became steam where it brushed against the warm blood. My mind made a feeble attempt to detach itself from my senses.
So it wasn’t Professor Plum in the dining room with the candle stick. It was the skinny kid in the apple orchard with the knife.
The game of Clue popped into my thoughts, redirecting my focus to a reality where murder was only a game. Blinking, I tried to picture the layout of the Clue board as I fought to maintain control of my queasy stomach.
Must remain quiet.
Blood dripped from the knife the boy held. I focused on breathing as he methodically extracted the apples, and other items of interest, from the man’s pockets.
The kitchen was in one corner, but what was on the other side of the ballroom?
Attempts to escape were unsuccessful. I couldn’t look away as the child—who should have been enjoying his summer vacation—wiped the blood from his knife on the fallen man’s shirt.
Not fallen … murdered. By a child!
He was so callous, calm, and calculating. His big, sweet, trustworthy eyes did not flicker. His breathing did not quicken, his hands did not shake. He had been prepared.
Premeditated.
He was perfectly at ease taking a life—a child hunter. My head found its way between my knees.
Passing out would be very bad.
I fought to stay conscious as the last speck of faith I had in the human race shattered to the beat of the murderous child’s footsteps as he casually walked away.
When my stomach stopped churning and my hands quit shaking, I crept out of my hiding spot. I gagged at the coppery-sweet smell of blood and tried not to notice the way the hunter’s right foot twitched.
A blood curdling scream came from the direction the boy had gone, causing the hair on the back of my neck to raise. I shuddered, wondering if the scream came from the kid or another of his victims.
Within moments, the morning regained its quiet and my loneliness intensified. I ached for the camaraderie I used to find in the dark, understanding eyes, and big, velvety ears of my German shepherd. Kiana had been my best friend, my running partner, and my confidant. She was a great listener and the best roommate I’d ever had.
Her rationed food supply hadn’t been enough and I couldn’t bear to watch her starve. I didn’t regret the decision to take her life. It had been the right thing to do. But during the lonely times, the selfish part of me wished I would have been a little more willing to let her suffer.
My sneakers assaulted the silence of the morning as they squeaked across dew softened grass. The city lay desolate and abandoned; no longer buzzing from the once constant hum of electricity and vehicle resonance. I took a deep, clean breath, longing for the stench of car exhaust and smog to fill my lungs. A door squeaked nearby. My chest constricted as I craved human contact, but feared the consequences. I kept walking.
In the stillness, his movement should have caught my eye, but I saw nothing. I experienced no premonition of being watched and heard no sound of his approach. Only the pressure of his left hand over my mouth alerted me to his presence, and by then it was too late.
Breathe.
His right hand trapped mine; pinning my dagger to my side, rendering it useless. My attacker’s chest pressed against my back. Several inches taller than my 5’9” height, his mouth floated above my ear when he whispered, “Shh.” Then, in one smooth motion his strong arms squeezed and lifted as he carried me into the bushes.
Too startled to struggle, the next thing I knew, I was balancing on my backpack with the weight of my assailant on top of me. His attention was elsewhere and the hand that covered my mouth loosened its grip. I took advantage of the slack and bit down hard on his middle finger.
“Don’t!” he spat as he pulled his hand away. “You’re gonna get us both killed if you don’t hold still and be quiet.” His whispers came between clenched teeth. “Shh. Here they come.”
Confusion, more than anything, kept me silent. He’d passed up the chance to kill me, and he wasn’t trying to rape me. His anxious heart pounded against my chest, as the scent of him invaded my senses; musk, wood smoke, metal, and sweat—comfortable and not at all unpleasant.
His whiskers scratched the side of my face when I tried to catch a glimpse of the man whose mass kept me pinned. But struggle as I might, all I could see was his chin and the hedge above him.
My patience wore out. I clenched my fists and was about to demand answers when I heard it: the unmistakable sound of someone or something approaching. My body went limp and my breathing grew shallow and hushed.
I know how to play this game.
“You’re sure she went this way?” The whispered voice sounded male, coming from just a few feet away.
“Yes. But she was moving fast,” came the feminine-sounding reply between deep breaths. “We’ll catch her on the next block.”
The slight squeak of their sneakers disappeared in the direction I had been heading, sending a shiver down my spine. I closed my eyes and searched for the image of the Clue board once more.
The living room is on the other side of the kitchen, but what is on the other side of the ballroom?
My rescuer adjusted his weight, allowing me to take a deep breath, and finally get a good look at him. Eyes the color of charcoal peered down at me under rugged, chin-length brown hair. His whiskers attempted to hide the faded scar that traced the outline of an otherwise perfect jaw. The left side of his mouth twitched up in a lop-sided smirk.
Sudden recognition of the man sped up my heart rate and dizzied me while time seemed to stop. I closed my eyes again; confident that the blackness I sought was much better than confirmation of who I was looking at.
“Connor Dunstan,” I breathed his name. “You have got to be kidding me.”
I could tell my response amused him by the vibration of his chest as he snickered.
I opened my eyes and stared at the cover-boy for all things corrupt and impious. I’d never actually met him, but everyone knew Connor. His face was plastered on the sides of buses, on park benches, and in commercials with slogans like, “At the law offices of Dunstan and Brayer, we'll help you get justice for your injustice.” Justice … right. Even before the fall of the US, the man I was currently pinned under had been a life-sucking, money-grubbing, ambulance-chasing, shady-deal-making fiend, aka personal injury attorney. And that had been while he was at his best. I had no desire to see him at his worst.
Connor Dunstan stood for everything I loathed.
My knife felt heavy.
My sister’s family is dead and yet this? This is who you choose to let live?
“You okay?” Connor asked.
‘Trust me. Trust him.’ I felt the call respond.
I nodded, unwilling to commit to dialogue. Everything in my life balanced on a grey line. Connor was a greedy, heinous, detestable excuse for a human being, who had just saved my life. The world would be vastly less complicated if the bad guys could just be consistently loathsome.
Is that really too much to ask?
My muscles had started cramping when Connor stood and offered me his hand. I scowled at him and pushed myself up, refusing his assistance. Dagger clutched in my right hand, gun tucked in the back of my pants, I eyed him suspiciously.
Connor dismissed my scowling and eying, grabbed my left wrist, and started walking. I jerked my hand back, but his grip was tight and held firm.
“Where are you taking me?”
“Quiet. It’s not safe to talk here.” He pulled me behind him like some sort of puppy on a leash.
I considered reaching behind me for my gun, but I couldn’t defy the call. When something consistently saves your life, you learn to just shut up and do what it tells you.
I really hope You know what You’re doing.
Connor abruptly disappeared into the busted up window of a vandalized computer parts store. I scanned the area, preparing to make my escape, when his arms once again enclosed me and constricted my knife hand to my side.
This is getting old.
I kicked and writhed as he pulled me into a walk in safe, kicked the door closed behind us, and released me to spin the dial. By the time he turned to face me, I held my dagger within an inch of his throat.
“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you.” I growled, angry that he’d successfully pulled off the same move on me twice.
“You don’t know the combination. Kill me, and you’re going to die in here.” He glanced at me, glanced at the knife, and with all the cockiness of an overpaid, inflated attorney winked at me. “Now put that thing away before you hurt yourself.”
My face burned as his indifferent attitude riled my temper. “You—”
“A simple thank you would suffice, you know.” Connor leaned against the door to the safe.
“Thank you for what? Kidnapping me and shoving me into a … a … where are we anyway?” With my free hand I gestured to the room we occupied.
“I saved your life.” He shrugged. “Do you think we could start over? Maybe even in a civilized manner?”
“You realize that’s like asking me to break bread with Adolf Hitler?” I asked.
“Wow,” he replied. “That has to be painful.”
I raised an eyebrow at him in question.
“That stick, shoved so far up your—”
“Demon spawn.” I took a step closer.
“Pretentious prude.” He leaned toward me.
He was right. I mentally slapped myself for being so self-righteous. I was judging him with blood dripping from my hands. I studied Connor. No horns sprouted from his head, and he lacked the tail and pitchfork I’d always imagined he’d wield. In fact, had he been anyone else, I would have considered him handsome. Big, dark eyes with endless lashes, perfectly shaped masculine lips, and sexy-messy hair in all shades of brown.
Handsome but dangerous.
“Okay wise-guy. Enough with the pet-names. Just tell me what you want.” I scoffed.
Connor looked me over as I searched the depths of his dark eyes. I dug my fingernails into my palms to remind myself that he was probably piercing my soul or something equally evil with that gaze.
He smiled and held his out his hand. “Let’s start with your name.”
***
4: Introductions
***
Liberty
“Liberty Collins. I’d shake your hand, but I’m a bit busy right now.” I showed Connor my teeth and tapped his neck with the blade I held to it in affirmation.
He shrugged. “Liberty, eh? Mind if I call you Libby?”
I narrowed my eyes and moved the knife from his throat to his crotch. “Mind if I call you stubby?”
“Point taken.” He held up his hands in surrender. “You’re remarkably hostile, you know. You should probably see someone about that.”
“I apologize.” I flashed him another venomous smile. “I hate to sound cynical, but if I had a t-bone steak for every ‘nice’ person who’s tried to kill me in the last three months, I'd need a weight loss clinic. I know about your flavor of ‘justice,’ and you’re never gonna make Santa’s nice list.”
Connor opened his mouth to retaliate when a soft scuffing sound in the corner drew my attention. I glanced toward the noise to find a small girl sitting on the other side of a shelving unit. I did a double take, and then felt immediately embarrassed about the knife I was holding to Connor’s nether regions. I raised my eyebrow and ever-so-smoothly restored the dagger to its rightful place at his throat.
“Mr. Dunstan, where are we? And who’s the kid?” I nodded toward the child who was probably about ten, all elbows and knees. She sported Connor’s shiny, brown hair, and her big, dark eyes were focused on the dagger, but she did not look concerned for my hostage. She raised her jaw, staring at me defiantly. The spirit in her eyes endeared me to her instantly.
Connor paused, his expression was a mask. I couldn’t tell if he was about to kill me, or sell me oceanfront property in Arizona.
I pushed my knife a little closer to his throat. “Trust me or let me leave. Those are your only two options.”
Connor looked at me thoughtfully.
“Decide, or you’re gonna force me to do something we’ll both regret.”
He nodded resignedly, and introduced the girl. “My niece; Ashley. This is … was my brother’s store.”
I looked to Ashley for her reaction, but she turned away.
“They’re … gone now. Asked me to take care of her.” Connor gestured toward the girl.
“Alright. And so, what do you want from me?”
Connor sighed. “What? What do I want?”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. Why did you save me? Why am I here? What. Do. You. Want. From. Me?” It seemed an easy enough question and I couldn’t understand why he was struggling with it. “You know, you seemed a lot smarter in the commercials.”
The side of his mouth twitched. “Would you believe I’m looking for a chance at redemption?”
I blinked, and then burst into laughter. The idea of Connor Dunstan seeking redemption was hilarious. “Right.” I said between fits of giggles. “And just yesterday I ran into Mother Theresa—she was looking for a biker bar.”
His eyes grew guarded and hurt. “Am I so horrible that I’m beyond redemption?”
“No.” I gulped. My inappropriate laughter left a sour taste in my mouth. In a world where everything had changed, I never should have assumed that Connor remained the same. No one is beyond redemption.
“It’s by grace you are saved, not by your works.” I quoted the words out of habit, and immediately regretted even opening my mouth.
“Grace?” Connor asked. “Grace from whom? From a God who has turned his back on the people he created?” He snorted. “Open your eyes. If there was a God, would he allow his people to become … this?”
I lowered my knife and took a step back, surprised by Connor’s fervor.
“You think this is God’s fault?” I shook my head. “That’s rich. Exactly what I would expect from an attorney; blame someone else. You can’t paddle away from the lifeboat, and then blame it when you drown.”
Connor chuckled. “Great. Stuck with a religious nut.”
“Religious nut?” I spat. “Stuck?”
The most annoying smirk spread across his face.
I eyed him. “A society without religion is like a vessel without a compass.”
Connor’s eyes widened. “Napoleon?”
I snorted. “I realize that this will probably defy all your beliefs about women, but yes, it is possible to have both: a chest, and brains.”
Trust this infuriating man? What are You trying to do to me? Trust him? Are You sure?
I took a deep breath. “If you’d just open the door, I’ll leave and you won’t have to worry about being stuck with this religious nut any longer.”
My body trembled with anger and frustration, and my face flushed.
I don’t want to trust him. What I want to do is scratch out his eyeballs, throw him on the ground, and step on his throat to crush his larynx!
I took a step toward the door and reached for the handle.
“No.” He held his arm in front of me.
“Excuse me?” I glared at him.
“No.” He shook his head. “I’m not going to let you go out there and kill yourself. Too dangerous.”
Manic laughter mixed with desperation and fear escaped from my mouth. “And you’re going to prevent my death?” I shook my head. “You? You’re not exactly the white knight type, you know, so please forgive my doubt. There are enough enemies out there. I don’t need to be stuck in a safe with one.”
I’ll show him stuck.
I clenched my fists. “By the way, if someone locks you in a safe against your will, they really shouldn’t be allowed to refer to the experience as being stuck with you.”
He sighed. “That might not have been the best word to use.”
“You think?” My grip tightened around the dagger.
Why did my first interaction with another human being who wasn’t trying to kill me or run from me have to be this man? He wasn’t a human, he was a dog. No, my dog had been sweet and loving. Connor was more like a wolf, and I was no Little Red Riding Hood to be taken in by his smooth talking. Sure, he‘d saved my life, but why? He was a big shot attorney. They never worked pro-bono, and it required more hope than I could muster to assume he had done anything out of the goodness of his heart.
I didn’t need or want the company of a man who would stab me in the back. I just wanted to get to Canada, where I’d find Michelle and some semblance of a new life.
“This may come as a surprise to you but hey, I’m alive. I’ve survived without your help this far, and I’m pretty sure I don’t need it now.”
“I didn’t mean for it to come out that way.” He leaned back against the door to the safe.
“Please open the lock so I can leave.” I could feel tears well up in my eyes. I was trapped and the walls were closing in on me, causing panic to cloud my judgment.
“No.”
“Connor, let me out.”
“No. Just listen …”
“Please don’t make me do this!” I pulled my dagger back up toward his throat. He grabbed my hand and in an impressive display of dexterity and speed spun me around so his chest pressed against my back and my arms were trapped beneath his own. I was bent at the waist, with Connor slumped over me.
Ashley gasped. Her terrified face was in my direct line of sight. Her mouth hung open as she stared at us.
“Just listen to me for a minute, Libby … Liberty. We can figure a way out of this.” His breath brushed the side of my hair. “We have food. Our supplies have been adequate so far, but we can’t hold out much longer here. Provisions are running thin. We‘re gonna have to leave soon.”
Connor took a deep breath. He had me pinned. It was useless to struggle, so I didn’t even try. If he wanted me dead, he’d had plenty of opportunities.
What does he want?
“What I propose …” He stood up straight, pulling me with him. “Is that you eat with us now, and get some sleep.”
“I don’t—”
“You need food and sleep. And after you’ve rested if you still want to leave, you can. No questions asked.”
Yeah right.
But the idea had definite appeal. My traitorous stomach growled at the suggestion of a meal. A few days ago all my food had been stolen, leaving me with only the pocketful of peanuts I’d eaten yesterday morning.
If I live through this I swear I’ll never count calories again.
My stomach growled again and Connor smiled smugly.
I was too tired to fight and too hungry to disagree.
Let him kill me with a full stomach. I’ll leave a huge mess for him to clean up.
I nodded and agreed to his terms. He released my arms and requested I sit and make myself comfortable. I lowered myself to the floor, took off my pack, and leaned against it.
Looking around, I had time to appreciate the shelter. It was kind of cozy, really. There was a dial lock on the outside and inside of the door that obviously did not require electricity. The air was a little stale, but circulated through small vents in the ceiling. There was a bucket in the corner which smelled faintly of urine, but the place was mostly clean and organized.
With the store surrounding it, the safe had double the protection against the elements. The day was still early, but the temperature was pleasant. Two sleeping bags were laid on top of twin air mattresses. Pillows and a wind-up flashlight topped each of the beds, and books were stacked in a corner.
There were a few supplies here and there, but the majority of the safe’s shelves were empty, explaining Connor’s concern.
I was mentally rearranging the shelves to face all labels outward when the intoxicating scent of onions, peppers, and chili seasoning focused my attention back on Connor. “Mmm is that really chili?” I asked, as my mouth salivated. He put a small bowl of the spicy-scented ecstasy into my hands.
“Wow. You really know how to woo a girl, don’t you?” I picked up the spoon and stirred the chili. Steam rolled off it, floating to my face, and torturing my growling stomach.
Connor flashed me his perfectly straight pearly-whites and handed Ashley a bowl. When she didn’t acknowledge him, he placed it on the floor in front of her, and then sat down with his own across from me. She waited until he was seated before she picked up the bowl and started eating.
Okay, that’s bizarre.
I filled the spoon with chili and lifted it to my lips. I didn’t even test the heat, but opened my mouth and shoveled the warm food in. The spices danced over my taste buds as a warm, fuzzy sensation traveled down my throat and heated my stomach. I dismissed the spoon, picked up the bowl, and raised it to my mouth. Leaning back, I poured the spicy goodness down my throat, making all sorts of noises that should probably not be heard in public.
When I lowered my bowl, all eyes were on me. I wiped my sleeve over my mouth as Connor smirked. Ashley’s eyes were wide as she watched me; her forgotten spoon full of chili hovered above her bowl.
“What?” I shrugged my shoulders. “I was hungry.”
Ashley averted her eyes and continued eating. I tried desperately to think of some way to start a conversation with her, but what could I say?
How’s school? See any good movies lately? So … what do you want to be when you grow up? Hey you gonna eat that?
Right. Discouraged by inappropriate conversation topics, I defied the laws of nature and kept my mouth shut.
Connor had warmed the chili using a battery-generated hot plate and a small pot. When we were finished, he took the bowls and rinsed them in a bucket of water. He held a bottle of water toward Ashley, but she ignored him and he placed it in front of her. He tossed me a water and tidied up while I basked in the awkwardness of the situation.
What am I doing here?
Connor paused and studied me for a few moments. “The deal was for food and sleep. I’m gonna do some rounds and check on some things. I’ll be gone at least four hours. Get some sleep.”
He turned and walked toward the door. “When I get back, maybe we can talk for a minute before you go?” He spun the dial a few times, opened the door, and slipped out.
The lock spun from the outside, so I stood and jiggled the handle.
Yep. Locked in.
I sat on the floor, facing Ashley. “Well, looks like it’s just you and me, kiddo.”
She didn’t climb onto my lap and beg me to sing her to sleep, but she didn‘t run away screaming either. My belly was more satisfied than it had been in several days and gravity pulled on my eyelids.
Maybe a few hours of sleep wouldn’t be a bad thing.
Ashley watched me dubiously.
“Don’t worry, Sweetie.” I smiled. “I won’t hurt you.”
She picked up a book, walked over to one of the air mattresses, and sat down to read. I considered stretching out on the other mattress, but couldn’t get past the creepiness of sleeping on Connor’s bed. I already had enough nightmares.
Instead, I settled down on the floor, and made a makeshift pillow out of my jacket. My eyes closed as I focused on my life and its insane turn of events.
In literally ten months my life had gone from wonderful to cataclysmic.
Twelve months ago the first “indestructible” company collapsed. In the months preceding that first failure, several struggling companies received assistance from the government. The economy had been steadily declining, and the government feared the catastrophic results of allowing these corporate giants to fold.
So Uncle Sam threw money at the businesses, hoping to plug the holes long enough for them to stabilize. Everyone said the recession wouldn’t last forever, and the goal was to survive until it passed. So the once multi-billion dollar companies turned into taxpayer-subsidized, government-supervised, private companies. Unstable public/private hybrids, they were too public to make their own decisions, yet too private to be held accountable to the tax payers who’d become their lifeblood. Capitalism viewed them as monstrosities, and they were too anarchic for socialism.
Financial analysts wrung their hands as the national debt skyrocketed. No one knew the right course of action. The government watched as the hybrid companies bankrupted the nation, and unemployment rates broke records.
Next to plummet came the banks and other financial institutions. Already wounded by the big businesses reductions, they could not withstand the astronomical unemployment rates. People could no longer pay their mortgages, auto loans, and credit cards. Taxes weighed heavily upon the heads of a nation struggling to survive.
The few banks that endured were hesitant to lend, so money stopped flowing through free enterprise. Companies became insolvent, the stock market plummeted, banks were depleted, and the people starved.
Twelve months ago I was a young, bright professional reaching for the stars at a marketing firm in downtown Vancouver, Washington. According to my last review, I had overcome obstacles and proven myself to be a valuable team member. My boss was introducing me to the players, and helping me make the right contacts to grow my reputation. It was an amazing opportunity and I loved the challenges as well as the rewards.
Nine months ago it was a struggle to hold onto my job. Many of our clients had closed their doors, and desperation caused us to donate hours and hours of unclaimed overtime, just trying to keep the business afloat.
Six months ago I was in line at the unemployment office—my spirit broken and my hand out—praying for enough benefits to fill my empty cupboards. I had begun staggering payments for rent, insurance, and all the other bills I had accumulated during my success.
Three months ago the government officials disappeared and anyone receiving benefits woke up with empty bank accounts.
And now I’m locked in a safe with a little girl, awaiting the return of a questionable ally.
I should have run when I had the chance.
“Hey Ashley, can I ask you something?” I decided to pump the girl for information before I lost all consciousness.
She didn’t answer, so I softened my words. “You don’t have to answer me if you don’t want.”
I glanced at her, and she gave me another of her way-too-somber looks and nodded.
“What happened to your parents?”
Her eyes shifted back to her book. I was about to apologize for prying when she cleared her throat.
“Connor killed them.”
***
5: Hardened
***
Connor
***Fort Lewis, Washington, June 8
A Latino man, dressed in fatigues kneeled near the podium of the small Fort Lewis military chapel. Another Soldier approached hesitantly, stopping at the last pew, waiting to be addressed.
The kneeling man crossed himself, kissed the crucifix that hung around his neck, and stood up. “Report.”
The Soldier saluted. “Excuse me Commander; we have word from the V Ranch.”
A nod from the Commander encouraged him to continue.
“The Progression reached the ranchers two days before we did.” The Soldier clenched his fists and the vein in his forehead throbbed.
The Commander exhaled, closed his eyes, and crossed himself again. “All dead?”
“Dead or taken.” The Soldier shifted his weight. “We found a lot of bodies, but not as many as we expected.”
The Commander nodded, and addressed the cross on the wall. “Recruited or escaped?”
***
I closed and locked the safe door behind me, letting out a deep breath.
Can’t believe I’m leaving Ashley with that nut-job.
My hand reached for the dial.
No, someone that self-righteous wouldn’t hurt a child.
I stared at the door as the minutes ticked away. There were no sounds of violence; no blood came pooling under it.
This is ridiculous. She’s your only chance of getting Ashley out of that safe. Don’t blow it.
I walked away, knowing I’d be the subject of conversation on the other side of the door. I left Jacob’s store at a jog; determined to run off some tension. I was getting nowhere with Liberty. Maybe Ashley would have better luck.
Women.
As I ran, my mind floated back to the last woman I’d been with; the blonde reporter from NBS. I met her at a quaint Japanese lounge on Broadway. I arrived first and requested a secluded table in the corner. The lights were dimmed and the fragrance from the purple orchid centerpiece added to the ambiance.
She beamed as she approached the table, wearing a fitted, knee-length blue dress that brought out her eyes. Her legs looked stunning in the matching heels, and when I widened my eyes, she dimpled.
“You look … amazing.” I stood and took her hand.
She blushed. “Thank you. And you.” She gestured at my black on black Armani. “But Connor Dunstan always looks slick.”
I smiled as we sat.
The waiter approached and handed us each a menu. “Can I get you started with something from the bar?”
My date deferred to me and I smiled, approvingly.
“Ginjo Saké.”
The sushi was exquisite, the Sake was light and clean, and the night was magical.
“About these allegations …” She smiled wickedly in an attempt to bring the case into our easy conversation.
“Ah, ah, ah.” I twitched my finger back and forth. “No business before the third glass of Sake.” I picked up my glass and offered a toast. “To a gorgeous woman, and the beginning of a beautiful relationship.”
She dimpled again and tapped her glass to mine.
With business effectively put on the back burner, we drank and talked for hours.
She glanced at her watch. “It is getting late. I should probably call a cab.”
The corner of my mouth twitched.
Predictable.
“Absolutely not.”
She smiled, no doubt thinking I was predictable as well.
“I drove. I’ll take you home.”
She batted her lashes. “I don’t want to be a bother. I can call a cab.”
She reached for her cell phone and I put my hand over hers. “It’s no trouble at all,” I insisted. This was a dance, and I knew the steps well.
I paid the bill, tipped the valet, and then slid the compliant little blonde into my SUV.
“I was planning on heading to the office after I drop you off. Do you mind if we swing by my house for my briefcase?” I led my partner into another spin of the intricate steps.
“Of course, I would love to see your place.” She smiled as I turned over the engine.
Sandy? Sadie? Stacy? Shirley? I should probably start writing down their names.
I winced as my thoughts turned back to the temperamental red-head who’d just held a knife to my throat. Liberty
Maybe redemption is overrated.
Somehow I ended up back at the remains of Jacob’s house. After mentally degrading my feet for carrying me there against my wishes, I conceded to the ritual and grabbed a handful of ash.
“We’re leaving, Jacob. We can’t stay here any longer.” I whispered the words into the wind.
My eyes were beginning to water when I heard gravel crunch behind me. I grabbed the gun out of my pocket and spun around. A skinny, dark-haired woman stood before me. She held out her hands and her lips stretched into a smile that could only be described as unnatural.
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