
        
            
                
            
        

    

“JACK STONE – WILD JUSTICE”

 

Vivien Sparx

 

Copyright © 2013 Vivien Sparx

All Rights Reserved.

 

All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Email: viviensparx@hotmail.com

Facebook: www.facebook.com/vivien.sparx

Blog: http://viviensparx.blogspot.com.au/

Twitter: https://twitter.com/viviensparx

 

One.

 

The man shaved, standing naked before the bathroom mirror and listened to the sound of the traffic outside the hotel. He glanced at his watch. It was mid-day. He wondered for a moment how anyone could sleep in a room like this, with the constant roar of passing trucks and cars just a few feet beyond the flimsy walls.

He leaned forward to watch his own eyes in the mirror.

“This could be the place,” he told himself. “This might be the lucky break you have been waiting for.” His gaze went automatically to the tattoo on his left shoulder.

‘July 21st’

He threw the plastic razor into the bin under the tiny sink, and turned on the taps to the shower.

“Maybe this place will be where you find the answers.”

He stepped into the shower and scrubbed the dust of the Arizona desert off himself, letting the stinging needles of hot spray scald his skin and unknot tired, cramped muscles until the water began to turn cold. He reached for a towel. Still drying himself he went through and stood at the foot of the bed and stared down at the woman who lay across the tangled sheets.

She was tanned honey-brown, tall and blonde. She was wearing white lace panties. She had large firm breasts and when she rolled onto her side, the man’s eyes were drawn to the tantalizing way her breasts changed shape, and her nipples became suddenly hard. She pouted at him, and then licked her lips with the pink pointy tip of her tongue.

“I’ve been a good girl,” she said. “I haven’t even touched myself yet.”

The man’s eyes drifted across to the small square table and chair beside the bed. The woman’s handbag was open on the tabletop, and her skirt, blouse and bra were folded and draped over the back of the chair. He could smell the woman’s perfume. 

He went to the hotel window and stared out at the flat ribbon of two-lane highway that ran in a straight line from horizon to horizon. Across the road was a roadside diner, and a half-mile further east was the turnoff to his destination. He could read the sign from here.

 

‘Windswept Arizona. Population 2389. 3 miles.’ 

 

Outside it was a hundred degrees. Shimmering heat haze rippled the air. He stared at the flat open desert and the distant blue mountain ranges, rising like rugged spires and chimneys, for a full minute. Then he followed the turnoff road with his eyes until it crested in a slight rise about a mile away – to nothing. He figured the town was somewhere beyond that rise, but he didn’t rightly know what to expect. He had never been to Arizona before in his life. Finally the man sighed and turned back to the woman waiting for him on the bed. He smiled down at her. “Are you wet?”

She nodded vigorously. “I’m more than wet. I’m aching.”

The man sat on the edge of the mattress and reached out for the soft warm skin of the woman’s thigh. She shuddered deliciously.

“What has made you wet?”

The woman sat up and her hair tumbled and shimmered down across her shoulders. She tossed her head back exposing the long smooth skin of her neck, and her eyes were wide. “What hasn’t made me wet?” she said.

She ran her eyes appreciatively over the man’s naked body. He was lean and gaunt – a tall man, broad across the chest and shoulders and tapered down to his waist. Each muscle of his abdomen stood out before the taut rack of his flanks. Her eyes drifted down to the thick muscles of his thighs, and then slowly travelled all the way back up to his face. He had sandy brown hair, but it had been bleached golden by the sun, and his face was all hard handsome angles. Not pretty handsome. Rugged handsome.

But it was his eyes that mesmerized her: those dark, dark eyes that seemed to hold so many secrets, and the man’s voice – deep and gravelly and seductive. She could listen to him talk for hours. In fact she just had.

She had picked him up hitchhiking on the side of the road earlier that morning and they had spent the last four hours driving together. But she still didn’t know his name, and he didn’t know hers. Somehow it didn’t matter, and maybe it was better this way.

“I’ve never met a man who was an experienced BDSM Master before,” the woman said, and her voice was suddenly husky. “Some of the stories you told me in the car about the submissive women you had trained and spent time with were hot.”

The man raised a questioning eyebrow. “Are you interested in the lifestyle?”

“What girl isn’t?” the woman asked seriously. “I’ve read all the books.”

The man smiled again. He eased himself down onto the bed beside the woman and his mouth meandered over her breast, his lips kneading and plucking at her firm flesh. The woman felt her body melting. She felt a sense of strange edginess, and she began to undulate her hips against his lower body[bookmark: _GoBack].

The man’s big hand drifted down the flat taut hollow of her abdomen and lingered for a moment when his fingers touched the elastic of her panties. His mouth rose from her breast, up along the soft curve of her throat, and then he kissed her hard, thrusting and flickering his tongue possessively inside her mouth. The woman moaned. Her lips parted to the insistent demand of him and as she kissed him back with the desperate hunger of her need, her legs fell open almost instinctively. She slid her hand down until it was covering his, and urged him to continue touching her.

“Don’t stop. Please!”

The man’s hand moved lower inch by tantalizing inch until the woman could feel the pressure of his fingers against her sex through the silky sheer fabric. She moaned again. Her arms went tight around the man’s neck as her hips lifted from the mattress to meet the insistence of his touch. She could feel the teasing press of his fingers sliding the damp material into the creases and folds of her. Then suddenly his hand stopped, and the man broke the kiss. The woman’s eyes went wide in desperate alarm and confusion.

“Get up!” he said sharply. The woman flinched, blinked, and then understood. She saw the dark smoldering look in the man’s eyes. She rose to her feet and stood beside the bed in an obedient rush. The man smiled up into the woman’s face, but his smile was grim.

“Take off your panties,” he ordered. The woman didn’t hesitate. She hooked her thumbs into the elastic waistband and the sheer white lace fell down around her ankles. She stepped out of the underwear and left it on the floor.

She closed her eyes, aroused by the erotic thrill of being naked and on display before the handsome stranger, feeling a sensation of waves ripple down her spine like surges of electricity. She swallowed hard, and when she opened her eyes again, she saw the man was looking at her with an expression that seemed to stroke her skin. She felt her nipples harden in reflex. He reached out and casually drew the fingernail of one finger across her breast, and then dragged it lightly down towards the muscles of her stomach. She sucked in a deep breath and held it. Her legs felt like they might collapse from under her.

“Do not move!” the man said harshly. He got slowly to his feet and turned the woman around. His hands on her skin felt like fire. He steered her to the hotel window and pulled back the curtains. Warm heat radiated through the glass and the room filled with bright sunlight.

“This is to repay you for the ride,” he said from behind her. Then he bent her over at the waist and she reached out for the windowsill. She was trembling now. She could feel the heat of his body pressed close behind her.

The man slid his hand down between the woman’s thighs and pushed her legs apart. His hand went greedily to the shaved mound of her sex. The skin there was soft and smooth and hot. He ran his fingers expertly across the swelling folds of her flesh and the dampness of her arousal was slick and slippery to his touch. The woman moaned a throaty sound of anticipation and longing, then glanced over her shoulder at him, her eyes wide and pleading with the intensity of her desire. The man smiled.  He pressed the hardness of himself against the gaped opening of her hungry body, and then reached forward and fisted one hand tightly in the tangles of her hair. He tugged hard, lifting the woman’s face so that she was looking out through the window at the passing traffic.

“I want you to be on display,” the man said. “I want everyone who looks in this window to see what your face looks like as I fill you with my shaft.”

The woman groaned, a sultry, throaty moan of passion and lust. She nodded her head, and her breathing was ragged and unsteady.

“Yes,” she said. “God, yes.”

She felt the first inch of him slide within her, and he was massively thick and burning hot. She felt herself being stretched, and her body began to thrill and shudder. There was a sudden warm rush of her arousal, molten and uncoiling in the pit of her stomach – and then he was withdrawing himself, teasing her and maddening her with frustration.

“Reach down between your legs,” the man said. “Touch yourself and tell me how wet you are.”

She did as he ordered. Her hand came away glistening with the juices of her excitement. She held her fingers up for him to see.

“Write my name on the window,” he said. “Use the juices on your fingers to tell the world who owns you.”

The woman gasped. A thundering jolt of wicked, sexy exhilaration burst over her with a force that buckled her legs. It was the most erotic, sexual moment of her life. “I don’t know your name.”

The man thrust himself all the way inside the woman with a single fluid stroke. The woman sobbed. She felt her orgasm hit instantly – overcome with a surge of pleasure that had been built up with anticipation, and driven to the very edge by the deliciously wicked way he was dominating her. She cried out – a long deep moan of blissful pleasure and the force of her release filled the darkness behind her closed eyes with an explosion of white flashing lights and dizzy relief.

“Stone,” the man said. “My name is Jack Stone.”

 

Two.

 

It was mid-afternoon before Stone checked out of the hotel and led the blonde woman back to her car.

“Thanks for the ride,” he said.

The woman turned on him, standing very close, and her eyes were sparkling and mischievous. “I was about to say the same thing to you,” she said.

She slid in behind the steering wheel and between her long, perfectly manicured fingertips was a folded square of yellow note paper. “If you’re ever passing through Phoenix…” she said. Stone took the note and tucked it into the pocket of his jeans.

The woman started the car and then paused, waiting until the air-conditioning kicked in. “You never told me why you were hitchhiking, or why you were in Arizona.”

Stone nodded. “I’m looking for a girl.”

The woman arched her eyebrows. “Really?” she said, and licked her lips provocatively. “Well, whoever she is, tell her from me that she’s very lucky. I hope she’s worth the trouble.”

“She is,” Stone said. “She’s my sister.”

He watched the woman get back onto the highway and drive off into the distance. Then he walked across the road to the diner. It was still hot; the afternoon sun was beating down. He felt sweat break out on his back, clinging to his t-shirt, and the red dust of the desert powdered his boots and his jeans.

The diner was a long flat-roofed structure that sat alone on the side of the road, seemingly ragged and defeated by the heat. There was a strip of asphalt in front that had parking spaces for a dozen vehicles, and a patch of beaten earth beside the building where maybe trucks parked. There was a weary looking grey Chevy in a space near the glass front door. No other cars.  There was a sign on a tall pole on top of the building, and nothing else.

Stone swung the door open and stepped inside.

The diner was like a hundred others he had eaten in over the past eighteen months. There was a counter along one wall, and a row of simple timber tables and chairs along the other. Behind the counter there was a door that led into a kitchen area. There was a through-the-wall air conditioner, humming and clattering beside an old Coca-Cola poster on the wall opposite. Stone sat alone at a table for four near the big glass windows that gave him a view out at the highway. He scraped his chair in and watched the traffic pass by.

A few minutes later a waitress in a clean blue uniform with a white apron tied around her waist came from the kitchen. She had long black hair and a friendly smile. Stone guessed she was in her mid-thirties. He liked her eyes.

“Welcome to Lilley’s diner,” the woman said. She had a southern accent. “What can I get you?” 

She laid a paper place mat out on the table, put a knife and fork beside it, and then pulled a small notebook and pencil from within the pocket of her apron to write down his order.

“Are the burgers any good?” There was a plastic covered menu standing upright on the table beside a napkin dispenser, but Stone didn’t bother.

“Best burgers this side of Phoenix,” the woman smiled again. Stone liked her smile too.

He asked for a burger and a Coke. 

There was someone’s discarded newspaper on the counter top. Stone unfolded the paper and read the front page. The lead article was about two local teenage girls who had been reported missing the week before. The newspaper said that police were following up leads. Stone frowned. He read the article carefully and then tore it from the newspaper and stuffed the page into his pocket.

Then his burger arrived. 

It was good. 

Stone was just finishing his meal when a dark blue SUV pulled off the highway and parked in front of the diner, right next to the old Chevy. Stone glanced up and looked at the vehicle with idle curiosity. The plates were Californian. The van was covered in a thin layer of brown dirt, but it looked like a new model and had heavily tinted windows. Two men got out, slamming doors and adjusting their jackets. They didn’t look tired. They didn’t look like they had been driving for hours. Stone frowned again.

Instinct was something Jack Stone had learned to trust. From his time in the military, and his years of specialized work since mustering out, it was rare that his intuition had evaded him. These two men were trouble. Maybe they weren’t the guns and violence trouble – and maybe they wouldn’t be trouble for Jack Stone. But they were definitely trouble for someone – that much he knew.

They came into the diner tucking aviator sunglasses into their jacket pockets and stomping dust off their shoes. Both men were dark haired, in their thirties. Both men were unshaved and unkempt. Stone frowned again. They dressed like businessmen – but they acted like men who were physically aware and alert.

Stone had seen the type before, and without consciously realizing it, he felt himself moving on the seat, shifting his weight and taking up the tension in his legs so that he could move in an instant. Then he casually turned away and picked up his Coke, watching the men’s reflections in the big glass windows as they approached the counter.

Then, Stone stiffened.

He was right. The men were trouble. And they were the guns and violence kind.

Unless your tailor is a genius, there is no way a man can conceal something as bulky as a handgun down the back of his jeans without the bulge showing beneath a jacket. Stone saw the bulge. The taller of the two men was carrying. He stared down at his glass of Coke and sighed. He didn’t need this shit.

 

Get up now, Jack. Just get up and walk away. This doesn’t need to be your fight.

 

At the serving counter, the men were talking loudly to each other, and although the conversation was cryptic, Stone could tell by the tone of their voices that something had them restless and frustrated. He kept watching from the corner of his eye. One of the men suddenly began to pace the floor, then crashed his hand down on the counter-top and kicked at a nearby chair.

“Service, for Christ’s sake!” he shouted. “Jesus, we’ll never get out of this shit-hole town.”

The waitress came through the kitchen door, wiping her hands on a washcloth, her startled expression wide-eyed and flustered. She saw the two men waiting to be served, balked for a split-second, and then she forced a smile onto her face and breathed an apology.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, gents,” she said. “What can I get you?”

“It’s about god-damned time,” the first man said. “Hustle your sexy titties and get me a burger with the works, and my associate will have a steak sandwich. Pronto.”

The waitress didn’t write down the order. She just rang up the amount on the register and handed the men their change, the smile on her face frozen and tense. “Take a seat, and I’ll bring your order to you.”

The two men turned and seemed to notice Stone sitting alone for the first time. They sneered wolfishly at each other. They came across the diner shoulder-to-shoulder, and stood over the table. Stone looked up at them slowly.

“Can I help you?” he asked. 

 

Keep calm. Keep your voice low and steady and don’t make any hurried movements. And above all else, don’t say a damned thing that might upset them. You don’t need this shit. Just keep your words civil, your tone friendly, and they’ll go away. They’re just looking to blow off steam. Don’t give them a reason, and don’t say anything to provoke them.

 

The taller of the two men leaned over the tabletop, and pressed his face close to Stone’s. Stone noticed the man’s eyes were bloodshot. “You’re sitting at our table.”

“Really?” Stone said, his voice flat.

“Really,” the man said and then snapped, “Unless you are calling me a liar?”

Stone paused long enough to remember the advice he had just given himself about keeping calm, and then he ignored every word of it. “Yes,” he said. “I’m calling you a liar.”

The man flinched, offended. “You got a problem, boy?”

Stone worked hard to keep his expression neutral. “Yes,” he said. “My problem is I don’t think you’re locals, and that means I don’t think this is your table. If you were locals, you would never have spoken to the waitress the way you did – and your van wouldn’t have Californian plates.”

The guy looked around to his buddy, and then turned back. “You some kind of private eye?”

“Nope. But I’m not stupid either.” Stone took another drink of his Coke, kept his hands in sight at all times. Did nothing to alarm the guy – nothing that might make him think he was a physical threat.

“We want to sit here,” the guy said to Stone, his tone low and threatening. “We want you to move.”

It was the guy with the gun down the back of his jeans who was doing all the talking. Stone was glad. It was best that he kept him close because he would be the most dangerous of the two.

“Why?” Stone asked. He turned and started up into the man’s face, keeping his eyes steady and emotionless.

“Because I just bought the SUV outside and I want to keep an eye on it,” the man growled. “So why don’t you be a good-old-boy and move your country-bumpkin ass to another table.”

Calm! Stay calm, Stone reminded himself. Count to ten. 

“But I haven’t finished my Coke…” he said simply.

 

One… two… three… four…

 

The two strangers exchanged glances again. Stone saw the second man wink. He was standing back a couple of feet from the table now, so the first man had to turn his head to make eye contact. When he turned back, Stone knew by the enraged expression on the guy’s face that he was never going to reach the count of ten.

“Fuck you, boy! We – ”

It was as far as the man got. In a flash, Stone’s left hand shot out and grabbed a fist-full of the closest man’s unruly tangle of hair. He smashed the man’s face down onto the table and the guy’s head seemed to bounce back up like a rubber ball. Stone smashed the man’s head down again, this time hearing the crack of bone and cartilage, and while he was bent over, Stone reached under the guy’s jacket and pulled the pistol from the back of his jeans. He dropped it onto the tabletop and then pushed the man hard in the chest so he fell backwards against the second man. Instantly, Stone was on his feet. He was 6’ 2” of broad-shouldered lean power. His arms were thick with the taut muscle of physical labor, and his fists as he bunched them, were lumped with scar tissue across the knuckles and the size of big iron hammers. Through it all, his expression stayed remote and calm.

“Now, I’d suggest you two gentlemen apologize to the nice lady for your language, and then find another table and sit quietly until you finish your meals. Afterwards we can take this outside if you want to continue.”

The two men scrambled to their feet. The tall one had blood gushing from a broken nose where Stone had crunched his head down on the hard timber surface. His face was an ugly twisted mask of rage. He spat a mouthful of blood onto the diner floor and dragged the back of his hand across his mouth. 

“Fuck you, boy!” the man hissed and stabbed a blood-covered finger at Stone. “I’m gonna rip you apart.”

Stone looked to the second guy, sizing him up. He was an inch shorter than the first man, but still a good size. 

“Eat first,” Stone said calmly. “Because you won’t be able to afterwards. I guarantee you.”

“Outside!” the first man said again. “Now!”

Stone shrugged. He turned and glanced at the waitress. “Thanks for lunch,” he said. He took ten bucks from his wallet and left it on the table, beside the handgun. The woman was on the telephone, speaking urgently into the mouthpiece, and Stone paused a moment longer to asked her casually, “Are the cops on their way?”

The woman looked up from the phone and nodded. Her hands were trembling and her face was pale and frightened. “Good. Tell them to bring the paramedics,” Stone said. 

And then he smiled.

 

Three.

 

Stone never expected it to be a fair fight, so as he stepped out into the oven-like afternoon heat, he was instantly alert – and as soon as he was away from the glass doors, the closest man behind him roared and lunged. Stone instinctively twisted to the left, and as the guy’s weight came heavily onto his back he flipped him over his hip so that the man landed hard on the asphalt.

“Mistake one.” 

Stone didn’t hesitate. One long step, and then his boot socked into the man’s unprotected ribs with a sound like a bat hitting a ball. The man’s whole body seemed to shudder under the sickening impact. He groaned, made a soft gurgling noise in the back of his throat, and rolled away. Then Stone spun, expecting the second man to rush at him. He went down into a crouch, fists cocked and ready.

The second guy hesitated. He glanced down at the first man writhing at his feet, and some of his courage left him. When he came forward, it was in an uncertain shuffle, and Stone was charged, ready to strike. 

“Mistake two. Never hesitate,” he said.

Stone lunged forward, and the second man spun into the arc of his attack. Stone tensed his hand, stiffening the fingers into a blade, and chopped down into the man’s shoulder. The blow was crippling – the man seemed to sag at the knees as Stone’s strike smashed into the man’s collarbone. He heard the brittle crack, and the man screamed in pain.

Before he could fall, Stone caught the man’s crippled arm above the join of the elbow and thrust up viciously, driving the two pieces of shattered bone together and twisting the fragments into flesh. The man screamed again, and then went limp. Stone let the man go and he collapsed face-first to the ground.

Stone stepped back, looked at the two men bleeding on the ground. In the distance, but coming quickly closer, he could hear the wail of sirens. He wondered idly whether he had time to go back into the diner and finish his Coke before the police arrived.

 

Four.

 

There were two cop cars, both white, both with flashing light bars on their roofs, both with antennas on the trunk. They blew through the turnoff trailing clouds of dust and skidded onto the highway. They came to a screeching halt in the car park of the diner, the first car slewed to the right, the second car slewed to the left like they were setting up a roadblock.

Stone just stood and watched. He saw a gold shield painted on the door of the first car with Windswept Police Department painted underneath in black letters. The car looked like it had just been washed and polished. Maybe it had been a quiet day for local law enforcement.

A thin young guy burst out of the first car. He had orange curly hair, cut short. He had big ears and an angry red rash on his neck. He was wearing a tan uniform shirt and black trousers. He looked about twenty, and the shirt looked too big for him, like he hadn’t grown wide enough at the shoulders to fill it out properly. He left the door open as he got out of the car, then he reached back in for his hat and a pump-action shotgun.

Another cop got out of the second car. He looked about the same age. He stood by his vehicle with his thumbs tucked into the bulky weapons belt around his waist, like gunslingers used to do in the old movies. The guy was chewing gum. He looked down at the two men still rolling around at Stone’s feet and blinked.

“Freeze!” the first cop shouted. He raised the gun, pumped the action and aimed it at Stone’s face. It was all high drama. Stone didn’t move. Hadn’t even planned on moving. He saw the look in the young cop’s eyes and figured he was nervous. Stone wasn’t about to do anything to find out. He raised his hands slowly above his head and just stood there.

“Freeze!” the first cop shouted again for no apparent reason. Then he glanced over his shoulder at the back-up guy. “I got him covered, Marv. Pat him down and cuff him.”

The second cop pulled his thumbs from his belt and took out his handcuffs. He glanced down at the two bleeding men again, and approached Stone cautiously.

“Hands behind your back!” the guy with the cuffs shouted. The shouting was supposed to intimidate, sound authoritative. It was supposed to dominate the scene and the suspect – encourage their co-operation. Stone wasn’t intimidated, but he did co-operate. He lowered his hands and slid them behind his back. The cop standing behind him snapped the cuffs in place.

“I got him, Larry! I got him.”

The first cop sighed a visible breath of relief, let the tension go from his body like a balloon deflating. He set the shotgun down on the hood of his patrol car and came to Stone, suddenly full of swagger.

Stone didn’t move. Behind him, cop number two was patting him down. Found his wallet, nothing else. He held it up to show his partner. The wallet was all cracked and worn along the creases. He flipped the wallet open and turned it so he could read the license details.

“His name is Jack J. Stone,” the cop called out. “Apparently he’s from Massachusetts.”

The first cop frowned. “What does the ‘J’ stand for?”

“John”

“So your name is Jack John Stone?”

Stone shrugged. “That’s right.”

The cop made another face. “And you’re from Massachusetts? You’re an awfully long way from home.”

Stone sighed. “Any law against that?”

The cop was getting agitated. Stone could see the angry rash rising higher up his neck from below the collar of his shirt. “Do you want to tell me what you are doing so far from home?” he asked impatiently.

“Travelling.”

“To Windswept?”

“Through,” Stone said. “Travelling through Windswept. Travelling through Arizona”

“To…?”

“Parts unknown,” Stone answered vaguely. He wasn’t being elusive. He didn’t know where he would end up next. Everything depended on what he found when he got to Windswept. 

“On the ground. Face down,” the cop in front of him had had enough. He barked the command, his voice suddenly loud again.

Stone stared at the officer. Expressionless. Didn’t react, didn’t move. He just stared, eyeball to eyeball for a long time. “The ground is dirty,” he said after a minute. “This is my only clean t-shirt.” There was no way he was going to lay face-down on the ground. Not for these two country cops. No way.

The angry rash on the young guy’s face suddenly began to creep up around his cheeks. He had a red bumpy face, pitted with acne scars and misaligned yellow teeth. His eyes did a funny thing, and he was just about to bluster and get rowdy about Stone’s attitude when the waitress from the diner came storming out through the glass door. She was waving her arms at the cop, making angry gestures.

“Not him, Larry Peyton. You got the wrong man!”

The young cop turned towards the woman, saw the look on her face and took a shuffling step backwards. Stone just stood quietly and watched it all unfold.

“He’s the good guy, damn it,” the waitress started doing an angry little temper dance. “It was those two. They’re the ones you need to be handcuffing!”

The cop with the skin problem backed off another pace, his face clouding over in confusion. Stone had to fight off a little smile. The kid was no match for the waitress. Stone wondered what the cop behind him was doing. Maybe calling for more backup.

“Them?” the young cop looked at the two men Stone had left bleeding on the ground. 

“Yeah, them! They came into the diner looking to cause trouble. One of them had a gun. It’s inside.” The waitress put her hands on her hips. “Where is Jim Cartwright? Why ain’t he here?”

From behind Stone the second cop named Marv answered. “The sheriff ain’t workin’ this week, Miss Lilley. Got himself cut on his arm. Pretty bad, apparently. He even has a sling. Larry and me are the law round these parts until next Monday.”

The waitress stared in disbelieving silence and then just rolled her eyes. “Well this is the wrong man to be arresting. He’s the one who put these men down after they tried to make trouble.”

The young cop’s eyes went from the bodies on the ground, slowly back up until he was looking into the serene expression on Stone’s face. Stone finally let the little smile come on. He raised his eyebrows as if to say, “go figure!” and then he nodded his thanks to the waitress.

The cop blustered about for a few more seconds and then sighed. “Undo the cuffs, Marv. Put ‘em on those guys. And you better call the station and ask for the paramedics. They don’t look too good.”

Stone felt the cuffs fall from his wrists, but he didn’t do anything rash, just slid his hands into his jeans pockets, waiting. The second cop handed him back his wallet. He tucked it into his back pocket, but said nothing.

The cop named Larry turned to the waitress, still uncertain about exactly what he should do with the tall dangerous looking stranger in the t-shirt and faded jeans. “I’m putting him under your supervision, Miss Lilley,” he jabbed a thumb at Stone. “While he’s in town, you are responsible for him – just in case I hear different about what happened and need to ask more questions.”

Another ten minutes and it was all over. The paramedics arrived and put both men on gurneys. The cops turned off their flashing light bars. Passing traffic on the highway began to speed up again now there was nothing left to rubber-neck at. 

Stone went back inside the diner, sat down with a weary sigh, and finished his Coke. 

 

Five.

 

“I thought you were a waitress,” Stone said.

The woman smiled at him, but it was a tired little thing that only just tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I am,” she said. “I’m the waitress, the cook, the cleaner, and the owner.” She held out her hand, resting her slim hips against the edge of the table. Her fingers were long, the skin scrubbed pink. No nail-polish. No rings. Stone wondered if she was married. Maybe she took her rings off while she was at work. “The name is Lilley,” she introduced herself. “Lilley Pond.”

“Lilley Pond? Really?”

The woman nodded. “Really.”

Stone made a bemused face. “Jack Stone,” he said. “Nice knowing you.”

It was late in the afternoon. The sun was low down on the horizon now, casting long golden shadows across the desert now the afternoon had finally lost most of its heat. Stone scraped his chair back and reached into his pocket for his wallet. “Have I got time for another Coke?” he asked. “What time do you close?”

The woman glanced at her watch. “There’s time,” she said. “Do you want coffee?”

“No. Coke, thanks. Coke when it’s warm and coffee when it’s cold. It’s warm.” Stone liked to keep things simple. There was black or white, good or bad, friend or enemy, coffee or Coke. Simple choices and decisions a man could live his life by. He slid a couple of crumpled dollar bills across the table. The woman smiled.

“It’s on the house,” she said. 

She brought him back his Coke in a tall frosted glass, dewy and beaded by moisture. “Even made a special effort.” She set the glass on the table, and then on impulse she went across to the door and locked it. There was a cardboard sign hanging against the glass. She turned the sign over so it read ‘Closed’, and then came back to Stone’s table. Slid out a chair opposite him and sat down, crossed her legs all in one smooth delicate motion. Stone drank thirstily, and watched the woman over the rim of the glass.

She was staring at him with an expression of open curiosity, maybe fascination. He set his glass down and stared back. “Do you want something?” He looked at her like he was seeing her for the first time. She really was an attractive woman. She had her hair up in a bun at the back of her head, but Stone guessed, if she took the pins out, it would hang down past her shoulders. Her hair was black, and she had spectacular green eyes – like the color of a mountain lake. The zipper was down a few inches at the top of her uniform, giving just the suggestion of cleavage without making a display of herself. Stone liked that. There was still room in the world for a woman to be demure and discreet about what she did – and did not show off to the world. It was sexy.

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” she asked. “It was impressive. We don’t get a lot of violence out this way, and when we do it’s more like a push and shove at the local bar over a spilled drink. What you did to those two men… was brutal.”

Stone shrugged the comment off. He wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or not. He stared at the woman for a long time and said slowly, “I’ve had some practice.”

She noticed the two scars on his forehead. The first was old and faded by time, shaped in a curve above his right eye. The second was fresher – a line about an inch long high up near his hairline.

“The military kind of practice?”

Stone nodded. “A few years back.”

“But not now?”

“No. Not now.”

The woman bit her bottom lip between her teeth like she was unsure how much more to ask. But curiosity is a powerful thing, especially in a small community when nothing much ever happens. 

“What do you do now?” She asked it warily, as though she was expecting him to shut her down.

“Travel.”

The woman sat back in her chair and thought about that for a moment before saying anything else. Stone deliberately wasn’t volunteering too much about himself yet, but he recognized the difference between this woman and the blonde who had given him a ride that morning. The blonde had been going from point A on a map to point B. This woman was a local. That meant she might be helpful, and if he was ever going to find the answers he was looking for, he knew he needed help.

“In my experience, people don’t visit Windswept. Hell, people don’t even pass through Windswept since the highway detoured past the town. The only reason we get visitors is if a traveller’s car breaks down – and you don’t look like a man who has a broken down car.”

Stone arched an eyebrow. “Well what kind of man do I look like?”

She thought about that too. “You look like a determined man,” she said. “You look like the kind of man who is relentless. I see it in your eyes. It’s like you’re gazing at a far away horizon. Know what I mean?”

Stone nodded. Finished his Coke.

“You look like a man who is here for a reason – a reason that was worth coming a long way for.”

Stone didn’t respond. He sat back for another long moment, staring hard at the woman. He had plenty of experience with people, good and bad. He figured he was a good judge of character. He figured this woman was someone he could take the chance on. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the article he had torn from the newspaper. Laid it on the table, pressed out all the creases.

“Do you know anything about these girls?” he asked.

The woman barely glanced at the article. Stone figured she probably already knew the story word for word. “I know the girls. Don’t know any more about what happened other than what I read in the paper, though. Why?”

Stone sat back and sighed. “I’m looking for another girl who went missing,” he said. 

“From here? From Windswept?” the woman sounded suddenly shocked.

Stone shook his head. “No, from back home in Massachusetts. My kid sister. She went missing three years ago. She was sixteen. We thought she was dead, but now I’m not so sure. I’ve been following leads. They brought me here. And when I arrive, I find that two other girls have gone missing.”

“And you think your sister’s disappearance three years ago is somehow connected to the two girls who disappeared from here last week?” She frowned, trying to make some kind of logical connection in her head. Did a fluttering thing with her hands and then absently peeled a paper napkin from the steel dispenser on the table and began tearing it into little shreds. Stone watched her. Maybe it was what she did when she was concentrating.

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

The woman couldn’t find a way to connect the dots. She frowned again. “How?”

Stone leaned forward, put his elbows on the table, bunched his fists and cracked his knuckles. “It’s a long story.”

The woman pushed back her chair and stood up. “Fine,” she said. She went around behind the counter and switched off the lights. “You can tell me when we get to my place.”

Stone paused, not completely shocked, but a little surprised. It wasn’t often people surprised him. “Pardon?”

“I’m taking you home,” the woman said. “You can stay at my place while you’re looking for your sister.”

Stone studied her carefully. She was pulling on a blue cardigan and stuffing things into her handbag, business-like and brisk. “I was going to stay at the motel across the road.”

“Not gonna happen,” she said. “It’s three miles into town. You’ll spend half your time just walking. I live down on West Street. You’ll be closer to where you need to be. And besides, I’ve practically been deputized by the local police force to keep an eye on you while you’re in these parts. Didn’t you hear officer Peyton?”

“He deputized you?” Stone started to smile.

“Well,” she shrugged. “That’s how it sounded to me.”

They stepped out into the darkening afternoon. Stone stood with his hands in his pockets watching the traffic blur by while the woman locked the diner’s front door and rattled it half a dozen times just to be sure. Passing cars were just starting to turn on their headlights. Night comes fast in the desert.

“Where’s your luggage?” the woman asked.

“Luggage?”

“Your bags.”

Stone shrugged. “I’ve got a knapsack behind the reception desk at the motel across the road. That’s it.”

The woman nodded, like she wasn’t all that surprised. “Fetch it,” she said. She unlocked the driver-side door to the grey Chevy and let some of the built-up heat of the day out. She wound the window all the way down and then slid in behind the big old-fashioned steering-wheel that seemed like it belonged on a farmer’s tractor. She looked totally out of place – this petite delicate little woman at the wheel of the big ancient brute. She pumped the gas pedal a few times then turned the ignition. The car started first time. Stone noticed how long and brown her legs looked. The woman noticed the direction of his gaze but made no move at all. “I’ll meet you back here,” she said, with just the trace of a flirtatious little smile on her lips.
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Lilley Pond sat with the drivers seat close to the wheel, and used one hand for steering the big car, and the other for talking. She was one of those women who talked with her hands – couldn’t talk without gestures.

When Stone got in the car, he pushed his seat back on the runners as far as it would go, and tried to make some leg room for himself. There were worn rubber mats on the floor, and there were two cardboard boxes on the back seat. Looked like catering stuff – plates and cooking supplies maybe. There were a couple of crumpled credit card receipts stuffed into the unused ashtray, and a fine layer of dust on the dashboard. Stone set the canvas knapsack down between his knees and cranked his window down to let the cooling afternoon air in. He could hear the hiss of the tires and the whistle of the wind. 

The road towards Windswept was just a standard piece of two-lane tarmac. Looked like it had been resurfaced in the last few years. Loose gravel sprinkled and spattered against the underbody of the car when it got too close to the verge.

“What have you got in there?” Lilley pointed to the knapsack. “Not guns, I hope. I’m not taking some kind of deranged madman home with me, am I?” She smiled to let Stone know she wasn’t really worried, and to take the edge off the actual question. She was curious, not concerned. She had small white perfect teeth.

Stone shrugged. “Everything,” he said. “Everything I need. Everything I own. No guns.”

“Wow. You travel light.” She did a thing with her hand and the car veered towards the middle of the road, but she didn’t seem to notice. There was no other traffic, so it probably didn’t matter, but Stone felt himself stiffen. It was like she couldn’t co-ordinate how to talk and drive at the same time. Stone figured she’d probably last five minutes driving in a city – or on a freeway. But out here in the Arizona desert, it didn’t seem to be a problem. Stone couldn’t recall seeing any dented fenders on the car when he got in – but maybe she had just been lucky so far.

“I like to keep things simple,” Stone said. “And it’s hard to move around if you’re carrying too much luggage. Apart from a couple of shirts, another pair of jeans, a hat and some personal stuff, what else would I need?”

“Shoes.”

“I’m wearing my shoes,” Stone said. “I’ve only got one pair of feet, so I only need one pair of shoes.”

Lilley said nothing for a mile or so. The car crested a gentle rise, and in the distance, Jack Stone finally got his first glimpse of the township of Windswept.

They were still a couple of miles out, so his first impression was of a low, dark smudge crouched and silent and insignificant within the vast wasteland of surrounding dry desert. The smudge had shape, but not definition. He could see dull light glinting off rooftops set against the brilliant oranges and reds and mauves of a spectacular sunset. But not even nature’s breathtaking light-show could make the town look pretty. 

Lilley switched on the Chevy’s headlights.

“Welcome to Windswept,” she said. “Sorry, we normally have a marching band and parade to welcome visitors.” Another smile, this one making her eyes sparkle.

“That’s okay,” Stone said. “I got a taste of the local welcoming committee back at the diner.”

Lilley made a face and waved her hand in dismissal. The car veered again, then came back to the right side of the road. “That was just Larry and Marv. They’re well meaning boys. They take their jobs as deputies very seriously.”

Stone grunted. “I noticed,” he said. “I take everyone who points a shotgun at me seriously.”

Another brief silence. They were coming closer to town. Structures quickly took on shape and size, but not color. Everything looked drab and brown. The outlying buildings were brick blocks, single story: factory-type buildings behind high chain wire fences. Scraggly tufts of dry weed grew between the cracked pavements and around the locked gates. There were no lights. Everything seemed dark and deserted.

“The brick factory closed down back in the 80’s,” she said as they entered the outskirts of town. They cruised past a roadside sign that was just the same as the one Stone had seen back at the turnoff. Same lettering, same shape, just without the ‘3-mile’ indicator. “That was before my time,” she added. “The cement works closed about a decade ago.”

Stone frowned. “So what do people do for work around these parts?” he asked. “What keeps Windswept from disappearing off the map and becoming a ghost town?”

Lilley thought about that as she shifted gears, slowing down as they approached a T-intersection. “We’re stubborn,” she said at last, not because it was necessarily the right answer, but because it was the only answer she could come up with. Stone suspected the truth was that there was no good answer, and no good reason for Windswept to exist. He guessed there were struggling towns like this one right across Arizona and beyond.

“A lot of the locals work in tourism. I know quite a few folks who commute to Phoenix – and there’s talk of the cement works re-opening.” She shrugged, crawled through the intersection, and then picked up speed again.

The town began to take on more detail. At the next intersection Lilley braked and slipped the car out of gear. The big engine gurgled and hissed and rattled as it sat there idling. Stone glanced out the passenger window and saw a sign on a pole that told him they were driving down Main Street. Across the intersection he could see a row of low red brick buildings on both sides of the road with big shop front windows. They all looked the same; only the signage for each one seemed different. There were streetlights here so he could read the signs out front of each store, and a cluster of park benches spaced along the footpaths.

Lilley pointed. “The police station is a hundred yards further on,” she said, like she thought it was important Stone knew. Then she clunked the Chevy back into gear and turned left, cruising slowly along a dark quiet street that had cars parked in front of old houses with wide verandas. “This is West Street,” Lilley said. “My place is just up ahead.”

She pulled up outside an old weather-worn timber shack that had probably once been charming, but now just looked tired and beaten down by fifty years of summer and dust. The paint was peeling and blistering off the walls, and the guttering sagged. Stone noticed there was grey mesh insect screen on all the windows he could see from where he stood.

Lilley stooped over a mailbox that was just a standard metal box atop a treated timber post. She withdrew an advertising circular and tucked it into her handbag, then led Stone along a short cement path and up two steps onto the veranda. The screen door hung off one hinge. Lilley made a face that might have been a plea for understanding, or an apology, Stone wasn’t sure. She pulled the door open and held it with her hip while trying to balance her handbag on her knee as she rummaged round for the key. Stone set down his knapsack and stood back to let her do her thing while he looked around.

The houses across the street were in the same state of neglect and disrepair. Maybe all the residents were unmarried women who didn’t have a man to do the maintenance work around a house. Maybe the men in Windswept were lazy, or worked away all week. Maybe the relentless harsh weather in these parts just became too much to bother trying anymore. 

Maybe everyone knew the town of Windswept was dying, and it was just a matter of time.

There was a light burning in the front room of the house directly opposite, and he could hear a dog barking somewhere further along the street. 

Stone heard Lilley grunt, and he turned round to see her using her shoulder against the front door to shove it open. She stood in the doorway for a moment, reaching inside the doorframe to switch on lights.

“Welcome,” she said. “I know it’s not much, but it’s home.”
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Lilley dropped her handbag on the sofa and went through the rest of the house switching on more lights while Stone stood in the small living room and looked around. 

“Make yourself at home,” she called from somewhere down a long hallway. Probably her bedroom, Stone guessed. “I’ll just be a couple of minutes.”

Stone stood in the middle of the room and took it all in quickly. Cheap sofa, old television resting on a cabinet that looked like it had been bought in a pack and assembled. There were chips and gouges in the laminate. There was a bookcase set against the far wall that looked like it matched the TV stand. Stone ran his eyes over the stacked shelves out of idle curiosity. There was a lot of cook books, some old hardcovers and three shelves of erotic romance paperbacks. The rest of the space was stacked with sagging mounds of magazines and personal nik-naks. There were no photos. Stone thought that was odd. He frowned and looked around the room again. No photos anywhere.

He went to the front window and pulled back the curtains. The windowpane was dusty, and the insect screen was frayed and holed in a couple of places. He noticed the window frame had been nailed shut. 

Stone glanced out at the quiet street. The light he had seen in the house opposite was out now, everything eerie silent and shut down for the night. Even the dog had stopped barking.

He heard Lilley before he turned. She was talking as she came down the hall, probably for no other reason than to let him know she was coming so he wouldn’t feel like she was sneaking up on him. So when she came into the living room he was standing waiting by the window.

She had changed out of her blue uniform into a white sundress. It was a simple thing, buttoned up at the front, and belted at the waist with a piece of fabric that was the same material and color as the dress. It was sleeveless, cut just above the knee. The white showed off the tan of her legs and arms. She smiled at him, and he noticed she had taken time to touch up her makeup. The lipstick was fresh, and she had added color around her eyes. Her hair was still in a bun but she was tugging at the pins even now while he watched her. She did it all very casually, very matter-of-factly, but Stone knew enough about women to know that she was doing this for him, not for comfort, and not out of habit. No woman came home from a hard day’s work and changed, did her make-up and spent time on her hair just to sit in front of the television alone for the evening.

Lilley turned away for a moment, glanced over her shoulder into the kitchen, and when she turned back, the pins were gone and her hair tumbled in a long wavy black cascade over her shoulders. She shook it out like a fashion model, then sighed.

“That’s better,” she said, sounding genuinely relieved. “Having my hair up all day gives me a headache.”

She came further into the room, her steps light on the threadbare grey carpet. She had her hands clasped in front of her body in a kind of defensive posture, still a little uncertain, maybe a little hesitant. “I know it’s not much…”

Stone shook his head. “I’m grateful. It’s a lot better than sleeping in a motel,” he said. Then, without pausing he asked, “How long have you been divorced?”

She tilted her head to one side and gave him a little look of surprise. “What makes you think I’m divorced?”

Stone shrugged. “An educated guess,” he said. “You don’t wear a wedding ring, and any married woman who invites a man to her home would have made the fact very apparent, so a guy like me didn’t draw the wrong conclusion. And second, there are no photos. I figured you took them all down after the divorce. It’s something a woman would do. If you had been married and your husband had died, you would have had photos of him everywhere, like some kind of a shrine. That kind of thing.”

Lilley started to smile, and then stopped herself. She put her hands on her hips and tried to look outraged and defiant. “What makes you think I was ever married at all, mister?”

Now Stone smiled. “Because you’re too damn beautiful to have stayed single.”

She laughed then, and the sound was light and sweet and suited her. She shook her head. “Eight years,” she admitted. 

Stone raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You married young then.”

“And divorced young. He went to Phoenix for work and didn’t come back.”

Stone knew there was a lot more to the story but he let it go.

They stood there, three feet of awkward uncertain tension between them, saying nothing. Then suddenly Lilley made a gasping sound like she had been holding her breath for too long, and twirled on her heel, headed for the kitchen, calling to him from over her shoulder. “I hope you like homemade pumpkin soup.”

 

Eight.

 

The soup was good. Stone helped himself to seconds, and then Lilley poured him a cup of black coffee and came to sit across from him at the old wooden kitchen table.

“Jack – can I call you Jack?”

“Sure. Can I call you Lilley?”

She smiled again. She put her hand flat on the table, fingers splayed like she wanted to reach out for him but stopped herself. Stone looked into her eyes.

“Jack, what are you really doing here? And how long will you be in town for? Do you know?”

Stone sipped at his coffee to buy himself time. Decision time. Stone went with his instincts. He set the cup down on the table.

“I am looking for my kid sister,” he said. “Her name is Susan.” He reached into his back pocket and took out his wallet, flipped it open to a passport-size faded photo behind a plastic window. He laid the wallet open flat on the table so Lilley could see. She leaned closer and peered down.

The photo showed a pretty teenage girl with smooth clear skin. She had long blonde hair, and big eyes. She was smiling at the camera, sitting on a back-yard swing set, wearing a floral dress.

“My mother took this photo on Susan’s sixteenth birthday,” Stone explained. “She sent it to me. At the time I was serving in the Middle East. It’s the only photo I have of her, and the last one that was taken before she died.”

“Died?”

“Only she didn’t.”

Lilley frowned her confusion. She pursed her lips. “You’re looking for your dead sister?”

Stone sighed, dragged his fingers through his hair. “I thought she was dead. My mother thought she was dead. You see Susan went sailing with a girlfriend of hers off Cape Cod one day. They didn’t come home. There was a big search and the boat was found, but neither girl’s body was ever recovered. They were presumed dead.”

Lilley sat back, silent, looking at Stone.

“The news devastated my mother. Susan and I were her only children. There is a big age difference. I’m thirty-one years old. She would be nineteen today. My father disappeared years earlier, so I always felt like I was Susan’s protector, especially when she was young. When she was reported missing, my mother took it hard.” Stone paused long enough to take another mouthful of coffee. “I decided to leave the army to be closer to my mother. I went back home and stayed with her for a couple of months, but she never recovered. She never got over the loss of Susan. One morning I found her in the bathtub, fully dressed, her hair and makeup all nicely done – and her wrists slashed. She just couldn’t go on living, I guess.”

Lilley gasped, a soft little sound that was sympathy, shock, sadness all rolled into one. Stone stared down into his cup for a minute, remembering.

“Anyhow, I was out of the army, but I got offered work with a private company doing hostage rescue work.”

“Like the FBI?” Lilley asked in a soft hush.

Stone shook his head. “No. We specialized in the dirty jobs – the hard ones,” Stone explained grimly. “We got called in to do the rescue work on hostage situations the FBI couldn’t – or wouldn’t handle. A lot of private jobs for wealthy people mainly. The nasty ones.”

“I see,” Lilley nodded. It explained why and how Stone had been able to take care of the two men back at the diner without breaking into a sweat. “And is that what you do now?”

“No,” Stone shook his head. “I quit eighteen months ago.”

“Because…?”

“Because one day I got a phone call from an old family friend. He was one of Susan’s friends, not mine. I barely knew the guy. When he and Susan had known each other in high school, I was already posted overseas. But he said he knew Susan pretty well. Anyway, he found me. Phoned me one day last year and told me that he had just seen Susan the night before at a BDSM club in Washington. She was wearing a collar and leash, being led by an older man. A big man, like she was his slave, or submissive.”

Lilley’s eyes grew wide.

Stone nodded, noticing her reaction. “That’s how I felt,” he said. “Suddenly the sister I had mourned as dead for two years had been seen alive in a BDSM club.”

“What did you do?” Lilley leaned forward suddenly, and without consciously realizing it, her fingers reached out and touched Stone’s hand. The shock of the contact spread through his body like ripples on a calm lake.

“I quit my work with hostage rescue the next day,” he said. “And I went to Washington to look for my sister. I’ve been looking ever since.”

Lilley shook her head. “You didn’t find her in Washington?”

“No. But I started to dig. I started to discover and hear whispers about a whole underground network of people trafficking. Young women disappearing from around the country, who are kidnapped, brainwashed and trained as submissive sex slaves for wealthy men. So I immersed myself in the world of BDSM. And I met a lot of good people. I learned how to dominate a woman who wants to submit to a Master. I learned about punishment, discipline, bondage, and more. I learned what women want. I learned how to give women what they need. I learned how to control a woman and train her into submission. And that helped me understand the men who buy these girls.”

Lilley looked shocked. “You live the BDSM lifestyle as a Master?”

“Yes,” Stone nodded, and then his eyes became dark again with the force of his intensity. “I learned a long time ago, Lilley, the best way to win a war is to know your enemy. I became involved in the BDSM lifestyle to get to these predators who buy and sell young girls as sex slaves. But I also discovered I enjoy the lifestyle. It suits my personality. I’m an alpha kind of guy. I make no apologies for that. A real Master would never buy a slave. These predators aren’t part of the real BDSM community. They’re something else entirely. They’re scum. They’re criminals,” Stone said.

Lilley stared down at the photo of the young girl again, trying to imagine how she would have felt being kidnapped and trained as a sex slave.

“The girls are fed through some kind of a smuggling network and matched with buyers who pay big money – especially if the girls are young, and especially if they are well trained. It’s a web, a tangled, twisted web,” Stone said, and there was a sudden simmer of anger and hatred that turned his eyes to hard flints of stone. “And so far, every lead I follow brings me closer to discovering the men behind the operation, and that brings me closer to Susan. She’s out there,” he said, turning and nodding his head. “She’s out there somewhere. Maybe she’s here in Windswept. Maybe she was here. I don’t know yet. But I will. I will find out. I will find her one day. And I won’t stop until I do.”

Lilley shook her head in disbelief. “I’m just shocked to think that a little town like Windswept could be part of this elaborate people trafficking ring,” she said. “It doesn’t make sense.”

Stone took a deep breath, let out a long weary sigh. “The lead I am following came from a man in hospital,” he said. “The man told me this was a place that was an outlet. It was a place that was discreet and quiet where clients could pick up their packages without drawing attention. It’s not the hub of the wagon wheel. It’s just a spoke. But for all I know, this is where the man who took Susan collected her from. Someone around these parts knows something.”

“Can you trust the man in hospital who told you? Can you be sure his information was reliable?”

Stone nodded grimly. “Yes,” he said. “I broke three of his fingers until he told me. A man won’t lie through that. One finger maybe, but after you break the second and third, you can be pretty sure he’s telling you the truth. But I’m thorough, Lilley, and I’m angry. So I broke his nose, his jaw, and then broke both of his arms. Then I drove him to the hospital.”

Lilley blinked. There was a long silence while she tried to imagine the violence, and considered the man she was sitting across the table from. And then she remembered the conversation they had back at the diner, and the newspaper article. “And you think the two missing local girls are connected?” she asked.

Stone shrugged. “It’s possible,” he said.  

Lilley got up, fetched the coffee pot and refilled Stone’s cup. She moved slowly, like she was in a daze, or like she was thinking hard. She sat back down and bit her bottom lip.

“How will you find out?” she asked. “What will you do?”

Stone sat up straight in the chair, stretched his back and flexed his shoulders. He was tired, muscles tight. “I’ll beat some bushes,” he said. “I’ll make some noise and see what gets flushed out. If I turn over enough rocks, sooner or later something will slither out.”

“And then?”

“And then I’ll crush it to death in the worst way imaginable.”

 

Nine.

 

Lilley’s bathroom was neat and compact; just a glass paneled shower cubicle and beside it a porcelain sink with a mirror above, mounted in the door of a slim timber medicine cabinet.

Standard in every way.

The floor was tiled in small squares of various shades of brown, and there were similar colored tiles in a larger size that covered the lower part of each wall. Stone closed the bathroom door behind him and glanced around. There was a white bathrobe hanging from a hook on the back of the door, and two stainless steel racks on the wall next to the shower. The bottom rack had a single white towel hanging over it, the other a pink face-cloth. Stone hung the towel Lilley had handed him over the lower rack and peeled off his t-shirt. 

He stood in front of the vanity mirror to brush his teeth and then stripped off his jeans and stepped into the shower. He could see no cosmetics bag, no make-up, and figured everything was neatly stored behind the mirror – but he didn’t check.

He stood under the stinging blast of steamy hot water for exactly five minutes. There was a row of lotions, shampoos and conditioners perched high up on a shelf, but he used the soap to wash his hair. Then he toweled off quickly and stepped back into his jeans.

He came out of the bathroom, followed by a billowing cloud of steam. He left the door open, went back down the hallway to the living room bare-chested. 

Lilley was sitting at the kitchen table, looking pensive, looking lost in her own thoughts. It took a moment before she realized Stone was leaning in the doorway, arms folded across his chest, watching her.

She looked up suddenly, not startled, but like she was just coming awake from a dream. She smiled.

“How long have you been standing there?”

“Just a minute. You looked like you were doing some serious thinking.”

She smiled again, kind of lop-sided and wistful, like there was some meaning behind the expression.

“Not really,” she said. “Just daydreaming. Fantasizing actually.”

“About?”

Lilley sighed, then raised her eyes slowly until they were locked on Stone’s, and her gaze was steady and direct. “I was thinking about how long it has been since I’ve had sex,” she said frankly.

Stone’s face didn’t register shock or surprise. “A long time?”

“A very long time.”

“Since your husband?”

She shook her head. “Not quite,” she admitted. “There was one other guy, a few years ago. He worked in Phoenix and came to stay each weekend. We had a thing for a month or so, until I found out he was seeing someone else at the same time.”

Stone nodded. “But no one since then?”

She shook her head. “For a while afterwards I went through the ‘all men are bastards’ stage, so I didn’t miss the sex at all. But lately…” her voice trailed off, and then she tried another smile. This one turned out better, and brighter as she changed subject. “How was the shower?”

“Hot. Thank you.” Stone didn’t say anything else. He just waited, leaning in the doorway, watching Lilley’s face as her expression went through a procession of changes, like she was asking herself questions and then answering them in her mind.

Finally she looked up at him again, wistful once more.

“What’s BDSM sex like, Jack? Is it really like they describe it in the romance books?” There was a kind of earnest pain in her eyes of longing and desire. “Can you tell me how it makes a woman feel?” 

Stone pushed himself away from the door, went towards his knapsack and found another t-shirt. He pulled it on, knowing that she was watching him with fixed fascination. Then he scraped a chair back and sat across the table from her. He saw her bottom lip was trembling, like she was nervous, or anxious, or maybe something else completely.

“BDSM is about power and trust,” Stone said. “It is about a woman giving power to a man and placing her trust in him to respect her and care for her – but at the same time to arouse her and make her feel special.” He frowned as he explained, because now that he had said the words, he didn’t think they were exactly the thoughts he wanted to express. He tried again.

“No woman wants to submit, just for the sake of submitting. Women want a man they can respect and admire to make them submit. They want to submit, but only to a man who is worthy of their respect and trust. Submission isn’t for weak women. It’s for strong women, who know themselves and their needs, and who know what it is they want. A woman wants to be tamed. She wants a man who is strong and dominant, and who is a force they just cannot resist. They don’t want to go to him meekly or weakly. They want him to overwhelm her. They want him to be a presence and an energy and a force they just cannot refuse.”

Stone sat back and replayed the words in his head, then he shrugged. It was the best way he could explain things.

Lilley was nodding, as though the words were touching some private place deep within her mind, and echoing in ways she could understand and relate to. 

“I thought so,” she said. “It’s how I always dreamed of being treated.” Her voice was muted and her expression stricken. Then she looked up suddenly, alarmed or maybe embarrassed at her confession and worried what he might think of her. “Are you surprised?”

Stone shook his head. “No,” he said. “I believe most women want to submit to a man, but I don’t believe most women meet men who are worthy of their submission. Maybe, for some women the desire to experience submission comes later in life, after they’ve had their families, and are left to wonder what they might have missed out on in terms of sexual experience. For other women the realization that they crave submission comes quite early. There really is no timeline, and not every woman will recognize the desires, or acknowledge them – or act on them. But I do think it’s instinctive, which is why I’m not surprised. Maybe for you these feelings you have come about because of who you are, or where you are in your life.”

Lilley shook her head. “I’ve always had a desire and a fascination for BDSM,” she said, her voice soft and hushed in the stillness of the night. “Ever since I was quite young. Ever since I can remember being aware of sex. But I never had the opportunity. I never met the kind of man you described.”

Stone said nothing. There was just a couple of feet of tabletop and tense charged space separating them, and all Stone had to do was reach out with his hand to close that space and turn that tension into energy. But he didn’t. 

Lilley was sad and lonely, and she was vulnerable. He wasn’t about to take advantage of her. If there was to be more between them, she would need to take the first step without any encouragement from him.

She looked away for a moment. One of her hands went to the top of her dress and began twisting the button. Stone wondered if it was a subconscious thing. Maybe she was wishing he was undressing her… or maybe she was just thinking hard. He remembered how she had torn the paper serviette to shreds when they had spoken in the diner, so he drew no conclusions. Just waited her out, at ease in the silence, and patient.

“Do you enjoy being a Master?” she asked softly, still with her head turned away, still with her eyes on someplace else and her hand toying with the button of her dress. When she finally did turn back to search his face with her eyes, they were welled and glistening with unshed tears. “I know you’re accustomed to violence,” she said softly. “Your background, and the man you put in the hospital, not to mention what you did to those men at the diner.  And I know you’re big and broad and muscled,” she paused for a split second, “but somehow I can’t see you as the kind of man who would be brutal with a woman. I can’t see you as the kind of man who would take pleasure from giving pain.”

Stone kept his expression impassive, like he was trying to be transparent, so she could read his eyes and know the truth of his answer.

“No real man ever hurts a woman,” he said. “But some women who enjoy BDSM actually want pain as part of their pleasure. Apart from that, I like sensual torture,” he said. “I prefer the ache of a woman’s anticipation. I prefer to hear her beg for release, rather than cry out in pain. And I prefer the touch of my hands instead of the sting of a whip.”

Lilley’s body seemed to shudder with a sudden convulsion. It was like a ripple that vibrated down her spine. Her lips were parted, and she gave a soft silent little gasp. Without realizing it she had leaned forward as Stone had been speaking, as if she were being drawn to him in the night by his words and the deep steady sound of his voice, so that now the space between them was just a few inches.

She blinked suddenly, flinched. Then she sprang from the chair quickly and went to the kitchen counter where the kettle was, as if driven by the urgent need to put more space between them.

Stone said nothing. Did nothing. He sat back in the chair, watching the delicate but precise movement of her hands as she spooned coffee and sugar into mugs. She kept her back to him, standing over the hissing kettle until the water boiled and the automatic switch cut the power off. Her body was tense. Stone could see it in the rigid square set of her shoulders and the straightness of her spine.

Lilley brought the mugs back to the table, but she didn’t sit down. Instead she went and stood behind her chair, like she was keeping herself behind barriers.

“You never told me how long you will be in town for,” she said. Her voice sounded husky with strain.

“As long as it takes to find answers,” Stone replied honestly. “Maybe a few days. Maybe a little longer. It depends on what I turn up.” He wrapped his hands around the coffee mug, felt the warmth through the ceramic. Then he stood up.

“Lilley, if my being here makes you uncomfortable in any way, I am happy to stay at the motel back on the highway – or maybe a motel here in town. I don’t want to cause you any problems.”

“No – ” She came to him and placed her hand on his forearm, but then could not continue. Instead she stared up silently into his face and her eyes were huge and luminous and unfathomable. Stone saw the throb of a pulse in her long graceful neck, from a point just below her ear. Lilley’s lips parted as though she were about to say something. They were full soft lips, and she dabbed at them with the tip of her tongue, leaving them moist, and somehow even softer. She closed them again. Said nothing. But the pressure of her fingers on his arm grew stronger and she shifted her weight so that her lower body swayed towards him and her back arched, lifting up her chin slightly.

She shook her head suddenly and violently. “No,” she said again, with just a hint of something desperate in her voice. “I want you to stay here,” she said. “It’s not a problem, it’s just…. well… Jack Stone, I think you’re a very handsome man, and you’re very hard to resist. But that’s my issue, not yours.”

He finished his coffee quickly, like that was the end of the conversation, but he knew it wasn’t.

“I think I’ll turn in for the night,” he said. “I have a lot I want to get done tomorrow.”

Lilley pushed herself away from the chair. “Of course,” she said. “I keep a spare room made up across the hallway from my bedroom. I’ll show you.”

She led him down the passageway, and pushed the last door on the left open.

Stone stepped into a room and flicked on the light to orientate himself. It smelled faintly of cooking odors. Not a bad smell. There was a narrow single bed in the middle of the room with the headboard pushed up against the far wall. The bed was covered in a mustard yellow blanket. There was an old wardrobe against one wall made of dark solid timber, and a window set into the opposite wall with the shades pulled all the way down. Not the Ritz, but not the worst place he had ever spent a night. He set his knapsack down at the foot of the bed.

“Thanks,” he said, turning round to Lilley who had held back in the doorway. “I really appreciate your hospitality.”

She smiled again. “I’m going to take a quick shower,” she said, “so you might hear the water clunking in the pipes for a few minutes.”

Stone nodded. “No problems. Thanks again.”

He left the door wide open, and stripped out of his clothes. He heard Lilley’s footsteps further down the hallway. Then he heard the bathroom door shut, followed a moment later by the hissing sound of the shower. Stone climbed into the narrow bed. It sagged in the middle. The springs in the mattress were shot and there was a lump under his hip. Still not the worst place he had slept.

Stone lay on his back, folded his arms under the back of his head, laced his fingers together, and stared at the ceiling, then at the patch of light in the corridor through the open door. 

He had a lot of thinking to do. He thought about the two local girls who had gone missing the week before. Could they be connected to his sister Susan’s disappearance in some way? He couldn’t see a connection, but he was too experienced to ignore what seemed to be nothing more than a coincidence. In Jack Stone’s book, coincidences didn’t happen. 

He heard the shower shut off, the sound of the bathroom door opening again, and then a long moment later he saw the silhouette of Lilley Pond standing in the doorway of the bedroom.

She was wearing something very short and sheer and sexy. With the light behind her he could clearly see the long shapely outline of her legs, and the pointed perfect shape of her breasts. She stood, silent and uncertain at the threshold for long seconds. Stone could see her hair was wet and the nightie she was wearing clung to the curves of her damp body.

“Jack?” she called, soft enough not to wake him if he was already asleep, but loud enough to be heard if he was just laying there in the dark.

“Yes?” Stone said. He sat up. Saw her perfect shape and wanted her. Felt the strength of his arousal.

“Are… are you a good Master?”

“I try to be. I really do, Lilley,” Stone said. “And every day I try to be a good man. But I’m not perfect. I’m a work in progress.”

Lilley nodded. She looked at the floor and her hair fell forward over her face. She swept it back, combed her fingers through her hair and then tucked the errant tendrils behind her ear. 

“Okay. Thank you,” she said softly. “I just needed to know.” She pulled his bedroom door closed, enveloping the room in total darkness and a moment later, Stone heard the door to her own bedroom being closed.

 

Ten.

 

Stone thought it would be awkward in the morning. He was standing against the kitchen sink drinking his second cup of coffee when Lilley came and sat at the table. Stone glanced at his watch. “Morning,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind but I helped myself.”

Lilley was dressed in another blue uniform, similar but different to the one she had worn the day before. Her hair was back up in a bun and she had dusted her nose and cheeks with a little powder of makeup, glossed her lips. Nothing extravagant. About what Stone would expect of a woman going to work.

“I don’t mind,” she said. “In fact if the water’s still hot I’ll have one too, please.”

Stone set down his mug. “How do you like it?”

“Strong,” Lilley said. “One sugar.”

He set her cup on the table. Outside the kitchen window he had a view of the house next door. It was another old shack similar to this one. Between the buildings was a sagging timber paling fence.

Stone stayed by the kitchen sink, gave Lilley her space as though the distance between them might compensate and lessen any awkwardness.

“What time do you leave for the diner?”

“Seven. It gives me time to get set up for the morning rush.”

Stone raised an eyebrow. “You have a morning rush?”

“Sure. A lot of the travellers stop in for breakfasts if they’ve been driving through the night. That kind of thing.”

Stone thought about that. “Do you get many locals at the diner?”

“Sure,” Lilley said again. “There’s only my diner and a café on Main Street within twenty miles of Windswept. And the café had a health food violation last fall, so I get more than my share of the business.”

Stone did a bit more thinking. “Had you ever seen those two men before, Lilley? Those men who came into the diner yesterday, I mean.”

“Not at the diner, no.”

“But around town? Maybe driving. Did you ever pass their SUV or see it parked around town at any time?”

Lilley made a face to show she was thinking, digging back into recent memories. Stone knew that not a lot happened in a town like Windswept. If a strange vehicle was getting around, or a couple of strange men, people were likely to notice, and be curious.

“I don’t recall…” she said slowly. “I’m at work all day, and I don’t get home till nearly sunset, but I don’t remember noticing them or their vehicle before yesterday.”

Stone finished his coffee. “Is there a bar in town?”

“Of course. On Main Street, across from the police station.”

“Just one?”

“We only need one. Why? Are you a drinker?”

Stone smiled. “I never touch the stuff, because I like to keep a clear head,” he said. “Like I told you yesterday, Lilley, I’m a simple man. Coke when it’s hot, coffee when it’s cold. But it’s been my experience that bars are a good place to find people, or to find information.”

Lilley shrugged. “Most people go to a library.”

“Yes, but most people aren’t looking for the kind of information I’m after,” Stone countered. Then he paused for a long moment and frowned, fired the next question off without warning and watched for Lilley’s reaction carefully. “Have you ever heard of a man named Harper?”

“Harper?” Lilley repeated the name aloud slowly, like the sound of her saying it might jolt something in her memory. “Is that his first name or last?”

“Unknown.”

Lilley thought hard. “I don’t think so,” she admitted. “It doesn’t sound familiar. Why? Is he important?”

Stone nodded. “I think so. I think that’s the name of the man who receives the women for brainwashing to become sex slaves. The other name I’ve heard him being called is ‘the Animal Trainer’. He’s the one I’m after, Lilley. He’s the one who will have answers about my sister.”

“And you think this man lives in Windswept?”

“No. I don’t, but I’m hoping someone here has a connection to him. I’m hoping to find Harper through the man I find here.” Stone put his cup in the sink and rinsed it out with cold water, left it upturned on the counter to drain itself dry. Then he asked another question.

“Have you seen any other strangers around town over the past few months – apart from the two men at the diner yesterday?  Anyone who just seemed to be hanging around for a few days, no apparent reason for being here?”

“Maybe…” Lilley said, but her tone was vague and uncertain. “I don’t know… why?”

Stone shrugged. “I was just thinking about those two men. They were frustrated when they came into your diner. I mean, really frustrated. One of the guys said something about never getting away from Windswept. Something like that. I got the feeling they were impatient. Like they were forced to wait here for something they expected to be ready for them. So I started to wonder what they might be waiting for, or why there was a delay. Then I started to wonder if maybe they weren’t the first strangers in these parts over recent months.”

Lilley glanced up at the clock on the wall and finished her coffee in a rush. “If I think of anything I’ll let you know when I get home tonight,” she said. She came to the sink and set her cup next to Stone’s. “I have to go,” she said. Then, before she could change her mind and before Stone could react, Lilley stretched up on tip-toes, put her hands flat against the muscular broad expanse of Jack Stone’s chest and kissed him. Her lips were soft. The touch of them burned Stone like a tiny jolt “I hope you have a good day. I’ll see you tonight,” she said. Her voice was quivering and husky. Then she spun on her heel and snatched up her handbag. She was out the front door and in the Chevy before Stone had the chance to see the embarrassed, aroused flush of heat that colored her cheeks burning bright red.

 

Eleven.

 

Stone left soon after. He didn’t feel right being in Lilley’s house alone, so he pulled the front door locked behind him and stepped out onto the footpath. He looked left, following the straight line of West Street with his eyes, taking in the rest of the houses quickly. They all looked similar in style and condition to Lilley’s shack, and he doubted he would discover much. He could see cross-streets, and figured this was the residential area of the town. Then he looked right, back towards Main Street. It was just past 7am, and apart from a delivery truck idling at the intersection with its indicator flashing, the road was empty.

He turned that way and began walking back towards the intersection. 

The morning was already warm, the air still and dry. The sun was a ball of fire, just cresting the horizon into another cloudless blue sky. Stone reached the intersection of Main and West in a matter of minutes. He turned left, and began walking past the shop fronts he had seen from Lilley Pond’s car the night before.

 

Twelve.

 

At that time of the morning, only the general store and a laundromat were open on this side of the street. Stone walked the length of Main Street, bypassing both businesses, just taking in the surroundings and getting a feel for the town. Windswept was still asleep. There was no traffic, no pedestrians. Eerily quiet.

There were about thirty shops on this side of the road, and about the same opposite. Some of the buildings were empty, their glass windows dusted over, cobwebs gathering in the corners and signwriting faded and flaking. As he passed the little general store he saw an elderly man with a creased wrinkled face stacking bags of pet food out on the sidewalk. Stone nodded to the man, said nothing.

The old man ignored him.

Stone walked on, hands stuffed deep into the pockets of his jeans.

The last building on this side of Main Street was a bar. There was a small neon sign in the window that was turned off, but Stone could still make out the words, ‘Stan’s Bar’. Below where the sign had been fixed, was a faded, yellowed piece of paper with an invitation to a St. Patrick’s night party that had been held months ago. He stood close to the window, pressed his nose to the glass and cupped his hands around his face to cut down on glare. The interior was gloomy. Stone could see a jukebox in the corner, and a television mounted on the wall high above a long timber counter. The floor space was clustered with timber tables, their chairs stacked on top of them so the cleaners could do their job. 

Stone stepped back from the window. The door was timber, with ornate iron hinges to create a period effect. The door was padlocked. He turned around. Across the road was the police station. It was a low single-story building, built from the same drab red brick as every other building he had passed. There was a low wall out front of the station, also made of brick, and a path that led to the station’s front door. Set into the brick wall in shiny steel letters were the words, ‘Windswept Police Department’. Stone studied the building. There were small square windows facing the street, all with bars across them, all with the shades pulled down, and a clump of scraggly bushes beside a driveway that lead down the far side of the building. Maybe there was off-street parking for the staff behind the building, he guessed, or maybe there was another structure behind the façade he was looking at.

There was a nest of antennae on the roof, and two of the windows had cheap aluminum awnings over them, shading the glass from the sun.

Stone followed the road with his eyes, staring out of town, into the distance towards a low blue range of mountains.

The road ran straight as an arrow for as far as Stone could see – one continuing two-lane strip of blacktop in a featureless environment. He figured the police station marked the town’s limits, because beyond this line was just another expanse of flat open desert. 

He turned back and stared along the hunched cluster of buildings he had just walked past. Checked his watch. It was still early. He crossed the street, and started walking back the way he had come. 

The shops on this side of the street looked no different to the ones he had just walked past; same collection of big windows, red-brick buildings and closed doors. He noticed the café Lilley Pond had mentioned. The door was open, and a middle-aged man with a scraggly beard and wearing an apron over his clothes was carrying a chair and a big red advertising umbrella out through the door to set up on the sidewalk. Stone stopped at the shop before the café and glanced inside the window. It was some kind of a sewing shop. He could see bolts of colored material in racks against the side wall, a long white-topped counter next to a cash-register, and another long bench set against the opposite wall with three sewing machines. The man came back out of the café with a small square table, and set the post of the umbrella down through a cut hole in the table’s center. Then he pushed the chair in neatly under the table and pulled a laminated menu from a pocket sewn into his apron. The man set the menu on the tabletop and was about to step back into the café. Stone smiled a greeting.

“Excuse me,” he called out, his tone friendly. “I’m new in town. Just arrived yesterday. I was wondering if you could help me out.”

The man looked suspicious. Jack Stone was an intimidating figure. He looked him up and down carefully, maybe trying to assess whether he was any kind of threat.

“What do you need?” the man asked cautiously.

“Just directions,” Stone said. “I was wondering if there was a library in town.”

The man nodded, still wary, but a little less so. Stone kept his hands in his pockets, kept well out of the man’s personal space. Just stood back and asked politely.

“Round the corner,” the man pointed further along Main Street. “When you get to the intersection, turn left. That’s East Street. The library is next to the church.”

Stone raised an eyebrow, mildly surprised. “I thought all churches were built on hills,” Stone said.

The man didn’t seem amused. His expression became frosty. “Look around, bud,” the man said. “Do you see any hills?” and then he disappeared back into the café and didn’t come back out.

 Stone shrugged. He started walking again. He reached the intersection and stood on the corner just looking around.

There was traffic now – a scattering of cars coming from the direction of West Street. Probably locals heading off to work, or wherever they went for the day, he guessed. There were no cars coming into town. No traffic on the turnoff road approaching from the direction of the highway at all, just a light stream of vehicles all heading away from the place. He turned left. East Street was a series of vacant lots, overgrown with weed-like dry grass. It was as though the area might have been set aside for development in years gone past, but the developers had never come. Two of the lots were taken up by the church. A couple of vacant lots beyond it was the Windswept town library. 

Stone went up three low stairs and stood at the library’s front door. It was glass with a wide aluminum brace-bar across the middle of the door to reinforce it and to divide the glass panel into halves. The bottom half of the door was covered with some kind of a community health poster that had been sticky-taped from the inside. The top panel of glass had a small white cardboard sign with the library opening hours, printed neatly but not perfectly, probably by one of the staff using their best handwriting.

The library wouldn’t open until 9.30am. Stone glanced at his watch. He had some time to kill.

He went back along Main Street to the café. The man was standing behind a wide glass counter, sliding cakes and slices onto display shelves. 

“Find the library?”

Stone nodded. “Yeah. It’s not open yet.”

The man said nothing. Gave Stone a look as if to say, ‘of course not, stupid.’ Stone glanced up at the blackboard above the man’s head. There was a column of chalked menu items under a ‘Breakfast’ heading, and another column under a ‘Lunch’ heading. Stone thought about ordering, then remembered Lilley Pond had mentioned a food violation. He didn’t take the chance.

“Can I get a Coke, please?”

“You want that in a glass or in a can?”

“Can.”

The man took Stone’s money and nodded to a large glass-fronted refrigerator. “Help yourself,” he said.

Stone took the can of Coke back outside and sat at the sidewalk table. Stretched out, drank slowly. Watched the traffic passing by, not really looking for anything, but noticing everything. 

Gradually the town seemed to be coming alive. He saw shop doors opening one by one, and a couple of cars pulled over and parked as townsfolk went about their daily business. The sun crept over the roofline of the buildings and blasted down on the sidewalk.

By 9.30am he had seen everything he needed to see of Windswept, Arizona. 

Stone finished his Coke and went back to the town library.

 

Thirteen.

 

Stone was the only customer at the library. He stood patiently at the counter until a young woman with mousy brown hair and glasses came from a back room wheeling a steel-framed trolley of plastic colored bins filled with books. The woman looked like she was in her early twenties. She had a serious expression on her face, wore no make-up – but probably should have. She looked plain in every way, right down to the straight grey skirt and the white blouse that had ruffles of lace around the buttoned-high neckline.

She glanced up from where she was trying to steer the trolley, saw the imposing figure of Jack Stone, and looked surprised, like maybe she wasn’t accustomed to people visiting the library.

Stone smiled at her. In the background he could hear the hum of an air conditioner unit. The woman must have just turned it on because the air was warm and still.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hello,” the woman smiled like it was an expression she was unfamiliar with. It looked to Stone more like a grimace – and maybe it was. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so,” Stone smiled again, forcing the friendliness into his voice. “I’d like to look at your newspaper records.”

“Newspaper records?”

“Yes. Please.”

“Records of what, exactly?” the woman asked.

“The last few weeks of newspapers,” Stone explained. “I was hoping to find more information about the two young girls who went missing from around here last week.”

The woman nodded, still a little unsure. She went behind the counter taking brisk little scissor-like steps and hoisted a file of old newspapers onto the counter-top. The pile was about six inches thick, and held about forty newspapers. The top couple of editions were ragged around the edges, the pages curled. All the papers were strung together with two long pieces of leather tied through a long flat piece of timber. Stone turned the papers around so he could read them, and then glanced up at the woman.

“These papers – the ‘Rapture Regional News’. Isn’t there a local newspaper?”

“That is the local newspaper for these parts,” the woman explained. “The only one. Windswept doesn’t have its own paper. We get the ‘Rapture Regional’. It covers all the local news from around here and other outlying parts.”

Stone nodded, processing. “Where is Rapture?”

“About ten miles north,” the woman said. “It’s the next town along.”

“And it’s bigger than Windswept?”

“Much,” the woman nodded. “It’s like the main center around these parts. Windswept and some of the other towns around here all get the ‘Rapture Regional’ as their local newspaper.”

Stone nodded slowly, and changed the angle of his questions.

“Did you know either of the girls?”

The woman hesitated. She looked down at the top edition of the newspaper like the answer might be there. Then she pushed her glasses up high onto the bridge of her nose with one finger and said softly, “Yes, of course. Everyone in town knew them.”

Stone nodded. “Did you know them well? I mean were you friendly with either of them?”

“Why do you want to know? Who are you?”

“A friend,” Stone smiled again. His jaw was beginning to ache. “I’m just trying to help.”

The woman frowned. She folded her arms across her chest. She had small breasts, and a thin, bony figure. Her skin was pale and her brown hair hung lank to her shoulders. Dowdy.

“I knew Margie Bevan,” the woman said. “She came in here on Thursdays after school to help out. Just as a volunteer.”

“Oh,” Stone said, showing just enough interest, but not so much that the woman would become suspicious. “Was she a good worker?”

“Sure.” 

“And what did she do to help?”

The woman shrugged. “Just re-sorting the shelves. Things like that. No one takes a book off the shelf and puts it back in the same place. Margie would help keep everything in order.”

Stone nodded. He pointed down at the newspaper. Under the headline were black and white photos of the two missing girls. “It’s a shame about these photos,” he said. “I was trying to find a color photograph.”

The woman looked up at him, and hesitated like she was trying to think faster than her brain had the capacity to handle. “I have one if you would like it,” she said eventually, but not with any enthusiasm. More a statement than an offer. 

“Sure,” Stone smiled again. Now the pain of smiling so much seemed suddenly worth it.

The woman disappeared into a small back room and returned a few minutes later with a 6x4” color photo. She handed it to Stone. It was a snapshot of the librarian and a younger girl, probably about seventeen. The young girl has honey-brown tanned skin, a wide smiling mouth and long blonde hair that had been platted into ponytails. The women were sitting side by side on upended plastic colored crates, with picture books open in their laps. In the foreground of the photo, Stone saw the backs of children’s heads.

“That was taken at the recent read-a-thon,” the woman said. “Margie and I were reading Dr Zeus to some local children.”

Stone guessed the photo had been pinned to a lunchroom noticeboard. There were a couple of thumbtack holes in the top corner of the photo. He held the image closer to the light streaming through the windows and studied the missing girl’s face closely. 

“Thank you,” Stone said to the woman. “I really appreciate this.”

The woman shrugged. “Anything to help,” she said. 

Stone slipped the image into the back pocket of his jeans. “Have you heard anything about either girl?” Stone asked. “I mean I know the police are investigating, but I wonder if there are any rumors about what might have happened.”

The woman relaxed a little now. Gossip was something she seemed more comfortable sharing. She leaned across the counter, closer to Stone, and lowered her voice, like she was worried about being overheard.

“Stella Hinton – that’s the other girl who is missing – she has a reputation,” the librarian said, and raised her eyebrow to give the words added meaning. “Margie and her were friends, but Stella was considered a bit of a wild child…”

Stone said nothing. Just kept his eyes on the librarian’s face, listening carefully, committing everything to memory. 

“Last time they were seen was along the turnoff road, back towards the highway. That was last Wednesday afternoon. Hank Dodd saw them both, walking on the roadside.”

“Really?” Stone did a thing with his face to show he was merely curious, but behind the expression he was becoming intrigued. “Who is Hank Dodd? Is he a local?”

“He owns a bar on Main Street called ‘Stan’s’.”

Stone nodded, but gave nothing more away from his expression. “Where were the girls heading?”

The woman shrugged. “No one knows, but Hank Dodd told the deputy that Margie was carrying a suitcase.”

The woman leaned back, the news delivered. Stone frowned. “Really? I didn’t read any of that in this newspaper report,” he said.

The woman puffed out her cheeks and nodded her head, like she was one of the privileged few with access to information. “The police decided to leave that information out of the report. They didn’t want anyone knowing any more than the basic facts while they complete their investigations.”

Stone stood back, looking thoughtful. “So the police aren’t investigating this as a kidnapping?”

The librarian shook her head, looked just a little smug. “No. Not from what I’ve heard around town. They think the girls have run away to Phoenix.”

Stone rubbed his chin slowly. “Are you sure about this?” he frowned. “Are you sure this Hank Dodd told the police Margie was carrying a suitcase.”

“Of course,” the librarian said, and then she peeled off her glasses and changed her stance so one of her hips was thrust forward. She glanced at Stone from beneath hooded eyes. “I got it straight from my boyfriend, Deputy Larry Peyton.”

Stone blinked. He had a vague recollection of the young orange-haired cop with the rash around his neck who had leveled a shotgun on him back at the diner. He said nothing for several moments.

“Do Margie’s folks live nearby?” Stone asked.

The librarian nodded. “Corner of West and Richmond Street.”

 

Fourteen.

 

Jack Stone knew plenty about grieving parents. After mustering out of the military he had worked for a Seattle-based firm doing hostage rescue work. As a hostage rescue expert he had dealt with mothers, fathers – even brothers and sisters who were suffering the terrible trauma of not knowing the fate of a missing loved one.

And he had his own personal experience that haunted him with the same terrible uncertainty ever day. So when he knocked lightly on the door at the corner of West and Richmond Street, he knew what to expect.

He stood back, well away from the door. He knew he wouldn’t have to wait for long.

He heard the creak of floorboards from inside the house followed by fingers scrabbling impatiently at a chain, latches being turned. Then the door was flung open just a few seconds later and a hopeful, tearful woman’s face appeared. The woman looked to be in her forties. She had curly blonde hair, unkempt, and pale skin that seemed puffy and blurred, like it had lost its elasticity. Like it just hung from her skull. Her eyes were red-rimmed and watery.

Stone stood with his hands clasped before him, quiet and respectful.

“Mrs. Bevan?”

“Yes.”

“Ma’am, my name is Jack Stone. I’m investigating Margie’s disappearance.” He reached into his back pocket, flipped open his wallet to show his drivers license. He was too far away from the door for the woman to see his identification clearly, but he knew that wouldn’t matter. In Stone’s experience, the only people who asked for identification were those who weren’t freely offered identification. 

The woman looked Stone up and down, and her eyes narrowed. “You’re with the police?”

“I’m conducting a parallel investigation,” Stone said. “And I just wanted to ask you one question if I may.” He kept his wallet open, held it up beside his face, like he had nothing to hide.

The woman paused, and then a grey-haired man appeared behind her, peering over her shoulder at the stranger on their porch, crowding the doorway. The woman turned, spoke quickly to the man. “He’s an investigator helping the police,” the woman explained, and Stone did not correct her. The man pulled the door wider open and stood watching Stone with vacant sad eyes.

“Do you have news about our daughter?” the man asked. His voice was weak and tremulous. He had been weeping. Stone knew their pain.

“No, sir. Not yet,” Stone said. “I just have a question.”

“What is it?”

“I wanted to know if Margie owned a suitcase.”

The couple in the doorway didn’t move, didn’t exchange questioning puzzled glances, and didn’t hesitate for a moment.

“No,” they said together. 

 

Fifteen.

 

Stone stood on the intersection of Main Street and looked up at the sun. It was mid-morning, and the temperature was still rising. He could feel the heat, baked into the concrete path, rising back up through the soles of his boots. Then he looked over his shoulder at the shop fronts, and then along the ribbon of road that led back to the Highway and Lilley’s diner. There was a hot breeze on his face, coming in gusts that flattened his shirt against his chest and whipped up the dust on the sidewalk. He stood for a few minutes and watched the sky. Clouds were beginning to stack up across the distant horizon, like a dark angry scar. 

Stone sighed, set his jaw, and just started walking.

It was three miles to the turnoff – not a long walk. Not a walk that bothered him, even in this heat. He strode out, keeping his eyes on the verge.

He didn’t know what he was looking for. If the two missing girls had been walking this way, then maybe they would have left footprints. It hadn’t rained for months in these parts – but Windswept wasn’t called Windswept without good reason, he guessed. So the chances of finding footprints, or tire tracks in the dirt were practically zero. But he walked the road anyhow, because it was a lead, and because he was accustomed to following dead-end leads.

On foot, the desert wasn’t anywhere near as flat or featureless as Stone had thought. Speeding past at sixty miles an hour from a car’s window, the wide pan of red earth looked bland and smooth, but now he was at ground level, he saw the way the desert undulated in rolling ridges and hollows, and how peppered the ground was with twisted scraggly brown shrubs and thorns and cactus. This wasn’t a wasteland, Stone realized – it was the kind of place that people could get lost in – or buried in. 

Never to be seen again.

 

Sixteen.

 

Stone reached the junction where the road from Windswept met the highway without seeing anything that might be a clue to the disappearance of the two local girls. Then walked the extra distance to Lilley’s diner, and came through the door with red dust on his jeans and over his boots.

There were three customers in the diner; a young couple sitting at a table by the windows, holding hands and staring into each other’s eyes like maybe they were on their honeymoon, and a middle-aged man wearing denim overalls. He was at a table on his own, with farming brochures spread out across the counter-top. Lilley was leaning over the man’s shoulder, pouring him a coffee refill from a stainless steel pot.

She looked up, saw Stone in the doorway, and her face went through a whole rush of emotions, from delight, to embarrassment, to concern, and finally back to delight again. Self-consciously, she tucked a loose tendril of hair behind her ear, set the coffee pot on the table and wiped her hands on her apron.

“What are you doing here?” she came to him, drew him to one side of the counter.

“I went for a walk,” he said. “Have you got a Coke?”

She frowned. “You walked all the way here for a Coke?”

“No. I walked all the way here looking for leads on the roadside that might be connected to the disappearance of your two local girls. As a separate issue, have you got a Coke?”

She handed him a can from a low refrigerator that was concealed behind the serving counter. 

“Did you find anything?”

Stone opened the can and drank thirstily. “Not a thing,” he admitted. “Not yet.”

“That sounds ominous, Jack Stone.”

Stone shrugged. “The last man to see the girls alive was the guy who owns the bar. I think I’m going to pay him a visit.”

“Hank Dodd?”

Stone nodded. “You know him?”

Lilley shook her head. “Not personally, but I know of him. He’s one of the town’s most influential men. He has connections, Stone.”

“Connections? You mean with the police?”

“I mean with his brother-in-law, the sheriff.”

 

Seventeen.

 

Stone borrowed Lilley’s Chevy on the promise he returned to pick her up at 6pm.

He drove back along the turnoff road doing a steady fifty, getting accustomed to the big car’s spongy brakes and vague steering. It wasn’t a great car. It had seen better days – but it was a lot better than walking. He cracked the window down, and didn’t pass a single car all the way to Windswept’s outer limits.

He slowed speed through the town, taking elaborate care because it wasn’t his car, and when he went through the intersection of West and Main Street, he kept on going. ‘Stan’s Bar’ disappeared into his rear-view mirror. So did the police station opposite. Stone blew through Windswept’s outer limits and kept on driving north.

Outside the town limits, maybe a mile down the road, he saw a sign on a pole by the roadside.

 

‘Rapture Arizona. Population 13,886. 11 miles.’ 

 

Stone checked the fuel gauge. He had three-quarters of a tank. He put his foot down, and the Chevy gave a growl as the speedometer crept up to sixty.

The road was the same two-lane blacktop. But there was more traffic as he drove further north. Stone passed a couple of trucks, and a couple of cars – enough to be considered peak-hour chaos back in Windswept.

Dotted in the distance on either side of the road, Stone could see occasional buildings. He wasn’t sure if they were farms, homesteads or storage sheds, but each building seemed to be marked with a battered old mailbox, and a dusty rutted trail that branched off the road at right angles. 

He kept driving.

The town of Rapture appeared gradually, first as intermittent roadside houses, vacant lots of dry brown grass, telegraph poles and trees – but gradually filling in as he drew closer. The houses became suburban streets that intersected the two-lane. Then he hit his first traffic light, and a couple of semi-trailers appeared from a road on his right, joining the steady flow further north.

Drab green and grey industrial sheds and motor home parks became neat residential areas – until finally he hit the town’s business district. Here the traffic was more constant. Shop fronts and bright advertising signs on high poles announced the next motel, the next fast food outlet and the next discount department store. Stone slowed, eyes working left and right as he edged into Rapture.

Stone parked up and spent several hours in the town, walking the business district, and quartering the streets looking for motels and overnight accommodation, watchful for a blue SUV. He found nothing, and by 4.30pm he’d felt he had discovered everything he could. He slid back behind the wheel of the Chevy. The seat was hot, the air stuffy from being too long under the direct baking sun. He turned the car around and headed back towards Windswept.

The neon sign in the window of ‘Stan’s Bar’ was glowing red and green when Stone cruised back into Windswept. He nosed the big car into the gutter out front of the police station and walked across the road.

The door was open, jammed back with a timber wedge. Stone walked in, looked around.

The bar was one long narrow room that was partitioned out back by an open archway, beyond which were restrooms and a door marked ‘Office’. The bar itself was on the right side of the room with a row of stools set in front, and clusters of tables on the left. The lighting was low and gloomy. The television above the bar was off. The jukebox was off.

There were three men sitting on stools, all of them grimy and dusty, all of them big brawny types in dirty clothes from a hard day’s work. Two more men were sitting at one of the tables, drinking beer from long-neck bottles. At the end of the room, in a corner, three women were sitting back in their chairs, laughing too loudly and chattering over the sound of each other. The tabletop between them was scattered with empty glasses and bottles. One of the women had a white veil pinned into the hair at the back of her head.

Stone stood in the entrance, eyes adjusting to the gloom after the bright glare of daylight. Stood there for maybe thirty seconds, just a big solid shape in the doorway. Everyone in the bar turned their head and was looking at him.

Stone ignored them. Went to the bar, but didn’t sit down. He chose a place between two of the men and leaned comfortably against the polished timber.

The bar was dark red. Stone didn’t know his timbers. It could have been teak, oak or pine for all he knew. But it was different to the walls, which were lined with some kind of grainy panel board.

Stone looked at the guy to his left. The guy was staring back at him. He had a beer in his hand, and another empty glass at his elbow. He was wearing a black t-shirt, stained under the armpits by sweat and dust. He had a big beefy bearded face, framed by sideburns, and huge arms. He was heavy, solid, but without muscle tone. Stone nodded to the man. The man ignored him. Stone wasn’t surprised or bothered.

The guy to Stone’s right had a head full of springy black hair under a dirty Dodgers baseball cap. He was wearing some kind of a grey work shirt, like a uniform of some type. The shirt-tail was hanging out the back of his jeans. He was tall and wiry – not skinny. Stone could see there was muscle definition under the man’s shirt and in his shoulders. Maybe he worked construction, or maybe he just worked out. He had a bottle of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Stone nodded. The man turned his head away.

Stone shrugged, and looked along the bar.

The bartender was handing the last guy at the end of the bar a fresh beer. The bartender was a big guy, almost bald, with just a few remaining wisps of grey hair around his ears. He had a big nose and dark sunken eyes. His face was pale and splotched. He saw Stone but didn’t acknowledge him.

Stone waited.

The bartender scooped up a handful of coins then turned, thumped the cash register with the palm of his hand, and dropped the money into the till. He nudged the cash drawer back shut with his hip and wiped his hands on a towel. Stood there for a moment, like he wasn’t sure what to do. Then he came from behind the bar and disappeared into the office in the back corner of the building.

Stone pushed himself away from the bar and went down the corridor. Went through the archway and into the restroom. When he came back a minute later the Office door was still closed. Stone came back out into the bar area and went over to the jukebox.

The women at the nearby table were watching him. They were all in their early twenties. One of them turned in her chair and appraised Stone with open interest. She had glossy black hair down to her shoulders.

“Well look who we have here,” she said slowly to her friends. “A man.”

The two other women moved. The one wearing the veil suddenly pushed at her hair with one hand and tugged at the hem of her skirt, while the other’s face split into a bright red lipstick smile as she sucked in her tummy and crossed her legs. They were all young, had drunk too much, and gave off the unmistakable aura of small town boredom.

Stone glanced at them, said nothing.

The woman with the dark hair was the prettiest of the group. She was watching Stone intently, with an unfathomable expression – maybe contempt, or dry amusement, or maybe something much more dangerous. For an instant Stones eyes met hers, and then she turned her head away, her attention drawn to movement behind Stone’s shoulder.

Stone turned round. The bartender was coming out of the office. He pulled the door closed behind him, bent over the handle and fiddled with a lock, taking elaborate care. Then he straightened, saw the imposing shape of Jack Stone standing by the jukebox.

“Can I get a Coke?” Stone asked.

The bartender stared at him, but didn’t reply. He edged past Stone, went back behind the bar and poured Coke into a tall glass. Set it on the counter without a word and stood there.

Stone crossed the room, and pulled a couple of bills from his wallet. Put them down on the counter beside the glass and then picked it up.

“You’re the owner, right? You’re Hank Dodd.”

The bartender stared. “Maybe.”

Stone frowned. “You mean you don’t know your name?”

“I mean maybe it’s my name, and maybe it’s none of your business.”

Stone set his Coke down. “I’m not looking for trouble,” he said, keeping his tone conciliatory. “I’m trying to find the two girls who went missing from around here last week. I wanted to ask you about a blue SUV.”

“You some kind of investigator?”

“No.”

“Then why do you want to get involved?”

“Because my sister went missing three years ago. I know how the families must feel.”

The bartender said nothing. He glanced down at his watch, then back at Stone.

“We don’t need your help,” the man said. “We don’t like strangers around here. This is the town’s business, and we take care of our own.”

Stone raised his eyebrows. “Really?”

“Really.” Dodd looked down at his watch again. Stone started to sense the man’s growing anxiety, and he didn’t think his questions were the cause. 

Instinct. 

Stone turned towards the door then, turned slowly. Not like he was startled or surprised, just turned with a sense of knowing.

In the doorway of the bar were two tall, solid silhouettes. Two men, standing shoulder to shoulder, their bodies held tense.

It was the two men Stone had confronted in the diner yesterday. The two men in the dark blue SUV. The two men he had been looking for.

Stone gave Hank Dodd a long weary look. Dodd was watching him with bright little eyes with a detached and clinical interest like a scientist studying a specimen in a laboratory. Stone pushed himself away from the counter.

In a split second he assessed the threat. He had no weapon, but the bar stools weren’t bolted to the floor. They were steel-framed with a solid timber seat. Useful. The chairs around each table were timber, so they lacked weight. Stone discounted them as an option. But there was also the glass in his hand.

More than enough, he figured.

The two men came into the bar and stood blocking the doorway with their hands on their hips. Stone gave them to the count of five. Neither of them moved. 

From the periphery of his vision, he saw two of the men who had been sitting at the bar suddenly get to their feet and cross the room to stand behind the two strangers. The third guy hadn’t even turned round. He was hunched over his beer, paying no attention.

Okay, Stone figured. Four threats, unless Hank Dodd had a weapon behind the counter and decided to get involved. But Stone didn’t think so. He didn’t seem like the kind of man who did dirty work. Then his mind jumped to the next realization. He figured Dodd had phoned these men. When Stone had entered the bar, Dodd had gone into the back office. That told Stone two things. These men knew Hank Dodd, but maybe not well – and these two men had been somewhere nearby, somewhere within six or seven minutes of the bar. That meant they couldn’t possibly be staying in Rapture. It was too far away. They had been hiding up here in Windswept all along.

The two men came closer. The other two guys from the bar stood their ground, holding back.

Now they were close enough for Stone to see the extent of their injuries. One of the men’s noses was strapped with white surgical plaster and beneath both his eyes was bruised and blackened. The other man seemed to be favoring one side, and Stone remembered the sound of the man’s shoulder bones grating against each other. He could hardly believe either of them had come back for more.

“I’ve been looking for you,” Stone said to the men.

They exchanged brief glances. “We’ve been looking for you too,” the man with the plaster across the bridge of his nose said. “We’ve got a score to settle. You should have left town.”

Stone shrugged. “I’ve got questions I want answered. And you should have brought more reinforcements.”

The man turned, glanced over his shoulder, and then turned back. “You think four of us isn’t enough to take you down?”

Stone nodded. “I know it.”

Then the second man reached behind his back and under his jacket. When Stone saw the man’s hand again, it was wrapped around a pistol. Not the one Stone had taken from them at the diner. A different one. “I brought Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson. What do you say now?”

Stone said nothing for a long moment. A gun made things dangerous, but he kept his voice calm and detached when he answered. “I’d say that just made me mad,” he said. “I’d say that just got you a whole lot more broken bones than I was going to give you.”

The man made a face. It might have been a laugh, might have been a grimace. 

“We want you out of town.” Stone turned. It was Hank Dodd who had spoken. “We don’t want you round here.”

“And I’ll go,” Stone said agreeably, “When I get answers. When I find out what these two men are doing in Windswept, and when I find out what you know about the girls who went missing. And when I find out if the two matters are connected.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I’m not going anywhere until those two girls are found safe and sound,” Stone said, and then on an impulse he added,  “and until I find out everything you know about a man named Harper.”

At the mention of the name, Hank Dodd’s face seemed to flicker with an instant of recognition. It was just a fleeting change of expression, there and gone again within a heartbeat.

“Never heard of anyone called Harper,” Dodd said. “And I don’t know nothing more than I told the police about those two little girls.”

Stone’s face went icy. “You’re lying.”

He sensed movement and his eyes went back to the two men from the blue SUV. He saw the man with the gun in his hand raise the weapon until Stone was staring down the barrel. “Be that as it may,” the gunman said, “the fact is you aren’t welcome and you aren’t going to get any answers. What we’re giving you is an ultimatum. Get out of town. Be gone before morning. If you aren’t, we’ll come looking for you, and there won’t be a second warning.”

Stone took a pace towards the man, fists down by his side, bunched and ready. Then he checked himself. Even if he could take these guys, and avoid the gun, there was no way he was going to get the answers he wanted – not from these two men and not from Hank Dodd. Not like this. Not in a crowd. His only hope was to single them out – cull them from the herd and beat the answers from them.

Stone took another step – and then another. The guy kept the gun on him all the way. Stone walked out the front door of the bar and didn’t once look back, which was just as well for the two men and for Hank Dodd.

Because Stone’s face was set and grim and merciless.

It wasn’t over. Not by a long way.

 

Eighteen.

 

Stone was parked outside the diner at five minutes to six. He saw Lilley through the glass windows. She was cleaning tables. The diner was empty. She waved at him, then tugged at the ties of her apron and reached behind the counter for her handbag. She came out the doors, smiling brightly. Stone climbed from behind the wheel of the Chevy and went around to the passenger side so Lilley could drive.

“How was your day?” Stone asked.

“Good. Busy.” She had a couple of plastic storage containers under one arm. She reached behind her and set them on the back seat. “I brought left-over pie for dinner.” She settled herself behind the wheel, tugged at the hem of her skirt. “More importantly, how was your day?”

“Interesting.”

“Want to tell me about it?”

“Yes I do,” he said. “I have a theory…”

Lilley said nothing. Just made an all-purpose gesture of delay and craned her neck to look over her shoulder at the stream of traffic coming behind her. She waited for a small truck and a semi trailer to roar past and pulled out onto the road behind them.

Stone sat patiently. He stayed silent until Lilley had turned off the highway and was on the road to Windswept before he started talking. She drove with one hand and pulled the pins from her hair with the other. Released from its bun, her hair broke like a black wave over her shoulders, then rippled and swayed with the small movements of her head. She used the back of one hand to brush it from her forehead, then looked up at him, her expression attentive and focused.

“I’m listening,” she said.

Stone sat back in the passenger seat and rubbed his temples. He had been thinking hard since leaving the bar, and now he just began to talk, watching Lilley’s face from the corner of his eye for signs of her reaction.

“I think Hank Dodd kidnapped the two local girls,” he said.

Lilley shot him a wide-eyed glance of horror. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m not.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “How do you figure that?”

Stone sighed. Started from the start.

“I took your advice and went to the library this morning. The lady there was very helpful,” he said. “She told me the police weren’t investigating the disappearance as a kidnapping at all – they were treating the whole incident as a runaway. They think the girls went to Phoenix.”

“Why do they think that?” Lilley sounded genuinely surprised. “That wasn’t mentioned in the newspaper. The report said it was a suspected kidnapping.”

“No, it wasn’t mentioned,” Stone agreed. “Because they didn’t report one key fact. Hank Dodd told the police when he drove past the girls, they were walking along this road, and Margie Bevan was carrying a suitcase,” Stone explained. “By reporting that to the police, he has deflected their investigation. Everyone in town assumes this is a kidnapping, apart from the police, because of what Hank Dodd told them. That makes me suspicious. It means the police are less likely to pursue every lead, and less likely to give this case the attention it deserves.”

“But maybe Margie was carrying a suitcase. Maybe they did run away to Phoenix.”

“No. They didn’t,” Stone said. “And Margie wasn’t carrying a suitcase.”

Lilley glared at him. “How do you know that, Stone?” she asked. “How can you be so sure?”

“Because I visited Margie’s parents today. She didn’t own a suitcase, Lilley.”

There was a long silence, like Lilley was processing all this information. Stone stared out the window, giving her time to think. They were approaching Windswept. Lilley eased off the gas as they hit the town limits. She drove in silence, her brow furrowed like she had to concentrate on driving, but Stone knew she was thinking about what he had told her. 

He didn’t speak again until Lilley had parked in front of her cottage and killed the engine. They sat in the silence for a minute, listening to the motor and exhaust tick and ping as they began to cool.

“I can’t believe it…” Lilley said finally. “So far all you have are some suspicions, and a theory. It all sounds pretty thin, Jack. I just can’t imagine these girls being kidnapped by a local. I don’t understand why.”

Stone nodded his head. “I think I know,” he said. “And I’ll tell you the rest when we get inside.”

The house was warm and stuffy with still air. Stone left the front door wide open and Lilley went through to the kitchen, cracked the window and set the plastic containers on the counter.

She turned round to Stone, her face still ashen and perplexed. “I need to take a quick shower,” she said.

Stone nodded. He found a can of Coke in Lilley’s refrigerator and went out onto the porch. Sat on the worn timber steps and stared at the houses across the street.

He thought about the men in the blue SUV. He couldn’t figure where they were. When Hank Dodd had gone into his office, Stone was sure it had been to phone the men – and they had arrived at the bar within a matter of minutes. That meant they couldn’t be staying in Rapture – they had to be waiting somewhere in Windswept. 

But where? For Stone it was the one missing link.

Stone got to his feet and walked to the mailbox. He stood there for a long moment, drinking his Coke and looking along the street. None of the properties had rental signs, and he didn’t imagine the rental market was a big one for real estate agents in these parts. It didn’t make sense. Stone was sure that if the blue SUV had been parked up nearby, he would have seen the vehicle. He frowned, shook his head.

It just didn’t make sense.

He went back into the house. He heard the shower shutting off. He went to the kitchen, pulled another Coke from the refrigerator.

A moment later Lilley came into the kitchen smelling of talcum powder and lavender. She had washed her hair. It hung down her back, wet and shiny. She had changed into a t-shirt and shorts. Stone ran his eyes over her body. Her legs were long and well shaped, and the shorts were cut off denims, frayed and faded and tight. They were short enough that Stone could see the white fabric of the pockets peeking from below the fringe of denim. The t-shirt was not one of those big, loose nightshirt things. It was Lilley’s size, which meant the fabric was stretched across her chest, making it very obvious to Stone that she was not wearing a bra. She had finely shaped breasts, larger than he suspected, and her nipples stood out in little dark lumps under the thin cloth. 

“That feels better,” Lilley sighed. Her cheeks were flushed, maybe from the water being too hot, maybe from something else.

Stone’s gaze was openly admiring. “Looks better, too.”

Lilley blushed, looked down and plucked at the frayed edge of her cut-offs. “They’re a bit short.”

“Not from where I’m standing. They look perfect.”

She edged past him to the counter, picked up the plastic containers of pie and pulled the refrigerator door open. “I’ll put these away until we’re ready to eat.”

She bent over to find an empty shelf and Stone leaned back to appreciate the perfect shape of her body. As she bent, he could see the soft white cheeks of her bottom, above the tan line of her thighs. 

Stone had no doubt about what Lilley was doing, but for all that he appreciated her coyness. In a world where women went around overtly displaying their bodies in the skimpiest of outfits, he appreciated the subtlety Lilley was using. Somehow he found it sexier than if she had appeared in the kitchen wearing nothing.

When the show was over, Lilley switched lights on and they settled themselves at the table, Lilley with coffee, Stone still finishing off his second Coke. Daylight was fading fast in a riot of sunset oranges and mauves.

Stone quickly picked up the thread of the theory that had been forming in his mind all day, and that he had begun to explain to Lilley on the drive home from the diner.

“After I went to the library and visited the Bevan family, I walked to your diner because I wanted to walk the road and see if there was any sign of a struggle, or tire tracks in the dirt – anything at all along the roadside that might have been a clue about where the girls had been taken from. I found nothing. That didn’t surprise me too much. So after I picked up your Chevy, I decided to drive north to Rapture,” Stone said, “I was looking for the blue SUV. Those men from the diner aren’t locals, and they certainly aren’t tourists. They’re here for a reason, Lilley, and they’ve been waiting long enough to be frustrated. They want to get away from Windswept. They want to go back to wherever it is they came from – after they pick up what they have been waiting for. I went to Rapture and drove around the town, thinking they might be staying at a motel – because there has been no sight of their vehicle around town since yesterday.”

Lilley looked surprised. “You’ve been busy,” she said.  “And did you find the men?”

“No, not in Rapture,” Stone said. “That’s what has me confused. I don’t know where they are staying,” Stone shrugged. Then he sat back in his chair, stretched and yawned. 

Lilley went to the counter and refilled her coffee cup. She took the pie from the refrigerator and set the pieces in the oven to warm.

“So I went to Hank Dodd’s bar to ask him why he lied about the suitcase.”

Lilley made a face, an expression almost of horror. “He wouldn’t have liked that,” Lilley said. “Hank Dodd isn’t the most social man in town. Did you find anything out?”

Stone shook his head. “When I got there, Dodd went into his office. A couple of minutes later the men from the blue SUV appeared.”

“You’re suggesting that Dodd called the men and told them you were in the bar?”

Stone nodded. “I know that’s what he did.”

Lilley shrugged. “Could have been a coincidence.”

Stone frowned. “No. Not possible. I don’t believe in coincidence, Lilley, and I’d walked the streets of Windswept and driven the streets of Rapture looking for those men. You’re suggesting they just suddenly appeared out of thin air?”



  
 

Lilley shrugged, and the gesture changed the shape of her breasts under the fabric of her t-shirt. Stone liked what he saw.

“Hank Dodd phoned those men, and when they arrived, two of Dodd’s flunkies at the bar backed them up.”

“So…?”

“So Hank Dodd knows those men. At least he knew them well enough to know how to reach them. Maybe he has their cell phone number, or maybe he knows where they are staying. But they are connected.” He let that thought sink in for a moment, and then summed it all up for her. “Hank Dodd is the last man to see the two local girls, and Hank Dodd lied about the suitcase. And there are two strangers in town, waiting around for something. And this isn’t just any town, Lilley. This is a town I was told about by a guy I put into hospital. He told me someone in Windswept was a part of a sex slave network, selling young girls to men. It all fits.”

Lilley said nothing. Just sat staring down into her coffee cup for a minute. “What’s your next move?” she asked finally, like she was scared what his answer would be.

“I’m going to find those men and talk to them – alone – and in my own special way,” Stone said ominously. “And then I’m going to ask Hank Dodd some questions when I can get him away from his bar-room henchmen.”

Lilley shook her head. “Hank Dodd is always at the bar,” she frowned. “I don’t like your chances.”

Stone’s face was rigid. “He’s got to sleep sometime. Tell me where he lives.” 

Lilley shrugged again – another sexy distraction that drew Stone’s eyes back to the firm rounded shape of her breasts. “He lives a mile or two north of town. He has a property between here and Rapture.”

Stone flinched – physically flinched – as the realization struck him like a fist to the face.

“Damn it!” he was angry with himself. Angry at his own oversight. “The properties I saw on the roadside. The mailboxes.”

Lilley nodded, puzzled. “Yes. The turnoff for his property is the third mailbox you pass once you leave town.”

Stone started to smile, started to put the pieces together. “That’s why I couldn’t find the blue SUV,” he said. “Because those two men are staying at Hank Dodd’s property. It’s how they’ve managed to stay out of sight, and it’s the reason they were able to get to the bar so quickly once he called them. They’re waiting at Dodd’s property to pick up the girls.”

“Then where are the girls?”

“I don’t know,” Stone rubbed his chin. “But if they were kidnapped last Wednesday, it’s most likely he has them somewhere close where he can get to them. They would need food and water – and drugs. Most likely he is overdosing them on every drug imaginable until they’re so far gone they can’t resist, can’t remember their name, can’t do anything. That’s when the men will take them. That’s when they will be lost forever.”

“But that could be anytime. It could be tomorrow. How will you know?”

“You’re right,” Stone said grimly. “And I don’t know how much longer those girls have. That’s why I have to go to Dodd’s property – tonight and try to find some convincing proof I can take to the authorities. What time does the bar close?”

“Midnight.”

Stone nodded. He glanced at his watch. It wasn’t yet 7pm. 

“Is he married?”

“Of course. But his wife is in Phoenix. She’s been visiting her mother for the past few weeks. The old woman is recovering from heart surgery.”

Stone smiled slowly. “Can I borrow your car?”

Lilley nodded. “Sure. When?”

“Later tonight, maybe nine or ten o’clock.”

Lilley got up from the table and went into her bedroom. She came back with the car keys and handed them to Stone. Still on her feet, she went to the oven and removed the slices of pie. She brought the food back to the table on plates with cutlery on the side, smiled warmly just like she was back serving customers at the diner.

“I hope you like it,” she said.

They ate in silence. Outside, the residents of West Street were settling in for the night. Dogs were barking, and Stone heard the rumble of an occasional car cruising down the street as residents returned home from a day’s work. Through the open kitchen window he could hear a woman in one of the houses nearby chastising a child. 

The pie was good. Stone cleaned his plate and sighed. Lilley beamed across the table at him, pleased.

“You want another Coke?”

Stone shook his head. “Coffee. Please.”

She took the plates to the sink and made fresh coffee, fussing busily at the counter. Stone watched her, yet again his eyes drawn to the firm curved shape of her hips, the narrowness of her waist in the tight shorts, and the long brown length of her legs.

“I said it before, Lilley. You’re too damned beautiful to be single. Have you ever thought of finding another man?”

She turned to face him, frozen in the attitude of pouring hot water into the coffee mugs. She smiled, a weary expression. “Around here?” she asked. “There are no good men around Windswept, Jack.”

“Then have you ever thought about moving on? Maybe selling the diner and moving to the city?”

She shook her head, like it was an argument she’d had before. Maybe lots of times. “I thought about it a few years back,” she sighed. “But I don’t want to start again. I’ve put too much blood and sweat and tears into the diner, building up the business on my own to ever sell it and walk away. I don’t want to start again.”

“Not even for the right man?”

She thought about that, her expression suddenly puzzled. “Is that some kind of invitation, Jack Stone?”

“No, sorry. I’m not the right man, Lilley. I’m not right for you, and I’m not right for any long term relationship. I am going to find my sister, no matter how long it takes. That makes me the wrong man in every possible way.”

“For now.”

“Maybe for a long time.”

“But not forever…?”

Stone didn’t answer and Lilley filled the silence. “I wouldn’t leave Windswept, Jack. But I’d wait here, until the right man came back for me…”

Stone pushed away his chair, stood slowly. He went to her and Lilley backed herself against the edge of the counter, sensing him fill the space, feeling him coming closer like an overwhelming force she wanted to consume her. 

She felt her breath catch in her throat, and a sudden surge of adrenalin sent tingles all the way to her fingers and toes. She felt as though she might suffocate. Her skin was hot and sensitive. Every nerve seemed stretched to breaking point. The long sinews down the inside of her thighs were tight as whipcord.

“Lilley, I –”

“No, Jack. Don’t say anything right now.” She closed her eyes and her chin lifted, exposing the long smooth lines of her neck. Stone touched it with his lips and Lilley made a breathy noise like a purr in the back of her throat so he could feel the skin vibrating. She felt the softness of her own body crave the hardness of his and she flattened herself against him, and her fingers laced themselves into the hair at the back of his head.

Stone hooked his arm around her waist. Lilley felt the strength of him and she gasped aloud. He pulled her close, crushing her body to his and her head tilted further back. Then he pulled away and she opened her eyes and met his smoldering gaze. 

He kissed her. Lilley’s lips were ripe and soft and moist and Stone covered her mouth with a long lingering kiss that seized the breath in her lungs and left her trembling within his arms. She could feel the sexy stubble of new beard, and sense the immense strength of the man. She gave herself over to every sensation; sight, sound and smell as Jack Stone kissed her like she had never been kissed before.

She had never known a man like this, he filled her with a sense of awe. It was not only the physical strength of him, nor was it the steady confidence of him. She broke the kiss at last, her eyes wide and fathomless as she explored the details of his face from the hard, uncompromising jaw line, to the tiny creases and marks of life that had chiseled into features around his eyes and the corners of his mouth that all seemed to heighten the effect of power and strength and determination; the face of a man who lived by his own rules, dictated his own terms to life.

Immense. That was the word for Jack Stone. Immense in every way imaginable – and in his arms she felt delicate and vulnerable and fragile, and yet somehow safe and secure.

 “Do you want me to stop?” Stone asked.

She shook her head. “No,” she said softly, her voice still ragged. “I want you to take me into the bedroom.”

 

Nineteen.

 

Stone followed Lilley down the hallway into her bedroom. There was a big bed set against the far wall, the headboard and footboard ornately shaped from black wrought iron. On one wall was a dark timber wardrobe similar to the one in the room he slept in, and beside it an antique-looking dressing table with an oval mirror mounted between drawers and shelves that were stacked with small jars and bottles of cosmetics.

The window was down and the blinds drawn. The room smelled of perfume and fresh linen.

Stone stepped into the room and seized Lilley from behind, wrapping his arm around her waist and pulling her back so she was pressed against him. She went willingly, a little gasp torn from her lips. She felt the press of his hard body against her own. Stone turned her around so they were facing and he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her fiercely.

Lilley Pond felt herself turning to putty. His kiss was like fire, masterful and skillful, and she found herself wondering who had taught him to do this to a woman, and then was consumed by jealousy at the thought. Her need for him was intense – like a flame that seemed to burn and glow brighter with ever second. She felt a wave of giddy vertigo overwhelm her and her legs began to tremble. Still Stone kissed her, and the flame began to consume the last shreds of her inhibition.

“Take me, Jack,” she breathed. “Treat me the way I need it. Just tonight. Just this one time, make it perfect for me.”

Stone’s hands went from around her waist and slid slowly up beneath the fabric of her t-shirt until he felt his palms filling with the weighty silken flesh of her breasts. Lilley gasped. His fingers found the rosebuds of her nipples and he rolled them gently between his fingers. Their color darkened and the skin surrounding each nipple puckered tensely. She sighed, and then gasped louder as his touch became more insistent and demanding. She felt her nipples harden, jutting stiff and aching. She shifted her weight, arching herself back, and setting her feet wider apart giving Stone access to every part of her body.

He lowered his head, kissing his way down her neck, across her throat, taking a breast in his mouth and sucking greedily. The sensation was electrifying. Lilley felt the urgent tug of his lips and she wrapped her hands around his head, buried her fingers in his hair and held him to her. 

“God, yes!”

She felt herself rising onto her toes as the exquisite sensations began to overwhelm her. Stone’s big hands wrapped around her waist to hold her and then she felt the kneading strength of his fingers as they worked from the height of her hips, slowly down over the faded denim towards the gap of her body.

Lilley spread her legs wider, welcoming his touch and thrusting her hips forward at the same time, so that her whole body seemed bowed as she ground herself against the rising hardness within Jack Stone’s jeans.

She felt his fingers rub down past her bottom and then dip possessively between her legs. She groaned, and her whole body seemed to clench rigid for an instant.

Then she felt his mouth against her ear, and his words were suddenly breathless and rasping and wildly arousing.

“Strip for me! Now!”

He let go of her, took a pace back towards the bed, pinning her with the intensity of his gaze. His eyes seemed to smolder, burning with the fierce strength of his desire to watch her. She groaned, craving the contact of his body, leaning towards him like a flower towards the sun, but he held her at arm’s length. 

“Strip for me.”

“Jack,” she blushed. “I.. I can’t.”

Stone ignored her protest. He sat on the edge of the mattress. “Do it. Right now.”

Lilley turned away, saw her reflection in the dressing table mirror. She could see the flush in her cheeks, the wild desperate need in her eyes. She turned back then, facing Stone on the bed, but with her gaze towards the ceiling.

The t-shirt came off slowly, and she held her arms high above her head, knowing the pose would enhance the swell of her breasts, before she cast the shirt aside. Stone’s eyes roamed her body hungrily. Her breasts were large for her narrow shoulders. Then she reached for the button on her cut-offs, tugging down the zipper slowly and then pirouetting so that her back was to the bed as she slowly bent at the waist and wiggled the denim from her hips. She glanced over her shoulder, saw Stone’s fixed admiring gaze, and some of her hesitance melted away. She hooked her thumbs into the elastic waistband of her panties. Slid them down off her hips before turning, naked and trembling with a delicious sense of abandon and wickedness. 

She shifted her weight, tilting her pelvis at an enchanting angle and there was suddenly a soft sly smile on her lips as she reached up slowly and took one nipple between her thumb and forefinger. She stared across the room, her gaze suddenly bold and provocative. Stone’s eyes were dark, intense.

Lilley moistened her lips, then rolled the nipple between her fingers until it swelled and grew hard. She trailed her free hand down across the hollow of her abdomen, lower still until it was between her parted thighs, cupping the soft smoothly shaved skin of her mound. She shuddered from the erotic sensory thrill of being so brazen and so wanton.

“Now get on your knees,” Stone said. 

She responded to his tone, the words themselves just an echo, for his voice had become suddenly lower and taken on a new power that resonated somewhere deep within so that to obey him was intuitive.  

Stone rose from the bed slowly, and the swell within his jeans was hard and thick. Lilley sank to the floor, instinctively lowered her head, as though somehow she knew it was expected. She moved her knees wide apart so that her body was on display, and all the while her heart was racing and the blood thrilled like a relentless drum against her temples.

As she lowered her head, Lilley’s hair fell forward in a veil across her face. Stone reached out, ran a gentle hand down her cheek, marveling in the softness of her skin and the heat of her body. Then he fisted a handful of her hair and tugged so that her head was jerked up, and her eyes blazed with something that was primitive and erotic and pure sexual arousal.

“You will obey me,” he said.

She nodded without hesitation.

“And you will do all I command.”

Lilley nodded again.

He lifted her to her feet and led her to the foot of the bed, bending her at the waist and positioning her with her feet side apart. “Grip the ironwork,” Stone said. Lilley did as he commanded.

He went around behind her, stood admiring her body once more, his eyes feasting on the round firm shape of her buttocks and the tantalizing shadow between her thighs. He scratched his fingernails down her back and she arched herself involuntarily and moaned. Then he ran his hands up the length of both thighs, starting at her knees and sliding them higher and higher until she was trembling and her body was pressing down, craving the moment of his touch. But it never came. Stone stopped, reached around her until he had the firm weight of one of her breasts in his hand. He squeezed her nipple until she winced.

“Open your mouth,” Stone said. “And keep it open.”

He stood back, slid out of his jeans and then knelt on the bed so that the thick length of him was thrusting between the wrought iron pattern – and just an inch from Lilley’s Pond’s open, waiting mouth.

He leaned forward and slid himself between her lips, feeling the softness of her tongue and the hot wetness of her mouth envelope him. He clenched his teeth, set his jaw, and took another fistful of her hair. “Keep your mouth open,” he hissed.

He used Lilley’s mouth for his pleasure, filling her completely until her nose was pressed against the flat muscle of his abdomen, and then withdrawing himself slowly until just the swollen throbbing head of his shaft was resting between her lips. Lilley gasped, tried desperately to suck in lungsful of air, as Stone worked himself deeper and deeper into her open mouth whilst all the while she held her body passive and pliant.

“Good girl,” Stone growled. He could feel the slippery slide of her tongue as she fluttered it along the underside of his shaft. He felt the sensations as she sucked, and new sensations as he grazed himself across her teeth. He felt himself swelling, pulsing and throbbing as his body responded to her willingness.

Finally he withdrew himself and she looked up expectantly.

“Come to me,” Stone said.

Lilley crawled onto the bed on her hands and knees, sleek and slowly, each move accentuating the sway of her hips and the swell of her perfect breasts. She waited until Stone positioned her with her head on the pillows and he slapped the cheek of her bottom with the palm of his hand. Lilley moaned again, thrust back eagerly, and he slapped her again so that the flesh turned red and he could see the imprint of his hand. Lilley made a sexy, aroused whimpering sound, muffled by the pillow.

“Brace yourself.”

Stone nudged Lilley’s legs wide apart and pressed the thickness of himself against the folds of her sex. She was wet, her body aroused beyond tolerance, so that Stone felt a warm rush of her juices coat his fingers. He slid himself across the swollen puffy folds of her opening, and when he felt her pressing back as if to capture him, he finally, slowly, eased himself deep inside her.

Lilley’s mouth fell open, her whole body gripped by a seizure of overwhelming pleasure. She clawed at the sheets, as Stone eased himself deeper and her body adjusted to the thickness and hardness of him. She lifted her head off the pillow, tossing her hair from side to side, pushing back onto him to feel the glorious fullness of him. 

Stone grunted as their bodies became fully joined. He clamped his hands at her waist, deliberately digging his fingers into the firmness of her body, so that she felt totally pinned and vulnerable and restrained.

Sensations Lilley never experienced and never dreamed were possible began to surge through her body, coming from every nerve and fiber, detonating between her legs and behind her eyes. The thrill of being at Stone’s mercy was like a primal satisfaction that she had yearned for, yet never before understood. Now she did.

Jack Stone made her feel like a woman.

Her first orgasm was simply too much, simply too intense to restrain. She couldn’t hold back. Every slow measured thrust and every sweaty press of their bodies against each other stoked a fire that became a blaze, and then a wildfire. She clenched her teeth, whimpered – and then suddenly she was crying out in joy and sobbing with emotion. 

Stone was relentless. He felt Lilley’s body grip tightly around his shaft and begin to pulse, but still he drove himself into her open, writhing body. And still – somehow – she thrust back to meet every new plunge until at last he felt himself beginning to thrill.

He felt the tenseness low down in the pit of his stomach, and then the heat of Lilley’s body seemed to spark and ignite along the length of his shaft. He slowed, drawing out the sensations, only to be met by Lilley’s own urgent need that hurtled them both relentlessly towards oblivion.

“Cum with me!” Stone hissed. 

“Yes. God, yes!”

He flexed the muscles in his thighs, felt the tension spreading across his shoulders and the muscles in his chest. Felt the whole of his body go rigid, like a bow that was stretched to the very point of impossible pressure.

And then Stone exploded, head thrown back to the ceiling, a cry of satisfaction like a roar in the back of his throat and the chords in his neck swollen and bulged. The eruption of his orgasm triggered Lilley’s own release a moment later so that she twisted and writhed against him until there was nothing left. Nothing at all except ache and satisfaction and exhaustion.

Afterwards, when the passion had burned through, Lilley lay peacefully wrapped around him, entangled in the sheets and their bodies still damp with sweat. She felt a strange sense of triumph and deep fulfillment, as though she had achieved something of importance. Something spiritual. Something mystical that went beyond the mere pleasure of her orgasm. She propped herself up on one elbow and traced the outline of a scar on Stone’s forehead with the delicate gentle touch of a fingertip and asked him softly, “How did you get this?”

Stone grunted. The scar ran in a semi-circle, starting at the bridge of his nose and arcing up over his eyebrow. It was a thin line of white flesh, faded over the years.

“Shooting incident,” he said.

Lilley was instantly intrigued. “When you were in the army?”

He shook his head and smiled. “No. When I was fifteen,” he said. “I went hunting in the woods with a friend. He was older than me, and he had rifles. We went shooting targets, and when it was my turn to fire, I put my eye too close to the telescopic sight. The recoil of the weapon kicked back and drove the rim of the sight into my forehead.”

Lilley blinked. “You’re lucky you weren’t blinded.”

Stone nodded. “I got a concussion, ten stitches and a black eye,” he said softly. “And I learned to respect a firearm – the hard way.”

Her fingertip drifted higher to the other scar on his forehead. It was about an inch long, a raised ridge. “And this one?”

“Bar fight,” Stone said. “I head-butted a guy in a bar in Chicago. When his nose broke, some of the shattered bone cut into my forehead.”

Lilley shuddered as if she were cold. She curled up close to him and touched his shoulder. “And the tattoo?”

“That’s the date my sister Susan was born,” Stone said, his voice suddenly gaining an edge. “I got it to remind me every day why I am doing this, and how important it is to find her.”

There was a long silence. Lilley ran her fingers through the whorls of crisp curly hair across Stone’s chest, making a soft contented humming sound as she did. Stone closed his eyes – and then suddenly the sound of a phone ringing from somewhere in the house cut through the sexy silence.

Lilley sat upright and there was a split-second of confusion on her face as she went through the usual ‘I wonder who the hell is ringing me at this time of the night’ process. Then she glanced across at the bedside clock.

“Oh hell!” she said.

She scrambled naked from the bed and snatched at a silk dressing gown hanging on a hook behind the door. It was short, with a red and black oriental pattern printed into the fabric. Stone had a brief glimpse of Lilley’s perfectly shaped ass as she disappeared down the hallway.

Stone could hear Lilley’s voice as a murmur, but when she didn’t return to the bedroom after five minutes he pulled on his jeans and went to investigate.

Lilley was standing in the living room, holding a cordless phone to her ear. She was gesturing with her other hand – waving it around and tracing random shapes in the air as she spoke.

“Yes, mom,” she said. “I know it’s aunty Pearl’s birthday next week. Of course I’ll phone her.”

Stone went to the kitchen and stood by the table, watching Lilley. He watched the way she moved, and the slow sway of her hips under the shiny material. She caught sight of him and rolled her eyes. Then she held the phone away from her ear, gave him a look of despair, and smiled. Stone smiled back.

“Yes mom,” she spoke into the phone again. “I had a good day. In fact I had a very, very good day,” she said, putting emphasis on her words in all the right places and then coming towards where Stone stood, arching her eyebrows at him and licking her lips provocatively. She was standing disconcertingly close to him, enveloping him with her scent and her sensual unaffected beauty.

Stone let out a sudden growl and reached out for her. Lilley’s face registered a flash of horrified surprise and she tried to step away, but Stone’s hand clutched at her wrist and pulled her close to him. Lilley gave a breathless little gasp, and then hurried an explanation to her mother, while Stone’s hands were suddenly tugging at the cord around her waist, pulling open the gown and sliding it down off her shoulders so her breasts were exposed.

Lilley shuddered. She tried to pull away again, but one of Stone’s hands wrapped around her waist as he lowered his mouth to her breast. Her flesh was hot and silky, and he felt her nipple harden and pucker between his tugging lips. She continued to struggle unconvincingly, and then her whole body seemed to soften like wax as she began to melt into his arms.

“Oh, God!” Lilley sighed, a soft ragged groan of pleasure – and then said louder into the phone, “No, mom. I wasn’t talking to you. There was something on the news.”

Stone sucked and teased her nipple, then moved his mouth across to the other breast. Lilley changed the phone into her other hand, and clutched him to her, lacing her fingers into his hair. She felt herself beginning to tremble. She threw back her head and surrendered to his touch. Stone backed her up against the edge of the table and his cunning fingers began to explore beneath the short hem of the gown.

“Mom, I have to go!” Lilley said, strained to keep her voice emotionless and monotone whilst Stone’s hands and mouth ravaged her. “I think I’ll go to bed. I’m feeling kind of tired.”

Stone’s free hand slid down between her legs, and Lilley had no way to avoid the jolt of erotic sensations that his touch sparked. She could feel the edge of the table against the back of her thighs, and so she held her breath and tried to stifle the sobs of pleasure as one of Stone’s fingers slipped deep within the slick moistness of her sex.

Lilley thumped the phone to end the call. Her hands were shaking. The phone fell from her grip, clattered to the floor. She didn’t even notice.

“God!” she sighed, the sounds in the back of her throat a husky growl. “God yes, Jack!”

Stone slid a second finger inside Lilley, and they stood face to face so he could see the wild desperate look in her eyes as she bucked her hips and thrust herself down hard to feel the fullness of his touch. She bit her bottom lip between her teeth. She groaned, and then slumped her head against his shoulder, her breath coming in short little gasps as the rising sensations between her parted thighs turned her knees to jelly.

Stone turned Lilley around and planted one of his hands in the middle of her back, forcing her to bend over the table. She folded at the waist obedient and willing, shuffling her legs wider apart and turning her head to press her cheek against the cold timber surface of the table. Stone held her down with enough pressure for her to feel the sense of being restrained. He fumbled with the button of his jeans with his free hand, and guided the swelling length of himself between her thighs.

“Don’t move,” Stone hissed. 

He eased himself inside her. She was already wet, and accustomed to his size now. He slid within her until their bodies were pressed together and then froze for long moments to enjoy the vibrations of Lilley’s body gripping and clutching and pulsing around his length.

Stone clamped his hands on Lilley’s shoulders, leaning over her to apply pressure – pinning her helplessly to the table. She sighed, reveling in the overpowering thrill of fullness and submission. And then Stone began to plunge himself in and out of Lilley’s wet and willing body, driving hard with his hips. The aching knot in the pit of her stomach became a bloom of searing heat, and a new wonderful sensation overwhelmed her.

For Lilley, there was no high and no low. No modulation to her heightened sense of enduring thrill. It was like the crescendo of a piece of classical music – an endless climax that was driven by the steady rhythmic thrust of Stone’s body against hers. She writhed and twisted against him. Her hands turned to tensed claws that scrabbled at the edge of the table. Her heart began to race and she lost all control – all sense of awareness beyond the feelings that engulfed her.

They came together – a single blinding moment of release that seized their bodies in tensed rigid relief so that time seemed frozen and everything around them stopped. A heartbeat, maybe two, and then Stone was breathing again, and Lilley was sobbing and trembling beneath him.

For a long time afterwards neither of them spoke. It was as if the air had been sucked from the room, vaporized by the intensity of their passion. 

Lilley stood, weak as a kitten, and fell into Stone’s waiting arms. He kissed her, this time with slow, lingering passion as he slid his lips across hers and cupped her face within the palms of his hands.

“I have to go,” Stone said softly. 

Lilley opened her eyes with reluctance. 

“It’s past nine,” he explained. “I need to get to Hank Dodd’s property and try to find those two girls.”

 

Twenty.

 

Lilley had a flashlight stored under her kitchen sink. Stone threw it onto the passenger seat and put the car in gear.

He turned left onto Main Street and drove slowly, his eyes scanning the parked up cars along the curb. He saw the glowing red and green neon sign in the window of ‘Stan’s Bar’. Then he saw the blue SUV. It was parked on Main Street, out front of the laundromat. He grinned mirthlessly, and nosed the Chevy into a space nearby.

Main Street was dark. The stores were closed. There was only ambient light from a slice of moon and the dull yellow glow of a couple of street lights. 

Stone got out of the Chevy and went to the SUV. The doors were locked, the windows all wound up tight. He put his palm on the hood. The engine was stone cold, meaning the two out-of-towners were probably still in the bar, and had been there all afternoon. 

Stone went down on one knee, let the air out of the two front tires. Did the same to the rear tires. Smiled to himself, not from the act, but from what it meant. It meant the two guys weren’t going anywhere in a hurry. It meant they would still be around when Stone got back from Hank Dodd’s property.

That was good. 

He slid back behind the wheel, gunned the engine, and blew past the outer limits of Windswept before he realized he didn’t know what to do with the Chevy.

Dodd had a property with a long dirt driveway that branched off the two-lane. Where did Stone park? He remembered seeing distant buildings well back from the road as he had driven to Rapture, so each property was at the end of a mile-long dirt trail. If he drove down the track to Dodd’s property and there was someone waiting, he would be spotted immediately. But if he parked up on the roadside and Dodd came home from the bar early, he might get suspicious. 

In the end, he saw the mailbox Lilley had described and drove on for another mile. Eased the car off the road so two wheels were still on tarmac, and two on the roadside gravel out front of the next mailbox north. It was an old iron drum, painted green set on top of a treated timber post. Across the barrel hand-painted in careful lettering was the name ‘Cartwright’. Stone frowned, puzzled. Searched his memory for a moment. Then he locked the car and walked grimly back to the turnoff. If Dodd came home early, he was unlikely to drive a mile past his own turnoff. He was unlikely to see the Chevy.

It was dark. Overhead, clouds were building up from the west, blocking out stars, scudding across the moon. There was enough light to see a few feet ahead of him, no more. He carried the flashlight in his left hand and started down the dirt track that led to Hank Dodd’s house, boots crunching loudly on the loose gravel.

Shapes began to loom out of the night. Not really shapes, but areas of black that were somehow denser and darker than the black of the night. Big shapes on his right, and he slowed as he got closer, instinct telling him it was time for stealth.

Stone crouched down and let his eyes adjust. He had good night vision, and he concentrated on the building. Gradually the blackness took on indistinct detail. The structure was high, shaped like a wedge. A sprawling shape with other lower structures around it. He crept closer, stepping off the track onto soft sand and scrub. 

Closer. He could smell hay and manure. A barn. An old barn that had seen better days. He heard a sound like shuffling feet on hard dirt, and then a horse snickered softly.

He crept closer.

The walls were splintered, sun-warped clapboard, and rusted pieces of corrugated iron. Beside the barn was a low timber shed, and off it at right angles was an iron gate. Behind the gate was a horse.

Stone clamped his hand over the flashlight and switched it on. There was a dull red glow of light – enough to get his bearings. The barn door was on the other side of the gate. He climbed over. The horse seemed to sense his proximity. It stomped a hoof on beaten dirt and skittered sideways. Stone ignored it, eyes fixed on the dark cavern that was the open barn door. 

He stepped into total, absolute darkness. The barn was huge. The smell of hay was stronger now. Stone stood still and listened for long moments.

The scurry of rats, the sound of a small breeze through the gaping rotted timber walls, but no sound of life. No sound or sense that people were nearby. No sobs, no movement. Not that he could tell.

He backtracked to the gate, used the flashlight again. There was a narrow path worn into the ground. Stone followed it past another shed, this one made of steel, painted drab green. The double doors were chained and padlocked. Stone pulled the doors an inch apart until the chain came up tight, then aimed the flashlight through the gap. He saw a tractor on a solid concrete pad. The machinery seemed to fill the whole space. He turned the flashlight off, kept moving.

At the end of the path he re-joined the gravel driveway out front of Hank Dodd’s house.

It was a brick ranch-style building, low and sprawling with an iron awning that ran all the way along the front. The house was enveloped in darkness and eerie brooding silence.

Stone crept across the building’s frontage until he reached a set of steps that led up onto the porch. He put his foot on the bottom step, tested it – and heard a distinctive ‘click’

Stone was blinded by sudden light. He threw his hand up to shield his eyes, frozen for a second and cursing bitterly under his breath. Above the front door a bright spotlight glowed like a warning beacon, lighting the porch and the front door – triggered by a motion sensor.

Fight or flight? Stone had a split second to decide.

Fight.

Instinctive, reactive. Innate.

He lunged up the stairs, reached up for the light, and unscrewed the bulb until the porch was plunged back into darkness. Then he flattened his back against the wall beside the door and counted slowly to ten, expecting to hear the sound of heavy footsteps and see interior lights being switched on.

Nothing. Silence.

Darkness.

Stone allowed himself a long steadying breath.

 

Okay. The place is deserted. No one is home. So how do you do this, Jack? Do you check all the windows? Do you try to work the lock somehow, or do you break down the door?

 

He didn’t have the time he needed to go around the house checking windows, or the tools he needed to work the lock. And words like ‘subtle’ and ‘discreet’ were not the kind of terms many people had ever used to describe Jack Stone. 

Decision made.

He peeled himself off the wall, stood in front of the door and kicked out hard – a sidekick using the heel of his boot.

The door was timber, standard in every way with a simple pattern routed into the surface. The lock was brass. Stone’s kick landed just below the lock and splintered the timber. The door sagged but the lock held. He kicked a second time and the door exploded back hard against its hinges.

Stone stepped inside. Pushed the door partly closed and switched on the flashlight.

The interior was open-planned – a lounge dining area where he stood, and as he swept the flashlight around he saw a well-appointed kitchen off to the left with glass doors that must have led out onto another porch on the side of the building. He swept the flashlight back, saw a door on the other side of the room. It was open. Stone saw polished timber boards on the floor. A hallway.

There were four doors, two left, two on the right. He checked them all. Three bedrooms and a fourth room that had been made into an office. Stone spent two minutes in the office. There were papers spread haphazardly across an antique desk. Stone saw purchase receipts under a horseshoe paperweight and an open ledger, but no sign of the missing girls. There was a bookcase behind the desk. One shelf was lined with paperbacks and a few larger hardcover books that looked like accountancy texts. He ran his finger along the paperbacks. Stone didn’t recognize any of the titles or the authors. The books all had cracked, worn spines. They seemed to be a collection of sex stories. There was about twenty books in the series. The rest of the bookcase was filled with framed photographs of people Stone didn’t recognize and didn’t care about. He stomped back into the living room.

He called out, “Margie! Margie Bevan!” and then dropped flat on his stomach and put his ear against the cold timber floorboards. It was the best way to pick up sound. Stone heard the refrigerator motor running, felt it’s vibrations through the floor, and he could hear the sigh of the wind as it swept over the house, but nothing else. 

No reply, no muffled sounds. No response at all. He called out again, listened in the silence for long seconds.

Absolutely nothing.

He went into the kitchen. It smelled of cooking oil and vegetables. It was a large space with a long bench, lined with electrical appliances. Stone checked the sink. Saw a single coffee mug, upturned to drain dry on a wire rack. He pulled open the door of the dishwasher. Two plates, a couple of forks. No sign that extra food had been prepared. 

Stone glanced at his watch. It was 10.30pm. 

He went back out onto the front porch, left the door wide open. He was figuring the math as he walked back along the trail towards the road. It was ninety minutes until the bar closed. Maybe another thirty minutes after that before Dodd got home and realized what had happened – and realized Stone was responsible.

Two hours in total. Two hours to find some kind of proof before Hank Dodd discovered that war had been declared and planned his revenge.

Stone looked up. The cloud was heavier. Lower.

A storm was brewing over Windswept, Arizona. 

 

Twenty-One.

 

Stone parked the Chevy out front of the police station and crossed the road. There was a narrow service lane between the general store and the laundromat; a dark passageway piled with discarded empty cartons and trash cans waiting for pickup. Stone stood in the entrance to the alley, his back against the bricks and waited. 

He couldn’t see the blue SUV. It was parked closer to the bar, but that didn’t bother him. 

Stone stood in the darkness for fifteen minutes. One guy walked past the laneway without looking sideways. He had come from the bar. He was a little unsteady on his feet.

Stone waited.

Five more minutes. He could hear noise. Not specific sounds, but rather the collective sounds of voices and footsteps coming closer.

He resisted the temptation to look out along the street. Just stood with his back against the wall, breathing steadily, perfectly calm, everything that was about to happen rehearsed in his mind so the actions would be automatic.

Shuffling feet came closer and then suddenly stopped. Not just one man. More. He heard voices; men’s voices that were slurred and made rowdy with alcohol. He heard the jangle of car keys and then suddenly one of the men growled, “What the fuck?”

There was a brief silence. Stone heard the sound of more movement out on the street, then a loud thump – the sound of a fist being slammed against metal.

“I think they’ve been slashed!” A voice said. “Every one of ‘em!”

Stone stepped out onto the street.

The two men were standing on the sidewalk. One had his hands on his head in a pose of exasperation. The other was crouched beside him, inspecting the front passenger-side tire of the SUV.

Stone smiled. “Looks like you boys have some car trouble.”

The two men turned, ten feet away. The crouching man got to his feet and snarled.

In Jack Stone’s experience, bar fights and street fights like this one always followed a convention – an established order of events that wasn’t written down anywhere, but somehow always followed.

First would come the stand-off. Both parties would keep their distance, assessing the opponent. This might last a minute, sometimes a little less as threats were exchanged and the energy built. Then, finally, one of the protagonists would begin the fight, usually urged on by a bystander in the crowd.

But Jack Stone didn’t follow convention.

The two guys shaped up. Exchanged glances.

Stone went for them.

And he was angry.

At the diner, he had put both men down because he had wanted to be left alone. He had used just enough violence to negate the threat. But that was then. Now Jack Stone wanted answers, and the safety switch that controlled his rage was turned off.

He hit the closest man with a straight right punch that struck him on the line of his jaw. It was the shorter one – the guy who had pulled the gun at the bar earlier in the day. Stone wanted to take him out first. The punch wasn’t his best – he didn’t have his feet planted because he was still on the move. The blow sent the man staggering backwards and he fell to the ground.

Instantly Stone turned on the other man. He was the one with the sticking plaster across his nose. Stone turned, ducked under a roundhouse punch, and stayed low. Counter punched from a crouch. Put all his energy into the strike that had every ounce of his weight and muscle behind it. The punch smashed into the guy’s unprotected ribs. Stone heard the distinct crack of bone. The guy seemed to fold forward like a heavy sack of cement. As he did, Stone came up from his crouch and lifted his knee into the man’s face. He flew backwards, arms out flung and his body crumpled against the side of the SUV. Stone wasn’t finished. He went after the guy. Caught him by his shirt front and held him up. Snapped his head forward, cracking the broad boned expanse of his forehead down across the man’s nose in a classic head-butt. The man went limp. He dropped to the ground. Didn’t move.

The second guy was on his feet, reeling away. Stone lunged for him. The man let out a painful groan. Stone raised his arm and used the point of his elbow. Drove the bone right into the man’s face. Blood gushed. Stone heard teeth snapping. The man began to fall sideways and Stone had to hold him up.

He threw the man face-first over the hood of the SUV. Reached under his coat and found the gun. Tossed it across the road, then took the man’s wallet and stuffed it into his own pocket.

He grabbed the man by the hair at the back of his head and drove it down against the vehicle.

“What are you doing in Windswept?” Stone growled. His voice was low and menacing but measured and controlled. “What are you here for?”

He lifted the man’s face up. The guy’s eyes were wide and wild with pain. His chin and shirt-front were red and sticky. He spat a mouthful of blood onto the ground. He was shaking, maybe going into shock. Stone smashed the man’s head onto the hood again. Heaved his head back up and stared into his face.

“Don’t make me angry,” Stone warned. “And don’t make me ask again.”

The man was gasping, choking on his own blood. Stone lined the man up with a right, cocking his fist beside his ear like it was a hammer. The guy threw up his hands in a feeble attempt to protect his broken face.

“We’re visiting Dodd,” the man groaned. 

“You’ve been staying at his house?”

The man nodded.

“Why?”

The man started to sag at the knees, becoming heavy and limp, like his body was starting to shut down. Stone shook him. The man’s eyes fluttered, came open again, streaming tears.

“Girls,” the guy said, the word slurred through broken teeth. “We wanted to buy a couple of girls.”

Stone’s face grew bleak and merciless. “The girls who are missing, right?”

The guy nodded.

“From Dodd?”

The man shook his head. “Not Dodd. He doesn’t have them.”

Stone frowned. He shook the man hard. “Who does? Who has the girls?”

The man shook his head. “Don’t know. We’re waiting.”

Stone let the man fall. Kicked him when he hit the ground. Drove the heel of his boot down into the man’s ribs. The guy rolled under the front of the SUV and Stone left him.

The second man was crumpled in the gutter, his back against the door panel of the SUV. Stone crouched down and put his face an inch from the guy’s.

“You came here to buy the two girls that were kidnapped, right?”

The guy balked. He wasn’t totally inert. His eyes started moving like he was looking desperately for an escape. Stone slapped him hard across the face.

“Right?”

The guy nodded. 

“You’re buying them from Hank Dodd, right?”

The guy frowned. It was instant, and responsive. Not a reaction that could be faked in the circumstances.

He shook his head. “We’re waiting at Dodd’s,” the man said.

“Where are the girls?”

The man shook his head. Stone raised his fist, lined up the punch, threw it, but deliberately aimed wide. Punched a dent into the SUV’s door panel the size of a grapefruit. The man flinched and let out a gasp of fear.

“Tell me the truth. It’s your last chance. Where are the two girls? Where is he keeping them?”

Stone cocked his fist again. His knuckles were bleeding, skin grazed red raw. 

“We don’t know,” the man said. “He doesn’t have them yet. That’s why we’re waiting.”

Stone snarled his anger and frustration. “Who is Harper?” he snapped. 

The guy shook his head. “Never heard of him.”

Stone hauled the man to his feet. Ripped his wallet from his back pocket, then smashed his elbow through the passenger side window of the SUV. The window imploded, spraying tiny shards of glass through the interior. Stone reached in, unlocked the door.

“Get in.”

He heaved the man into the vehicle, then went and dragged the first man from under the front wheels. “Get in the car.”

The guy had the keys, but his hands were shaking and slick with his own blood. Stone put his elbow through the window, sending a hail of glass across the guy slumped in the passenger seat. He flung the driver-side door open and bundled the man in.

There was blood everywhere. It was over the upholstery, leaking down from their broken faces and over their clothes.

Stone held the door open and leaned in close, his words just a menacing whisper.

“Get out of town,” he said. “Go now, and don’t ever come back.”

He took their wallets from his pocket. Tore out their drivers licenses. He held them up.

“I’m keeping these,” Stone said. “So now I know where you live. And let me tell you right now, one day I’m going to come and pay you both a visit. It might be next week. It might be next month, or maybe next year. You’ll never know. And you boys had better not be involved in anything to do with sex slaves or young girls when I show up on your doorstep. Because if you are, I’m really going to hurt you,” he said it like he meant it. “Understand?”

The two guys nodded.

Stone gave them one last, long dangerous look, and then walked away. Walked back to the Chevy and gunned the engine. Drove back to Lilley Pond’s house with only half the answers he wanted, and even more questions.

Where were the two missing girls? 

And if Hank Dodd wasn’t holding them, who was? 

 

Twenty-Two.

 

He arrived on Lilley’s doorstep with his t-shirt soaked in blood. And there was more blood on his fists and arms, and on his forehead.

Lilley’s face was pale and white with shock.

“It’s not my blood,” Stone said. He headed to the empty room where he had left his knapsack. Found another pair of jeans and a fresh shirt.

“Hank Dodd’s blood?” Lilley’s voice was a tremulous little whisper of utter disbelief.

“No. Not yet,” Stone said grimly. He headed for the bathroom, stripped off his clothes. Bundled them up and threw them in the bin under the washbasin. “I went to Hank Dodd’s property and broke down his door,” Stone said. “I found nothing. Nothing at all. This is from the two guys who were at the diner yesterday. I met them outside the bar tonight. They ran into my fists – a lot.”

He turned on the shower. Stepped under the stinging hot needles of spray, sluicing himself clean quickly. As he washed, he filled Lilley in on the events of the night. She leaned in the doorway, her face a mask of shock.

“You did that to them?”

“Yes,” Stone said.

“Was it worth it?”

“Yes.” Stone said. “And it was satisfying.”

He shut off the water. Lilley pulled a towel from the rack and held it out for him as he came from the shower recess in a cloud of grey steam. “They confessed,” Stone explained. “They told me they were waiting at Hank Dodd’s property. They said they were waiting to buy the girls, Lilley. The two girls who were kidnapped.”

“From Hank Dodd?”

Stone shook his head and dressed quickly. “No. They said they were waiting at Dodd’s property, but he wasn’t the one holding the girls. There is another man involved.”

Lilley’s eyes went wide. “Who?”

“They didn’t say,” Stone frowned. “That’s what we need to work out.”

Lilley lowered her head, seemingly lost in a fog of her own thoughts. “What happened to those two men? Where are they now?”

Stone’s face was hard as granite. “They’re gone, Lilley. They’ve left town. They’ll never come back.”

She frowned and then nodded, her face a confused mixture of emotions. “So Hank Dodd is involved – but he’s not the man you are after.”

Stone shook his head. “Dodd is involved, and I am going after him. But there is another man involved here. Someone we don’t know. Someone who is holding the girls. He is the one behind the whole kidnapping. Dodd just kept the buyers at his property because it was quiet and isolated from townsfolk. That’s why I couldn’t find the SUV.”

“So who are we looking for?”

“We?”

Lilley made a face. “I am involved in this now Jack, whether I want to be or not.”

Stone nodded. “And I’m sorry about that,” he said sincerely. “I didn’t mean for it to happen this way.”

 “I’m not upset about it,” Lilley shook her head with a gesture of defiance. “I want those girls found. Now – tell me. Who are we looking for?”

“A guy,” Stone shrugged. “Someone who knows Hank Dodd, obviously.”

“Well that narrows it down to a couple of thousand people.”

Stone frowned. Thought hard. “He would have to be someone who didn’t live right here in town. I couldn’t imagine anyone being able to smuggle two young girls into their home and keep them hostage for days without neighbors noticing. There doesn’t seem to be a lot happening in Windswept. Anything suspicious in a local street would be noticed and commented on. So it would have to be someone who has a place that’s quiet and discreet.”

“Like Hank Dodd.”

Stone nodded.

Lilley sighed. “That doesn’t help much. It narrows it down to a few hundred people, at least.”

Stone shrugged. Kept thinking. “It would have to be someone who could keep an eye on the girls. If he has them in his house, or in a barn or a shed, he would need to keep them doped up constantly with drugs to make sure they stay pliant. He’s probably training them as sex slaves, and that means he would need to be around them a lot, either to give them drugs, or to manhandle them until they learn to obey instructions. That’s why they’re still here somewhere. They haven’t reached the point of no-resistance. It’s why those two guys were frustrated. They’ve been waiting for the man we are after to get the girls to the point where they could take them.”

Lilley hugged her arms around her chest as if she was suddenly cold. “Jack, I don’t know…,” she sounded hesitant. “Maybe it’s time you called the police about this.”

Stone frowned. “Those deputies? Lilley, they’re kids. And they wouldn’t have the nerve to confront Hank Dodd.”

“Then call the sheriff.”

Stone thought about that. “The police station will be closed. And tomorrow might be too late.”

Lilley shook her head. “If you phone the station the call will ring out and then be diverted to the sheriff’s home.”

Stone paused, and then nodded slowly. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it. I think the sheriff is the only man who is going to be able to take on Hank Dodd. And once I tell him what I’ve discovered, Hank Dodd is going to have a lot of explaining to do.”

 

Twenty-Three.

 

Stone dialed the number for the police station. Listened. The phone rang six times, then stopped. There was an electronic buzz, like static on the line, and then the sound of three clicks. Stone looked at Lilley. She was standing silently in the kitchen, staring out of the window into the empty space of the night lost in her own thoughts.

Stone heard the phone click once more, and then the sound of a new dial tone, this one like a remote echo – like a long distance call to the far side of the world.

“It’s ringing,” he said. Lilley turned. Her face was pale. She gave him an encouraging smile but didn’t move from the window.

Stone paced around the living room, cordless phone pressed to his ear. The phone rang twice more and then the receiver was picked up abruptly and a gravelly man’s voice came on the line.

“Sheriff Cartwright.” Not a young voice. It was the voice of a middle-aged man. The tone was confident and business-like, mixed with a hint of exasperation, like the person was either hurried or irritated. 

Stone said nothing. Suddenly he felt a cold chill of shock and sickening realization run up the length of his spine. He slammed down the phone. Went into the kitchen and grabbed Lilley. Shook her.

“We’ve got to get out of here. Now!”

“Why?”

“I know who the guy is. The guy we’re hunting. The man who has the girls. It’s the sheriff.”

What?

Stone was furious with himself. “The sheriff is the man who is behind this, Lilley.” 

“No. That’s not possible.”

Stone nodded. “It is. When I went to Hank Dodd’s place I saw a mailbox about a mile north. The name was familiar but I couldn’t place it. It was the sheriff’s name. Cartwright. He lives on the property next to Hank Dodd, doesn’t he.”

“Yes.”

“And he’s been off work all week. That means he could keep the girls drugged. And he has an injured arm. If that’s even true, maybe he got the injury when one of the girls tried to resist. But he is on an isolated property, he is alone, and he is Hank Dodd’s brother-in-law,” Stone ticked off the points on his fingers with urgent, impatient gestures. “It makes sense now why the police never interviewed Margie Bevan’s parents about the suitcase. And it makes sense why the kidnapping is being treated as a runaway. Cartwright doesn’t want this to become a major investigation, because he is the man who has them.”

 

Twenty—Four.

 

They heard the sound of howling tires just moments later. Some instinct screamed a warning to Stone and his mind started racing. He looked towards the front of the house. He saw the window blaze bright and the living room filled with swinging lights and shadows. The light swept over the walls and the ceiling then dived low. Headlight beams. A car braking hard right outside.

He grabbed Lilley’s arm and pushed her down onto the cold tiled floor of the bathroom.

“Stay here!” he warned.

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Stone hissed. “But it’s bad news.”

He went in a crouch down the hallway to the living room. He heard car doors slamming, men being deliberately loud like the noise gave them confidence. Stone crawled to the front window of the house and edged his head above the window frame.

There was an old flatbed Dodge truck parked in the middle of West Street, and two men standing in front of it. One was holding a shotgun low across his waist, and the other had some kind of a handgun. Stone recognized the men as the two guys in Dodd’s bar who had fallen in behind the out-of-towners earlier that day.

Hank Dodd’s men.

Stone watched as the big bearded guy with the shotgun hoisted the weapon onto his hip.

“Get out of town!” the guy shouted. “This is the last warning you’re gonna get!”

He fired. 

The roar of the shotgun’s blast in the death-like still of the night was deafening. The man fired – didn’t aim. Just fired. The front door of the house suddenly sagged from the impact, and a dozen holes appeared through the thin timber panel.

‘Blam!’

Then the second guy raised his pistol and aimed at the window where Stone was kneeling. Stone flattened himself on the ground and a split-second later heard the sound of the shot and the glass above him shattered, covering his back with glittering shards. He rolled away – and saw Lilley Pond coming out of the bathroom.

Stone was about to shout a warning, but he saw Lilley was on her hands and knees, scrambling further into the house, going towards the bedroom.

“Good girl,” he said. “Get under the bed. You will be safe there.”

Stone got back onto his knee and stole another glance at the scene unfolding out on the street. 

Problem. The men were too far away for him to get to without being seen. They were out in the middle of the road with clear ground on every side. No concealing cover apart from a twisted stump of bush, maybe still twenty feet from where they stood, and twenty feet from the front door. Even if Stone could get outside to the bush, he would still have twenty deadly feet to cover across open ground before he could get to grips with the men.

Too far.

Stone ducked down just as the big guy raised the shotgun and fired another round into the door. Stone heard the huge roar of the gun and felt the shuddering impact vibrate through the walls. He slid down, well below the height of the window.

He looked around and thought about the side door in the kitchen. It led out to a path that ran alongside the sagging property fence. But even if he edged along the path he still had the problem of covering too much open ground. The only other option was to go over the fence and circle around. If he could cross the road unseen, further down the street, he had a chance of doubling back behind the men, and then taking them down. Hard.

He was tempted, but rejected the plan. It would take too long, These men weren’t going to wait around, They were here to deliver a message, and then get the hell away. 

Stone slammed his fist against the wall in frustration. What he needed was for the two guys to get reckless and come into the house. Then he could take them out.

He ducked back down. The guy with the shotgun fired again – an eruption of wicked sound that battered the still night. The wall of the house took the brunt of the impact. Stone heard timber splintering.

Then there was a lull in the turmoil – thirty seconds where everything went eerily silent. The guy with the shotgun was re-loading. The guy with the handgun took a few steps closer to the mailbox suddenly and fired off three quick rounds aimed into the front door. Stone ducked, lay with his back against the wall below the window and tried to think of a solution.

He saw shadows of movement down the hall, coming from the bedroom, and then Lilley was coming towards him, doubled-over in a crouching run. She was carrying a shoebox in her hands. Stone’s eyes went wide in shocked disbelief.

“Get back!” he waved at her. There was another sudden roar of fire from outside and a hole the size of a fist was punched clear through the wall eight feet from where Stone was sheltering. Lilley froze for a moment, like a rabbit caught in a car’s headlights. But just for a moment. Then she came to Stone in a rush, falling to the carpet, rolling onto her side and tucking her knees up under her chin as her body slammed against the wall beneath the window.

“You crazy woman!” Stone hissed. “You crazy reckless bloody idiot! I told you to stay in the bedroom. You’ll get yourself killed.”

Lilley’s face was flushed, her eyes wide and wild. Her hair was an unruly tangle across her face, and her heart was racing. She was breathing in short puffing gasps and her whole body seemed to be trembling. But she didn’t look frightened. She looked fearsome. She glared at Stone, then flipped the lid off the shoebox and pulled out a 9mm Glock pistol.

“I am a woman in my thirties and I live alone,” she said. “You think I don’t have a gun?”

She used the palm of her hand to slap a full magazine up into the handle, and pulled the slide back to rack a round. Lilley took a slow deep breath as Jack Stone just stared at her, his expression incredulous. Lilley paused, settled her racing heart and her trembling hands, exhaled slowly – and then got to one knee and aimed the pistol out through the broken glass of the window, holding the weapon in the classic two-fisted grip. 

It was a snapshot Stone would never forget; an image seared into his mind. Lilley was still wearing the short silk gown. The cord around her waist had loosened. He noticed the curve of her naked breast, exposed where the silky fabric gaped. He noticed the long brown smooth flesh of her thigh. He saw the red pout of her mouth and the frown on her forehead as she aimed the gun.

She looked like a pin-up model for Jack Stone’s personal calendar of ideal women. Sexy, half-naked, and firing a weapon. 

 

Maybe miss July. Maybe miss February. 

 

Then she fired.

The sound was loud, ripping though the momentary silence of the night. Stone saw Lilley’s hands thrown up high by the impact of the weapons recoil, and then he heard a terrified, painful shout from somewhere outside. He rolled onto one knee and edged his head around the splintered window frame. The guy with the handgun was down on the ground, one hand clutching at his thigh, the other gripping the wooden post of the mailbox for support. His expression was a twisted mask of agony. Stone glanced at Lilley – Lilley glanced back.

And she smiled.

Stone smiled.

“You got him in the leg,” Stone marveled, his voice full of admiration.

“I was aiming for his chest.”

They exchanged another glance – and then the big guy with the shotgun screamed out. “Bastard!” He fired at the house. Lilley and Stone ducked down instinctively. When Stone risked another look the big guy was dragging his wounded partner back towards the open passenger door of the Dodge.

Lilley fired again. Stone didn’t see the shot. He heard the sound of a ricochet. The big guy returned fire, swinging the shotgun around and jamming it into his side so he could fire with one hand. Stone heard the roar of the blast, but no sound of impact. Lilley loosed off another round, this time taking careful aim, pausing to go through some kind of routine like maybe she had taken lessons sometime in the past. Stone watched her, said nothing.

The wounded guy was up in the cab of the truck now, still clutching at his leg, screaming in pain. He leaned out and pulled the door shut while the big guy rounded the truck and threw the shotgun across the bench seat. He jumped behind the wheel and gunned the engine.

Lilley fired. Stone saw the glass in the truck’s passenger window explode. Saw the wounded man duck down. Heard him scream out with fright. Then the truck was tearing off along the street, belching a cloud of choking exhaust smoke as its tail lights disappeared into the darkness of the night.

 

Twenty-Five.

 

“What do we do?”

Stone took the pistol from Lilley’s trembling hand. Made the weapon safe. Then tucked it into his jeans. 

Now the danger had passed, Lilley was going through the delayed adrenalin after-shock. Her whole body shuddered like she was cold, or in the grips of a terrible fever. She was sitting on the sofa, dazed and numb. She was staring at the door, and walls that gaped from ragged splintered holes.

“We need to get you to the motel,” Stone said. “You need to be somewhere out of the way until it’s safe.”

“Safe?”

Stone nodded.

“How, Jack? How will I ever be safe? This is a small town.”

Stone sat on the sofa beside Lilley. He turned her head until she was looking into his eyes. “It is a small town,” he agreed. “That’s the advantage. Once I cut the head off this monster, the rest will lose direction. Once Hank Dodd is out of the way.”

“You’re going after Dodd?”

Stone nodded.

Lilley shook her head, confused. “But you said the man you wanted was the sheriff.”

Stone nodded again. “But I can’t get to the sheriff until I get rid of Dodd. He’s part of this too, Lilley. I’m going to destroy him, and then I’m going after the sheriff. It’s like a cancer. Every trace of it needs to be cut out, or else it might come back. And I don’t want that to happen.”

Lilley said nothing. Stone put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close against his chest. “And besides, Dodd won’t let this rest until it’s over. Now the war has started, one of us has to end it. That’s going to be me.”

Lilley pulled away from Stone. She sat up straight. Took a deep breath. “Then I’m coming with you.”

Stone shook his head. “No. You’re not. I’m taking you to the motel.”

Lilley got to her feet, her face defiant. “No. I’m coming with you. The motel is the first place Hank Dodd and the sheriff will look for me, Jack. I’m going to be in danger if I’m not with you.”

Stone shook his head again, but with less commitment. “You won’t be safe if you’re with me, Lilley.”

“I’ll be safer,” she said defiantly. Then she reached out and took his hand in hers. “I know what you’re going to do now, Jack. You’ve got my gun. You’re going after those men – and you’re going after Hank Dodd. Aren’t you?”

Stone smiled. “No,” he said. “I’m going to get Hank Dodd to come to me.”

 

Twenty-Six.

 

They cruised into town, Stone driving slowly along Main Street. The blue SUV was gone, the street deserted. The neon sign in the window of ‘Stan’s Bar’ had been turned off. The building was dark and empty. The street was dark and empty.

But there were lights burning at the police station.

Stone drove past slowly, went all the way past the town limits and parked up on the shoulder of the road. Kept the engine idling. The Chevy gurgled and rattled as he sat there thinking.

“The police have been alerted,” Lilley said, sitting small and quiet in the passenger seat. She had her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Stone knew she was coming to terms with what had happened back at her house. The realization was setting in; she had shot a man, and the enormity of what she had done was sitting heavy on her shoulders. “Did you notice that lights were on at the police station?”

Stone nodded. “My bet is that Dodd has called the sheriff. Told him what has happened. So now he knows we’re onto him. They’re probably deciding how they can make me go away – permanently.”

Lilley said nothing. Just sat in the dark thinking. Stone was watching her. Lilley seemed unaware of his scrutiny. Her preoccupation was absolute. Stone wondered what she was thinking – wondered what dark thoughts were smoldering there.

“I didn’t see any cars out front of the station,” he said at last. “Where does the sheriff park?”

Lilley shrugged. “There is a driveway down the side of the station house.”

Stone nodded. “Would Hank Dodd use that driveway?”

“Maybe,” Lilley shrugged again. “He is the sheriff’s brother-in- law.”

Stone nodded again. Didn’t say anything else for a couple of minutes. 

“If this is a network run by Dodd and the sheriff, it’s unlikely the deputies from the diner are involved. This is the sort of thing they would keep to themselves,” Stone said. “So my guess is the two deputies are clean.”

More silence. Lilley and Stone frowning. Lilley seemed lost in her own thoughts. Stone’s mind was working on a plan.

“I need to take a look at the driveway alongside the police station,” he said at last. “I need to see whose cars are there. ‘What kind of car does Dodd drive? Do you know?”

“Sure,” Lilley said, seeming to be drawn back to the conversation from a long way away. “A white Taurus.”

Stone was surprised. He hadn’t figured Dodd for a Taurus owner. “And the sheriff?”

Lilley shrugged again. She had changed into jeans and t-shirt. Shrugging the way she did kept drawing Stone’s attention to her breasts. “He drives a Crown Vic police car,” she said. “It has a black nudge bar on the front.”

Stone nodded. The cars the deputies had arrived at the diner in were Crown Vic’s too – but Stone hadn’t remembered seeing nudge bars on the front of either car.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m going to the police station to take a look around. “If Dodd and the sheriff are the only ones there – as I suspect they are – then I’m going to need to separate them. I can’t take them both at once. I need Dodd isolated, and then I need to deal with the sheriff.”

“How, Jack? How will you do that?”

Stone shrugged. “One thing at a time,” he said elusively. “The first step is to see who is at the station. The second is to take Hank Dodd down. The third step is to confront the sheriff.”

Lilley sat back in the darkness and her voice was small and almost fragile in the night.

“What do you want me to do?”

Stone tuned to her. He smiled.

“Get your cell phone,” he said. “I need you to phone someone for me.”

 

Twenty-Seven.

 

Stone walked back to the station, leaving Lilley parked up on the roadside, and out of danger. As he walked, Stone sensed a looming change in the world around him. He glanced up at the sky. The slice of moon was blanketed in dark cloud, making the night heavy and black, and there was a kind of charge in the air – a kind of electricity. Stone kept walking, eyes on the ground in front of his feet, but his senses heightened.

He heard a distant rumble of thunder that seemed to roll across the sky and shake the air. The world seemed fraught with the fury that was gathering. The cloud front was boiling overhead, racing across the night sky from the west and dragging a skirt of cold damp air beneath it. It swept past Stone, and the sudden plunge in temperature made him shiver. Then, with a wild shriek, the wind was upon him, flattening his shirt against his chest, and turning the air into a driving spray of sand and loose gravel. 

Stone lowered his head, walked on into the night. In the distance, veiled by the dust-filled wind he could see the glow of a light at the police station. He walked faster. A bolt of lightning ripped the clouds apart in a wicked jagged flash of blue. Stone counted. Three seconds later came the shuddering bass rumble of a thunderclap, seeming to sound directly overhead in an avalanche of sound that numbed his eardrums.

The entrance to the police station was lit by a single fluorescent strip light. Stone edged off the road, cutting into the soft sand and scrub. He approached the building from the side and saw a dense, solid mass of black as he grew closer.

The property line was marked by a solid red brick wall, maybe six feet high towards the rear of the police station, and gradually stepping down towards the front. He approached with no real concern for stealth; the howling wind and the looming storm clouds covered the sight and sound of him.

He approached the wall and went slowly towards the front of the property until the bricks stepped down two rows and suddenly he could see over – and into the grounds of the police station. Just a few feet away, parked on a concrete driveway were three vehicles; a Crown Vic police car, the white Taurus of Hank Dodd, and finally the old Dodge flatbed he had seen less than an hour earlier parked across West Street. The Dodge was the last vehicle to have arrived. That meant the sheriff and Hank Dodd had been there for some time.

Stone looked beyond the vehicles to the side wall of the station house. He could see a light in a window. A dull glow behind closed blinds. The window was near the front of the building, maybe the sheriff’s office. There was an awning over the window.

Stone could picture the scene inside the station; the sheriff leaning back in his big office chair, behind a wide desk while Dodd hunched forward, urgent and angry. He could imagine the two guys from the flatbed truck standing back in the corner, waiting for instructions. Or maybe the guy with the leg wound stretched out on a bench somewhere with the big guy trying to stem the flow of blood. He pictured the sheriff jangling keys and unlocking the weapons locker, handing out shotguns and giving orders to hunt Jack Stone down and kill him.

Only they didn’t know Jack Stone was hunting them.

Stone turned his attention back to the scene in front of him. The Dodge in the driveway meant that one or both of the gunmen were probably inside. He didn’t know how badly Lilley had wounded the guy with the pistol. He was either inside with his partner, or he was on his way to the hospital at Rapture. So that meant three, or maybe four men.

He needed to separate them. He needed a diversion.

He wanted Dodd out of the way.

And then he wanted the sheriff alone.

He watched and waited for several minutes with the absolute patience of the predator, then he followed the wall towards the road until it had finally stepped down in height to waist level. He went over it. Landed quietly in a crouch. Crept back down the driveway and looked inside the shattered passenger window of the flatbed.

There was broken glass everywhere. It was littered across the torn upholstery of the bench seat, and he could see glittering pieces like tiny diamonds down in the foot well. The truck was old. It smelled of greasy oil and stale tobacco – and fresh blood. He eased the door handle up and pulled the door open slowly. The old door groaned wide on rusted squeaking hinges. Stone grimaced. Froze. Waited for the count of twenty. Saw no sign of movement from inside the building. Saw no new lights coming on, and heard no sudden sounds of alarm. 

He stepped up onto the running board and then hoisted himself across the seat until he was in behind the wheel. There was a crumpled packet of Camels on the dashboard next to a pocket-book of matches. Stone smiled and stuffed the matches into his pocket. Why do half a job when I can do it properly?

The key was still in the ignition. It was sticky with blood.

Stone counted slowly to three – enough time to rehearse in his mind the next few minutes of action.

Outside the storm was finally breaking. It began to rain. Fat heavy drops splashed against the windshield, and the wind gave one long last shriek of warning – and then rain filled the sky. Not just a shower – a downpour.

Stone turned the key. The Dodge wheezed, coughed, and then came alive. The whole cabin shuddered. Stone revved the engine then threw the truck into reverse. It juddered back out through the driveway, the rear tires spinning and bouncing as they fought for traction on the smooth wet concrete.

The truck came out onto Main Street backwards like it had been shot from a cannon. It careered across both lanes, and Stone slammed on the brakes. Stomped down on the clutch, crunched the truck into gear. Bounced back over the footpath in front of the police station in a big looping turn, and then aimed the truck at the window of ‘Stan’s Bar’ directly across the road.

“This is gonna hurt,” he said.

He floored the accelerator and the old truck leaped forward, gathering momentum quickly. Stone held the wheel, braced his arms, tensed his body. Gritted his teeth and prepared for the impact.

The truck mounted the curb, the engine howling. Stone was hurled forward. The steering wheel dug into his ribs, but he held on, kept his foot planted to the floor and the truck kept on going. It surged across the sidewalk, clipped a park bench, tearing off one of the fenders, and then hammered into the front of the bar in a suicidal explosion of glass and brick and timber and engine block. 

Stone felt his body thrown forward and heaved up at the same instant. He felt the top of his head crack against the roof of the cabin, and then he was being hurled back into the seat. The windshield folded in on him, and the steering wheel kicked out of his hands, twisting savagely. He could taste the warm coppery tang of blood in his mouth and the air was thick with dust and fumes.

He groaned.

The truck had crashed through the low brick wall and brought the shop-front window shattering down on top of it. The timber door had been smashed to pieces as the truck impaled itself three feet into the building.

Stone shook his head, ignored the fierce pain, and lay down across the bench seat. He tucked his legs until his knees touched his chin, and then kicked out at the driver-side of the truck. The door flew open, smashed back against its hinges and then sagged. Stone heaved himself upright and clambered out of the wrecked cabin.

He could hear shrill alarms sounding in the background. Probably the security systems of surrounding shops that had been triggered by the crunching collision. He scrambled down into the wreckage and went to the bar. Broken glass and shattered shards of brick and timber crunched underfoot.

He found a bottle of brandy on a glass shelf behind the bar. He smashed the bottle against the edge of the counter-top and spilled the contents over the timber. Fumbled with the pocket book of matches and set the whole thing alight.

The bar went up in flames with a ‘whoomp!’

Stone knew he only had seconds. He smashed more bottles open and emptied the contents on the carpet, then threw a bottle of tequila against the far wall. It shattered. 

The fire spread quickly, leaping flickering fingers of flame that glowed bright orange in the dark blackness of the night. The timber burned quickly. Fire leaped up the walls, finding the seams between the paneled boarding and climbing up them. When the flames reached the sagged structure of the ceiling they paused, and then arced hungrily outwards. Night air was sucked into the building, feeding the fire, fanning the flames. Stone stood and watched, wasting precious time, but he wanted to be sure. He waited until the flames had spread across the carpet, and the whole building was engulfed.

He pushed and heaved his way through the tangled wreckage until he was back outside, standing on the footpath, in the cool of the night, leaning heavily against the flatbed truck. 

Twenty seconds, he guessed. 

Stone glanced the length of Main Street. Saw no signs of activity. Turned and stared at the police station. Saw the front door coming open and shadows under the porch light. He turned away quickly. Stuffed his hands in his pockets, hunched his shoulders. He walked back along Main Street towards the narrow alley where he had waited patiently for the out-of-towners just hours before.

It was raining hard. 

Stone was limping.

And he was smiling a cold vengeful smile.

 

Twenty-Eight.

 

Stone counted slowly to one hundred and then stepped back out of the alley. The bar was an inferno; fire licking up through the roof of the building and smoke billowing into the dark sky. It was still raining, but the fire was too intense and fed by too much fuel to ever be doused.

Stone walked out into the middle of the road. A crowd of people had gathered, all standing in the rain, all just staring at ‘Stan’s Bar’ burning to the ground.

Maybe twenty, maybe twenty-five people just standing around, helpless to do anything but watch. There were others on the far side of Main Street, sheltering under awnings. The fire reflected everyone’s face to flickering shades of yellow.

Stone didn’t look at the blaze. Stone looked at the crowd. Closest to the flames, and edging closer in a rage of impotent frustration, was Hank Dodd. Back from him, mixed amongst the other bystanders, Stone recognized the big guy who had been at the bar, and who had been driving the Dodge – and who had been firing the shotgun. 

Stone stared into the crowd of people for long seconds. He couldn’t see the other man. 

He joined the fringe of the group, crabbed sideways. Worked his way closer and closer to the big guy until he was standing behind him. Stone ripped Lilley Pond’s pistol out of his jeans and shoved the cold hard barrel into the man’s back.

The man froze.

“If you make a sound, if you do anything to raise the alarm, I will blow your spine clean through your body. Understand?”

The guy nodded. Started putting his hands up in the air. Stone jabbed the barrel of the pistol harder into his back.

“Put your hands down,” Stone hissed. “Start walking backwards. Do it slowly – or it will be the last thing you do.”

The guy began to edge away from the bystanders, walking backwards. Stone kept the gun in the man’s back. When they were clear of the group, Stone steered him down along the dark side of Main Street until they were standing alone and out of view.

“Turn around.”

The guy turned. He was a big man, but all gut. He had a grey scraggly beard and long grey hair in a ponytail. Looked like the fat kind of middle-aged guy who wears leathers and rides a Harley on the weekends. He was wearing a sleeveless denim vest covered in sewn-on badges over a black t-shirt. Stone could see tattoos up the side of the man’s neck. Stone stood three steps back, giving himself enough room. He was far enough to dissuade the guy from making a lunge for the gun, close enough to strike before the guy could react.

“Where’s your friend?” Stone asked. “The guy with a slug in his thigh?”

“Rapture,” the big guy said, his face a sneer. “The hospital.”

Stone nodded. 

The guy bristled with defiance and attitude. He was a big-old boy who had probably become accustomed to being one of the local enforcers around town. His size was intimidating. Stone figured he was two-ninety, maybe three hundred pounds. He had massive meaty fists, but no condition. That had gone long ago when the muscle in his chest and shoulders had begun to go soft and slide down to become the huge swell of gut that now strained against his t-shirt. But he probably still figured he was a hard man. Stone was about to show him otherwise.

“You know a man named Harper?” Stone asked.

The big guy shook his head.

“Know anything about the girls who were kidnapped?”

The big guy’s face twisted into a hostile growl. “Fuck you, boy!” He took half a step forward, expecting Stone to lift the gun up into his face and force him to backtrack. But Stone didn’t. Stone lowered the gun and smiled.

The big guy balked in surprise – just for a second. 

Stone stepped in and hit the man hard with a straight punch that crashed into his face.

The big guy recoiled. His legs went wobbly. But he was massive, and he had a lot of weight behind him. Too much weight to be put down by a single punch. He dragged the back of his hand across his face, looked down at the blood that was there and glared in outrage.

Stone didn’t have long. He really wanted to take this guy apart. He had shot at him – and he had shot at Lilley. Stone wanted to disassemble him piece by piece, but he knew there was still Hank Dodd to deal with, and he knew he didn’t have long before the fire brigade arrived from Rapture, and the crowds around the burning bar began to drift away, taking away his cover.

Stone feinted a punch by rolling his left shoulder. Waited for the guy to react. He did. He shifted his weight back, like he was swaying out of reach of the blow that was never swung. Instantly, Stone went forward, kicking out hard with his foot, just like he had to Hank Dodd’s front door. The kick landed flush against the guy’s left knee. The man screamed in pain and went down like a felled tree.

The guy groaned in agony. He was lying on the ground, writhing and gasping. Stone kicked the man again, sinking his boot into unprotected ribs. The man jerked away. His upper body was on the sidewalk, his legs in the gutter. Stone didn’t hesitate. He stomped on the guy’s knee, breaking the kneecap so his leg folded backwards, and smashing everything inside that a man needed to walk.

The man screamed out in pain and then went suddenly very quiet, whimpering and sobbing, his face screwed up into a mask of terrible torture.

Stone crouched over the man. Clamped his hand over the guy’s mouth. Hard.

“Shut up,” Stone warned him. “If I hear another sound out of you I’ll come back and do the same to the other knee. Got it?”

The guy’s eyes went wide. He nodded.

Stone stood up. Headed back to the crowd in the middle of Main Street. Just left the guy there to bleed in the rain and never once looked back.

 

Twenty-Nine.

 

If anything the fire was more intense, and yet when Stone returned to the bystanders gathered in the rain in the middle of the street, they had curiously edged closer to the blaze.

Stone looked for Dodd. Couldn’t see him. He frowned. He cast a glance over his shoulder. The strip light above the entrance to the police station was still on, but he saw no movement. 

He turned back to the fire. The truck was burning, the whole building’s structure was charred or ablaze. 

“Where’s Hank Dodd?” he asked from the back of the group, anonymous.

“In there,” an old man standing next to Stone answered. Pointed at the burning bar.

“In the bar?”

The old guy nodded. He had a leathery brown face, creased and wrinkled like a road map from too many summers in the burning sun. The pouring rain had soaked the few remaining strands of grey hair to the old guy’s head so he looked almost bald. “Crazy,” he said. He eyed Stone up and down, frowning like maybe he was trying to place him in his memory and coming up blank. “But he wouldn’t listen to reason. Went in to try to recover the money in the safe.”

“In the bar?” Stone asked again. His voice sounded incredulous, because that’s just how he wanted it to sound. But he wasn’t. He just wanted to make sure.

The old man nodded solemnly.

Stone turned away. Stuffed his hands down inside his pockets and started walking towards the police station.

He got as far as the sidewalk before he heard a sudden crack and crash of timber, felt the surge of heat against his back, and heard the crowd in the street gasp in tragic shock. Stone stopped. Glanced back over his shoulder. The roof of the bar had collapsed. The whole building had fallen in upon itself – iron, brick and timber in a haze of dust and a billowing pyre of black smoke. And still the fire raged.

Stone kept walking towards the police station.

Hank Dodd was dead, either burned alive in the blaze, or crushed to death when the building collapsed. No matter.

Dead was dead in Jack Stone’s book. 

 

Thirty.

 

Stone went through the gateway, down the concrete path, and stood beneath the fluorescent light that hung over the entrance to the police station.

The door was solid timber. Painted drab green. The door was unlocked. Stone pushed with his foot, let it swing slowly back against its hinges. The smell of industrial cleaner and antiseptic hung in the air. 

He waited. The inside of the station was dark but not completely black. The floor was linoleum. Polished. Probably polished twice a week whether it needed it or not by a janitor. Across the floor directly opposite was another door with a thin slice of light coming from the crack between the bottom of the door and the floor.

Stone turned his attention back to the space before him.

He edged into the police station cautiously. Took one slow silent step after the other. There was a long reception desk, and behind it some kind of an open space. He couldn’t see detail. The area was lit only by ambient light filtering in from the street, and the soft green digital glow from sleeping computer terminals. It looked like there were a couple of desks behind the counter, with one chair behind each desk and another chair at the side of each desk.

Stone waited. Concentrated. He couldn’t sense any threat. His instinct told him the area was empty, but he needed to be patient.

He started counting to a hundred, allowing his eyes time to adjust in the darkness and letting his breathing settle. He was tense. Wondered if the sheriff was waiting in the dark, or beyond the door opposite.

 

Seventy. Seventy-one…

 

Okay, there was a limit to his patience. He crossed the floor, footsteps light, moving on the balls of his feet. He reached the door opposite the entrance and pulled Lilley Pond’s pistol out of his jeans. Held it up in front of his face, curled his finger around the trigger.

The door was another solid panel of drab green painted timber. Stone turned the handle slowly, cracked the door open an inch. Soft yellow light spilled into the reception room, coming from an open doorway on his left down a short corridor.

Stone eased the door open just wide enough for him to edge through. There was a large cork noticeboard on the wall. It was filled with different colored paper flyers for bake stalls, church fairs and police bulletins. The wall was bare brick, painted over white. He flattened himself against it. Edged slowly towards the open door.

Stone spun around the open doorway, pistol extended, and stood perfectly still.

A single shaded desk lamp lit the room dimly. The office was heavy with the stench of old sweat and the smell of cigar smoke. There were two flags behind the desk. One was the Stars and Stripes. Stone didn’t recognize the other one, but he guessed it was the Arizona State flag. In one corner of the room was a grey metal filing cabinet, and hung on the wall was some kind of a framed football jersey, covered in marker-pen signatures and protected behind thick glass.

Stone’s eyes took in everything in an instant, and then flicked to the man in the room.

Sheriff Cartwright was sitting behind a wide timber desk littered with papers, filing trays, a coffee cup, an ashtray – and a shotgun. 

He was a fat man with a heavy fleshy face, blotched red and covered in a fine sheen of sweat that beaded on his upper lip. He had black, tiny eyes and a wide mouth with thin pale lips above a couple of chins. His hair was swept back off his forehead in the style of a young Elvis. Only the sheriff wasn’t young, and he didn’t look like Elvis. Stone guessed he was in his fifties. His hair was grey, thinning. He was wearing a tan uniform with the top button of his shirt undone. He looked up at Stone as he stood in the doorway – no real expression of surprise in his face.

“I’ve been waiting for you, boy,” the sheriff said, his voice sounding wheezy and rasping like the air in his lungs was having trouble getting out. 

“I’ve been looking for you,” Stone said. “How’s your arm?”

He took two steps into the room, gun still extended, aimed at the spot between the sheriff’s beady dark eyes.

The sheriff looked mildly amused. Under the sleeve of his uniform was a thick wad of bandage. He glanced down and flexed his fingers almost like a reaction.

“Got myself bitten,” he said vaguely. “But it’s getting better.”

Sheriff Cartwright rocked forward in his chair. It was an old leather thing with a high back and a couple of padded armrests. It groaned under the weight of his body as he turned slightly and set his hands flat down on the desk, his fingers a couple of inches from the stock of the shotgun. Then he smiled.

“You’re a might skittish considering everything I’ve heard about you,” the sheriff said, puffed up with confidence and arrogance for some reason. “Set the gun down, and then sit your ass down. I think it’s time we had a long talk, you and me.” The sheriff nodded to a steel framed interview chair across the desk. Stone sat down, kept the gun in his hand, let it hang low against the side of his leg. 

 “So talk.”

The sheriff shook his head and smiled. “Gun,” he nodded. “Put it on the desk first. Then we’ll talk.”

Stone assessed the threat. He was on the sheriff’s turf. The environment was unfamiliar to him. The sheriff looked calm and confident, like he had a secret. Like he had an Ace up his sleeve. But in a man-on-man situation, Stone knew he could take the guy down. And if it came to a scramble for the weapons, Stone knew he would be faster. He set the pistol down on the desk.

The sheriff sat back. Smiled.

“Better,” he said. “Now we can have that talk.”

“About what?”

The sheriff frowned. “About those two local girls you’ve been asking around town about, of course,” he said amiably. “And about the damage you have been doing since you arrived in my town. You’ve caused a lot of upset, son. Do you know that?”

Stone raised an eyebrow. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “I don’t like people who traffic young girls as sex slaves. And I’m not your son.”

The sheriff shook his head. “You’re getting yourself all worked up over nothing, boy,” he said. “Those girls were asking for everything they got.”

“Because one of them bit your arm?”

“Because of who they are – and what they are.”

Stone sat back. “And what exactly are they?”

The sheriff shook his head again. Waved his hand in the air like he was waving away Stone’s question. Gave a long wheezing sigh and started afresh. “There is a basic law of supply and demand you are ignoring,” the sheriff said. “The truth is there are a lot of men who are willing to pay big money for fresh young girls, trained to obey their every need and to provide them with every pleasure they desire. This is just the free market in action. It’s as American as apple pie – and you’re getting in the way of that.”

Stone stayed calm. “So you prey on young girls and you sell them to the highest bidder.”

“No. Not normally.”

“But you did this time. You snatched those two girls from the roadside and you were going to sell them to the guys in the SUV.”

The sheriff nodded. “That’s true. Hank snatched them girls. But that’s not how the system works, normally. This little incident was…. unexpected.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I had an order for two girls and my supplier couldn’t fill that order in the usual way,” he spread his hands wide in a friendly gesture. “What is a man to do?” he smiled. “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

“Your supplier. You mean Harper.”

The sheriff paused, tilted his head to the side. “You are very well informed,” he said slowly.

“So you snatched the girls?” Stone asked again.

“That’s right.”

“And you have them somewhere.”

“That’s right.”

“But you no longer have clients. The two guys in the blue SUV left town. I made sure of it.”

“That’s right,” the sheriff’s voice suddenly had a growled edge to it. “You cost me and my associate a lot of money tonight, boy. I’m not happy about that. Not happy at all.”

“Your associate. You mean your brother-in-law, Hank Dodd.”

The sheriff nodded. “You owe Hank a front door, by the way.”

Stone shrugged. “Put it on my bill.”

The sheriff smiled. “Oh, I will. I will – I promise you.”

There was a long silence in the room. The two men just stared across the desk at each other. Stone saw the sheriff’s eyes flicker down at his desk, maybe trying to gauge what would happen if he suddenly went for the shotgun. 

“Where are the girls?” Stone asked.

The sheriff smiled. “I have them.”

“They’re safe?”

“They’re safe for the moment. And if you play the game, they’ll stay safe. But if you keep pushing me, boy… well…” He cocked one eyebrow at Stone in a cynical mocking gesture.

“So what do you do with them now you don’t have a buyer?”

The sheriff smiled. “Boy, there are always buyers,” he said. “And those two girls are sweet.” He drew out the last word, giving it emphasis. Then he lifted one hand to his face and drew one of his fingers under his nose, as though he was inhaling the aroma of a cigar. “This just means old Jim Cartwright gets a few more weeks of sampling their goodies before the next buyer turns up.”

Stone felt his anger building like the pressure in a cooker that needed release. The instinct to kill came upon him like a black unholy rage. The two men glared at each other. Stone bunched his fist and thought about heart-punching the guy.

He clenched his jaw, fought the urge to leap across the table. Fought to keep his voice unaffected.

“But it’s all over, sheriff,” Stone said simply. “You see I’m taking you down.”

The sheriff laughed. Laughed long and hard. Laughed until his big stomach rippled and his eyes watered.

“You think because you beat up two strangers, and put a bullet in the leg of one of my boys that you’re going to take me down?” he shook his head sadly. “You think because you drove a truck through the window of Hank’s bar and set it alight that everything I’ve built up here is coming apart? Who do you think you are, boy?”

“I’m your worst nightmare,” Stone said. “I’m the guy who won’t go away. I’m the guy who has nothing to lose. I’m the guy who won’t hesitate when it comes time to cut out your heart and spill your guts across the gutter. I’m the guy you can’t stop.”

The sheriff ‘s heavy jaws started chewing like a bulldog with a bone. He took a handkerchief from his shirt pocket and dabbed at the sweat on his forehead and under his fleshy chin and then paused to stare hard at the man across the desk.

The tension in the room became adversarial. The sheriff stared belligerently at Stone for a long time, then glanced down at his wristwatch. It was a cheap gold thing, wrapped around a wrist that was thick as a leg of ham. 

“I think you’ve underestimated me,” the sheriff said, measuring his words. “You’ve forgotten about Hank and big Davey Barstow. They’ll be back here any minute. Then it’s three against one.”

Stone smiled. Now he understood the sheriff’s confidence, and why he had been so willing to answer Stone’s questions. He had been playing for time until his back-up arrived. He figured it was only minutes now before Jack Stone was dead on the floor.

“And you underestimate me,” Stone said calmly. “Your help isn’t coming, sheriff. The big guy with the ponytail and beard who owns the flatbed truck is laying in the gutter on Main Street. I broke his leg so badly he will probably never walk again – and Hank isn’t coming back either. Never. He just died in the bar fire. The building collapsed when he was inside, trying to recover money. It saved me killing him,” Stone smiled. “So now you’re the only one left.”

Stone leaned back and saw the sheriff’s eyes shift and narrow. There was a little jump of nerves in the point of his clenched jaws and his expression slowly began to transform into a look of alarm. He stared at Stone with his lips parting soft and thin and slack. Then he lifted his eyes to the empty doorway and Stone saw some of the color and all of the man’s arrogant confident drain away. The sheriff glanced back down, but this time his eyes were on the shotgun. He stared at the weapon for three long seconds – and then he made a lunge for it.

Stone didn’t go for the pistol. Instead, he threw himself sideways off the chair. Dived to the ground and rolled to his left. Came up on his feet, fingers tensed into claws and threw himself clear across the big desk. His fingers dug into the sheriff’s throat just as the big man was coming to his feet and swinging the shotgun around from his hip. 

The sheriff went over backwards with Stone on top of him. The shotgun was wrenched from his hands and went clattering away out of reach.

They rolled together on the floor. Stone’s hands were digging deep into the soft flesh of the sheriff’s throat, growling his anger as the sheriff’s voice began to rise in a scream of panic and despair and desperation. His legs kicked out, thrashing and his hands clawed at Stone’s face. Stone levered himself back and then smashed his forehead down against the sheriff’s nose.

It was only a glancing blow. The sheriff was rolling his head from side to side and wailing in pain and panic, so Stone’s head-butt connected with the guy’s cheek. But it was enough to stun the sheriff – enough pain to shock him into pause. He was still screaming a sound of pain and desperation that had no form or coherence, but enough of the fight went out of him for Stone to drag himself up the desk onto his knees. He snatched up the pistol and jammed the barrel hard into the sheriff’s forehead, choosing a place between the man’s eyes and digging the cold steel barrel deep into the flesh.

“Move one inch and I’ll blow your brains out over the floor!”

 

Thirty-One.

 

Stone pushed sheriff Cartwright out the front door of the station house using the barrel of the shotgun to nudge the big man down the side path. Across the road ‘Stan’s Bar’ was still burning fiercely, lighting up the sky in flickering shades of red and orange.

“Your bastard brother-in-law burned alive,” Stone said. “But I’ve got something much more painful planned for you.”

Stone slapped his hand hard down on the top of the sheriff’s head and folded him onto the back seat of the patrol car. There was a heavy wire mesh partition between the front and back seats. The doors had no handles or window winders. They had been removed and the holes in the door trim concealed with pieces of aluminum that had been riveted in place. The sheriff slumped across the vinyl bench seat, half-laying, half-sitting. The car sagged down at the rear under the man’s bulky weight. There was a smell of industrial-strength disinfectant.

Stone tucked the shotgun under his arm. Went to the Taurus that was blocking the driveway and reversed the vehicle onto the front lawn of the station house, the tires digging muddy ruts into the ground as they struggled for traction. Then Stone climbed in behind the wheel of the cop car. Threw the shotgun onto the passenger seat, and then slammed the selector into reverse. Got one elbow up on the back of the seat and stared out through the rear window. Stomped on the gas. The car’s transmission howled as the vehicle slewed backwards out of the long driveway, skidding on the slippery tarmac. There was still a small huddle of people gathered in the middle of the street watching the bar burn to the ground. The pack split apart as the cop car reversed towards them and the brake lights flared bright red suddenly. Then Stone had the car in gear and was tearing north out of town.

It took just a few minutes of fast driving to reach the mailbox with the name ‘Cartwright’ written on it. Stone didn’t see Lilley’s car on the shoulder of the road, but that didn’t bother him. He expected by now she would be somewhere else in town.

He wrenched the car off the road, and set it onto the narrow dirt track that led to the sheriff’s house.

The trail was a bumpy, rutted piece of gravel. Nothing more than a pair of deep parallel channels worn into the ground. There was a raised hump between them. The cop car heaved and bounced and groaned on its springs. Gravel scraped against the undercarriage of the car and small stones scrabbled under the tires and went skittering away into the night. Stone took the track fast, fighting against the wheel and feeling the tires digging and bogging in the ground that was quickly being turned to mush and mud under the force of the torrential downpour.

Stone skidded to a halt out front of a low single-story ranch that looked similar from the outside to Hank Dodd’s house. He left the car’s headlights on, the glare aimed at the front of the house, lighting up the steps, the doorway and the porch, and throwing them into harsh highlight and shadow through the misting, teeming downpour. Horizontal rain battered against the windshield, sounding like gravel against the glass. 

Stone left the engine running. Snatched up the shotgun and shoved at the door. Got out and wrenched the back door of the patrol car open and dragged the sheriff out into the pouring rain. The big man was wheezing, gasping for every breath as though he was hyperventilating. Stone didn’t care. The sheriff fell awkwardly to his knees in the mud. Stone kicked him in the gut. The sheriff groaned painfully. Looked up to Stone with a pleading expression. Waved his left arm in the air like his hand was on fire, then suddenly reached down inside the leg of his trousers and there was a flash of glinting steel in his right hand. 

A knife.

It was a short hunting knife. A three inch blade, an inch wide at the handle tapering to a wicked razor point. He had kept it concealed in a leather scabbard strapped to his shin.

Cartwright lunged upward with the blade and roared. His face was twisted into a vicious, murderous snarl. Stone saw it all just a fraction of a second too late. He started to swing the butt of the shotgun like an axe when he felt hot burning pain in his thigh. Stone reeled away, his face contorted in agony and his wet hands clawing for the knife handle.

The sheriff clambered to his feet, heaved his shoulder into Stone’s side and he went down in the mud. The sheriff pushed himself off the trunk of the car and made a desperate dash for the house.

The rain was like a thick grey curtain, shrouding everything in a teaming blur as the downpour detonated against the iron roof of the porch. The sheriff hurried up the stairs. He turned and looked over his shoulder. Stone was still in the mud, lying on his side near the open rear door of the police car. Headlights blinded his vision, making Stone’s shape in the rain smudged and indistinct. He dragged his hand down his face, wiped rain and mud from his eyes. Shook his head. He was breathing hard. His hands were shaking. His heart was thumping in his chest. He was trembling, but not from the cold and mud that had soaked through his uniform. 

He was trembling with fear.

Cartwright threw his weight against the front door. Once, twice. He heard the sound of timber splintering. He heaved again and the door burst open, the brass lock still in the door but the timber around it shattered. He stumbled inside, frantic and desperate.

Stone rolled onto his side and straightened his leg. Jammed his foot against the rear tire of the cop car and braced himself. The knife handle was steel, slippery and hard to grip. He felt the muscles in his leg clenching around the blade, saw blood soaking through the denim of his jeans and dripping into the muddy ground.

The blade was buried deep, but it had gone in straight. Stone gritted his teeth. He turned his head. Saw the sheriff on the porch, heaving at the front door. He was lit up in stark relief by the blinding glare of the headlights. Stone wrenched the knife free with a single loud roar of agony and flung it aside. He reached out for the shotgun, his hands slick with his own blood and cloying mud.

Stone heard the front door splinter open. He looked up and saw the heavy shape of the sheriff disappearing inside. The rain was blinding – driving into his face. The whole world seemed a howl of sound and swirling mist. A sudden jagged flash of blue lightning hummed in the air and then ripped the night apart, and the sound of thunder shook the ground beneath his feet.

Stone limped up the stairs, holding the shotgun on his hip, his finger on the trigger, the barrel pointed straight ahead. He paused on the porch for three long seconds, and wiped the mud and rain from his eyes on the sleeve of his t-shirt. He could hear frantic sounds from deep inside the house. Furniture being knocked over. Glass breaking. The sounds were muffled by the tremendous roar of rain against the iron roof above his head. Stone took a long deep breath and then stumbled through the broken front door. He felt for a switch and flicked on lights. He looked around, his eyes hard and wary. Took three steps into the house, spattering mud and slush and blood across the floor.

The interior of the house had been tricked out like an old western ranch. The walls were covered in some kind of imitation timber effect that Stone had never seen before. There were thick timber beams running across the ceiling and a stuffed moose head hung beside the window on the far wall. It was a man’s room. Stone saw nothing feminine at all – no framed photos, no flowers. Nothing that suggested a woman’s influence.

To his right was an opening into a kitchen. The area was dark. There was a long window, curtains open. Ambient light filtered in from the night but not enough for Stone to see clearly. He stood still. Fought to control ragged breathing. Listened, keeping the barrel of the shotgun turning as he turned his head. 

He heard the sound of a chair or furniture being scraped across timber floor boards. He looked up. There was a doorway on the far side of the living room. It was ajar. Stone went across the room with quiet urgency. Put his ear to the door. Heard a sound of metal scraping. 

He kept his back against the wall and prodded the hall door open with the barrel of the shotgun. Hinges creaked, suddenly loud above the drumming rain. Stone waited. Counted to five. Heard nothing and stepped into the open hallway.

Three doors. All of them wide open, all black empty voids in the darkness. Two doors on the left, one on the right. Stone moved down the empty passage. He put his ear against one wall. Listened hard. Heard nothing. He went down the hall quickly, gun held ready, slung low at his hip, clenching his jaw against the stabbing pain in his thigh. 

The first door was on the left. Stone pressed himself against the hall wall, raised the gun upright like a soldier on a parade ground. Stepped out suddenly and filled the doorway, swinging the barrel of the weapon down at the same time and sweeping it across an arc to cover the inside of the room quickly.

Dark shapes, all of them rectangular and angular. Furniture against the walls. Maybe book cases. Maybe cabinets of some kind. Nothing moving. No sound. Stone backed out of the room, swung quickly to cover the next door on the right. Went straight into the room, and as he did, he turned himself sideways and dropped low in a crouch.

There was a bright flash, blinding, searing. A pounding explosion that roared in his ears and filled the room with a split-second of light. An orange burst. The flash of a gunshot, smashing into the wall above Stone’s head.

Stone saw it all like a flash bulb had gone off. He saw the dark furniture of the room. Saw a high-backed leather chair in the far corner, and a desk in the middle of the room. Saw the outstretched arm of sheriff Cartwright, and the shape of his head behind the cover of the chair.

He dropped the shotgun. Left it in the doorway and stayed low. Rolled across the floor until he felt his head crack against the side of the desk. He ignored the pain. Forced himself back into a crouch and then lunged into the dark at the shape of the chair. He hit with all his weight and strength and the chair went over in a crash. The sheriff was still behind the chair. He was thrown off balance. Stone felt the big man’s chest, then an arm and he lashed out with his fists.

Punches connected. He heard them sock into soft flesh, and he heard the sheriff groan. But Stone was flailing wildly without being able to see his target. He swung again and again, thumping his fists into the floor, into bone, into fleshy muscle, and there was a furious loud roar of hatred and anger rising in his throat.

He heard the sheriff scream in pain. Then he felt the man beneath him rolling away, trying to free his arm. Stone clamped down and used his elbow, driving it hard into a blur of movement. The sheriff screamed again. Then Stone found the sheriff’s wrist. He locked both hands tight and slammed down. He felt the jar of the impact. He wasn’t sure if it was the leg of the chair or something else, but the sheriff’s body tensed. He slammed down again and again. He felt the tendons in the big man’s arm flex and then release. Felt his resistance weakening. Then he heard the gun in the sheriff’s hand clatter away into the darkness. Stone released his grip, came up onto his knees quickly and drove his elbow down again. The sheriff groaned, seemed to flop around under him. Then finally he went slack.

Stone reeled away. Made it back to the door. Picked up the shotgun and thumped at the light switch.

The sheriff was on his back, clutching at his guts. His shirt was streaked with blood from Stone’s thigh. So was the floor around the upturned chair. There were long scrap marks of mud and blood across the timber floor boards. 

There was a metal box on the desk, and a handful of loose bullets scattered across the tabletop. One of the desk drawers hung open.

Stone raised the shotgun. Jammed the stock tight into his shoulder. He was breathing heavily. The pain in his thigh was like a searing hot poker. He clenched his jaw and stepped passed the wrecked furniture. Aimed the shotgun barrel at the sheriff’s bloated gasping face.

“Where are the girls?”

The sheriff said nothing. Stone put the shotgun to the man’s ear and shoved. The sheriff cried out in pain. “Where are they?” Stone asked again.

“Under the rug in the front room,” the sheriff said.

Stone reached down and grabbed the sheriff by the collar of his shirt. Started dragging him towards the door. The sheriff moaned, got to his knees and Stone kicked him hard to keep him moving.

Stone saw a large brown animal-skin rug in the middle of the living room floor. He went quickly around the room and flicked on more lights. Then he kicked the rug aside revealing a trap door in the timber floor. It was a few feet square with a black iron ring recessed into the top and a bolt beside it. Stone kept the gun on the sheriff. Went down onto one knee. Heaved the trapdoor open against its hinges.

The stench of stale urine and vomit came up from the dark hole. It was pitch black. He could see a narrow wooden ladder against the lip of the trapdoor, descending down into the inky void. Stone called out,

“Margie? Stella?”

He heard the sound of shuffling feet on bare earth, and then the sound of a girl moaning softly. 

“It’s alright,” Stone said, leaning into the dark opening and fighting the surge of his relief to keep his tone steady and reassuring. He could smell stale food and stale air. He could smell desperation and fear. “You’re safe,” he said. “I’m here to rescue you. Just stay calm for a few more minutes.”

One of the girls gave another groan, and then Stone heard her say quite clearly, “Thank God.”

He turned the shotgun back onto the sheriff. “You’re vermin,” Stone hissed. “You’re a piece of filth and you’re going to spend the rest of your life in prison.” As he spoke he could feel his finger tightening around the trigger of the shotgun. A surge of anger overwhelmed him and Stone threw the gun down because the temptation to shoot the man dead was almost overpowering. The gun skidded across the floor, out of reach and Stone got to his feet. He stood over the sheriff. Fear had eroded the granite of the man’s features, leaving the sheriff’s face sagging and bloated. He was clutching at his chest, like he was having a heart attack. Stone grabbed the man’s hand and wrenched one of his fingers. He heard the sound of bone breaking. The sheriff screamed in pain.

“Where is Harper?” Stone asked

The sheriff doubled over in pain, tried to pull his hand away. Stone tightened his grip around the sheriff’s wrist. 

“Where is Harper?” 

He broke the sheriff’s thumb this time. A distinct ‘crack’ that sounded like chicken bones being crushed. The sheriff wailed in excruciating pain. He looked up into Stone’s hard emotionless eyes and his face was streaming with tears.

“I don’t know,” sheriff Cartwright wheezed. “I don’t know!” Stone broke the little finger. It was as thick and soft as a raw sausage. Stone just bent it all the way back until it broke. The sheriff swore with bitter agony.

“Alright!” he sobbed. “Alright. I don’t know where Harper is or who Harper is,” the sheriff’s voice was strained now, rusty and pain racked. He swallowed with an effort. “But I have a cell phone number. I swear it’s all I have. It’s how I contact him and how he contacts me.”

“Give it to me.”

The sheriff looked up, his head turned. It’s in my wallet,” he said. Stone held the man’s wrist, twisting his arm up behind his back, and reached down into his muddy wet trousers. Pulled the sheriff’s wallet out. It was a thin black leather piece, battered and bent as though it had molded itself to the weight and shape of the sheriff’s heavy butt. Stone tipped it upside down and shook the contents out. A wad of banknotes and credit cards fluttered to the ground like confetti. Stone found a piece of tattered paper with a cell phone on it, written in pencil.

“It’s all I have,” the sheriff bleated.

Stone believed him. “How many girls?” he asked. “How many have been picked up?”

“Three,” the sheriff said. “He’s sent me three girls in the last four years, each for customers. I never even saw the clients. I just took delivery of the girls and held them here for a few days. Then Harper would phone me and arrange a drop off point somewhere nearby. That’s all I did. I dropped the girls off, and a car would be waiting.”

Stone pulled his own wallet out of his back pocket. He flipped it open and shoved it close to the sheriff’s face.

“Take a look,” Stone hissed. “Do you recognize her?” He had the wallet open so the photograph of his sister was visible behind the clear plastic window. “Her name is Susan. Was she one of the girls you held here?”

The sheriff’s brow furrowed like he was concentrating. He used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe sweat from his eyes and stared at the photo for long seconds. He shook his head. “Not her,” he said, his tone adamant. “Never seen her. The girls that were delivered to me all had dark hair.”

Stone wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed. The idea of his kid sister being in the hands of this predator revolted him – but at least he would have been closer to finding her. He put the wallet back into his pocket.

Suddenly Stone heard the sound of a car outside. The sheriff heard it too. For a moment the little piggy eyes widened and froze with incredulity as though it must be the sound of his backup finally arriving. As though Stone had lied and bluffed him about the death of Hank Dodd.

Stone knew otherwise. He went to the open doorway. There was another Crown Vic parked across the muddy drive, headlights blazing, red and blue lights flashing, but no siren. Through the sheeting rain he could see the young ginger-headed deputy behind the wheel and Lilley Pond in the passenger seat beside him. Stone went back to where the sheriff was kneeling.

“It’s over for you, Cartwright. Your time is up.” Stone bunched his fist, cocked it like a sledge-hammer. He wanted one punch. Just one punch to release everything he had kept boiling up inside before the deputy arrived. One punch that had every ounce of his anger and frustration behind it. Then he could walk away and leave the law to do the rest.

But the sheriff was looking somewhere else.

Stone turned round and saw a head appear from out of the trapdoor. It was the head of a young blond girl, climbing uncertainly up the ladder. Stone recognized the face from the photo the librarian had given him. It was Margie Bevan. He went to her, and she reached up and took his hand. She was thin and frail, covered in dirt. Her hair was encrusted with filth and mud. But Stone could see streaks of blonde. She was naked above the waist; small pubescent breasts, and wearing just a pair of ripped panties. Her body was covered in a criss-cross of livid red welts. But it was her eyes that shocked Stone the most. They were enormous, and beneath each was a dark smear of purple bruising. Her pupils were huge and dulled, milky and dazed.  Stone lifted her up gently and set her on the floor. She tottered, seemingly bewildered or drugged, and leaned against Stone for support. Then she saw the sheriff and her eyes grew even wider. She began to wail and tremble. She clutched desperately at Stone and he pulled the girl too him, wrapped his arms around her body and held her. She was sobbing against his chest, shaking feverishly. He saw another movement over his shoulder, and realized it was Stella, the second girl who had been kidnapped. Her head appeared, her eyes vacant and blinking. She had a cut on her forehead and her long dark hair was a mess of knotted tangles. Stone left Margie just long enough to help lift the second girl out of the pit.

Those few seconds was all it took.

Stone heard a sound behind his back. A scream. A wild scream of rage. He started to turn. Everything seemed suddenly to slow. 

He saw the deputy and Lilley coming through the front door. Lilley’s mouth was open and her eyes were wide with horror. The deputy had his gun out of its holster, drawn and leveled at the sheriff. He was shouting something. Stone had Stella in his arms, holding her thin naked body close – and behind him Stone realized too late that Margie Bevan had picked up the shotgun.

It was in her hands, unsteady, shaking, wavering with the weight of it. Her face was a mask of nightmarish terror and horror. Her eyes were wide, lifeless. She was sobbing. Stone turned. 

Too late. 

The shotgun exploded. A tongue of flame leaped out from the barrel, lighting the scene like the flash of a camera. The sound was battering and horrendously loud in the confined space. Stone kept turning, saw the sheriff on his knees falling backwards, saw the gout of blood erupt from the man’s torso, saw his arms flail, lifeless even before his body hit the ground. The heavy charge caught him full in the chest. At such close range there was no spread of shot and it tore through sheriff Cartwright like a solid ball. 

Stone kept turning, everything still slowed. He saw Lilley sagging to her knees in shock, saw the deputy’s eyes go wide with alarm and disbelief.  Kept turning until he saw Margie Bevan falling to the ground, thrown from her feet by the massive recoil of the weapon as it fell from her hands.

A second. Maybe two.

And it was all over. 

For a long moment nothing happened. No one moved. There was just the crushing sound of shocked silence. Finally Stone picked up the shotgun. He handed the weapon to the deputy and then stared down at the dead sheriff’s body. His whole chest was a mess of red blood. He was completely still. His head was turned to the side, his cheek against the floorboards. One arm was flung out, the other by his side. His eyes were open, his dying expression one of absolute shock.

Stone felt no sympathy and no mercy. Justice had been served, that was all. 

A wild justice – but that was fine by Jack Stone.

 

Thirty-Two.

 

Stone woke late the next morning, and the moment his eyes opened his mind started working. 

He was lying in Lilley’s bed. She was curled up under the sheets beside him. He was lying on his back, naked apart from the neat white bandage wrapped tight around his thigh. There was a bright rectangle of sunlight on the far wall and Stone stared at it while his thoughts played back over the details of the night before.

He felt satisfied – but not the deep satisfaction that comes with the attainment of success. Rather, it was a temporary sensation. He knew he would never feel truly satisfied until the day he found Susan.

He rolled over onto his side so he was pressed against Lilley, their two bodies fitted together. His chest was against her back, his lower body hard against the firm roundness of her butt. He inhaled the scent of her; the smell of her hair and the fresh musky perfume of her body.

His hand slid over her shoulder and cupped the shape of a breast. He felt the nipple stiffen reactively and Lilley moaned.

He realized then that she wasn’t asleep. 

“I’m leaving,” Stone said softly.

Lilley was silent for a long time. “I know,” she said at last. “When?”

Stone sighed. “Today.”

“What about your leg?” Lilley said suddenly. “The knife wound? The doctor said you should rest.”

Stone shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”

Another long silence, like Lilley was deciding how she could convince him to stay. She sighed. Spoke softly.

“I’ll drive you,” she said. “Tell me where you want to go.”

Stone shook his head. “No. I’d rather hitchhike,” he said. “And I don’t know where I want to go. All I have is a cell phone number. It’s my next clue to finding the man who took my sister.”

Lilley rolled over onto her back, her face an inch from Stone’s. He propped himself up on one elbow and marveled at the luster and smoothness of her skin, at the subtlety of coloring where the sun had darkened it to the shade of burned honey, and at the contrast to the soft creamy skin of her breasts. He looked into her eyes. He touched her cheek with one finger, tracing a line down to her throat.

“You are so beautiful,” he whispered, and he saw the flicker of a response that was something deep and passionate, pass like a shadow behind her eyes.

“Then stay, Jack. Stay with me.”

He shook his head. “I can’t Lilley. I can’t stop looking for my sister, no matter where the trail leads me, no matter how long it takes.”

Lilley nodded like she knew. 

“Then give me something to remember you by,” she said, and her gaze was suddenly brazen and direct. “Give me one more reason to think about you every day and dream about you every night.”

Her face clouded with sudden emotion. Like she might cry. Stone lowered his mouth to her and kissed her with a fierce intense passion that lasted for a long time and took her breath away. When she opened her eyes again, there was something altogether different in her expression.

“You’re the perfect man,” she said huskily, “and that’s how I’m going to remember you,” Lilley decided. She wrapped her arms around his neck and licked her lips. “You take a stand against injustice. Not many men do that, you know. Most men see the greys in life, and leave it up to us women to be outraged about all the things wrong in the world around us. But you don’t, Jack Stone. Your sense of honor makes you just as outraged, and your attitude makes you do something about it.”

Lilley lifted her head and kissed him again, then fell back against the pillow, her long dark hair fanning about her face in delicate tendrils. “And I’ll never forget the way you have treated me. You made me feel like a woman. You’re the perfect love affair; a man who has come into my life, left me sweating and panting and completely exhausted. And now you’re going, and I know I’ll never see you, and never hear from you again. You’re the ultimate fantasy, Jack Stone, because there isn’t the chance of any mess or any complications.”

Stone smiled. “Woman, you talk too much,” he said and then covered her mouth with his own, gagging her feeble struggles to protest with his lips so her sounds were muffled. Then, when she protested no more, he kissed her again, this time longer, and more deeply. His tongue slid between her wet open lips and welcomed him. His hand cupped her breast, then slid urgently down over the soft smooth skin of her body exploring every contour, every fold. Her legs fell wide open for him and his hand reached all the way down until his fingers were teasing the aching nub of sensitive flesh at the center of her passion.

Lilley groaned. She broke the kiss and buried her face in his shoulder, kissing and biting him there with growing frantic need while his fingers teased and aroused her so that she became quickly wet and willing for more.

Stone covered her body with his, and she felt small and delicate beneath the size of him. She clawed her hands down the broad muscled expanse of his back and raked her nails into his skin. She had never felt so overpowered and helpless. He slid deep within her and the hardness of him was like a thrilling shock that she was unprepared for.

“Oh, God!” she groaned. 

Stone paused for a heartbeat and then thrust again, using his hips to drive himself all the way inside to make her completely his. Lilley whimpered; a good sound. A sound of deep satisfaction. And then she was moving with him. Grinding her body and undulating her hips to intensify the sensations of every plunge. 

They rocked together, writhing on the bed, and Stone’s mouth was on her throat and breasts and lips, devouring every inch of her perfect smooth skin. She clung to him, desperate to make every sensation last, until finally she surrendered all sense of control and began to cry out as her orgasm engulfed her.

Stone tensed. His back arched. He felt himself tipping over the edge, and it was like falling from a cliff into boiling surf. He groaned. Thrust one last time. 

And then they were lost to the blinding moments of release and joy that swept over them.

 

Thirty-Three.

 

Lilley pulled over to the side of the road in a soft cloud of dirt and dust. Stone picked up his knapsack. Opened the passenger-side door. 

“Goodbye,” Stone said.

Lilley smiled. “Goodbye, Jack Stone. Thanks for everything.” She winked at him and blew him a kiss. Stone leaned across the seat and kissed her properly. 

When he got out of the car, he didn’t look back.

Stone reached the highway and turned west, walking slower than normal and favoring his injured leg. He was following the two-lane ribbon of black road towards Phoenix. It was just past mid-day. It was hot. The sky was clear blue, the ground already baked dry after the downpour of the night before.

He walked with his back straight. Walked for a couple of miles with his thumb out as the traffic streamed by him; cars and trucks with their windows wound up and their air conditioning cranked all the way.

Walked another mile before he heard the sound of a car slowing down.

Stone turned and glanced over his shoulder. A white Chevrolet Cruze was edging off the blacktop, its indicator flashing. The car looked brand new. It was immaculate.

Stone stood still. Waited. The car crept up alongside him and the passenger-side window slid down. Stone looked inside. He saw plush two-tone grey upholstery and inhaled the unmistakable new-car smell that carried to him on a chill little breeze of air-conditioned air.

Lifted his eyes and looked at the driver.

A curvy blonde woman in a short white skirt with long brown legs was staring back at him from behind reflector sunglasses. She gave off the sleek glossy, unmistakable aura of wealth and privilege. 

“How far are you going?” the woman asked. Her voice had an openly flirtatious edge to it, or maybe it was a challenge.

“How far are you willing to take me?” Stone asked.

The woman lowered her sunglasses with the tip of one delicate, manicured finger and her eyes were sparkling blue and slanted with a sly sexuality. Her gaze was bold and appraising, and her tone suddenly husky. 

“Get in,” she said smiling. “You look like the kind of guy I’d go all the way with.” 

 

  *

 

Read more about Jack Stone’s search to find his sister in: 

‘JACK STONE – DEADLY REVENGE’
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