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Slaughter: Holiday Row
She pointed a finger at his nose as a flicker of anger danced in her eyes. “I’m only going to tell you this once, David John Slaughter; you take it off right now and drop it in this box, or I’ll remove it while you’re lying unconscious on the floor.
Your choice.”
DJ blinked in response and considered. He loved Abbi.
So much so that he had married her. She was the best thing to happen to him in a long time. But when she was wrong, she was just wrong. There was simply no way he was going to back down from anyone when they were wrong. Even if he was married to the person. He didn’t square off against her like an adversary when he answered. He begged and pleaded as a proper husband should. “Abbi, think about what you’re asking me to do,” he reasoned.
She placed her hands on her hips and canted her head sideways before replying. “I’ve already done that, you doorknob.
As long as you have that thing on you, it won’t really be a vacation. Now take it off.”
She was referring to the heavily modified Sig Sauer P320 X series concealed along his waist under his shirt. It was a tool of the job. There was nothing sinister about its presence as DJ and Abbi both worked for the FBI. Abbi was a technician that tinkered with computers and software, things with buttons and lights, frequently referring to the components of her job in acronyms and terms that DJ often didn’t understand.
DJ was a shooter. Although the FBI didn’t use the term, the truth was that was exactly what he did. He would go undercover infiltrating the world of organized crime and terrorism. Doing so meant he was often called on to place finger to trigger and do what DJ did best. Shoot.
DJ and Abbi were both members of a secretive off-the-books spin-off of the FBI. Their clandestine group answered to no one but the Director himself. In the world of good versus evil, their elite team was a highly specialized tool of precision. True, the sum total of the FBI existed to be nothing more than a governmental tool. DJ’s group, however, was specialized
equipment. The kind you set on the top shelf and kept polished.
The kind you didn’t loan out to friends.
DJ hadn’t always been a member of an elite FBI team fighting the enemies of good. In truth, he started his relationship with them as a fugitive on the run. But, how he found himself to be an owner of a badge was a story best left for another time.
Right then, he had to explain to his wife why he would always have his favorite weapon in the ready position at all times. Even if he was on vacation.
“Abbi, listen to reason,” he began. He didn’t get a chance to continue because of the verbal assault he instantly found himself under.
“Reason? Reason, you soft-headed Neanderthal?!” Abbi was in full-on warrior princess mode, advancing on him in angry measured steps of determination, forcing him to back away from her lest he be trampled. “Are you saying I’m an unreasonable woman?” she demanded.
Crap, DJ thought to himself. This isn’t what I would call a vacation.
In the end, he stopped her in the only way he knew how.
He halted his retreat and kissed her. She resisted at first. But then, like ice melting near an open flame, she leaned into his arms and gave in. Her body language soon told him she was wanting to take this to the next level. But DJ was going to stop her vulnerability in the moment to advance his own agenda.
After a long, passionate few seconds, he pulled away from her and looked down into those glorious almond-colored eyes. “I am an officer of the law. This gun, like the IDs we both carry, is a part of who we are now.”
She looked up at him with genuine sadness. The fiery commitment to getting her way was gone; melted into nothingness by his embrace and kiss. “But we’re on vacation,”
she pleaded. “We are in a remote cabin in the middle of nowhere. I allowed you to choose this spot so you could be secluded. I gave into that when I would rather be shopping and walking on a beach in the Caribbean somewhere. I let you choose the location for a getaway. You can at least act like you’re on vacation and store that gun in the box on the bed.
Besides, there’s nothing around here but trees, birds, and the fish
in the pond out back. What could you possibly need a gun for?
For once, I just want to slide up close to you without feeling that thing between us. For just a few days I want to forget about what we really do for a living.” Those beautiful brown eyes blinked her plea.
And just like that, he gave in. He begrudgingly reached around, plucked the Sig from the holster under his shirt, and handed it over.
She accepted it, then looked at him for a moment with a slight smile. “I love you, DJ. Thank you.” She grinned at him for a moment more, then spun around and made her way back to the bed. She placed the gun into the lock box, input the electronic code on the small display, and locked it away for the remainder of their week-long stay. She bent down then and slid the small gun safe under the edge of the bed. “Now, why don’t you go see if you can find the boat he told you about while I go start putting supper together.” DJ nodded his consent and turned to go.
He loved her so much it left a knot in his chest at times.
And she was right, they both really needed this vacation. They both needed to completely unplug from their hectic jobs and disappear from it all. The gun would only be a reminder of what awaited them once they made their way back down that gravel drive. Storing it away would be for the best.
DJ headed in the direction of the long porch at the rear of the cabin. Tomorrow morning he would get in some fishing.
But first, he had to find the small boat the home-owner had told him about and then dust off the fishing gear stored in a tiny closet near the back door.
The cabin belonged to a friend he had met at work. His group had to frequently work with military assets when dealing with overseas objectives that involved tracking down and targeting terrorists. As such, they had been partnered with an Air Force Colonel whose job it was to reach back through the Pentagon whenever it was required. Colonel Jack O’Kieffe owned this remote cabin. When he heard about them planning a vacation, and that DJ was adamant that he would only go on one if it meant total seclusion away from everyone and everything, the Colonel had offered up this place.
They were in northern Maine, close to the Canadian border. The area was covered in dense stands of trees and separated only by the many ponds and lakes that dotted the landscape. The cabin had its own pond; a big one of about seven acres in size and shaped like a giant kidney bean. On the western edge of the pond, in the area where the “bean” made its bend, Colonel O’Kieffe had said a two-seat pond boat was stashed in the trees. DJ was headed there now. He would find the boat, make sure it was free of spiders and critters, then he would launch it and row it closer to the house. There, he would connect the trolling motor and battery stored in the spare bedroom. The Colonel used to keep the pontoon-like pond boat closer to the home, but would occasionally find it missing when he made his three times a year trip to visit and relax. So, he took to storing it further away when he was gone, making it harder to find for any locals that came snooping.
It was easy to see why the Colonel told DJ that fishing the pond was best done using the small boat. The trees grew right up next to the bank, making casting impossible from the shore. The only clear spot to fish from the edge was a section maybe fifty feet long right behind the cabin. It was still covered in trees, but the limbs had all been trimmed back to provide a clearer view of the picturesque water from the back porch. If one wanted to fish this thing, they would need to cast off.
To be honest, DJ was unsure of how much fishing he would get done the first day. He was mentally worn out. He had been imagining himself floating along and napping in the summer sun for days now. He couldn’t wait to pull the brim of a cap down over his eyes and just let all of the stresses of work fade away. Abbi may have been wanting sandy beaches and turquoise water, along with shopping in outdoor markets among vendors with thick accents, but he wanted something more low-key. He wanted to hear birds chirping. He wanted to hear the sound of crickets singing in the night air. He wanted the feel of a fishing rod in his hands and the thrash of a large-mouthed bass as it broke the surface of a still, wooded pond.
In the end, Abbi consented and said that was fine. She had a few books she wanted to catch up on anyway. As long as she was with him, it didn’t matter. But the next one, she
declared, better have a cruise ship involved and umbrella-decorated drinks or divorce was going to be on the table in the debate.
DJ exited the back door, crossed the porch, and headed around the left-hand side of the pond. The undergrowth was not thick at all and easily navigable. The dense canopy provided little in the way of light for anything less than hearty vegetation to flourish. Add in the thick carpet of leaves, and only the occasional offspring from the trees above or robust understory plants like poison oak stood any chance of flourishing in the dim light.
After stomping around for about thirty minutes, DJ
finally located the plastic pond boat covered by a tarp with camouflaged print. He would have to drag it over sixty feet in order to get it to the bank. But the boat was small and light, and shouldn’t be a problem.
He was plodding his way through the trees, dragging the plastic boat behind him with a short section of rope, when he took a moment to pause and catch his breath. When he did, he heard the distant sound of wheels on gravel coming from the house. Someone was approaching along the drive. There were no neighbors anywhere close, but the Colonel had said a game warden who lived in the area agreed to check up on the house from time to time. He had told DJ he would call ahead and warn him the place would be occupied for a few days and everything was fine. Could it be the officer coming to visit and say hello?
DJ hurried with his task and finished lugging the boat to the edge of the pond at a brisk pace. He hated leaving Abbi alone. She was more than capable of taking care of herself, but she was his wife. There was nothing more precious to him in the world. You guard with a watchful eye the things that are most precious. Society could brand him a male chauvinist all it wanted. He still believed that a husband’s primary role was to be that of a protector. He would hasten the launch of the boat, then use one of the long paddles found within to make his way as quickly as possible to the back of the house. It was probably just the game warden checking on things, and he was sure he was overreacting to the sound of a vehicle approaching, but DJ was beginning to regret locking his gun away in that box.
__________
Merle was almost in a full-scale panic. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone here. He received word over the phone in his hand a little over fifteen minutes ago that the first part of their plan had gone off without a hitch. All of the others were on their way here to meet him. But, here… Here was a problem. In his haste to get down the long, twisting gravel drive, he didn’t notice the small sedan parked in the shadows of the trees until he was almost next to the cabin. But there it was, sitting there with a rental car logo on the back bumper.
This was a very big problem. Problems needed solutions.
Merle was not a solutions guy. Merle was a following orders kind of guy. He needed his brother to tell him what to do, but that was out of the question right then. There was precious little cell service out this far and his phone didn’t even show one bar.
He couldn’t call his brother and the others making their way here. He had no guidance.
He stared at the screen of the phone and willed it to make a connection to service. Any minute someone was going to come out of that house and want to know why a moving truck was parked in the drive. He needed a plan. He needed an idea of what to do. He needed his brother to lead the rest of the guys up the drive behind him and take over.
He looked up from his phone to see an attractive woman step off the back porch and take a few cautious steps in his direction before pausing. She stood there in the gravel next to the house, looking curiously at him behind the wheel. He slowly placed his hand on the Glock sitting on the seat next to him. He had never killed anyone before. He didn’t want to do it now, but if he didn’t do something soon, this whole plan of theirs was going to erupt into flames. Along with his cut of the money.
If it were any other time, he would have already been dreaming up fantasies about her. She was smoking hot. She had black hair pulled into a ponytail behind her. She stood about five and a half feet tall with an olive complexion and an athletic build; a build accentuated all the more by a tight t-shirt and jeans that hugged her hips. She looked like she enjoyed a good workout, or to go on long runs.
Pretty. So very pretty.
He was going to shoot the pretty girl. He had no other choice. As of fifteen minutes ago, Merle had become an accomplice in one of the largest heists in the history of the United States. Thanks to the girl showing up, he would also become a murderer.
And this is why they call any crime you could commit a slippery slope, he thought to himself. But in Merle’s case, his crime escalation was not just casually slipping down the slope of morality. He was plummeting along at breakneck speed.
__________
Abbi was unpacking bags of groceries when she both heard and spotted through the kitchen window, a large moving truck pull in next to the cabin. It was one of those rentals you would get when moving your house; a big one, and it was pulling a van on a two-wheeled trailer behind it.
OK, now that’s just weird, she thought to herself.
Someone is obviously lost.
She stopped what she was doing, exited through the backdoor, and made her way around to the side. She took a few steps off the porch, approaching the cab of the large truck. The driver had been looking at something lower than the dashboard.
A cell phone maybe? Was he consulting a map app? She would walk over and see if she could help out.
Then he looked up, and she paused halfway to the truck.
The look on the stranger’s face said something was wrong. And not the “I’m lost” kind of wrong. It was something else. The look was almost as if the long-haired man in his thirties was silently screaming at her to go away. It was like seeing her was the absolute last thing he wanted to see. A life of working with the FBI conditioned her to the subtle clues by people who were criminals. Alarm bells were sounding in her head right then.
Loud ones. Her thoughts instantly turned to “Mitch” stashed away under the bed.
DJ had many firearms. The ones he loved most all had names. The pistol tucked away in the bedroom somewhere behind her was named Mitch after a favorite author DJ liked.
Right then, seeing the look on the stranger’s face, she was glad
she made DJ take Mitch off and leave it in the lock box. She was sure she could make it to that box and arm herself with it before this guy could do anything harmful. The man behind the wheel was seriously starting to creep her out.
They looked at each other for a long two seconds. The stranger stared at her through the windshield with the engine idling and clearly wishing Abbi would just go away. She looked back, standing lightly on the balls of her feet and ready to do a one-eighty to bolt back into the house for the gun.
Of course, she could just lock the door when she ran through, but that would just slow her down fumbling with a lock she was unfamiliar with. Besides, the guy looked to be on the larger side. If he had a full head of steam, he would likely bust right through the door. It would be best to make a beeline to the gun and then fill him full of holes when he rounded the corner into the bedroom. While she was not as skillful as her husband, she was competent enough to smoke a pervert entering her bedroom.
And just where the heck was DJ anyway? How far had he traipsed into the woods? Was he far enough away to have missed the sound of the rental truck making its way down the drive?
No matter, she thought. There’s only one of them. I can handle one of anything. Gun or no gun.
It was then she caught a flash of movement through the trees back down the drive. Another vehicle. This one smaller. An SUV with a light bar on top. A cop of some sort. No… A game warden. This must be the guy Colonel O’Kieffe told them about.
He was coming to check on them and introduce himself. Perfect timing. Game wardens had guns and law enforcement training.
Abbi felt herself relax just a bit.
She headed in the direction of the approaching SUV, passing along the passenger side of the moving truck, and glancing at the creepy driver one more time. The man was no longer looking at her but into the side-mirror. She was sure he could see the game warden pulling up behind him. If he was indeed dangerous, seeing the red and blue lightbar on the top of that SUV should make him back down.
She picked up her pace as she made her way to meet the game warden, and was passing the back of the van being towed by the moving truck, when the officer stepped out of the driver’s seat. His outfit was less “official” looking and more “going to war in the woods” looking. He had a boonie-cap on his head and wore an olive-green set of BDUs. He also sported a combat vest.
She had always envisioned a game warden wearing a park ranger’s uniform. She did a double-take and checked the insignia on the door just to make sure she wasn’t wrong on who he was.
The officer was definitely a game warden.
The man looked at her, and then to the big truck in front of him. He wasn’t smiling, and she knew what he was thinking.
The man was expecting people to be here. But, not with a truck capable of hauling away all the belongings of the Colonel who owned this place. Abbi could imagine the game warden being instantly suspicious seeing the truck there. She had to get him on her side quickly.
“You must be the game warden Colonel O’Kieffe told us about,” she began. “I’m Abbi. DJ is off in the woods looking for a pond boat supposedly stashed there. But this,” she pointed to the truck, “just pulled in and I have no idea who’s driving it.”
She noticed the game warden, who had the last name Verzosa stenciled on a patch sewn to his vest, was not looking at her anymore but towards the front of the truck. She was still on the passenger side and had the large passenger van between her and whatever he was looking at.
Then she heard the voice of the driver speak up. He had apparently dismounted and was moving towards the game warden on the other side. “Sorry,” the voice spoke up, with just a hint of nervousness coating his words. “I’m lost. I pulled in here hoping to find a place I could turn around.”
The voice grew louder, probably because he was getting closer. He finally stepped beyond the edge of the passenger van being towed. Abbi could see him fully then. He was tall, easily over six feet. He wasn’t muscled, but he wasn’t flabby either.
And, he had a long mane of brown hair falling past his shoulders.
Abbi broke her stare of the stranger to look back at the game warden. The officer appeared to be coiled like a spring. He was suspicious of everything now, Abbi could tell. With good
reason. She watched as his hand slowly moved to the pistol strapped low to his left leg.
The stranger spoke again, that hint of nervousness making his voice slightly waiver. “Do either of you have cell service out here? I can’t get a connection on my phone. I need to call my brother to figure out where I made a wrong turn.”
Officer Verzosa spoke. “Where are you headed?” His voice had a touch of accent to him, matching his darker complexion. It almost sounded Filipino, but Abbi was unsure.
She had known a full Filipino back when she was in college, and the accent sounded close.
Abbi was starting to feel like maybe she got creeped out by mistake. She felt a bit guilty. She could certainly understand being lost out here in the middle of nowhere with no cell service.
Maybe she had misread the long-haired stranger.
The sounds of another approaching vehicle carried its way to them through the trees. Something larger. Everyone focused on this new development back down the drive. Abbi was stunned when she could make out what it was. A semi-truck was snaking its way through the trees along the long gravel drive. A minivan was following it. What in the world was going on?
Abbi caught a glimpse of movement from her peripheral.
The stranger. She turned her head to see him now pointing a pistol at the back of the head of the game warden who was still focused on the big truck approaching from the opposite direction.
She had no time to react. There was simply no chance to warn the doomed game warden. She watched in horror as the bullet ripped through the back of the poor man’s head and tore out the front of his face. It was bloody. It was violent. For an impossible second, the dead man still stood there. Then, he was falling and she was spinning in the gravel, running for all she was worth. She had to get back inside. She had to get to the bedroom. She had to get Mitch.
__________
Gage swore so hard spittle flew from his lips and plastered the inside windshield of the big semi. He white-knuckled the steering-wheel and jammed the gas pedal to the
floor. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing over the dash. His brother had just shot a man through the back of the head and then took off after a girl around the back of the house.
Until right then, everything had been going so right. The plan had been executed to flawless precision. They had only a few more steps to take and they would be living like kings on an island, well beyond the reach of extradition. But through the spittle covered windshield, Gage was watching all kinds of complications pile up to block their path. This plan of his had been one of simplicity. Overcoming complications was not a part of the path to riches. And yet, he had precious seconds to figure out what was going on with his brother, the mysterious girl who vanished around the back of the house, and the dead cop next to his SUV. Precious seconds were all he had to understand the problem, control the situation, and plot a new path forward.
First, the girl. She was a witness. One phone call could end this plan of his pretty quick. Every cop within a billion miles would start surrounding this place. There was little chance she could call out on a cell phone as there was simply no service out this far. However, the cabin was probably equipped with a landline phone. They needed to contain her now.
Gage snatched the small FRS radio from where it rested on his thigh and began screaming orders to the mini-van full of accomplices behind him. “The house is occupied! I need everyone to surround the house now! Shoot anyone who tries to escape! I’m going inside to take them out.” He dropped the radio and then gave an order to the man riding shotgun next to him.
“Josh, as soon as you can, rip that phone box off the wall!” He pointed to a collection of junction boxes where the utilities made their connection to the house.
Josh was smart, his best friend, and someone he knew he could count on to follow through. Plus, since they had been here only a week ago casing the place one last time, he was certain Josh knew where he was talking about. Besides, the pair of them had been secretly fishing the pond out back for the better part of a decade. Josh was as familiar with this place as Gage was.
They knew when the owner would be here and when he wouldn’t. It was why he chose this place as their rally point for transferring the cargo located in the trailer being towed behind
and into the rental truck his brother had already arrived in. The place was secluded, had no neighbors, and was covered in dense trees; a requirement in order to hide the big semi from the air and snooping satellites that would soon be combing this entire region.
His brother. His stupid brother. Gage could understand taking out the cop. He would have done it himself. But why on earth had he not shot the fleeing girl from behind as well? Was it because she was a girl? Did murdering her seem all that much harder for Merle’s conscience to handle? He was certain that was the case. He would slap his brother around the first chance he got.
But, first things first. Containment. Isolate the girl, and anyone else located in the house for that matter, kill all of the witnesses, and then figure out how bad things were. If he could get containment of the quickly unraveling situation, he could sort through the details and take a moment to think it through.
Knowing every second was critical, Gage raced up behind the dead cop’s SUV with his foot buried into the floor.
He stomped the brakes at the last moment, coming to rest two feet behind the rear bumper. Before the semi even stopped moving, Josh was hurtling out of the cab, streaking for the phone box hanging on the sidewall of the house. Gage killed the big truck, set the brakes, and tore out of the cab too, but not before he saw the mini-van race up on the passenger side and the rest of his guys begin to bail out and circle the house.
With the four guys in the min-van, his brother already in the house pursuing the girl, Josh and himself, there were seven armed men placing the cabin under siege. It should be more than enough to contend with the girl and whoever else might be inside.
He was running towards the back, in between the rental truck and the side of the cabin, when he heard a single gunshot ring out from somewhere inside.
Good, he thought. Merle got it together and did what needed doing. She’s dead. Now we just need to clear the rest of the house and see how much damage control needs to be done in order to get this plan back on track.
__________
The first echoing gunshot sent a jolt of adrenaline screaming through DJ’s veins. Abbi was in trouble. Or worse, she was now dead. A monster of emotions began to claw its way through his being; a weird hybrid of rabid rage and heart-gripping dread climbing his spine like a spider monkey ascending a tree.
Before it could consume him, control him, take charge of his actions, he shoved it away. He locked the impending panic behind iron bars of self-control. He closed his eyes for a second and concentrated, calmly replacing raw emotion with focus.
He had been paddling across the pond, approaching the house, when he heard the gunshot. If something tragic had happened to his wife, he would make whoever did it pay the ultimate price. If she was still alive but in deep trouble, he would aid her, rescue her. He could only do those things if he was in control of his emotions.
Wisdom is your decisions in the present being guided by the teachings of your past. DJ had lived a very eventful past. He had faced the demons of his emotions impeding his choices before. He had even done so with the safety of Abbi in question.
They had both been down this road before. Wisdom now dictated how it must be traveled.
DJ was grateful when he glimpsed her through the trees lining the pond’s bank behind the house, still alive, but very much in danger. She sprinted across the back porch and in through the back door. A second later, a long-haired man, a big guy in jeans and a t-shirt, rounded the corner, tore across the back porch, and raced into the back door as well. A few moments later DJ heard a second gunshot. This time the sound was muffled. He knew immediately what had happened. Abbi had reached his gun stashed under the bed in the bedroom and put a bullet into her pursuer. At least, he hoped that was the scenario. It was entirely possible the stranger caught up to her and put a bullet into her instead.
He dug deep into the black water with his oar, trying to make it to the bank as quickly as possible when suddenly more people began to circle the house. They were focused on the cabin and didn’t seem to notice him floating out on the pond.
He stopped. He couldn’t make the small boat vanish from view, but he could try to disappear himself. He took advantage of their directed focus on the cabin to quickly ease himself into the water. He glided around behind the boat and peeked around the hull, his nose and eyes just above the water, watching the cabin for more clues to see whether his wife was alive or dead. No matter the results of what happened in the cabin, DJ was unarmed. Right then, secrecy and stealth were his only weapons, his only advantage.
Another man jumped on the porch from the side and moved carefully along the back of the house. This man was armed as well and appeared to be wearing a uniform of some sort. Like a private security guard’s outfit. The stranger paused at the now open back door and called out. Presumably for the other man that entered before him. It sounded like he spoke a name.
Merle, maybe?
DJ could make out something to the west side of the cabin. A large panel truck of some sort was sitting in the drive.
His brain immediately began to try and connect dots to figure out what was going on. This whole thing had the appearance of a robbery. Like whoever was in the truck thought that since this place was usually empty this time of year, they could pack up the entire contents into a moving truck and haul it all away. But why were they all wearing security guard outfits, wearing combat vests, and sporting AR15’s?
It was a lot of firepower and manpower for a simple robbery. By DJ’s count, there was one in the house, one about to enter the back door, plus he could make out two more on the east side of the house taking aim on the windows. As DJ watched, a fifth uniformed man rounded the corner from the drive as well.
“Done,” this new man spoke loudly.
The one by the back door had his back to the wall and was trying to see into the cabin. He ignored the newcomer and called out again. “Merle, answer me!”
DJ couldn’t help but break into a huge grin at what he heard next. From somewhere deep in the cabin, muffled voice carrying through the still northern woods, came the shout of his beloved wife. “Merle’s dead, you moron! Set foot in this house and you’ll be next!”
More gunshots then, and the two men watching the windows on the east side of the house were sent scurrying like their hair was on fire. One vanishing around the front of the house, the other joining the two men at the back. She was shooting at them through the window of the bedroom!
God, how he loved that woman.
Now he had three weapons in his fight against these unknown assailants: Secrecy, stealth, and a crazy, unpredicatble woman in the cabin.
__________
Josh grabbed the cable making its way into the small junction box hanging off the side of the house, and yanked one good, hard time. The external phone line ripped free from whatever it was attached to inside and removed the capability of anyone in the cabin from being able to make a call. He just hoped whoever was inside had not already dialed 911. If so, they were in trouble.
Even if the person did not have time to make a plea for help, the dispatcher would automatically try to return the call.
When they couldn’t get through, a deputy would be ordered out to do a health and welfare check on the address. They would only have minutes before a sheriff’s car made its way down the drive.
He followed in the footsteps of Gage, rounding the corner onto the back porch. He saw him standing there with his back to the wall, trying to peer in through the back door. “Done,”
he informed Gage, referring to the disconnected phone line.
His friend ignored him, calling out for Merle from the safety of the doorway. He was obviously just being cautious in case the shot they heard was not from Merle killing the witness.
Then, he heard that same witness answer Gage. He looked on as Gage visibly stiffened at the news that she claimed to have taken out Merle.
How? Did she have a gun herself? Had she somehow disarmed Merle and shot him with his own gun? More than likely the bumbling idiot tripped over his own feet and shot himself. Josh had told Gage they shouldn’t include his brother in all of this. The guy was an accident waiting to happen. But Gage
had insisted they needed one more body to make sure all of this went off without a hitch. His role was supposed to be a small one, Gage assured him. There was nothing to really screw up.
Just drive the rental truck here and wait.
Gunfire erupted from inside and Josh instinctively ducked lower against the outside wall. Seconds later, one of the other men from the van ducked around the corner and sucked up to the back wall himself.
Gage backed away quickly from the open doorway until he was standing with Josh. Then, raising the small radio to his mouth, their de facto leader starting issuing orders. “I need everyone to shoot into the house on my order! We need to waste this chick!”
Josh grabbed his friend by the shoulder and tried to reason with him. “Gage, listen to me. The only ammunition we have is what we have on us. Don’t you think it’s better to save that in case we really need to use it in self-defense? And what if someone is driving by and hears all the gunfire from the road?”
Gage seemed to think about that for a second, but Josh could see the anger burning away in his eyes, threatening to consume any hope of good judgment. Finally, after seeming to weigh the pros and cons, he agreed. “Fine,” Gage nodded.
“We’ll siphon some gas from one of the tanks and set this whole place on fire. We’ll roast her!”
“Gage, listen to me man,” Josh pleaded. “If we set this place on fire, it’ll only attract attention. Someone will see the smoke. Maybe one of those choppers that are probably searching the whole area by now. We don’t need that, man. I got a better idea.”
“I’m listening.”
“We’ll pull the other four into a circle around this place.
Far enough back to be safe from her gun in case she takes a shot at one of ‘em. Whatever she’s shooting, it sounded like a handgun. But our boys have rifles. They’ve got a better range. If she pokes her head out, they can maybe pick her off. Meanwhile, you and me, we’ll make the transfer between the two trucks.”
Gage was still visibly angered, but he was calming down as reason began to sink in. Josh pressed his advantage with his friend. “Think about all of that money. That great big mountain
of money. We’re this close to the finish, man. We can still get this done. We just gotta be smart. She ain’t going nowhere. We get the trucks transferred and you can set this whole place on fire as we leave. You’ll still get your revenge. You just gotta be patient, man.”
Josh waited to see what Gage would do. He thought about all of that money himself. It was going to be enough to have them all living high for the rest of their lives. He prayed Gage would listen to reason. He needed his friend to follow through. But, Josh had a lot riding on this. If Gage failed to listen and acted out of anger anyway, then Josh was going to have to do what was best for the group and put his friend down. Right here. Right now. He would hate to have to do it, but one way or the other, Josh was leaving here rich.
Gage made his decision. Josh could see it in his friend’s eyes. But which decision would it be? His friend lifted his radio to his mouth and keyed the mic. Josh gripped the service Glock in his right hand and prepared to shoot his best friend right between the eyes.
“Change of plans,” Gage said. “I want you guys to pull back into a perimeter. Far enough she ain’t a threat. If you see her taking a peek, put one through her face. Otherwise, just keep her pinned down. Me and Josh are going to transfer the trucks.”
Josh relaxed. He wasn’t going to have to kill his best friend. At least not yet.
__________
Abbi tried to figure out how many bullets she had left in DJ’s gun. The one gun. His gun. She didn’t have a gun. She was just an analyst for the FBI. Not an actual agent. He was the shooter. Sure, she did her part in putting bad people away, but he was the one with all of the trigger time.
DJ loved the art of shooting. He lived for it; spending every off-hour at honing those skills for the pure fun of it. He even participated in something called 3-Gun competition. He was good enough to compete on a national level, but he settled for small matches using an alias so nobody would dig too deep into who he was. Even intentionally losing matches to keep his secret safe from prying eyes.
As a 3-Gun competitor, DJ instinctively counted each and every round fired. Even though he was required to do magazine changes at various places in the firearm-related obstacle course, each round was preciously accounted for. Every single round was carefully executed to go precisely into each target. She wasn’t sure if every competitor of the sport followed the same habit, but she knew for a fact it was a big deal to him.
She, on the other hand, had no built-in habits from firing millions of rounds downrange. As such, she was clueless as to how many bullets were left in the gun she now held.
It was a massive thing in her hands, but only average-sized in DJ’s meaty palms. Even though his over six-foot frame would account for a greater ability to conceal it beneath his shirt, she had no idea how he managed to make the thing all but disappear underneath his clothing. It was quite a creative thing to see.
She shook her head and forced herself to focus on round counts. She put one through the nose of the long-haired guy lying in the doorway of the bedroom. If she remembered correctly, there were three fired through the window at the one she so go past. No… Four? Five. It was definitely five. Then, three more at the guy who ran around the back. All together that was nine rounds. To be safe she should round up and call it ten.
If that were true, then how many were left?
She glanced down at the small gun safe sitting on the bed. There were three more full mags in the box. She picked one up with her left hand and turned it around, looking at it. There, on the back, she spotted tiny holes so you could see the back end of the loaded rounds. There were numbers alongside each one.
Twenty-one. There were twenty-one rounds in each magazine.
So, she had eleven left?
OK, this is stupid, she thought to herself. She dropped the partially depleted magazine from the gun in her hand and slammed a new one home. Now then. I have twenty-two rounds ready to shoot anyone who enters.
Of course, the dead guy on the floor had a gun too. She had whatever was loaded into that thing, as well. If she could just figure out a way to get one of these guns into DJ’s hands, well now that would be a game-changer.
She was certain that by now, DJ was fully aware of the situation at hand. The place was surrounded by bad guys. Who they were, she really wasn’t certain. But she knew her husband had to be aware of what was going on. She knew this because he would have at least heard the gunshots and started to investigate.
She also knew that the others didn’t know DJ was out there right then, probably working on a plan to rescue her. She knew it because if they had killed him, they would have made sure to point it out. They also didn’t ask about him in any way. So, this wasn’t some sort of planned hit on the both of them. What was really going on was confusing, to say the least, but it also meant she and DJ had a distinct advantage here. You know, if you discounted the fact that they were outnumbered and outgunned.
It wouldn’t matter though. DJ was her ace card.
They didn’t know who DJ was. They didn’t even know he was here. That would be their undoing. When it came to taking down bad guys, DJ was exceptionally gifted. In a way, she almost felt sorry for them. In short order, DJ was going to find some way to get his hands on a gun. When he did… Well, it would all be over rather quickly. All she had to do was bide her time and keep these idiots from storming the house. She had enough ammunition for that.
“Come on sweetheart. Do what you do,” she said out loud.
__________
Josh kept his eye on Gage. The man was stewing over his dead brother. To appease the angered man, Josh had to make a promise he knew he couldn’t keep. He told Gage as soon as they got the cargo transferred from the semi to the moving truck and they were all set to go, they would set fire to the whole place and burn her alive just like he wanted. He even lied about the specifics of the plan.
They would park the semi along the front of the house.
The owner of the cabin had cleared out the trees in the front to create an actual yard. There was space to maneuver the large truck into position. The mini-van the others had arrived in would be parked around back, and up against the porch. They would siphon gas from the thing and douse the van, the semi, and as
much of the house as they could get away with without being shot by the banshee hiding inside. Then, as they drove off towards the Saint Lawrence River located just over the border into Canada, they would light it all up.
They would do none of that, of course. Josh couldn’t risk setting off a giant blaze and pointing the authorities right to where they had been hiding. Instead, Josh would kill Gage. He had no choice. A man consumed by anger and grief was a liability. He had to go. Just not right now. Josh still needed him to help with the cargo transfer.
So far, the chick holed up in the cabin, the death of Gage’s brother, and even the murder of the game warden was all wrinkles in the plan. Their biggest asset in making this all move forward was: time. As of right now, it was still on their side.
According to his figuring, the people they had stolen the semi and mini-van from would only now be getting the ball rolling into trying to figure out what happened. Their employers would have long ago been calling Gage’s and Josh’s cell phones for an update on their location. Both men had ripped the transponders out of each vehicle and rendered them invisible to electronic tracking. Calling the drivers would have been the next step in figuring out what was going on.
They had, of course, not only turned off their company-issued cell phones but had destroyed them in case there were other tracking capabilities built in they didn’t know about. The inability to contact both drivers after thirty minutes would have triggered the facility they were originally headed to into crisis mode.
Protocol would have called for contact with both the State Police and the Secret Service. However, location by any of those services would take time. Right now, Josh imagined those entities were spooling up to try and track down the missing vehicles. One of the capabilities the Secret Service had was access to video feeds from satellites in orbit. But, phone calls would have to be made first in order to coordinate all of that.
Since nothing like this had ever happened before, Josh figured there would be delays in getting everything into high gear.
When they did, they would peer through recordings looking for the last known location. They would zero in on a
long, rural stretch of two-lane blacktop covered in dense forests.
They would be unable to see beneath the thick canopy of green to learn what had happened, of course. But, what had happened had been brilliantly staged by both men.
Gage had been in the semi, leading. Josh had been driving the unmarked mini-van behind. Gage radioed back to Josh that he was having engine trouble. Something was wrong.
He was losing power for some unknown reason. The big truck coasted to the side of the road, and Josh ordered the four uniformed and armed men riding with him to exit on the passenger side and render assistance. He would call in to dispatch and let them know what was going on, he told them all.
In reality, this seemingly random stopping point was selected in advance for a variety of reasons. First of all, picking random backroads so that no routine was established for would-be robbers was standard operating procedures. Using this particular road did not send up any red flags that something was about to go down. The dense tree cover offered by this narrow section of blacktop would not allow the satellites in orbit to see and record what actually happened. It would all come down to guesswork by the analysts on the other end. That would buy them even more time.
Secondly, up ahead, still covered by thick foliage, were several roads branching off. Investigators would have to look into each potential route of escape, not knowing which one was actually taken. They would do so from satellite footage, but they would also dispatch State Police to personally travel each road looking for signs. Again, this would serve to buy them time to escape.
Their ultimate plan was to cross over the Canadian border at the very extreme northern end of Maine. They had an old cabin cruiser waiting at a low-rent dock along the Saint Lawrence River. It looked like a piece of junk, but the engines had been newly overhauled, and it had a brand-new navigation system along with extra fuel tanks. It would be dark by the time they got there. So, under cover of night, they would again transfer their cargo. They would then head into the Atlantic and turn south. The Caribbean would be their first destination.
Eventually, however, they would end up in South America. They
would spend the rest of their lives sipping drinks on a beach somewhere warm.
When the four, armed guards made their way along the side of the semi headed to the cab to see what was wrong and to offer protection for the big-rig, they were taken completely by surprise by the ambush that had been set. Josh couldn’t help but snicker when heavily camouflaged men stepped out of the bushes on the other side of the ditch and ordered the guards to raise their hands. The look of shock on his co-workers’ faces was priceless.
Gage, up ahead in the big truck, then pulled his gun on his co-driver sitting in the passenger seat and ordered him out.
All five guards were marched into the trees. Four of them, closest in size to their captors were ordered to take off their clothes. Then, suddenly, brutally, after making sure there was no one coming down the road to hear, they were shot in the head.
His four friends changed into their newly acquired uniforms, the transponders and cell phones were destroyed, and they began to weave their way here.
The route into this place was also carefully chosen so that the entire way was only traveled under the concealing canopy of trees. They were less than twenty miles away from where they killed the four alongside the road. As far as the authorities were concerned, however, they could have been on the other side of the world. If they could limit the amount of time they spent transferring part of the cargo in the back of the semi, they should be able to slip away to a life of leisure.
Josh refocused his brain on the task at hand. He needed to get all the vehicles into position to make the transfer. He set about completing that task while Gage went to work on getting the back doors of the semi-trailer opened. In the back of the passenger van being towed behind the moving truck was a small acetylene cutting torch. Gage would need it to cut through the three large locks securing the trailer.
Josh moved the rental truck as far forward as possible once Gage offloaded the torch. Thankfully, the keys were still in the ignition and not carried by Merle into the house with the girl.
Then he rolled the van off the two-wheeled trailer and parked it in the trees next to the rental. They would need the van for the
others forming a perimeter in the woods to drive out of here. The group couldn’t all fit in the moving truck.
After disconnecting the small trailer and hauling it aside, he focused on the game warden’s SUV. The keys were still in the ignition and still running from where the dead man had parked it. Leaving the body next to the drive, he pulled the vehicle forward and parked it between the moving truck and the house.
Finally, he rolled up the back door of the moving truck, exposing the other tool they brought along to help them with the transfer. A forklift was strapped down inside. There were also a couple of ramps used for driving it out of the back; along with a pallet jack. Once Gage gained access to the trailer, they would use the pallet jack to get the contents moved to the back edge.
Josh would be able to use the forklift to transfer three of the large pallets into the moving truck.
They would just take the last three pallets loaded in the trailer even though the moving truck could hold more. Again, time was a factor. The group needed to be gone from here as soon as possible. Besides, those last three pallets were worth the most money anyway. They would be enough for all of them to live a luxurious life multiple times over.
Josh positioned the ramps and drove the forklift out and into the driveway. His plan was to go ahead and pull it around to the back of the trailer. Gage should be about done with cutting the locks off and they could make quick work of those three prized pallets.
He didn’t make it three feet off the ramps before he slammed on the brakes and began to look around frantically.
Something was wrong. Desperately wrong. The hair on the back of his neck was standing at attention and he had the overwhelming feeling someone was aiming a gun right at his head.
This couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be.
His eyes snapped back to the ground on his right, locking onto the dead game warden with the extra hole in his head. Things had suddenly just gone from bad to worse.
The dead man’s handgun was missing from his holster.
His eyes then moved to where the extra magazines should be stored. They were missing as well.
The girl wasn’t alone. He knew it, now. He cursed himself for concluding any woman would have come up here to be alone in the woods. Staring at the empty holster on the dead man, he realized just how stupid he had been.
“Gage!” he shouted at the top of his lungs while jumping free of the forklift.
__________
DJ had issues. Big ones. All of them involved distance.
This was not a blockbuster movie where the hero is somehow able to magically ghost his way through the trees without anyone seeing him, only to step out from behind a bush and take out the bad guy. Warfare across a landscape covered in trees and undergrowth was decidedly more difficult than anything Hollywood could paint. The reason for this was distance.
Oh, sure, one could carefully camouflage themselves to the point where an enemy could pass within inches and never know you were there. But hiding in a stationary position was a far cry different than moving from point A to point B. When you were moving, you were visible. Depending on the terrain, you were often visible from a pretty good distance. The reason was simple. In a world where everything was stuck in place, a person ducking from tree to tree stood out like a beacon in the darkness.
Plus, despite what the world of fiction might tell a novice, it was almost never silent. You could usually hear a person stepping through the woods from a pretty good distance.
In fact, you could usually hear someone sneaking along well before you saw them.
That was the reason for his concern. In order to find a gun he could use, he would have to get up close to an enemy and take it from them. This would prove to be a serious challenge.
He would have to sneak across the terrain, unsure of exactly where the four who had been assigned to form a perimeter were located. It would allow his enemy to both see and hear him before he ever got close.
He glided through the dark pond and into a patch of lily pads close to the bank. There, he heard one of the men on the
back porch give the order for four of them to circle the house.
They were to watch for Abbi to poke her head into view. The man had been angry, and the sound of his voice carried well through the still air. While he had heard the order given, from his position lying next to the bank with his eyes just above the water, he couldn’t see where any of them had snuck off to. He just knew they were out there somewhere.
Distance, he thought. If he wasn’t exceedingly careful, they would see him a long way off before he ever saw them. He would get no warning if that happened. He would just suddenly find himself on the receiving end of small, pointy projectiles moving far faster than the speed of sound. He would be bleeding before he ever heard the shot.
Which way should I go?
When he heard the big moving truck fire up, he had his answer. The noise of its engine would conceal the sound of his movements. If he swung wide around in that direction, he should be able to cover a lot of ground quickly. He might be able to sneak up behind anyone who was on that side of the house if they stayed focused on the building. It wasn’t a great choice, but it was his only one.
He crawled cautiously out of the water, looking around for any sign of movement. Along with the engine running, he could now hear vehicle doors being opened and closed, and a conversation of some sort. He took a chance and sprinted off into the woods, covering as much ground as he could, hoping the sounds of the big truck would cover his footfalls on dry leaves.
There were no shouts. There was no gunfire. No bullets whizzed past his head. Soon, the sounds of the engine faded as he increased his distance between him and the cabin. Finally, he slowed and began picking his way around the cabin. He would take a few steps and then peer through the undergrowth.
As he drew closer to the cabin, he could tell that whoever was on this side of the house was entirely focused on whatever they were doing. Vehicles were being moved around, and there was suddenly a higher-pitched whooshing noise. It was similar to the sound of air racing through a small opening. As he got closer, he could see sparks sending twinkling red flashes of
light through the trees. Someone was using a cutting torch, he reasoned.
Eventually, he was close enough to the driveway side of the house to make out what was going on. There was more than just a moving truck parked on the side. There was a tractor-trailer truck sitting there. And someone was using an acetylene torch to cut their way inside.
What in the world?
Along with the big rig truck, there was a minivan parked in front of the house with the doors open. There was also an SUV with a lightbar on top. It was some sort of law-enforcement vehicle, but he couldn’t see the logo on the door clearly to determine what it was. Additionally, there was another full-sized van pulled into the trees near his rental car.
As he crept even closer, one of the men disconnected a small two-wheeled trailer designed for towing another vehicle from the moving truck. What did they call them? A car-hauler?
The man dragged it off to the side and set about rolling up the door at the back. Next, he pulled out a set of ramps and connected them to the rear bumper. From this angle, DJ couldn’t see what was inside the truck, but everything was making him scratch his head in confusion.
Then, he spotted his opportunity to even the odds a bit.
There was a dead cop lying face first in the leaves next to the drive. He was obviously the owner of the SUV and must have accounted for the first shot DJ heard. The cop must have rolled up on these guys and ended up dead in the process. It must mean the dead officer was actually the game warden the Colonel had told them about. It was the only thing that made sense.
His death was unfortunate, but his still-armed corpse presented DJ with a chance to get a gun into his hands. This fight he was about to not be so lopsided.
The unknown man messing with the moving truck hopped into the back. When he did, DJ broke from cover and sprinted for the dead man’s weapon still strapped to his leg. The one behind the long trailer was out of view and occupied with cutting on the doors. It was a gamble, but the opportunity was one he might not get again.
Reaching the corpse in the leaves, DJ made quick work of removing the handgun along with the three extra magazines.
He resisted the urge to instantly start using his newly acquired weapon. He could have simply stepped around the back of the moving truck and ended that one before he knew what happened.
But as soon as the first round was fired, the others would be alerted to his presence. He still had no idea where the other four were.
He scrambled back into the undergrowth and ducked behind a giant elm. He peeked around to see a forklift being driven out of the back of the moving truck. The driver could be seen clearly now, his facial features covered by a fuzzy two days growth of dark beard. Without warning, Fuzzy Face jerked the forklift to a halt. He looked first at the dead game warden, then around quickly.
Crap, DJ thought to himself. I was hoping he wouldn’t notice. So much for doing a slow circle and finding the rest of them.
DJ quickly checked over his new handgun. It was a Springfield XD-M. A press-check, moving the slide partially backward to expose the round in the chamber, revealed it was loaded with .40 ammunition. DJ’s familiarity with all things firearms, told him that the magazines held sixteen rounds for this caliber. But, had the owner loaded an extra round in the chamber first before seating the magazine? If so, he would have a total of seventeen rounds instead. It wasn’t a practice DJ followed, as he felt it could over-stress the spring in the magazine. However, he knew many law-enforcement personnel did.
He dropped the mag and took a quick glance at the peep-holes along the back. Each little window revealed a reflective cartridge loaded. Good, DJ thought. Seventeen little friends in total.
DJ was thrilled to be armed. He was very sure of his skill when it came to combat shooting. He had encountered few who were his equal in speed and accuracy. Of the ones that did, most of them were discovered on competitive shooting courses or were assigned to elite teams in the military. He had seldom run up against a criminal that was his equal. Despite that, he
wasn’t happy with the firearm he held in his hand. And, he had a whole list of reasons as to why.
First of all, while many people loved the XD shooting platform, DJ was never a fan. It just felt funny in his hands. It was a fine weapon. But comfort, he knew, translated into accuracy and speed. A close friend of his, one DJ had tremendous respect for, preferred the Springfield XD setup over every other handgun on the market. But DJ just hated the feel of it. Holding this one made him long for his beloved Mitch now guarding his wife in the cabin. That Sig Sauer felt like an extension of his being.
Secondly, he preferred the much softer shooting 9mm round over the harder-hitting .40. To be sure, the round he was now armed with would carry a lot more energy into his targets.
But, DJ stood nearly six-and-a-half feet tall and worked out regularly. Rapid firing the smaller 9mm round was like shooting a .22 at rabbits. His large frame, combined with his hand and forearm strength, made shooting his 9mm a breeze. He could zero in on the next target with blazing speed because of that. As DJ now had multiple targets to engage, the extra speed would have sure been nice. A tenth of a second increase in performance could make all the difference in a battle like this.
Besides, penetration and energy were seldom a concern for DJ. He had never practiced putting rounds into the larger chest area of a man-sized target where the energy would matter.
He was well trained into placing his shots into much smaller targets. With his firearm of choice, his modified P320-X series, he could draw from concealment and rattle off five shots into a playing card at seventy-five feet. And, he could do it all in just over two seconds. With DJ’s discipline in shooting, the knock-down power of a heavier caliber was unnecessary. Headshot accuracy tended to end engagements quickly and required far fewer rounds.
Finally, the owner of this firearm had replaced the sights. The front one represented no concern for him. The rear one, however, made him slightly nervous. It was an adjustable sight. This meant the owner had potentially fine-tuned it to his eyes for the best accuracy. There was a good chance it would probably be off a bit for DJ’s eyes. He would potentially have to
adjust his aiming point on the fly. If someone was shooting at him at the same time, it might get dicey.
Who was he kidding? There was no might about it. It would, indeed, get dicey. There were four hidden targets out there. He had no idea where they were. But they were about to know where he was.
He stepped around the tree and took aim. Everything slowed down. He was relaxed and calm, yet razor-sharp in his focus. He processed things quicker in moments like this and it made time seem to slow. It was all an illusion, of course. But, it was how his brain worked in tense situations. It was partly the reason why DJ was so efficient in what he did.
He wasn’t good at very many things. In fact, there was a lot he was just plain rotten at. Math and relationships came to mind. But when it was time to put rounds downrange, it was as natural to DJ as breathing.
There was a euphoric emotion he got from moments like this. It was similar to coming home from a long trip. The way the tension releases when you cross the boundary to your own home and the stresses of life melt away, was the closest comparison DJ
could make to this emotion. Feeling at home and comfortable with aiming a weapon at someone was probably something he should never admit to anyone else. That confession might land him in a padded room somewhere. Nonetheless, DJ was now at home in his own head.
Fuzzy Face launched himself from the forklift and was racing towards the back of the semi. He screamed a name as he did. Gage. It was the last word he ever spoke. The .40 bellowed in DJ’s hands. The front of the man’s face ripped away in crimson splatter; the round taking him just forward of his temple.
DJ’s aim was off with these unfamiliar sights. The rounds were passing just to the right. He was lucky he hit his target.
Sixteen rounds left in his pistol. Forty-eight in the three magazines he had stuffed into his back pocket.
He pivoted lightly on the balls of his feet, moving for the back of the long trailer and Mr. Blowtorch.
One down. Six to go.
__________
Gage heard his name shouted, followed by the distinct crack of a gun. Cold fear replaced burning anger. One second, he was concentrating on cutting the last remaining lock off the trailer door, staring intently through tinted safety glasses as he imagined that wench of a girl being burned alive by the blue flame. The next, he was stepping to his left to look around the trailer to see why Josh had shouted his name with such rabid concern echoing in his voice, and to find the source of the shot.
A man. An armed man. A man aiming at Gage’s face and methodically stepping through the shaded woods like the specter of death. A man who took a shot at him just as Gage jerked back around the corner.
The bullet passed to the left, sparing his life, but close enough he felt its hot sting across his cheek. He let the cutting torch drop into the gravel drive. Wheeling about, Gage scrambled away from this new threat. He bolted for the thick undergrowth located in front of the house, desperate to keep the trailer between him and the stranger with the gun. In his panic, he didn’t even attempt to draw his own weapon from his service holster. He merely put his head down and sprinted for concealment like a track star for the finish line.
More gunfire. More bullets ripping past him. But not from the man. From his left. From the cabin. The girl. It must be the girl shooting at him through a front window. He should have set the house on fire like he wanted to in the first place.
He crashed into the brush and nettles, seeking the safety of their camouflage. The branches tore at him, opening superficial wounds on his hands and face. He felt a piece of his uniform rip away. Then, he was zig-zagging through trees.
Where were his guys? Why were they not filling his enemy with holes from their rifles? Josh and Gage were drivers and were armed with only handguns. But the other four had sidearms and AR rifles. He needed them to open up on the stranger and give him some cover.
With great relief, he heard the sound of gunfire from his team somewhere to his left. Pistols made one sound when fired.
Rifles another. This new rapid set of shots were from his friends converging towards the front of the house. No one man could withstand the assault of a few rifles armed only with a pistol.
Gage slid to a halt in the leaves. Bracing his shoulder against the trunk of a tree, he took aim in the direction of where he imagined his pursuer would be coming from and waited with gleeful anticipation.
__________
Abbi stepped quietly through the tiny house, peering from the edges of windowsills. She looked for the attackers hiding in the woods. She searched for her husband who she knew was stealthily picking his way through the forest. He was unarmed. He would have to make careful and calculating choices. He would have to strike at them after first getting a good read on the place. She searched the shadows looking for signs.
She heard engines fire up from the side of the house near the kitchen and tiptoed her way over to see what the strangers were doing. The kitchen and eating area took up that entire side of the house as the cabin was so small. There were windows on all three outside walls that provided her views of the side of the house and the driveway, the front, and the back as well.
Crouching low, Abbi stole a glance over the countertops of the kitchen and tried to figure out what the two men on this side were doing. One was moving vehicles around in front, and the other was dragging an acetylene cutting torch to the back of the large trailer. He was going to cut through locks, she concluded. They were going to transfer cargo from one truck to the next. It was a theft of some sort. Something in the semi was worth a lot of money and being transferred to the rental truck in order for them to sneak away. They must have chosen this place to make the transfer because it would normally be empty. But what could be worth so much effort, manpower, and guns?
Then it dawned on her. All of the evidence of the right here and now connected to the search she had done of the area when planning their vacation. She had been looking for something she could do while DJ was immersed in his solitude.
The answer had been nothing, of course. There was nothing out here. The only thing of interest had come up in the FBI database she was using to browse through facts about the area. Nothing on a common internet search. This one popped up on the secure
database of FBI facts about the area. A list of businesses and government properties.
It suddenly all made sense to her now. If she was right about what was in that semi-truck, all she had to do was make enough noise to draw attention to this place and the feds would send every asset they had screaming to her rescue.
But how?
The phone was dead. There was no cell phone service.
She was too far away from a tower and the antenna in her phone was too small.
What if I made it bigger?
She slid open the drawers in the kitchen one by one until she found what she was looking for; a butter knife. She flipped her phone around and started working along the narrow seam with the edge of the knife. She pried and dug with focus, not caring about damaging or marring the surface. In short order, she was able to break the seal on the adhesive joining the front to the back and expose the workings inside.
Abbi was the complete opposite of a girlie girl. She had a degree from MIT in software engineering and loved to tinker with things requiring small tools and solder. She instantly understood everything she was looking at inside the thin phone.
She quickly located the small antenna, but then set the phone aside.
Next, she darted over to the back corner of the kitchen and jerked open the breaker box. With the flat of her palm, she started flipping breakers four at a time, killing electricity to the entire house.
From there, she made a beeline to her purse on the table and pulled out the charging cord for the phone. Shoving stuff around on the inside, she next located the small swiss-army knife she always carried. Grasping it in her right hand made her think of her husband, something he had said. “A good knife is an invaluable tool,” he had told her when he gave it to her on their wedding night.
She remembered smirking at him in response.“Not exactly what I had in mind when you said you had a little present you wanted to give me. It’s our wedding night, after all.”
He had smiled down at her with such tenderness and cupped her head in his big hands. “You have to understand my heart here,” he said. “You mean the world to me. If I could, I would hire a team of armed men to escort and guard you night and day. But that’s impractical. Pretty sure keeping you locked in a cage, behind a castle wall, and surrounded by a moat full of sharks would be frowned on by the law as well. If I know you’ll always have a knife handy, I’ll know you have a chance. I would have gotten you a big marine Ka-Bar but I figured you might actually enjoy the tools on this thing. It’s more your style.”
He had been right, of course. It was more her style. And, it was about to call in the cavalry. Although, why she had used a butter knife to break into the phone instead of remembering the small multitool, she had no idea.
She grabbed a stick of chewing gum, unwrapped it and popped it in her mouth, then stepped back to the counter where her phone was. As she chewed the gum, she went to work stripping back the wires on the charging cable. She exposed the larger positive wire on both ends and then turned her attention to one of the electrical outlets on the backsplash above the counter.
Removing the plate with her swiss army knife, she took out the two thin screws securing the outlet inside. Once free, she pulled the outlet out and exposed the electrical cable supplying power.
Finally, using the chewing gum as a bonding agent, she attached one copper wire of the charging cable to the phone antenna. The other end was attached by loosening one of the terminal screws on the outlet, sticking the small wire in with the heavier copper electrical feed, and then tightening it back in place.
When she looked at the screen on her phone, she was rewarded with seeing one bar of service. It worked. She had succeeded in making the antenna larger by attaching it to the wiring of the cabin.
She smiled. “Never make a woman angry. Especially a smart one,” she told the empty room.
She quickly dialed 911 and hit the speakerphone button while looking out of the window. One of the men was placing ramps into place on the back of the moving truck.
A female, sounding serious answered. “911, what is your emergency?” Abbi thought it was likely the operator was never going to get another call quite like the one she was receiving right then. Through the window, the man hopped into the back of the truck and vanished from view.
She was in the process of giving her FBI identification number when she spotted her husband through the window. He was sprinting from the thick trees on the other side of the drive.
He dropped down and quickly removed the dead game warden’s weapon and spare mags. She smiled. It’s a whole new ballgame now, she thought to herself.
Abbi spoke softly into the speakerphone and tried to explain what was going on, but her eyes never left her husband.
Her heart was in her throat as she worried for his safety. At the same time, she was overcome with an exhilarating dose of adrenaline. She knew her husband well; knew what he was capable of with a gun in his hands. Six to one odds wasn’t as lopsided as it seemed now that he was armed. In an instant, he was darting back into the shadows from whence he came.
The woman on the other end of the phone seemed confused. Worse than that, she seemed doubtful this was even a real emergency. “Right,” the 911 operator said with sarcasm.
“You expect me to believe the FBI is in a shootout with an army of soldiers in the middle of northern Maine? You do realize that we could prosecute you for making a false report?”
The man in the back of the moving truck reemerged, driving a forklift carefully down the ramps.
Abbi’s temper was spiking. “Look, you doorknob, I gave you my identification number. Contact the FBI right now!”
The operator was unconvinced. “Shouldn’t that be a badge number?” she asked.
Abbi hissed her reply. “I don’t have a badge. I’m an analyst.”
The operator was having none of it. “Sure you are.
Right. So, an analyst is in a shootout with a bunch of army men in the middle of northern Maine. Got it.”
The man outside suddenly hit the brakes on the forklift and jumped free of the driver’s seat. He bolted for the back of the big rig, screaming something as he did. And then he was
dead. There was a sharp crack of gunfire from the deep wooded shadows and the man’s face ripped away in a gruesome display.
She gripped the phone even tighter and shouted into the phone. “Didn’t you just hear gunfire?”
The idiot on the other end didn’t budge in her resistance.
“I heard something, but it didn’t sound like an army of guns.
Now I’m warning you lady. You need to stop this right now or we will prosecute you for making a prank call to authorities.
That’s a one thousand dollar fine.”
Exasperated, Abbi practically screamed, “Great! Why don’t you bring the bill down here in person! I’ll get my checkbook!” She spotted DJ angling for the back of the large trailer, weapon in hand. The gun cracked again as she watched.
Abbi moved to the end of the counter to get a better look from the front window and that side of the house.
The operator was mad and there was an edge to her voice. “Look, lady, I know it gets real boring out here, but you’ve had your fun. Now stop this right now before I really do send a car your way.”
Abbi spotted the other man that had lugged the cutting torch to the back of the trailer. He was streaking away from DJ, headed to the thicker line of bushes in front of the house. He was going to get away. She had to help. She raised DJ’s gun and started shooting through the window.
It was suddenly very loud in the small kitchen. Despite this, she heard the stupid operator abruptly change her attitude, a touch of panic rippling through her voice. “What is that?” she asked. “That sounds like gunfire!”
Abbi fired a couple of more rounds before the man vanished from view. None of them seemed to hit her target. She just wasn’t as good at this as DJ.
Behind her, the operator was babbling away in a panic now that she knew she had been wrong this whole time. Abbi leaped back to the phone on the counter and shouted at the woman. “I swear, I have never met anyone more crappy at their job than you! Now contact the FBI like I told you and get someone out here!” Abbi darted to the back door. She wasn’t going to be left hiding in the cabin while DJ was out there
fighting to save her. She just couldn’t do that. She had to find a way to help.
Peeking through the windows, she saw no one. With her ears still ringing and no idea how many rounds she had left in her gun, she slipped onto the back porch and began to sneak around to the side. Everyone would be focused on DJ and the front of the cabin. They wouldn’t count on a tiny girl to try and flank them. She had every confidence DJ could handle them all, but they were a team. And you never left a team member unsupported.
__________
DJ wasn’t sure who was in charge of this group. They were all wearing uniforms and looked the same. If he could have figured that out in advance, he would have concentrated his efforts on taking that one out first. Cutting the head off of the snake was always a tactically sound decision. But, he had been forced to act when he did. He could have waited on firing that first shot until he could get a better lay of the land, but doing so would have placed Abbi into even more danger. His enemy’s logical course of action in realizing she wasn’t alone would have been to close ranks inside the cabin and hold her hostage. They would have threatened to kill her unless he gave himself up.
Taking out Fuzzy Face was the closest to a surprise attack he was going to get.
DJ paused against a tree, listening for the sounds of Blow Torch running through the leaves. But there was nothing. It was likely the man was waiting for DJ to crash through the thicker undergrowth lining the front of the cabin. He was probably just on the other side with a gun pointed his way, waiting. He was in a stalemate situation. If he moved forward, the other would ambush him. Plus, DJ was on borrowed time before the rest of the crew hiding around the house started shooting at him.
And then they were. Gunfire from his left, in the direction of the cabin, had him quickly put the tree trunk between himself and this new enemy. Glancing around, he spotted two approaching from the other side of the cabin. One
man was bolting for the cover of a tree. The other was standing there flatfooted and shooting at him with an AR platform rifle.
Thankfully, the man wasn’t any good. So far, not a single round had struck the tree DJ was hiding behind. The guy was probably fifty yards away. DJ would have normally taken a shot. After all, the target wasn’t moving. With Mitch in his hands, it would have been a piece of cake despite the distance.
He was that good with his preferred weapon. But DJ was not comfortable with this Springfield yet.
DJ’s first fired round from this gun had killed his intended target, but luck had something to do with it. DJ had been aiming at the top of the man’s ear. His round had passed just forward of the temple, ripping the front of his skull away. It was shooting to the right. How much so, he was uncertain. He was uncertain because his target had been running in the same direction. How much of that factored in? Plus, the gun went off after he had anticipated it to. The trigger was stiff, with a long breaking point. He was unfamiliar with when the gun would actually fire based on the feel of the trigger against his finger.
How much had that factored into the shot being off? He didn’t know. DJ would need to fire a few more rounds to figure this thing out.
Bark flew next to his ear as a round smacked the trunk next to his head. From behind him!
DJ pivoted and dropped into a crouch at the same time.
Another round broke the air just above his head. This person was a far cry better and only fortune had kept DJ alive because of his sudden crouch. But where was this new shooter?
DJ rolled to his left and came back to a knee, searching the woods behind him. Two more rounds passed dangerously close from somewhere in front. These were rifle rounds. It could not have come from the man he had been originally pursuing as that man was armed only with a pistol.
DJ searched the area in front of him for a fraction of a second before moving again. Just before he cartwheeled into another roll to his right and then back against the tree, he spotted the shadowed figure leaning into a tall oak to brace his shots about forty yards away. DJ rolled and another round narrowly missed him, the bullet tugging at his shirt collar.
This person might have been a better marksman, but it was obvious he had never practiced against moving targets. It accounted for the misses. DJ kept those particular skills up by bouncing tennis balls across a gun range and shooting at them as they moved, often chaotically bouncing due to the rocky surface.
This time DJ stayed flat on the ground in the prone position, drawing aim on the figure while lying in the leaves on his belly, trying to decrease the size of the target his enemy was shooting at. DJ took aim about four inches to the left of the man’s nose and squeezed off the shot. Again, his aim was off.
Again, the gun bucked in his hands a fraction of a second later than he anticipated. But he was closer, and he thought he had finally figured this gun out.
The bullet missed his intended target, but just barely.
The man dropped his rifle into the leaves. His left hand smacked against his left ear, and he swore as he ducked around the tree he had been leaning against. DJ had grazed the side of his head.
Another bullet whizzed by DJ. This one from behind him again. With the one he had just shot at now crouching behind a tree trunk, he needed to turn his attention on the two coming from the direction of the cabin.
DJ flipped onto his back, bent his knees, and drew aim between them on the man still standing flatfooted and firing poorly. The guy had advanced closer before trying to shoot again. It accounted for the rounds now being much closer. They tore into the leaves and undergrowth around him. One tracked mere inches above his head, and DJ winced he caught a glimpse of the projectile as it streaked overhead.
He aimed left, dropped the front sight just a fraction, and… Dead. His target’s head erupted with blood splatter; the high velocity round making a gruesome quick end of his target.
DJ wasted no time. He rotated to the next man. This one had slid in behind a tree and was just now taking careful aim at DJ’s low profile against the forest floor. DJ was faster and surer of himself now. The man didn’t even get a shot off. He just died.
The bullet took him through the eye as he was aiming along the top of his rifle.
A stinging graze across the top of his left thigh announced that the fourth person who had been tasked to guard
the cabin had arrived. DJ scrambled over onto his belly again and dove towards the trunk of the tree that had become his temporary haven. Looking around the base, he spotted this new target coming around the back of the semi-truck. How he hadn’t run into the guy before, DJ wasn’t sure.
He was now down to two active aggressors. The one coming from the back of the trailer, and the other behind him still smarting from the graze against his ear. The latter was no longer armed with his rifle as he had dropped it when DJ clipped him. But he was closer to DJ, and still a threat with his handgun.
Additionally, there was still the missing Mr. Blow Torch. DJ had no idea where that one had gone to.
DJ decided to finish off the one behind him with the bleeding ear. He came quickly to his feet, did a one-eighty, and sprinted hard for the wounded man, ignoring the burning pain in his left leg. The man had been peeking around the trunk with pistol in hand, but he hadn’t been aiming. He just was holding it in the ready position pointed towards the ground, clearly distraught after being fired on and narrowly escaping with his life.
As DJ ran in his direction, the man at first seemed shocked and unsure of what to do. But as DJ rapidly closed the distance between them, the man made up his mind to fight back.
He stepped out and raised his weapon. Not fast enough, however. DJ was now sure of the characteristics of his Springfield XD-M, and he was a lot closer. Ignoring the bullets passing by him from the man shooting behind, DJ dropped the one in front with a round that tore straight through the man’s teeth. It was a bloody mess. As far as DJ was concerned, this .40
was overkill.
Eleven rounds left in the Springfield. Forty-eight in the magazines stuffed into his back pocket.
DJ kept running for the downed enemy, leaping over his still twitching body, and sliding down into the leaves on the other side. He then used the man on the ground, and the base of the trunk his enemy had been standing by, as cover from the one still shooting at him from behind. His victim wasn’t dead yet, but he was close. He only had a few moments left in this world. As
DJ sighted across the dying man’s body, he felt him breathe his last.
DJ didn’t feel bad for the man or guilty for taking his life. The dirtbag was a criminal. He was, at the very least, a man who was guilty of home invasion and attempted murder. DJ had done the world a favor by ending his existence. Besides, even though DJ was technically a lawman, he much preferred the simple finality of the grave over the convoluted and bureaucratic justice system. Especially when there was not a shred of doubt concerning guilt.
DJ lined his open sights up with the target advancing from the semi-truck side of the cabin and saw the man die in his tracks. But it wasn’t from DJ’s actions. He watched as bullet after bullet impacted the man on his left-hand side and behind. It was from the direction of the far corner of the small house. His eye moved right searching for the source and found it quickly.
Abbi was coming into view, marching steadily forward between the moving truck and the cabin. She fired over and over again in an untrained and chaotic manner, sending every single round she had at the man. Some hitting. Some missing entirely.
DJ had taken her shooting occasionally. But it was never as an act of dedicated training. It was a sort of date. Just a recreational exercise done so she could spend time with him and share in the thing he was so passionate about. From those experiences, she could load any weapon she came across. She could grip any pistol or rifle securely and hold it properly. She was well versed in gun safety. But, she was no real enthusiast.
Every round fired up until now was done with girlish giggles as she made 2-liter soda bottles used as targets explode in sugary eruptions of color. There was no intense focus brought to bear with the idea that she might have to actually use one in a defensive situation.
In truth, what DJ was witnessing right then was not an act of defense. It was a pointed offense. And it was enough. The man spun around as a reflexive reaction to the impacts. Then he was staggering away from her, backward, moving alongside the tractor-trailer in the drive until finally, he could stay upright no more. Down he went, onto his back in the gravel and the leaves,
Abbi still shooting with merciless fury. DJ’s habit of counting rounds as they were fired kicked in.
Five rounds. Ten. Twenty. The slide finally locked back on twenty-one. She turned her head in his direction, looking for her husband. For a moment he just lay there, looking upon her with awe and loving admiration. Abbi was amazing, and he was never more in love with her than right then.
He waved at her and shouted her name. He told her that there was one more still lurking around. She should hole up in the house and reload. She nodded and backed up to the corner of the house, peeking around one last time before vanishing from view.
With Abbi back in the house safe and sound, he focused on the remaining enemy. He came off of the forest floor to one knee and started searching the shadowed woods around him.
Where was the missing Mr. Blow Torch? Had he just decided to call it a day and run for it? Was he out there somewhere waiting to make a run at him? DJ considered the options.
The man must be a coward. Or at least not as brave as he once considered himself. When his buddies started slinging projectiles DJ’s way, he should have joined in the fight and took DJ out with overwhelming force. He didn’t. He either waited and hoped his friends would take DJ out by themselves, or he used the opportunity to escape. But which did Mr. Blow Torch chose?
DJ decided to do a wide sweep around the house. If he caught a glimpse of the perp, he would take him out. If not, he would head back to the cabin and call in help via the landline attached to the house. In fact, he was surprised Abbi had not done so immediately after shooting the man that had chased her through the back door. Maybe they had damaged the phone box on the side of the house first? That would make sense. If so, he was sure Abbi could repair any damage these lunatics might have done.
He darted from tree to tree, listening intently to the sounds of the woods for someone skulking through the gloom.
His eyes probed the undergrowth looking for movement. He repeated this process for a few minutes, anxious to get another shot at the guy. Frustratingly, he saw nothing. Not a trace.
In the distance, however, he thought he could hear the sounds of approaching sirens. He could just start to make them out in the distance over the sounds of wind rustling the canopy above his head. They were far away, however. Abbi must have finally contacted authorities. He would need to get back to her quickly. They would need to stand there in the drive with their hands up and FBI credentials held high for all to see. The last thing he needed was to be mistakenly shot by a country cop hopped up on adrenaline.
It was time to call off the hunt. Let someone else take it from here. Besides, he was desperately curious as to just what was so all-fired important in the back of the long trailer. After all, those men were willing to kill for it; to sacrifice their lives for it. A semi-truck trailer could transport a lot of stuff. There could be almost anything back there. Highly specialized and expensive equipment to be sold on the black market? Illegal weapons for sale to the highest bidder? Nuclear warheads being secretly transported across the country? OK, probably not that last one. But still, there could be almost anything in the back of that truck. Because DJ and Abbi both worked for the FBI, as soon as those sirens got here and they had established their identities to whoever showed up, DJ had a justified and legal reason for finishing what Blow Torch started and cutting the lock off the thing. Probable cause would allow him to open up the back and take a look inside. It would not just satisfy his curiosity, but it was an obligation to look for motive.
With him officially throwing in the towel on finding the missing man, DJ set off at a brisk pace for the cabin. As he approached the back door, he could hear the sirens getting louder. They were definitely coming this way. Sound had a tendency to carry over a greater distance out here in the woods.
So, despite the fact that it took a few minutes for him to make it to the back door, he could tell the authorities were still a couple of minutes away.
He almost just plowed through the door, anxious to see his wife, when wisdom kicked in. His wife was on edge and armed. Rushing back through the door unannounced was a good way to get shot. For a brief moment, he pictured himself in the same shoes as Captain Swiss Cheese lying dead outside near the
big trailer. He had no desire to be filled full of holes like the poor sap out front.
“Don’t shoot, sweetie,” he called out before stepping through the doorway. “Coming in.”
His heart caught in his throat. Blow Torch was standing behind Abbi; his left arm up and securing her in a sort of reverse headlock. He had her head pulled back into his shoulder. His own face was partly obscured behind her right ear. The villain’s left hand was not visible, but DJ could tell by the way Blow Torch positioned it behind her waist that he was holding a gun right at her spine.
DJ instantly looked into the eyes of his wife. He saw all he needed to know. There was no fear in her. Just a calm serenity.
And then, she closed her eyes to wait for what she knew would happen next.
__________
At first, Abbi was furious. When her enemy walked through the door pointing a gun at her face, she had been expecting her husband. She had reloaded DJ’s handgun as instructed and moved back into the kitchen to have a conversation with the moronic 911 operator. Abbi had been focused on her anger at the stupidity of the lady on speakerphone, and less on paying attention to her surroundings.
When she caught someone coming through the still-open back door from the corner of her eye, she just naturally assumed it was DJ. She turned her head to address him; to tell him she loved him.
She was stunned into silence to see the cold, black barrel of a gun pointed at her face. Her gun was in her hand as well, but it was pointed at the floor. He had the drop on her. She briefly considered trying to kill him anyway. She was sure she would die, but maybe she could put a few rounds into him before she expired. Maybe she could take him out as well.
She didn’t. She couldn’t. It was a foolish notion. DJ was still out there. He would be coming this way soon. He would save her. It’s what he did. She just had to stay calm and wait for him.
The man told her to drop the weapon, and she did. He told her to turn around, and she did. Then he stepped up behind her and placed an arm around her throat and jerked her into him.
She could feel the barrel of his weapon jammed into the middle of her back, and she grimaced. Partly from pain. Partly from letting him get this close.
Abbi was a black belt in multiple forms of martial arts.
She started with karate when only a small girl. Her father was black and her mom white. Her dad had told her that a girl always needed to be able to take care of herself. A brown-skinned girl, even more so. She took the advice seriously; excelling quickly at an early age. She ended up loving the sport and discipline. After mastering karate, she moved on to other types. Currently, she was training in Israeli krav maga. Despite all the skill she had in hand to hand combat, there were no black belt moves to avoid getting shot when your enemy had a gun poking you in the lower back and a finger on the trigger. All the man had to do was twitch and she would be needing an ambulance. This wasn’t the movies. This was dangerous. This was real.
She resigned herself to wait for an opportunity. The man told her that she was his only ticket out of here safely. But, she had killed his brother, he informed her. If it came down to it, he would rather be killed if it meant she got to die as well. She believed him. Waiting for DJ to show up, or some other opportunity to present itself was her only choice. This was not a time for heroics. This was a time for patience.
Behind her, the 911 operator kept trying to get Abbi to answer, asking if she was OK. The lady said help was coming.
Abbi should just hang on. The State Police were on the way.
Abbi said nothing. She waited.
And then her husband was calling out to her from the back porch. She tensed up, and so did the man behind her. She had no doubt that if she shouted a warning to DJ, she would be bleeding out on the floor a short second later.
She waited.
When DJ stepped through the door and she saw the look on his face, she was mad at herself all over again for placing them both in this situation. How could she be so careless? She never imagined the lone escapee would circle around and come
back, but she hadn’t known the dead guy back in the bedroom door was the man’s brother. On hearing that proclamation, she concluded that he had come back to seek vengeance. As the sounds of sirens in the distance drew closer, and as the 911
operator kept talking over her phone on the counter, the man must have changed his mind. He would hold her hostage and try to escape using her as a shield.
As an employee of the FBI, she knew those tactics never worked. Ever. It always ended with the perps either dead or in jail. They never escaped into the darkness like was depicted in the movies. It just didn’t happen.
Now here she was, looking her husband in the eye and knowing there was only one choice for DJ. Only one. And not because of FBI training and protocol, there was only one choice because that was who the man was.
Through gritted teeth, the man behind her spoke. “Drop the weapons,” her captor told DJ. There was venomous confidence in the man’s order. He was sure DJ would obey his demands, she could tell. Any other man seeing his wife in this same situation, would. Who would risk the life of the one they loved. Just give in to the demands and then hope for a better option to present itself, anyone would reason. Or maybe, just maybe, the person might not hurt their loved one and let them go.
DJ wasn’t like that. He was a man dedicated to the guidance of common sense and not blind emotion. Common sense would tell DJ that giving up his weapons could in no way ensure her safety. Common sense would instruct him that his best option was to maintain ownership of his weapons and to never allow his enemy to place that much control over the situation. He would never give up his gun. Never.
DJ had entered the back door holding two guns. His left hand held a commandeered black rifle from one of his fallen enemies. He gripped it along the barrel just forward of the long magazine, holding it casually as if he had just come back from the range. His right held the appropriated game warden’s sidearm. He held it casually, pointed at the floor of the cabin with his index finger along the slide.
Rapidly, the look in her husband’s eyes changed. It morphed from shock, sorrow, and fear, to cold, deliberate commitment to a course of action. She had seen this look before.
He was about to do something bold.
But what?
She remembered.
A year or so ago they were both cuddled up on the couch watching a movie. Not an action movie, of course. Never that.
DJ couldn’t stand them. He was never able to just turn off his brain and enjoy the storyline of a hero saving the world. Instead, he picked apart every detail and pointed out the stupidity of the producers and directors. He ranted and raved about how they never seemed to hire real shooters and military tacticians in order to try and make a film more believable. He complained about how they inserted the sound of hammers being cocked back on hammerless firearms purely for the sake of fake drama. Or worse, how every single hero would need to work the slide and load their weapon ahead of every encounter. It was silliness, he would exclaim. The idiots should already have them loaded. And don’t even get him started on how a weapon with a seventeen round magazine managed to be fired thirty-eight times before a reload was required. Abbi was surprised he never drove down to Hollywood just to punch a producer in the mouth. All of it drove him bat-crap crazy.
The movie they had been watching was a love story; just some silly chick-flick he agreed to watch in order to share her company. It was what she picked out for their date night. DJ was content to simply sit next to her and allow her to rest her head on his chest while she cried at all the appropriate parts. Despite it being a movie filled with feminine emotion, there was a particularly dramatic scene involving a bad guy with a gun.
The couple in question was out on a date to rekindle their estranged romance. They were walking and talking after an evening meal when they decided to take a shortcut through an alley in some sprawling metropolis. They were jumped by a mugger with a gun. The thug held the wife hostage with the gun to her head while demanding her husband give up his wallet. The whole scene prompted Abbi to look into DJ’s eyes and ask what he would do in a situation like that.
DJ chuckled. “Give up the wallet,” he assured her. “He could have the house, the car, my very best pocket knife. He could have it all.”
Not satisfied, she pressed him further. “But what would you do if demanded you give up your gun.”
He nodded before replying. “Oh, you mean if I wasn’t that guy in the movie but I was myself and this really happened?”
“Exactly,” she said. “What would Agent DJ Slaughter do in a situation like this.”
He smiled. “Sweetheart, if we ever find ourselves in a situation where you’re being held with a gun to your head, I would encourage you to close your eyes.”
“Why is that?”
“On a pistol, the bullet leaves the barrel without all of the gunpowder burning up in the process. It’s expelled out the front along with the projectile and peppers anything close like birdshot from a shotgun. If you are close enough, it could blind you.”
She had looked at him with incredulity when he told her that. “OK, I know you’re good, but you seriously would take a chance at me dying just to keep from giving up your gun?”
DJ Sighed. “If I were to give up my gun to someone who took you hostage, chances are he would either kill one or both of us anyway. If you lived but knew that I died because I gave up my weapon, could you really live with yourself? And if I accidentally killed you while trying to save you, I would find peace knowing that he wasn’t the one who took your life.
Besides, even if I missed, he would die shortly after. I would put a bullet in his brain. And if I know you, you would be waiting on the other side ready to pound the poo out of him before he ever got a chance to meet Saint Peter at the Pearly Gates.” He gave her a wink and turned his attention back to the movie.
It all came back to her as she saw the look in DJ’s eyes shift from fear to something far darker. She knew what she had to do. She closed her eyes.
The gunshot was sharp and sudden. She felt a heated, rushing wind on her face. She felt the passing of DJ’s bullet race past her right ear and cheek. DJ’s gun going off was like a clap
of thunder in the small room. And, just like DJ had promised while sitting on that couch so long ago, she could feel unburned gunpowder pepper her nose and cheekbone below her right eye.
The man behind her never stiffened or recoiled. She did not feel a bullet rip into her from behind as he flinched. Instead, she felt the man relax in death, collapsing onto the floor behind her. It was as if the man had been a marionette, and his strings were suddenly no longer there to support him. Death gobbled him up quickly as if he never existed at all.
DJ was embracing her then. And kissing her. Deep. The 911 operator was screaming across the speakerphone demanding to know if she was alright; demanding to know what had just happened. Somewhere, in the background of it all, echoing in the distance as emotion overcame her while in DJ’s embrace, the sirens had finally arrived at the small cabin in the woods. There were a lot of them, she could tell. Far more than just a couple of patrol cars from the Sheriff’s Office. It sounded like an army of law enforcement had suddenly descended onto their northern Maine retreat.
It was over.
No. Not just yet.
Abbi begrudgingly pushed herself away from DJ and looked up into his eyes. “Unless we want to get shot by the people about to storm this house, I suggest you set your weapons aside. Then we better be laying on the ground with our FBI credentials open next to us.”
He nodded in agreement. “If you say so,” he said. “But don’t think this little make-out session is over.”
__________
Standing in front of a crowd of sheriff’s officers, state police, municipal law enforcement from the next closest town, and one secret service agent in a dark blue suit, DJ let out a long slow whistle at what was revealed when the tractor-trailer doors finally swung open.
At first, the lone secret service agent who appeared to be in charge of the group proclaimed that DJ had no authority to open the trailer’s huge doors. Less than two minutes later, the young man was changing his tune. Abbi simply asked if he had a
government-issued satellite phone. How she knew to even ask the question stumped DJ, but Abbi seemed like she had figured out what was going on anyway. Whatever it was, she had decided to keep it to herself. It was a very uncharacteristic action for someone who lived to learn secrets and then proudly proclaim to all what she had uncovered. Whatever her reasons, she was keeping her suspicions to herself.
It seemed the guy in the blue suit and Abbi were the only two who had a clue what was going on. Everyone else seemed to be in the dark. The only thing the law enforcement officers present knew was that there were guys with guns that had commandeered a semi, and they were supposed to recapture it at all cost. That and the secret service agent in the blue suit was temporarily in charge until someone with more authority showed up.
Blue Suit resisted Abbi’s request but admitted he did indeed have such a phone. Abbi informed him that if she was not allowed to call the director of the FBI right then, the only work Blue Suit would ever find in law enforcement was as mall security in Alaska. DJ could tell the man was too young to have acquired much in the way of seniority at his job, and Blue Suit seemed to realize this as well. He handed over the phone.
Abbi called the FBI Director’s personal cell phone, talked quietly off to the side with him, and then hung up. She handed the phone back to Blue Suit. The man had barely tucked it back into the breast pocket of his suit when it rang again. He answered. He looked at DJ for a moment while he listened, replied with a curt, “Yes ma’am,” and promptly announced to all that DJ was temporarily in charge of securing the scene until his superiors had arrived.
DJ grinned from ear to ear as he looked at Abbi on hearing the news. At this point in his career, DJ outranked few others in the FBI. He wasn’t really that high up. In a normal situation, this would have never happened. But DJ and his team worked directly for the Director of the FBI, and summarily, the President of the United States. They took orders from no one else. As such, he often found himself in leadership positions his paygrade would normally not allow.
He could only imagine that the Director made a simple phone call to his equal in the Secret Service. He must have informed that person of just who the FBI had on site, and that DJ
had already managed to kill every single one of the perpetrators single-handedly. Ensuring the safety of whatever was in the back of that truck would be in no better hands than DJ and his team.
As the newly proclaimed agent in charge, DJ promptly ordered Abbi to finish cutting the lock off with the blow torch.
Probable cause demanded it, he declared. Blue Suit protested and practically begged him not to. DJ ignored him and motioned for Abbi to continue. She smiled and made short work with what was left of the last remaining lock.
When she swung the doors open, DJ couldn’t believe what he was looking at. It was stunning. Now he fully understood why the Secret Service was on the scene.
Abbi was practically bouncing in place like a toddler on Christmas morning. “I knew it!” she declared with a joyous shout.
DJ, along with the entire ensemble of officers, looked at the contents of the trailer with opened mouths of awe and shock.
The cavernous space was filled with large, square pallets of cash.
Each one wrapped in see-through shrink-wrap. Each one standing over four feet high and four feet wide, with tightly bound bundles of bills. Each one having a large white sheet of paper affixed to the outside declaring their value. The one DJ
was looking at right now proclaimed to contain over eighty-three million dollars’ in twenties and tens.
And that was just this one pallet.
DJ didn’t really excel at math, but if the rest of these pallets contained similar amounts, there had to be close to a billion dollars’ in the back of the truck.
“Um...” DJ stammered. “What am I looking at?” DJ’s question was really aimed at anyone who was willing to answer.
Nothing was making sense right now. How was this much cash in an unmarked trailer sitting at a cabin in a remote section of Maine? It was a surreal experience.
Blue Suit looked around, clearly agitated that the secret was now known to everyone here. His lips were locked together in a stubborn refusal to give up any information.
Abbi blurted her suspicions to everyone present, choosing to hold back no longer. “I’m pretty sure I know what’s going on and where all of this came from.” DJ knew her to be exceptionally focused on uncovering secrets. Christmas and birthdays were brutal to his relationship with her. She made it her life’s mission to figure out what was in those shiny wrapped packages far in advance of the day. And, when she managed to uncover a secret, she rarely kept her mouth closed. She enjoyed telling everyone about those secrets as much as she relished uncovering them.
DJ ignored her and turned his attention to Blue Suit instead, giving him one more opportunity to come clean. “Last chance, Agent,” he offered. “If you really want to keep as many people in the dark about what’s going on as possible, I suggested you cough it up now to me in private, or I’ll let the princess here blab it to the whole group.”
Abbi was practically hopping with excitement about what she believed to be going on. “I will! I really will. Promise!”
Without peeling her eyes away from Blue Suit, she raised her voice for all to hear. “Who here wants to know what’s going on?”
A young patrolman towards the front of the group raised his hand. Everyone paused for a second to look at him. The young man seemed to realize how absurd he looked and slowly lowered it back to his side, glancing at his peers with a weak grin as he did.
Blue Suit cleared his throat. “Fine. But first close this thing up, please.”
DJ did as he was asked, and he and Abbi followed Blue Suit over to the side. In hushed tones, the agent started his explanation. As he did, everything began to make sense. For her part, Abbi couldn’t help but interject certain key elements to the story as Blue Suit weaved his tale. She would gleefully jump in with childlike flair to point out things just before the agent said them. There was an obvious burning need in her to show that she had discovered what was going on all on her own. Each time she did, Blue Suit would grow more and more aggravated by her.
DJ smiled and chose not to interfere. He was rather enjoying the show. As it went on, the poor man’s face grew a
deeper shade of crimson with each interruption by his wife. It was pretty entertaining to watch.
The agent revealed that he and three others were tasked with governmental oversight of a civilian contract group. His immediate superior was another secret service agent, but both of them reported to an agent with the US treasury. None of the others were in town at the moment and he was temporarily placed in charge when all of this went down. This civilian organization they oversaw made their living by destroying money for the US Government.
Currency doesn’t last forever, Blue Suit explained. It degrades and wears out over time. Eventually, all money must be taken out of circulation and destroyed. There were four companies that specialized in this destruction. The one Blue Suite was assigned to was in northern Maine and handled all of the currency destruction on the east coast. It was a small, secretive compound of buildings designed to appear as a common transportation company. This would explain the unmarked tractor-trailer trucks that came and went.
Bills marked for destruction were gathered from banks in every US city and stored in clandestine locations. When enough bills were collected, they were shipped in the back of an unmarked semi to keep from arousing suspicion. The truck was followed by a trailing vehicle loaded with armed guards, usually a large SUV or van with blacked-out windows. Both were tagged with transponders so they could be tracked across the country.
In this particular case, the drivers of both the big-rig and minivan hatched a plan to hijack the transport. They did this by stopping at a preplanned location, killing the other four guards, and then disabling the tracking devices. Blue Suit said they had discovered the bodies at their last known stopping point. The identity of the rest of the men DJ had killed was uncertain just yet, but they must have helped with the murders of the original four and taken their place.
It was presumed they had chosen this location to transfer at least a few of those pallets into the back of the moving van.
They must have scouted the cabin in advance and knew no one would be there. Being so close to Canada must mean the men were going to slip across the porous border disguised as someone
moving. They may have even been planning to cover up the pallets inside with furniture and household goods from the Colonel’s cabin in case they were searched.
It seemed like a pretty straight forward plan until they happened across two agents borrowing the place for a quiet vacation.
With all of the information out in the open, and DJ’s curiosity satisfied, he resigned to let the young agent deal with the site however he wanted. Instead, DJ and Abbi headed to sit on the back porch. They perched themselves on the edge of the worn wooden planks that made up the decking and began to talk.
SJ looked at her curiously. “How did you figure most of this out?”
She shrugged. “Well, since I gave in and let you choose this place for our first vacation ever, I decided to search the area looking for something I could do while you were fishing. I used the FBI database instead of a traditional internet search. The currency destruction facility popped up and I read through the overview. By the way, that place is the only interesting thing around here. I’m hereby banning you from ever planning another vacation. It’s official. You are the absolute worst vacation planner ever.”
DJ didn’t reply. Vacation planning wasn’t the only thing he wasn’t good at. Expressing his feelings was ranked near the top. Right then he was thinking of how rotten this world would be without her. He never hesitated in taking the shot that put a bullet past her ear. The situation demanded it be done. But now?
Now that he had time to think about it, he was overcome with imagining what would have happened if he had missed.
She seemed to read his thoughts in the worry lines around his eyes. Leaning forward, she cupped his cheeks in both hands. “Hey, you. Stop that right now. It all worked out. We won. They lost.”
DJ nodded, again not able to find the words to say.
She used the moment to change the topic. “Now, you owe me three things.”
His eyebrows knitted as looked at her. “Oh really? And just exactly what do I owe you?”
She held up a hand and began to count off her list of demands one finger at a time. “A kiss. A steak. Another vacation. In that specific order.”
DJ smiled.
Then, he kissed her.
With everything he had, he kissed her.
Like the world was ending, he kissed her.
The end.
Or is it?
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