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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    He wasn't allowed to go out, and he knew it; but he had reached that undeniable age when curiosity took precedence, and his mind craved experience. He had never been outside. Only glances – short, stolen glimpses really – from the window in Mother's bedroom let him know that the world out there spread far and wide; and looked much larger and brighter than the dark, dirty little existence he had been restricted to. 
 
    He wasn't actually permitted in Mother's bedroom, which had the only window with more than just a view of weathered brick walls; and he had paid for those rare peeks for many days afterward with bruises and swollen ears. Not that he had ever really noted such pains with any particular fright. Bruises, burns, bumps. Those were common enough to him. 
 
    He did know a little about the outside through television. Mother called it his babysitter. There were only three channels, but he learned a lot from hours of Sesame Street, infomercials and el Espanol telenovela. He figured out early on, though, not to speak to Mother in the language from el Espanol telenovela. It sounded like nonsense to her, she said, and she beat him for it. Mother's beatings gave him a clear grasp of right and wrong; and he understood only too well that he must have been doing wrong quite often. 
 
    One of these familiar beatings came after he had a chance peak at a sunset. He didn't really know what was making that sky – previously bright blue like Mother's favorite dress or deep black like her hair – this time turn shades of fantastic hues that he could not describe, because he had never seen them elsewhere. Well, elsewhere that was, until he discovered Mother's makeup drawer. Some of the colors that she put on her face reflected the colors that had been spread across the sky. 
 
    An innate sense of precaution kept him from prowling through the drawer until Mother went out for a long period of time. When she left, he selected the colors that best described the sunset he witnessed, and he used the makeup to recreate the view on paper towels from the kitchen. 
 
    Satisfied at capturing that wonderful aspect so that he could view it anytime he wanted, he imagined up more scenes, by smearing with his hands, spreading with blush brushes, producing details with eyeliner pencils. He kept those images in his shoebox, where he could get them out and stare at the bigger world for as long as he desired. 
 
    One day, Mother passed out in the bathroom. The fumes from the bathtub were too much for her this time. She hit her head, and she lay there for hours. He didn't really care. He didn't like her anyway, so he let her sleep in the bathroom, in an uncomfortable heap. With every passing hour, his courage grew, and the tiny little desire he had to venture outside became more of an idea. Then it developed into a plan; and finally, it turned into a resolution. 
 
    Of course, the door where mother had always gone in and out proved locked. It had always been locked on any occasions he had ever dared to try the doorknob. He felt determined now, though, so the lock might hinder him, but it couldn't stop him. He would find a way. The window in mother's bedroom should be a good place to start looking. 
 
    He peered out of it. Finally, he could see out without the fright of the consequences. The light glared in, blinding him momentarily. He'd never seen anything so bright, not even those snowy landscapes on the television made his eyes hurt and squint like this. After a while, his eyes adjusted and he saw a ramp of stairs beneath the window. It appeared quite a ways down, but it could be reached with a little effort. He just needed to get out of the window to get to it. 
 
    The pane didn't give when he pushed against it. It didn't go up, or down, or open like a door. So, finally, he got angry at it. He grabbed for something nearby with which to release his anger, and his fingers fell around one of Mother's shoes, the ones that the some of guys that came around called her "ball buster stilettos". He aimed the pointy edge at the window and hit it with all his might. 
 
    It cracked ever so slightly. After a moment of surprise, he quickly realized that he could break through the glass. Hitting it again and again with the stiletto made it crack a little more, but it made slow progress. 
 
    An inspiration welled up from somewhere in his brain. He ran to the closet by the stove in the kitchen to find something bigger, and quickly emerged with a long handled pot. His determination had escalated into a vital need now, so, without any pause or reflection of the consequences, he flung the pot at the window. This final blow happened to be just what he needed to shatter the glass. 
 
    Careful of the pointy glass fragments, because he did indeed know that bleeding wasn't good, he climbed onto the windowsill. Though he realized that the safest way would be to lower himself as close to the stairs as he could from the sill, the glass made that difficult, and he had waited long enough. So, after only a little hesitation, he jumped. 
 
    Like a cat, he landed on his feet, but the unevenness of the stairs threw off his balance, and he tumbled down a few of the steps until he caught himself. Glass stuck to his clothing, and punctured his palms. He squeezed his hands shut, and grimaced at his pain, but gathered himself up. 
 
    He made it outside. Astounded and amazed at what he took in, he turned in circles at the bottom of the stairs, too mesmerized to consider his next move. He was outside. 
 
    * * * 
 
    As he walked along the street, his curiosity drew him towards the faces of passersby. Their returning glances betrayed fleeting expressions of curious dismay and avoidance as they quickly averted their eyes from him. The looks were familiar. He saw them in the faces of the men that visited Mother. They noticed him, and then they turned away, preferring not to acknowledge him. 
 
    He didn't exactly care, and didn't want to be noticed. He associated being noticed with being beaten. It seemed better to be inconspicuous, safer and far less painful. 
 
    He walked all morning and could feel the warmth rising steadily in the air around him, like a tingly, almost burning feeling on his skin. Eventually, an aching in his feet broke through his awed wandering. He had worn the same shoes for the past two years, and they were tight now, very constricting. Each step shot stinging electric currents up his legs and made his toes numb. 
 
    Sitting down on the curb, he pulled his shoes off. His toes were throbbing, and the balls of his feet were sensitive; however, he was not about to let that stop him from his wandering. Cautiously, he stood back up, and walked on, careful to keep his weight on his heels. 
 
    He must have walked for several more hours. The scenery slowly changed from tall buildings and garbage can allies to rows of houses with large green yards. Occasionally, he saw other children. They were playing games on the lawns with balls and sticks, or running around in water that shot up in misty currents from the grass. Whenever he saw this he would stop and stare, entranced. The children were giggling, laughing, even squealing. After awhile they notice him standing there. The boys glared at him. The girls put their hands on their hips and gave him condescending frowns. Then, they went back to their games, and ignored the strange filthy little boy that hovered on the sidewalk. When this happened, the spell was broken, and he walked on. 
 
    Finally, he noticed his thirst, a dryness in his throat that could not simply be quenched by swallowing his spit. He didn't know what he could do about it. Normally he would use the red cup at the kitchen sink, when he could find the bucket to stand on so that he could reach the faucet. Otherwise, he would turn on the bathtub faucet and cup his hands to catch the water. He liked slurping it into his mouth. Mother didn't like him turning the water on, though, because it mixed with the stuff she kept in the tub. So, he only did that whenever she was gone or asleep. 
 
    The air outside now felt hot, and it made him groggy. He saw no sink around for him to get water from now, and he realized too late that he should have thought of that before he jumped out of the window. He would have gotten himself a giant drink of water first. 
 
    What he soon saw down a nearby street caught his attention, and made him feel a little desperate. In a miniature chair behind a small table in yet another grassy yard sat yet another child. A large piece of paper hung across the front of the table with some writing on it. If he concentrated enough, he could probably use his Sesame Street learning to make out what the letters read on the paper, but his mind felt too muddled to think. Besides, what really caught his eye was the large pitcher of liquid and several red cups on the table. Even if the liquid appeared to be yellow, at that moment it looked better than nothing. 
 
    Warily, he stepped up to the table and gaped at the beautiful glass pitcher, half full. He felt sure that he could drink the whole thing. It took a moment before he heard the child behind the table speak. She must have been talking to him before he realized, because she looked a little exasperated at being ignored. 
 
    "Ahem," she cleared her throat to get his attention. He looked up, and she repeated her question, "Would you like to buy some lemonade?" 
 
    He didn't answer. She poured the liquid from the pitcher into one of the red cups, while explaining, "My big brother is sick. My mom said its called leu-kem-ia, and that the 'high-and-mighty doctors can't seem to get enough of our money, and want to suck us dry before they try to find a cure'. She's very upset about it. So I'm selling lemonade to make money so that the doctors will make him better, and my mom can be happy again." 
 
    She filled the glass, and pushed it towards him, "That'll be fifty cents." 
 
    He wanted to take it, he felt so parched. He could smell it, and knew it was more than water. Between the look and smell of the liquid and the confusing words of the girl, he became very apprehensive, despite his thirst. 
 
    The girl observed his hesitancy, "You don't have fifty cents, huh?" 
 
    When he just looked at her, she interpreted his dumbfoundedness as pennilessness. This was indeed true of his monetary state, but his real reservations encompassed the entire situation as a whole: baffling girl, mystifying drink. 
 
    The girl gave him a half smile, and pushed the cup even closer to him, "Go ahead. Mr. Marlem gave me five dollars for a cup of lemonade when he was out for his walk with Pixey - that's his dog, so I do actually have some extra. You can have this one for free." 
 
    She offered the cup to him. Should he take it? He still felt wary. But he felt thirsty, too. Thirsty enough to drink the unknown liquid from the stranger, though? Yes, he decided. Yes, he was thirsty enough. 
 
    Cautiously, he moved the cup to his lips and sipped. Then, at the unexpected taste, sweet while pleasantly tangy, he gulped it down. It tasted wonderful. It quenched his thirst. He'd never experienced such a fantastic flavor and it felt so good rushing down his hot dry throat. 
 
    "Man, you were thirsty," the little girl exclaimed. She smiled, satisfied with herself for helping this poor dirty little boy in his need. So, she offered him more by topping off his cup. Her gesture, now that he was in a more satiated state, caught him off guard. Shocked him. Kindness: a completely new experience for him. 
 
    He looked at her. She smiled back. Finally, he saw her; and she was beautiful. An angel. Her hair fell dark and wavy with curls around her shoulders; her eyes were a lovely mixture of green and blue and brown; full lips spread across her face in a smile, and created dimples on her rosy healthy cheeks. He had never seen anything so pleasant to look at. 
 
    "I'm Esther," she introduced herself. "What's your name?" He didn't notice that she asked him a question. He just noticed that her name was Esther, and he thought it a beautiful name. 
 
    When he didn't answer, Esther raised an eyebrow and cocked her head, wondering if he was dumb or mute. She asked for his name again, even slower so that he might understand her better. 
 
    He finally realized that she asked him a question, and opened his mouth to answer, "Uuh. . ." 
 
    "Hey, you!" Suddenly, with a bang, the front door of Esther's home was thrown open. A grownup came stomping down the walkway towards him, with an angry look on his face, "Get out of here, you dirty little Gypsy." 
 
    Familiar enough with grownups coming at him in such an irate manner, he breathed in sharply, shrank to his knees and covered his head. This threw the grownup off guard. 
 
    "Daddy!" Esther cried, "What are you doing?" Esther looked genuinely stunned and confused, and her daddy now wasn't far from feeling the same way himself at the boy's reaction. 
 
    Something was wrong with this boy. 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr. Michael Roden typically came to the restaurant early so that he could avoid the rush. It was a trendy place, owned by the renowned chef Benlevi Martsoff from a popular cooking show on the Food Network; and so the diners came here to be seen. Dr. Roden, on the other hand, came to eat. They had a terrific mango chicken masala on the menu, and he found himself craving it quite regularly after a long day at the office. 
 
    As a single man who usually ate by himself, Dr. Roden always dined here before the normal dinner hour. He laughed at himself for feeling awkward about eating alone, he was a psychiatrist after all and understood the consciousness behind it; but nonetheless, he'd rather not be at a table for one in a crowded restaurant. 
 
    The restaurant filled rather early this particular Friday evening. The likely reason was that it was the beginning of the Labor Day holiday weekend, and people were in a hurry to begin their weekend drinking binge. Couples and groups of friends mingled and squeezed into tight spaces. It made a comical spectacle to see people seek determinedly for a break in the barricade of drinkers, so that they could work their way into the human wall at the bar. Some of them had the patience required to wait out those who moved away, others slowly thrust their shoulders into the mix until they wrenched their way to the bartender. 
 
    The spectacle made Dr. Roden snort with laughter more than once. The commotion reminded him of a blend between kindergarten children racing out to the playground to be the first to fly down the slide; and rats scurrying up a wall, climbing over each other to avoid a predator. 
 
    The excitement was enough to draw Roden's attention for nearly fifteen minutes, before he realized his server had removed his signed check and eyed him expectantly, waiting for him to leave the table so the next guests could be seated. He finished his drink and pushed out his chair. As he stood and reached for his jacket, he overheard a few words of the conversation at the table behind him. Some of those words caught his attention, and the familiarity of the anecdote being related held it. 
 
    ". . . a lemonade stand once. My mother was so upset about my brother's cancer, and I thought we just had to pay the doctors enough money and they could make his sickness go away." 
 
    "Oh, Ess, sweetie!" One of the others commented, "You were trying to save him by earning money selling lemonade? You must have been so precious." 
 
    "Precious?" Another piped in. "Ess is the most naïve girl I know." The group laughed. It must have been a well-known fact amongst the young woman's acquaintances. 
 
    Dr. Roden began to put on his jacket, eavesdropping in on the rest of "Ess's" story. "I know, I can't disagree with you," she stated with an embarrassed giggle. "The same day I had my lemonade stand a little boy came along. I didn't think much of it then, but now I remember that he was skinny and pale, and dirty and I think he may have had bruises on his cheek and arms. Anyway, he looked thirsty and didn't have any money, so I let him have a free cup of lemonade –" 
 
    "Not much of a business woman, then, either," interrupted the same friend that accused her of naivety, which caused a second round of laughter. 
 
    "Ha ha, Manda." Ess laughed sarcastically. 
 
    "You didn't notice that he looked like a kid out of the 'Children of the Corn'?" One of the others asked. 
 
    "OK, Lisa, he didn't look that bad." Ess replied. "I just have a knack for being unobservant of my surroundings. I've come a long way since my childhood, but I do admit that I still have a tendency not to notice some details. 
 
    "I did notice some things about the boy, though. And I remember him drinking like he was as dry as a desert. Then my dad came out of the house yelling at him to get away. He thought the boy was some gypsy or beggar or something. That poor kid, was so scared he just curled up into a little ball on the grass, like a little turtle hiding in its shell." 
 
    "Oh, poor thing," gasped a more empathetic friend, "What happened?" 
 
    Ess made a face, appearing as though she had to think on it, "I don't remember exactly. My dad was surprised by the boy's reaction. I remember him sitting the boy down on the porch steps and calling the police. They eventually came and drove away with him. I guess they returned him to his parents." 
 
    Manda commented, "Yeah right. They probably put him into foster care where he became a ward of the state. Our tax dollars are spent taking care of the spawn of ignorant people that should never have reproduced in the first place. And the problem with that is . . . " 
 
    Three of the other girls jumped in with annoyed expressions on their faces, unenthusiastically helping her finish her obviously overused, and rather distasteful statement, " . . . ignorant people that don't know how to use condoms produce more ignorant people." 
 
    Manda defended herself, "Well, it's true. The cycle of stupidity spirals onward until the world will be made up of only genetically dim-witted people. It's Darwin's Theory mixed with Murphy's Law." 
 
    "Yeah," the empathetic friend replied, "And that will be Manda's own personal Twilight Zone, won't it?" She added the Twightlight Zone theme song at the end, and the whole table laughed. 
 
    The conversation turned, but the initial dialog surprised Roden. What a small world, he thought; and wondered if it would be proper on his part to say anything. No, he quickly decided. He couldn't say anything in front of the woman's acquaintances. Pushing in his chair, he began to button his jacket. 
 
    Coincidently, Ess chose that moment to excuse herself from her friends so that she could go to the restroom. How convenient. Then, her opinionated friend, Manda, decided to join her. Not so convenient. Still, it was an opportunity anyway. 
 
    Roden, not wanting to cause the wrong impression by appearing to follow her, decided to stop the young woman only a short distance from the table. He stepped in front of her, careful not to block her path. "Excuse me," he said, "but is your name Esther?" 
 
    She looked at him with a shy and confused expression, "Yes. Do I know you?" Her friends were right, Roden observed. Her naivety and awkwardness could be seen in her expression. How strange for a woman who appeared to be in her late twenties, but in Roden's line of work, it was not completely uncommon. 
 
    "No," he clarified immediately. "I apologize, but I happened to hear a little of your lemonade stand story as I was preparing to leave." 
 
    "Oh?" To the shyness and confusion she now added a touch of blushing embarrassment, which, Roden had to admit, was very becoming on her pale skin. 
 
    "I do apologize, but I think I know the boy - well the man now - from the story. The one you gave the lemonade to." Ess then lost the confusion and replaced it with surprise and a small amount of delight at the irony of the fact. 
 
    Roden continued, "It is true," he glanced at Manda, "He was made a ward of the state. He had a very bad childhood before that day, but I won't go into that. Suffice to say, he showed a great talent for art, and is now a fairly well established artist." 
 
    Ess nodded her delight. "I'm so happy to hear that. Good for him." 
 
    "Yes," agreed Roden, "Well, it just so happens that some of his works, especially his latest sculptures, were inspired by you." The surprised confusion came back to her face. "Well, you giving him that lemonade was the very first act of kindness he had ever known, and he esteems that as one of the most important moments of his life." 
 
    Manda commented at this point, "Most important moment? Are you kidding? Getting a free glass of lemonade is the most important thing that ever happened to him? That boy needs to get out more." Ess shot her a quick disappointed glare. Her friend just shrugged and appeared to be annoyed by the conversation. 
 
    "Well," Roden continued, "His works are currently on display at La Donne on 5th. You may want to check them out. The resemblance is fantastic, considering he saw you so long ago, and for such a short time." Looking at Esther, Roden had to admit, he was impressed by the sculptor's memory. 
 
    Ess just nodded, taking the information into consideration. Her friend chose this moment to comment once again, "Sounds a bit freaky to me. Sculpting some girl who gave him lemonade when he was, like, what, eight? Seems a bit obsessive, don't you think?" Then she spoke directly to Roden, "You may want to tell him to see a psychiatrist." 
 
    Roden smiled, but was not privileged to tell her that the man was seeing a psychiatrist, and that Roden happened to be said psychiatrist. So he replied, "I'll pass your advice on to him." Then, looking at both women, "Well, I won't take up any more of your time, ladies. Have a wonderful evening." With a polite nod, he stepped away from them, and headed towards the door. Small world, he thought again, and pondered on the coincidence. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Esther and Manda continued their trip to the restroom, and when they returned to their friends, they found that the conversation happened to be about the encounter they witnessed with the gentleman from the next table. 
 
    "Okay," started Jill, the empathetic friend, "which one of you was the good looking older man hitting on?" 
 
    Manda rolled her eyes, and Ess just laughed. The thought processes of this group of single friends always entertained her. Everything led to, and most conversations were about, landing a man. Each and every one of them was scared that they would end up spending their life alone, no husband, and no family of their own. Not that Ess saw herself as an exception. At nearly twenty-nine years old, she had had fewer boyfriends than any of her friends. She was just as afraid of spinsterhood as the rest of them – and her few relations already teased her about being an old maid. Apparently, they thought it was unnatural to be unattached at her age. 
 
    One thing that Ess noticed, and her friends seemed not to, was that all of the friends in their slowly diminishing group that did marry, never had time to join their friends for the traditional girls-night-outs. Giving up such freedoms scared Ess only slightly less then being the only girl left in the group that could attend the girls-night-outs. So, she told herself that she would just go with the flow. Que sera, sera. Right? 
 
    "So?" Lisa prompted. 
 
    "So, what?" replied Ess. A few of the girls let out grunts of frustration at this. 
 
    Manda decided to answer their question for them, "The guy wasn't hitting on either of us," she answered. "He was telling Essy here about her stalker artist." 
 
    The whole table stared at Ess in wonder, and seemed to be waiting for the punch line. Of all the people that could have accompanied Ess to the restroom while the 'good-looking older man' stopped her, it had to be Manda. 
 
    The only thing to do was to put a stop to this before it became the theme for the night. "I don't have a stalker, thank you, Manda." Then she retold the conversation she had with the man about the sculptor that had apparently dedicated a collection of his work to her for the kindness she had shown him with the lemonade. 
 
    "Oh, I'm going to see this!" cried Lisa, and was accompanied in the idea by the rest of the girls at the table. "Where did you say the sculptures are on display?" 
 
    "I didn't say," replied Ess, "and I'm not going to say either. Let's just leave it alone." She was ready to be done with this conversation. 
 
    Manda, on the other hand, proved to be her disagreeable self once again. "It's at La Donne on 5th." She beamed, with a not-so-rare look of mischief in her eyes. "Apparently, the likeness to our Essy, here, is 'fantastic'." 
 
    "Thanks, Manda." Ess was being sarcastic, of course. These women were man-seeking missiles, even on the occasions when the seeking was not for their own benefit. Ess knew she would be dragged to La Donne on 5th before long. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took less time than Ess expected to execute an excursion to La Donne on 5th. The next day, in fact, she found herself reluctantly dragged into a taxi van with four of her friends. Manda, of course, was present; Jill and Lisa, too. Beth came to be moral support for her friend who was being forced into something she appeared to dread; but also, out of her own curiosity. 
 
    The cab ride from 78th street to 5th avenue would be a long one, and the car reeked badly of cigarette smoke and, what was that? Garlic? Sickening stench. It didn't help Ess's stomach, which already churned because of the oddness of her current situation. She sat in the front seat, and tuned out the excited chatter amongst her friends by pondering her circumstances. 
 
    So far, her life had been uneventful. She had always been a quiet girl. Never popular, but never an outsider, she just floated her way through high school without much notice. Afterward, she attended college, and earned a communications degree. She never tapped into a special skill or talent, and had no job offers waiting for her after she finished college. She hunted for work like all the other average people with a standard education and little experience, and found an opportunity with a hospitality company, where she became a project manager. The pay was barely decent for a single girl who didn't live extravagantly, but it got her through from month to month. She unhappily found that she had to be on the telephone seven out of ten hours each day. At first, her shyness made her job difficult, but she did what she had to do, and eventually, became passive to it. 
 
    Esther understood her life to be unexceptional. She dreamed of making it more, but lacked the ability and know-how to go about it. So, she waited for change. What kind of change, though, she didn't know. 
 
    People probably don't even know just how ordinary and miniscule they are until a life-altering experience occurs. Then, their small lives may become interesting, possibly scary. Ess wondered if she would be able to handle any changes that could disrupt the fragile balance of her existence. 
 
    She thought it must be that people who actually did great things were driven. They did things not simply by chance, but by will and by choice. When an event occured in life, they stood on the precipice of life-altering decisions, and had two directions they could go: leap into the unknown, or back away into their small, safe lives. Walking along this precipice only stalled for time and left a person vulnerable to outside forces that could push or pull them in either direction without their consent. They had to act quickly so that the decision could be their own. 
 
    And all around, in every direction – regrets! But Ess once heard that more painful were the regrets of what we didn't do in life, than of what we did do. 
 
    Ess waited, Ess stalled for time, Ess regretted. She berated and she chided herself for not doing or at least searching for something better in life. She was disappointed, but secure in her unimportant existence. 
 
    Her mind wandered and twisted on the subject. At any length, it shortened the cab ride, and distracted her from the smell. They arrived at La Donne on 5th, and the five friends divvied up the cost to the driver. 
 
    Ess's recent train of thought left her dejected, and now came a moment that would most likely make her feel worse. Someone out there deemed her worthy to be immortalized in art. She would now have to discover for herself what that meant. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The interior of La Donne on 5th was an expansive modern minimalist design, with exposed beams, pipes and air ducts, and blue white lighting. Near the entrance there were skylights, but the dreary overcast morning did nothing to add illumination. The walls were high, and painted a uniform shade of pale blue. The only furniture in the room were a few strategically placed white washed cement benches in odd shapes. For all Ess knew, the benches may have been part of the art displays, because there were a fair number of people in the gallery, and no one was sitting on them. Maybe Ess wasn't the only one who questioned if they were really for seating or were part of the artwork. 
 
    "The funny thing is," Manda reflected to her friends, "this simple décor probably took the designer months to accomplish." The comment effectively made her friends laugh. 
 
    "Okay," started Jill, "Let's see who can spot Essy's mystery man's artwork first." 
 
    Oh great, thought Ess, now they were making a game out of it. Better and better. Let's play with Essy's little life. She shuddered, less sure than ever if she wanted to see herself captured forever motionless in stone. 
 
    "Oh, oh, oh," cried Lisa, "statues in the rear." Sure enough, multiple stationary bodies were positioned on white pedestals in the back of the room. The four friends rushed towards them, but Ess made her way across the room slowly, her stomach turning in tighter knots with every step that drew her closer. 
 
    Her breathing became shallow; and she could feel her heart as it beat in her chest, through her temples, and in the palm of her hands. It was very similar to the feeling she got before, during and after any speeches she had ever been forced to give in high school – or college for that matter. She had never gotten used to it. But now she felt this nervousness from the notion that someone, unbeknownst to her, had modeled a whole collection of art after her. 
 
    She didn't look at the statues as she made her way to the display. Instead, she stared at her feet; aware of each step she took. It was silly that this situation made her so uneasy, but nevertheless, her nerves were on end. 
 
    Ess couldn't understand why she didn't feel the curious excitement that her friends felt. Who wouldn't be honored to be a subject of some artist's renderings? Who wouldn't be flattered? Oddly enough, Ess had to admit that she felt neither honored nor flattered. What she felt was anxiety. She wasn't used to being noticed, to being the center of attention; and now that she was, she didn't like it. Better to be the observer, than the observed in her opinion. 
 
    As she walked on, she knew that, eventually, she would have to look up. When she did, what met her eyes made her shiver. It was her. Or rather, they were her. There were several of them. 
 
    The first one was a white chalky plaster-like stone; and the lighting in the gallery made it glow almost incandescent. The figure looked rather angelic. All it lacked was a halo and feathery wings. It showed Ess as a child, and the title "Exquisite Esther" appeared on the sign plate at the statue's foot. The child statue's hands were cupped together and stretched outward, as though it were offering the observer something, but there was nothing in the hollows of its palms. If Ess stood right in front of it, it smiled good-naturedly and looked as though it bestowed its benevolence directly on her. All together, it was magnificent and unsettling. 
 
    After a moment, Ess stopped gawking at this peculiar white youth with its familiar features, and turned to the next stone statue. There, once again, her own face stood before her. It was a bust, which extended from just above the line of the breast, slightly larger than her actual head. The figure seemed young, but not a child. The stone looked like pale blue quartz, and lent itself well to the subject of the work. The young adult was weeping, obvious by the gentle touch of its fingers frozen in time as it attempted to wipe a tear from its cheek. Its eyes were closed, and brow slightly furrowed. The faintest pull downward of either end of the mouth conveyed its sorrow. Ess observed it until the gravity of the melancholy seeped into her. She felt as though a tear would well up and fall down her own cheek. "Inconsolable Esther". The grief of the work made her turn away. 
 
    She stepped over to the next piece, positioned near a turn that went into a deeper room of the gallery. This one made her smile. It was an adult version of Esther. The fact that the likeness uncannily had her face did not concern her as much, because the hair was long and wavy, where her own was just below shoulder length and chemically straightened to rid her of her bothersome curls. It had been that way for years, so the very idea that the artist may have possibly stalked her and knew what she really looked like didn't seem so likely. 
 
    This statue was a full body work, just like the first, but smaller than a true adult. Ess decided that it must be some kind of soapstone. As for the subject of the piece, it seemed . . . pensive? The brows were arched in such a way, and the pointer finger of its right hand was lightly touching its chin, as though it was captured in mid-contemplation. The inscription read "Inquisitive Esther". Ess wasn't sure why, but this one made her giggle a little. She couldn't imagine that she ever really looked like that while in the middle of a thought. She could linger longer at this statue, because it didn't affect her as much as the previous two. 
 
    Finally, she moved on to see if there were any others in the collection. Situated around the corner, the last one was a little removed from the rest, so she didn't notice the final theme until she approached it. Upon taking in the sight, Ess exhaled sharply and could not force herself to take in more air. Lounging on a raw unfinished stone slab was an adult Esther in black stone. What sent Ess into stunned distress was the state of the statue. It was naked. 
 
    Looking very modest and unsure, it rather unsuccessfully covered its breasts and nether-regions with its hands and arms. It looked down through half closed lids rather than gazing at the observer, ashamed to be witnessed in such a state. Ess didn't know rather she should be embarrassed at seeing herself lifeless in the nude, or if she should be ashamed of spying on the ashamedly naked. Either way, she became dizzy with the situation and her sudden inability to inhale. 
 
    Ess felt a hand on her shoulder, to which she responded by re-establishing her breathing, though shallow and quick. 
 
    "Ess?" Beth whispered in her ear. Ess didn't regain complete lucidity, but she was able to reduce her focus on the horror in front of her. Beth kept her hand on Ess, and stared at the statue astounded, as well. 
 
    After her initial shock, which lasted nearly a minute, Ess came back to herself with a gasp. "Oh, my god" she breathed, "We have to go." 
 
    Around her, Ess's friends stood, awestruck amusement on their faces. 
 
    "Wow!" Manda exclaimed. She kept her eyes on the nude piece, but slid frequent glances towards Ess to gauge her reaction. It seemed that she found this entertaining. 
 
    "We have to go!" Ess restated with as much force as she could muster. 
 
    "Why?" Lisa exclaimed. She wasn't being mischievous or devious. She simply didn't understand Ess's feelings under the circumstances. 
 
    Jill, however, caught on to Ess's distress. "OK, let's get going," she agreed. "I could really use a coffee." 
 
    "What?" Manda affected a fake innocence. "We just got here." 
 
    "And now we are done." Jill pushed Manda's shoulder, and grabbed Ess's arm to head towards the door. 
 
    Just then, another observer exclaimed, "Whoa. Hey. Is it me, or do you look a lot like the faces on these statues?" 
 
    No! Ess thought as the horror of that question stopped her dead in her tracks. This couldn't get any worse. At least, she hoped it couldn't get any worse. 
 
    The observer's companion added, "Hey, yeah, she does a bit." Then he turn to ask Ess, half jokingly, "Are you the artist's model?" 
 
    "She is, in fact," Manda answered for her. The old adage 'with friends like you, who needs enemies?' popped into Ess's head just then. 
 
    The two observers began to direct questions to Ess, which she would not have deigned to answer even if she could actually pay attention. Her mind turned to the exit door. She needed to escape this nightmarish situation. 
 
    Hmmm, she thought. She pinched herself, and looked to see if she was standing there in her underwear – just in case it really was only a nightmare. The pinch hurt, and the jeans she slid into that morning were present, so she couldn't have been dreaming. And it didn't matter that she in fact had clothes on, because the statue showed it all off for her anyway. 
 
    Although Ess didn't pay attention to the observers' questions, Manda did a good job at answering them for her. "No, she has no idea who the guy is. They met briefly when they were children, and now he carves nude statues of her. Freaky, right?" Manda actually seemed to be flirting with these guys. 
 
    "Wow," one of the observers replied, "serious artist fetish. Kinky!" Then he wiggled his eyebrows to emphasize the comment. 
 
    Oh, that made Ess's stomach turn in a new direction. Manda talked loud enough now that a few others close by began to look Ess up and down, and one or two joined in the conversation. She looked at Jill, and pleaded desperately with her eyes. Why were they letting these people stall their escape? Jill took the obvious hint, and resumed making their way to the exit. 
 
    "Well, it's been fun, but our model needs to go," Jill stated as she wrapped her arm around Ess's. "Other modelly things to do." Lame excuse – stupid even - , but Ess didn't care. She felt extremely grateful to Jill. 
 
    They were at last on their way to the front of the gallery, Jill still guiding the embarrassed "model", and Beth taking up Ess's other arm. Lisa followed suit, not wanting to be left behind. Manda didn't excuse herself from her conversation until the others were nearly at the door. 
 
    Once outside, Ess finally caught her breath, taking in the cool fresh air of the outdoors. She coughed a little as a rusty old Ford truck passed – maybe the city air was not so fresh. Still, it felt less stifling than the pretentious gallery. While Ess continued to recover from the shock of beholding herself in the nude, Jill led her onwards, sure that there was a café nearby. It was the city's artsy district, after all. 
 
    Not too far down the street they found a Starbucks – of course. A misty rain started to descend just before they reached the entrance. The light drops felt good on Ess's face, and helped to bring her out of her agitation. Once inside, Beth sat with her at a table, while Jill and Lisa went to order their drinks with the barrista. 
 
    "Ess?" Beth questioned, concern on her face. "Are you alright?" 
 
    "I…" Ess really wasn't sure. Was she all right? "I was just. . . extremely surprised." Now that she thought about it, though, and she got over her initial shock, she began to decide differently. 
 
    "You know what?" Ess then began in an increasingly upset tone, "I'm not alright." Beth just looked at her with a worried pout on her face. "I'm mad!" she continued then, and Beth raised an eyebrow. Ess getting angry seemed, well . . . rare and unusual. Hell, she put up with Manda better than anyone else; a testimony to her even and easygoing temper. Seeing her angry like this actually raised Beth's apprehension all the more. 
 
    Just then Manda, who hadn't caught up to them when they left the gallery, walked through the door. She ended up wet through, because the rain now fell in torrents. Lisa, who had just walked up to the table, laughed audibly at her expense. "Serves you right, doesn't it?" 
 
    Manda scowled at her. "Serves me right that my friends left me behind?" she demanded. Then added a retort of "Thanks a lot," as she began squeezing the rain from her hair. 
 
    "Thanks a lot?" Jill walked up and set Ess's drink down in front of her. A hot, grande, skinny, French vanilla triple shot latte with no whip. Ess got a slightly warm feeling as she realized her friends knew her so well. Well, some friends anyway. She glared at Manda, and the fuzzy feeling went away. 
 
    Before Manda could have a chance to answer Jill with a smart remark, Beth stated, "Manda, you have the biggest mouth I have ever heard. You just don't know when to shut up." 
 
    "Don't you chastise me because I'm uninhibited . . ." Manda began in return. 
 
    "Uninhibited!?" Ess cried, "Manda, you are inappropriate . . . improper . . . ill-mannered . . ." 
 
    The rest of her friends stared at her with the same stunned look Beth had had a moment before when witnessing Ess's anger. Manda, herself, looked as though she was ready to cry, which was no small feat. The manner in which Ess lashed out indicated that she meant what she said, and that struck Manda unlike any insult she had ever received in her life. 
 
    They were drawing the attention of other customers with this display, so the women grabbed some adjacent chairs and crowded around the small table. Manda became not only silent, but also withdrawn. Ess noticed this, and the guilt started to gnaw at her, not enough to draw an apology yet, though. She still felt too upset about what she had just seen at the gallery. 
 
    Lisa was the first one to re-establish the conversation. She cleared her throat. "Well," she looked around the table, "That was some exhibit, huh?" Jill rolled her eyes at her, and Lisa just shrugged. 
 
    "We have to get rid of it," Ess said suddenly. "All of them." She amended. This caused another round of raised eyebrows from the young woman's friends. "There's got to be something I can do." 
 
    They began to think on it. "Maybe," suggested Jill, "You could complain to the gallery." 
 
    "Yeah," agreed Beth, "Maybe you could tell them you do not want your statues on display. You didn't give permission to use yourself as a model." 
 
    "They won't go for that," Manda said quietly, obviously a little wary of speaking. Jill prompted her to continue, so she did, "The statues may look like her, but she can't prove that they are meant to be her, unless the artist states that they are. They were dedicated to an 'Esther' – no last name. It would be seen as a coincidence only." 
 
    "Are you sure?" Lisa questioned, "It seems pretty obvious." 
 
    "I'm sure," Manda replied, "Who's the paralegal here? Besides," she added, "You've seen those silly newspaper articles. Can't you just see the caption? 'Scandalized Woman Loses Court Case Over Impermissible Viewing of Naked Keaster in Art Gallery'. Then, it would go on to state that she accused the gallery of displaying a statue that looked like her, and the judge would laugh and declare that the next case would be about a crazy man who wanted the Statue of Liberty removed from the harbor in New York, because it reminded him of his mother-in-law." 
 
    Ess smiled slightly despite herself. Manda caught the smile and relaxed a little. At least, Ess couldn't stay mad enough to scowl at her for long. They thought in silence a little longer. 
 
    Then Ess had an idea, "Maybe I could buy them." She looked hopefully at the others for input. 
 
    "I don't know," replied Beth, "I don't know a lot about art, but isn't it usually pretty expensive? I mean, it was in a nice upscale gallery, after all. Do you really think you can afford it?" 
 
    The hope on Ess's face faded. "I don't know. Probably not. But it doesn't hurt to find out." The others just shrugged. "Well, does anyone else have any better ideas?" 
 
    Lisa piped up, "We could break in during the middle of the night – all of us dressed in black, scaling from the skylights – and just smash the statues to bits with crowbars!?!" 
 
    "Okay. Anybody else have any better ideas?" Ess said again, ignoring her friend's inane plan. The others laughed, however, and Ess had to admit it did break the ice that was chilling her insides at that point. Besides, it really did sound like a good plan, if not inappropriate and unlikely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Labor Day holiday seemed to last forever. Ess had looked forward to it the whole week prior, until the statue fiasco on Saturday. Manda promised to call the gallery the next day on Ess's behalf, but learned that it was closed on Sunday and Monday in observance of the holiday. So, the wait for Tuesday became excruciating. 
 
    She went straight home after Starbucks, and didn't plan to venture out again until she had to go back to work. Unfortunately, she was out of milk – and eggs, bread, mayo and most other food products, including the all-important ice cream. That meant that she had to leave her apartment and walk to the corner market two blocks away. Normally, she enjoyed this errand. An opportunity to get out, take a walk, be neighborly. It had been a routine of living in the city; and it made her feel grown-up and metropolitan. 
 
    This time, however, going out into public happened to be uncomfortable. She felt as though everyone she passed looked at her oddly. It seemed as if they were aware that there was a stone statue of her naked body out there for the world to see. Who knew who might have seen it? It was unlikely that her 78th street neighborhood traveled down to 5th avenue on a regular basis, but not impossible. 
 
    Ess just felt exposed. Rather or not the people she passed had seen it, the idea that they could in fact see it, rankled her. She felt self-conscious and a little debased. 
 
    So, after she returned to her apartment from her uneasy trip to the store, she barricaded herself into her little home for the remainder of the weekend. She even screened her phone calls, and really didn't want to talk to anyone. 
 
    Tuesday finally rolled around, and Ess left for her job extra early, so that she wouldn't have to linger at the office finishing her work after hours; and could make it home in time to listen to Manda attempt to deal with the La Donne on 5th gallery for possession of those atrocities with her face. And it was only her face, she reminded herself once again. That naked body was so not her. 
 
    Actually, it appeared more slender and graceful than her – but that wasn't the point. The point was that some guy thought of her naked, and made it a stone reality. Then, he had the audacity to display it for the whole world to see. Anger flared up in her every time she thought of it. That bad man. That dirty man! 
 
    Ess sat on the couch, hands clasped and white knuckled, waiting while Manda worked her magical no-nonsense bullshit on the phone. Manda, albeit she was Ess's polar opposite in attitude and street smarts, had been her best friend since they met in their first year of college. They were oil and water, but it worked for them. Manda always attracted the guys, and Ess always provided a listening ear and relationship advice. 
 
    The tall, beautiful dark blonde boasted her bargaining skills quite often, and frequently mentioned one of her greatest accomplishments. She came back from Cancun once (where she had dumped a former boyfriend) with a beautiful silver necklace adorned with fire agate gemstones, which she claimed to 'pay pennies-on-the-dollar for'. Manda gifted it to Ess, because she knew it would go so well with her eyes; and Manda mentioned the 'once-in-a-lifetime deal' every time Ess wore it. 
 
    This current negotiation with the art gallery, though, wasn't going so well. 
 
    "Oh really? Well, who is this buyer?" Manda demanded in what Ess called her 'patented Manda tone'. "Well, maybe I want to counter the offer. How much did this guy propose?" 
 
    Oh, no, Ess thought, someone else was actually interested in the statues. 
 
    "What?" cried Manda, "Is the guy insane? Michelangelo's David isn't worth that much!" 
 
    Ess knew this had to be bad. 
 
    After a moment Manda spoke again, "The David is priceless? Whatever. Everything has a price." She paused, and then, "Yes, I am done with you. Thanks for nothing." She pressed the off button on the phone as hard as she could. Then, she turned to Ess with a look of mingled anger and apology. 
 
    "Well?" asked Ess. She heard Manda's half of the conversation, and the outcome seemed obvious, but she still clung to a tiny thread of hope until Manda's answer could cut it once and for all. 
 
    "Ridiculous!" cried Manda, "You wouldn't believe it. There's this collector who has a 'keen interest in this artists works'." She used the double finger quote gesture to emphasize the words of the person on the phone. "Apparently this guy has a large private collection already and pays good money for them." 
 
    "Private collection?" Ess replied. This had pros and cons. On the one hand, some guy would have her effigies in his house where he could look at them freely all he wanted; but on the other hand, at least they wouldn't be available for public viewing. Better one or two sets of eyes than hundreds or thousands. 
 
    "Yeah," continued Manda, "I don't know who's more sick and demented: an obsessive artist who sculpts naked obscenities of a girl he met twenty years ago, or a man that collects the art of an obsessive artist who sculpts naked obscenities of a girl he met twenty years ago." 
 
    "So," queried Ess, "How much did this guy offer for the sculptures?" She was just curious. Maybe she could still counter the offer. Maybe Manda was just being cheap. 
 
    "You wouldn't believe it," replied Manda. 
 
    "Try me?" Ess's face contorted into worried hope. That thread hadn't quite been cut yet. 
 
    "More than you make in a year." Manda retorted. Then seeing the ashen look on Ess's face, she continued more gently, "Eighty grand for all four statues. According to the guy on the phone, the artist stipulated that they must be purchased as a single collection if they were to be sold at all. So even if you took out a loan for twenty thousand dollars for just the nude one, he wouldn't sell it to you." 
 
    Snap went that imaginary thread. Ess looked defeated. They were definitely out of her league. It sucked to be poor. Not that she could actually be defined as poor, but her means of living were kept relatively small in the excess spending department. 
 
    "But," Manda sought to lift her friend's spirits if she could, "The gallery said that the buyer had driven a hard bargain just to get the works. The artist hadn't been readily willing to part with them. The guy paid premium. At least you know you're worth a lot of money." 
 
    "Great," Ess said at that, "I sound like a hooker." 
 
    Manda looked shocked. "You know that's not what I meant!" 
 
    "I know," Ess laughed, "But it was funny. Besides, sick and demented artists have to eat, too." 
 
    Manda laughed, in turn. "With that price tag, the guy will be eating fillet mignon for a year. Starving artist, my ass." 
 
    Suddenly, Ess began to feel a little bit better. Just knowing that the statue was going to be locked away in a private collection, and being able to joke about the whole ordeal began to ease her concern. This had to be the right path to getting over it. 
 
    "You know what?" Ess stated. "I feel like going out to dinner. What do you think?" 
 
    This sounded like good news to Manda. Her friend was coming back around. "Sounds great. What do you have in mind?" 
 
    "I don't know." Ess thought for a moment, and then smiled. "Do you think Denny's has filet mignon?" 
 
    Manda snorted at that, which made them both laugh. Laughter really is good medicine, Ess thought, as she grabbed her jacket and slid back into her shoes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dr. Roden had a very small office, but that gave him the perfect opportunity to make it cozy. Since he had started seeing patients out of his own practice six years ago, he actually noticed an improvement in communication with those that had followed him from his last position. When he had worked for the state, his old quarters were all angles and stiffness. The fluorescent lights were glaring, the thirty-year-old fake leather chairs were a sickening shade of orange, and the walls were a dirty canary yellow that clashed with the ochre linoleum floor. Roden had never gotten used to it during the eleven years he met with patients there. State funding was very frugal; and his salary had been proof of that, as well. 
 
    Now, though, he had his dream office, or as close to it as he could ever have hoped for. The location was in a newly built medical practice building near the city hospital; and he got a smoking deal on the rent because the owners couldn't fill the available spaces. The waiting room barely fit the two dark wood chairs and small end table he picked up at Pottery Barn, and the front desk was so narrow that Roden couldn't squeeze behind it when Martha sat at her computer. The chart room was little more than a closet, and there was no room anywhere for a kitchenette, so Roden found an enclosed bookshelf for his office, where he hid a microwave and a mini-fridge. 
 
    Other furniture in his office consisted of a small mahogany desk with a chair that matched the two in the waiting room. Roden and Martha took their lunch at this desk, or occasionally ran to the noodle shop down the next street. The room also contained a camel color micro-fiber armchair for him to sit in while his patients took the matching couch. Chocolate brown curtains complimented the khaki green walls and the beaded suede throw pillows; and the overall décor had an Asian feel, because World Market was having a sale at the time he decorated this space. The final touch of comfort owed itself to the lighting, affected by several low watt lamps to give the space a warm glow. All in all, Roden felt very satisfied with his work. 
 
    Only three of the patients from his previous state funded practice were able to follow him to his new office, and that was because he gave two of them a hefty discount. The third one, he had become very close to, and didn't want to lose all the success they had worked to attain over the years. This particular patient, scheduled to show up in the office for their weekly meeting, was now six minutes late. Roden felt a bit bothered by this, as lateness was not a common characteristic of this individual. 
 
    Finally, his patient came into the room, but rather than his usual quiet entrance, the young man bounded through the door in an uncharacteristic semi-dramatic way. He didn't knock. He had no greeting. He simply came in with a rush, and collapsed on the couch, an action that peeked Roden's curiosity. 
 
    Instead of the young man's typically relaxed and controlled conversation, this time he began a hurried tirade regarding his agitation. His degree of restlessness concerned Roden, but not nearly as much as the developing subject that turned out to be the cause of it. 
 
    "You'll never guess what's happened," he stated half shouting, half whispering. "I saw her. I can't believe it." He paused for a few seconds, wheels turning in his head, before he continued, "You know, at some point in the last few years, I started to convince myself that maybe she was only a dream after all. I used to look for her everywhere I went, hoping I'd come across her face in a sea of strangers. Well, you know all that; but anyway – I gave up. I gave up, and then she appeared. I jus' - I still can't believe it!" 
 
    Roden forgot to restrain himself from displaying his shock and upset. He knew exactly who the subject of this rant was. He knew that he needed to calm the young man's high spirits; and he needed the details. "Max, you saw Esther? Is that what you're telling me?" 
 
    "Yes, at the gallery." Max replied, taking turns clasping and unclasping his hands or running his fingers through his tousled brown hair in his excitement. It had been five days since he first saw her, but he was bursting to tell his friend about this pivotal event. 
 
    The gallery? "Max, you never go to the galleries. You hate the galleries. What were you doing there?" That didn't sit right with Roden. The worst part of witnessing this disturbance became the knowledge that he was most likely the fault of it. He made a mistake, and now that he knew it, it was his job to make it right. 
 
    Max looked at him, and then rolled his eyes to the floor with a slight grimace that broke the animation on his face. Clearly, he still didn't like to visit the galleries. "Angoli wanted to meet me there to discuss purchasing my works. He said they were my best yet, and he wanted them badly. I knew they were my best, and I didn't want to part with them, but he threw me a hard bargain. Eighty thousand dollars. How could I possibly turn that down? Man, but I tried to." He paused again, thinking. A thin smile started to form. 
 
    "And as we stood there debating over it, Esther appeared, in the flesh; and she was much lovelier than I could ever have carved her in stone. I tried to imagine her as a grown up, – as a woman – but my art is obviously flawed. It just pales in comparison." 
 
    He looked up; his elated brown eyes meeting Roden's concerned blue eyes. "She was there. It was fate." Then he shrugged and broke eye contact. "I didn't need the statues anymore, so I gave in. I shook Angoli's hand and accepted the eighty thousand." 
 
    "Shit – I mean – wow, eighty thousand!?" Roden exclaimed. "That's incredible. That has to be more than you've made off of all your previous works combined. Congratulations!" Roden really was rather impressed by the news, and proudly thrust out his stout hand to shake the artist's skilled one. 
 
    "Yes, I know, that is good, very good. But, really, I'm more overwhelmed about seeing her." 
 
    Then Roden saw a bittersweet look in his patient's eyes. This didn't bode well. Roden knew this young man since he was the age of ten years, a little over one year after he had become a ward of the state. His file was stored in the chart room, along with all of Roden's other patients, but Roden never had it pulled. He didn't need it. Everything he needed to know about Max, he remembered. Max seemed almost like a little brother, or even a son; and he knew that he was Max's best friend. 
 
    Max had had a very difficult childhood, extremely difficult. During his early years, he never had any contact with the outside world, except for drug addicts who associated with his abusive prostitute of a mother. At least this had been the assumption Roden made from early sessions with the boy. No one had ever attempted to claim him after the police picked him up. He had no real name that he was aware of, so the guys at the police station just called him Max, and it stuck. He picked out his own last name later. 
 
    His rather limited language capabilities and unfamiliarity with the world made for quite a culture shock. Max was at least five or six years behind other children in his education, and he had no idea how to behave in society. He proved to be special, though, soaking up knowledge as if he was a dry sponge. By the time he became Roden's patient, only a year of schooling separated him from his peers, and he quickly gained on them. Two years later, by the time he turned twelve, he had the learning level of an average sixteen year old. Roden really felt quite proud when Max graduated high school at the age of fifteen, and started college at the state university on a scholarship. He double majored in Anthropology (his culture shock apparently turned into culture interest) and Engineering; but, oddly enough, his joy in life centered on his minor: Art. He never lived off of it, though. Until now, it proved never more than a hobby. Eighty thousand dollars! That had to be at least one and a half times more than the young man made in a year as an engineer at the small electronics design firm he worked for. 
 
    Truth be told, the real concern of Roden all these years was not Max's adjustment into the world; but his obsession with the person who bestow on him the first act of kindness he had ever known: Esther. Due to his mental and physical condition and lack of known family, Max was cared for in a state run facility rather than placed into foster care. The state employees treated him well enough, provided for him; but he rarely benefited from sincere kindness. This, Roden thought, made him cling all the more to his image of "Esther the Kindhearted". To Max, she was the epitome of virtue and decency. Before her, he didn't know what it was to be treated humanely. When this girl showed him consideration, she introduced him to a euphoria of compassion. It worked like a drug for him, and he never forgot it. 
 
    He mentioned her a lot during his psychiatric sessions as he grew up. Only with much time and effort, did it seem that in the last several years her name hardly came into conversation. Of course, as his latest collection of works indicated, she still dwelt in his thoughts. 
 
    "When you saw her," Roden decided to test the field, "how did that make you feel?" 
 
    Max's wistfully nostalgic look suddenly changed into amused laughter. "How did that make me feel? Oh, Mike, come on. You're a psychiatrist, not a social worker. When you ask such silly questions, it makes me think that I should have gone into psychiatry myself. That would be an easy living, asking pointless open-ended questions! 'It's raining outside. How does that make you feel?' 'Your cat just died. How does that make you feel?' Mike, come on. I thought you knew me better than that." 
 
    This little speech made Roden a little bit perturbed, but he knew that Max enjoyed teasing him, and he wasn't about to rise to the bate. "Seriously, Max. You saw her. Obviously it stirred up some emotions. So . . . how did it make you feel?" 
 
    Max rolled his eyes at his doctor friend with a smile. "Fine. I'll play along." He sat back on the couch, thinking of his answer. 
 
    "Max," Roden said after a moment, "You shouldn't have to think that long about how you felt. Just say the first thing that comes to you." 
 
    Max sat up again, and his expression became stoic. Then, he began slowly, "It felt wonderful and painful all at once. After I finally convinced myself that she was really there, I felt like my heart was beating out of my chest; but I thought it might be breaking, too. I think it felt like that because it couldn't take the intense thrill." He smiled as if realizing it again for the first time. "She was there, and she was real. She is real." He became lost in his thoughts. 
 
    "Max, stay focused. How do you feel now? Now that your heart, I'm sure, has calmed down." 
 
    "I feel . . . I feel better than I ever have in my life. It must be endorphins or something. I've never felt so good." He thought a moment longer. "And it was just from looking at her; seeing her." 
 
    Wheels were turning in Max's head, Roden could tell. "What are you thinking, Max?" 
 
    Max's eyes flipped towards Roden as he ascended out of his reverie. "Nothing. I'm just . . . I just feel good." Roden studied his face a little bit longer, then Max suddenly decided to speak again. "It's fate, isn't it? It's a wonderful, incredible, perfect coincidence. I've thought about her for so long, and now she has come back into my life. It must be . . . destiny." 
 
    Roden became curious, and ever so slightly suspicious. "Did you talk to her?" 
 
    "No," answered Max, looking rather embarrassed. " I couldn't. I wanted to. I wanted to go up and – thank her. What she did for me has meant the world to me. She influenced me. She influenced my art. I wanted to thank her, and I wanted to – be close to her." He looked disgusted with himself, "But I couldn't do it. I was a chicken, you know? I had her on such a high pedestal in my mind that I just didn't feel good enough to even be in her presence." 
 
    "And now?" Roden prompted. 
 
    "And now, I regret it. I had the opportunity to re-introduce myself, and I blew it." Max's disappointment with himself was obvious. "But I have a theory. It was fate that she was there, that she happened to show up at the same place at the same time as me. Fate gave me a chance, and I screwed up. But now, I have an opportunity to make up for it." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Roden's suspicions grew. 
 
    Max looked guilty, but Roden was his psychiatrist and his friend, so after a hesitant pause, he answered him. "I followed her." 
 
    Roden's face betrayed his shock, and it made Max blush all the more with guilt. When he finally regained himself, Roden replied, "Max, you know that is a very bad sign. That is a very bad reaction." He took a deep breath and let it out. "You know that sounds a lot like obsession." 
 
    "I know." Max groaned. "I know that that's what it sounds like. Believe me, I'm aware of how my actions must seem. But it was fate, and I screwed it up. I just wanted a chance to fix it." He tried too hard to hide the shame from his face, making it all the more obvious. 
 
    Roden had started to feel a little guilty himself when Max first mentioned the words 'destiny' and 'fate', and he knew he needed to clear this up. 
 
    "I need to say something to you," Roden began. "I want to make some things clearer to you. You said it was fate that brought you two to the same time and place for a second time. Well, it was more of a coincidence that was enhanced by me." Roden looked at Max and saw confusion slowly working into his features. 
 
    He continued, "I happened to be dining at Benlevi's when I overheard a conversation. It was Esther speaking about a lemonade stand she had once, and a little boy in rags who she gave lemonade to." Max's eyes perked up at this. "I recognized the story, and decided to mention to her that I knew that boy, and he happened to be an artist with a collection of works dedicated to her." 
 
    "You spoke to her?" Max interrupted. Roden could read envy and a hint of jealousy in his voice, but it disappeared a moment later. "So, I have you to thank?" 
 
    "To answer your first question, yes, obviously I did speak to her," Roden answered, "I thought she might be interested in the collection; and, to be quite honest, since you hate being anywhere near the galleries where your works are being displayed, I thought she wouldn't have the awkwardness of bumping into you if she didn't want to." This information surprised and irritated Max. 
 
    "What would be wrong with bumping into me?" He retorted. "I've wanted to find her again my whole life. You know I used to drive all the neighborhoods in the city just trying to find her home again." His anger slowly grew. "Why would you keep such a thing as finding Esther from me?" 
 
    "That," Roden countered, "is exactly why I wasn't about to let you know that I'd met her. Listen to yourself. You're as obsessive about her as you ever were." 
 
    "I am not obsessed!" Now Max's rising anger returned to shame. "Why can't I have a chance to show her my thanks? I remember her, and I am grateful to her. And I'm not the only one who remembers, either. She remembers me. You heard her yourself." 
 
    Roden was stunned at this realization. He kept messing up. First he confronted the woman to tell her he recognized her childhood story and to recommend Max's artwork, then he told Max that she remembered their previous encounter. He was doing a very bad job at being a psychiatrist right then, and he never felt so disloyal to his profession. He needed to smooth it over. 
 
    "Max, listen to me. I had no right to meddle, and – quite stupidly – I thought that telling her about the statues you sculpted of her would be a nice gesture without interfering with your life. Now I see that I was wrong. I'm sorry." 
 
    "You're sorry you interfered? This could be the most important thing that ever happened to me, and you're sorry that you made it happen? And here I thought we were friends." 
 
    Roden looked at his patient, and saw the disappointment on the younger man's face. "The coincidence of overhearing her was one thing, I should not have acted on it. I should have left it alone. It was none of my business and against my occupational ethics." Then, trying to divert the topic, he suggested, "Maybe we should discuss the obsessive feelings a little further." 
 
    "Like hell," Max's response came with quick disgust. "I'm done with this discussion." He rose from the couch and headed for the door. "After all these years," he turned around before heading out of the office, "I can't believe you'd think that of me." 
 
    The door slammed shut. Roden just sat in his armchair staring at the void where his friend and patient had been only seconds before. After a moment, the door slowly reopened a crack and Martha popped her head in. "Is everything okay, Doc?" 
 
    "Ah," Roden came out of his stupor, a headache starting to form in the back of his head. "Yeah, Martha, just fine. We just had a very emotional session, that's all." 
 
    Martha looked a bit puzzled and disbelieving, but she started to close the door. "Martha," Roden spoke up just then, "Could you get me Max Esther's charts? I think I want to review them." 
 
    "Certainly." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks after the naked art horror, Ess walked out of the McKnight Building on 51st street and Jackson, where her job practically incarcerated her for ten hours a day, five days a week. It was Friday afternoon, and she strode with a feeling of exhilaration coursing through her veins and tickling her nerve endings. This exuberance seemed a strange sensation, and it made her laugh. She hadn't felt so giddy to start the weekend since college. 
 
    Not that she had any plans for the weekend, but she had felt out of sorts for a while, and needed the free time to really unwind. She had a few neglected books piling up on her coffee table that were making her feel guilty; and there was supposed to be a documentary on Saturday evening on the Peloponnesian Peninsula. After the Greek history class she had taken in college – which felt like forever ago now – she developed a keen interest in the ancient country, and was determined that she would visit someday. Of course, unless she could convince Jill or tolerate Manda to go with her, she would have to find a more suitable, and preferably male, companion to accompany her. Until then, she had to content herself with documentaries. 
 
    Typically, the weekends were saved for running errands, paying bills and whatever other personal tasks she didn't have time for during her workweek. This weekend, though, she decided to dedicate as a recuperation weekend. She had motivated herself and put extra effort in the last few days after work to get anything and everything accomplished that she would have otherwise put off for the weekend. All she had left to do was to stop at the market to re-stock her food supply. She guiltily recalled that she was out of ice cream . . . again. Exercise would definitely have to be stepped up on her agenda. The block and a half walk to and from the light rail station near her home could not possibly counteract her recent increase in ice cream consumption. 
 
    At least this evening she would have to get off the rail one stop early so that she could hit the market before getting to her apartment. That meant she would walk a whole three blocks loaded down with grocery bags. Still, she knew that wouldn't be enough. Ess had to face the reality. Birthday's no longer meant getting wiser and gaining privileges, they meant getting older and gaining body mass; and her mother used to warn her time and again that with age goes metabolism – meaning it goes much slower. She probably should start listening pretty soon. 
 
    Ess reached the light rail station just in time to make the current rail car. As usual, it was full at this point in the city, so she grabbed a pole and planted her feet, ready for the jolt when the car began to move. Most passengers would get off at the next stop by the mall where there were clusters of restaurants, so she felt sure she should be able to take a seat then. 
 
    The discomfort Ess had felt last week, when she thought people were looking at her and recognizing her face from a certain scandalous sculpture hadn't completely subsided, but it no longer felt as intense. She did still glance around her on occasion to make sure no one was giving her undo notice. All too often, though, she held eye contact with strangers a moment longer than comfortable, and her confidence wavered. 
 
    One gentleman in particular made eye contact with her more than once on the rail car, and she couldn't help but continually glance back in his direction. The contact became an ongoing cycle that made her more and more self-conscious each time. She felt herself blushing a little, and knew that she better refrain from looking his way again, because her blushes caused her cheeks to become bright red blotches. Very noticeable and obvious, and extremely embarrassing. 
 
    Soon enough, the next station came, and people started to get off the car. Having been extremely full when she got on, though, the stop did not free up as many seats as expected. The seat next to the gentleman had vacated, but she felt too awkward to take it. Having passed so many glances with him already, he might take it as advancement. Manda or Lisa would have found it to be a perfect opportunity to hone in on their next boyfriend (or, more appropriately, prey); but Ess always felt a little too introverted to be so forward. So, she just continued to clutch the pole and focused her stare out the window as the light rail began its next course. 
 
    Her stop came a few minutes later, and she departed with several other people. One last time, as she turned towards the exit, she unintentionally made eye contact with the same gentleman, and noticed that he had risen from his seat. Apparently, he was getting off at the same stop. Ess took this moment to think if she had ever seen him before. Maybe he was new to the area, and she would come across him again. That wouldn't be so bad. Eventually, she might work up the courage to start a conversation with him. 
 
    He looked sort of cute, with his brown eyes and short dark hair. The few wispy bangs that came down over his forehead gave him kind of a charming look. He wore slacks and a tie under his well-made trench coat, so he must be a businessman of some sort. That notion had promise, since it suggested success. It did seem a bit odd, though, that he wore the trench coat on a fairly warm September day. That certainly couldn't feel comfortable. 
 
    She walked on, thinking about smiling at him the next time they made eye contact, if there was a next time, of course. She didn't see which way he went, and didn't dare to look. If she appeared to look at him too much, she might encourage him to approach her, and she wasn't feeling poised enough for that right now. Or worse, she decided, he might not actually be interested, and she could give him a bad impression. The thought of rejection discouraged her further and made her stomach sink slightly. 
 
    Fortunately, it didn't take Ess's mind long to trail off towards another subject. She made a mental list of needed grocery items as she walked into the corner market. After grabbing a basket, she headed for the produce isle, her strategy always simple and routine: produce to meat to frozen foods and dairy, with a careful avoidance of the snack food isle. 
 
    As she made her way to the frozen foods to stock up on her microwaveable meals, her eyes happened to make contact with the same man she noticed in the light rail car. It took only a second to identify him, and she turned away blushing in recognition, while chastising herself for her inability to keep the redness from her cheeks. 
 
    He must live around this area, she thought. That could be convenient for running into him on future occasions . . . occasions when she felt a little more social and readily flirtatious. At the moment, though, her intended solitary weekend had stifled any desire to make anyone's acquaintance. 
 
    Therefore, she slipped out of the isle before she had a chance to peruse the ice cream. She'd have to backtrack to the freezer section before she hit the check out counter, because she wasn't about to go ice cream deprived all weekend. 
 
    After adding milk and half a dozen eggs to her basket Ess headed back to choose her ice cream flavor, relieved to note that the familiar stranger was gone. It took her more time to select the ice cream flavor that suited her mood than it had taken to do the rest of her shopping thus far, but she eventually made it to the checkout counter. 
 
    Mr. Baksheesh stood at attention in his customary position at the register. Ess smiled and greeted him, but Mr. Baksheesh, as usual, was all business. Even though Ess shopped there on a weekly basis, it seemed like he never recognized her, even after three years. Mrs. Baksheesh, however, smiled in recognition from where she stocked soft drinks in the cooler. She didn't seem to speak a lot of English, but she always communicated with a warm smile and a nod of the head. Ess smiled sincerely in return and wiggled her fingers in greeting. 
 
    She turned her attention back towards Mr. Baksheesh, and had to force herself not to grimace at his frowning features. What an unexpected pair Mr. and Mrs. Baksheesh made, she thought to herself. Apparently opposites do attract. 
 
    It didn't take long for the old grump to ring up her purchases. Ess waited as he bagged the groceries. She recalled one occasion that she had tried to help him with that task. She would never do that again. He reacted as though it was the worst insult anyone had ever committed on another person, even slapping her hand away from the bag she attempted to stuff. Ess wondered if that was quite possibly the reason he acted so cold towards her now. Then again, he wasn't exactly jovial before her former error of judgment, either. 
 
    After Mr. Baksheesh completed his task, Ess skillfully balanced the bags on each arm, and turned for the door. As she did, she nearly smashed her nose into the chest of the familiar stranger. This caused her to blush in mortification, yet again. She mumbled a nearly coherent "excuse me", and headed straight for the automatic door. As the door closed behind her, Mr. Baksheesh called out, "Thank you. Come again." 
 
    Once outside, Ess reflected on her humiliating display of clumsiness. Why on earth did that man make her so nervous? It was certainly true that Ess could be rather bashful, but it's not like she never associated with the opposite sex. She had dated, she worked with male colleagues, and she even had a few male friends in college, albeit they were gay. Still, there was no reason to be that ridiculously timid in his presence, or any one else's presence for that matter. She couldn't quite place her finger on where this nervous awkwardness came from. 
 
    In the three block walk it took for her to get to her apartment, Ess managed to let the incident go, and think of other things, such as getting the ice cream in the freezer before the precious substance liquefied in the predatory warmth that lingered into the late afternoon. 
 
    At the front entrance to her apartment building, Ess set her grocery bags down so that she could more easily fumble for the keys in her purse. Once she retrieved them and unlocked the door, she held it ajar with her foot and bent down for the bags. Stretching for the last one, she nearly lost her balance, and had to remove her foot from its post as a temporary door jam in order to right herself. She felt her frustration well up as the door began to close despite her efforts at a speedy balance recovery. Just before it slammed shut, a hand grabbed the door and swung it back open. Ess looked up into the face of her rescuer, and saw the familiar stranger once again. 
 
    Several thoughts rushed through her head just then. This man seemed to be practically following her; a convenient – and yet, embarrassing – opportunity that he was there, once again, in her presence. Could it be fate? Or some effort of her own subconscious mind to put herself in the path of this guy so that she could meet him – or perpetually embarrass herself in front of him? And much to her chagrin, she felt her face heat up with that horribly obvious blush. 
 
    "Allow me," the man said, holding the door for her. With an awkward half smile, she croaked out a thank you in reply and clumsily maneuvered her packages and person into the lobby. At the stairs she picked up her pace, wanting to be far away from the embarrassment that this man seemed to arouse in her as soon as she could. 
 
    Luckily, she noted, the man did not follow her up the stairs, but went for the elevator instead. She noticed that he entered the lock code to open the elevator doors, so he must be a resident of the building. It was a bizarre coincidence that she kept running into him, but if fate was involved, then Ess was not doing a very good job at rising to the opportunity. She thought on that with some extensive self-loathing while she entered her little third floor, white washed apartment, and closed the door behind her. She locked the dead bolt out of habit, and headed for the kitchen to save her failing ice cream. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was late Friday evening. Max had no reason to think that Roden would get the voice message he left on his office phone until Monday morning. Max had Roden's cell phone number, so if he truly felt the need to get a hold of him, he could have dialed him there. This went through Roden's mind over and over again as he replayed the message, two, three, four times. 
 
    Roden didn't often come to his office after hours, but earlier in the day he had mistakenly left his house key in his jacket pocket, which he left behind for the raincoat when he saw some ominous clouds heading in from the east. Since he returned now for the keys, and found his message light blinking, he thought he might as well check it. Good thing he did, too. 
 
    Shock and confusion were his first reactions to the message. Quickly, this shifted into panic, anxiety and anger as he determined what his course of action should be. What should he do? As a psychiatrist, he knew he should be calm and level headed in the face of such news, but it hit too close to home. This wasn't just a patient he was dealing with, it was Max. 
 
    He played the message for the fifth time, massaging his temples in frustration. 
 
    "Mike, it's Max. Listen, I think Esther might be in trouble. I don't want you to get upset, but I have to do something to protect her . . . The whole thing's my fault . . . I think I have to get her out of there . . . I think I might have to take her away. I just want you to know that I have her, and she's safe with me . . . I'll call you later and let you know what's going on . . . Bye." 
 
    Roden knew he had only three options: He could try to find Max, though he doubted Max would be anywhere close to home or his usual haunts at the moment. He could attempt to locate Esther, but this seemed unlikely as he'd only seen her once and didn't really know anything about her, not even her last name. Or he could go to the authorities. Again, he didn't have a last name to report, and he didn't want to put Max in the face of the law until he was sure of the young man's intent. Max didn't seem capable of violence, yet he finally had the object of his lifelong obsession within his reach. Roden couldn't be sure without further observation what this new circumstance would do to the young man. 
 
    With no real obvious option, Roden slumped in his office chair, and hit the replay button again, hoping that this time he might find some clue as to where to start. There could be no clear way out of this predicament. He was stumped. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Good grief, what a long day. The evening hadn't gone exactly the way Ess had intended. Lounging, reading and simply relaxing were what had made up her to-do list for the night, but she wanted to take care of a few odds and ends, a little housework, before she stationed herself on the couch. 
 
    Well, as often happened, one thing led to another. Once she started with a load of laundry and turned on the dishwasher, she noticed that the kitchen floor was due for a good mopping. The logical thing to do before mopping would be dusting and sweeping away excess dirt. Of course, she might as well vacuum while she was at it; and as she put the vacuum cleaner back in the broom closet, she glimpsed the glass cleaner and turned to examine her rather grimy-gray living room window. And so, one chore led to another. 
 
    Before she realized it, the sun had finished it's descent and her tummy had commenced its rumbling. She hadn't yet made any dinner for herself, and her lunch break had been cut short by a ballroom remodel catastrophe earlier that day. Finally, Ess collapsed on the couch with a bowl of nuked vegetable soup and a bologna and cheese sandwich. As she reclined, she stared at the stack of books on her coffee table, chewing thoughtfully. Then, she looked over at her small, overcrowded bookshelf in the corner. The book that held the place of honor there caught her eye, just as she knew it would. It had been a few years since she had re-read her favorite classic. She bit her lip and furrowed her eyebrows in guilt as she glanced back at the unread books on the coffee table, but she felt determined to go for the dog-eared volume on the shelf. 
 
    Ess resettled herself back on the couch, sandwich in one fist, Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice in the other. While trying with one hand to open the book to her favorite ear marked scene – Mr. Darcy's first and rather oratorically inept proposal at Rosings Park – she managed to dislocate the cover from the spine. The pages fell to the floor, fanning open in a messy heap. Cursing at the destruction she caused her beloved book, she leaned over to rescue it. Under the heap lay a folded piece of paper, slightly aged. She slowly went for it in curious confusion. As she opened it, recognition dawned. She blushed – again, and shook her head at the memory it brought back. 
 
    It was a letter to her high school ex-boyfriend, one that she never delivered. She recalled her teenage-self chickening out just before handing the hate letter over to him, so she had just kept it, and stored it in Pride and Prejudice because the book had been her pacifier in her pain. 
 
    She sighed at her cowardice, and reflected on the event that prompted it. Matthew. She winced in indignation. That lying worthless cheater! She caught him with her own eyes, making out with some lanky blonde from an opposing high school. The worst part was that he had been doing it in the back corner of Randy's Eatery, which was their hang-out. It added humiliation to the degradation of his wandering hands that he had the audacity to "suck face" with some other girl in a location that belonged to them, a place where her friends and peers could see his obvious philandering. 
 
    That happened her senior year, with prom just a week away. She didn't go. Her father told her she would regret missing such an important event in her life; but, oddly enough, she still didn't feel disappointed at missing out on it ten years later. Apparently, not every missed opportunity was regrettable. 
 
    What she did regret was how the experience affected her over the years. After that incident she never could quite establish a relationship with a man again. She always distrusted, and never let her guard down. With this impenetrable shield of wariness, men didn't bother for long. None found it worth their time to diffuse her defenses. 
 
    Ess knew she had issues. It didn't take a psychiatrist to tell her what her problem was. Still, she had yet to manage it, to get over it; and she was disappointed in herself. This flaw looked like it would keep her from happiness forever. She would die an old maid; and since she was allergic to felines, she wouldn't even have cats to keep her company. Ah yes, she knew the consequences of Matt's cheating far outweighed the act itself. 
 
    She brooded over this for quite some time before a knock at the door startled her back to the present. How unusual. Since visitors could not get in unless they rang up and she buzzed them through the door, it could only be a resident of the building. Unless, of course, someone slipped through when another person had opened the door at the building's entrance. Manda had done that before. 
 
    As she approached the door, she reflected on the lack of a peephole. She would prefer one right now, so that she could pretend not to be home if the visitor turned out to be an unpleasant one or a stranger. She unlocked the deadbolt, but kept the chain in place as she opened the door a crack to peek out. 
 
    It was the familiar stranger. Oh, no, Ess thought, how did he know she lived in this unit? Maybe he was just looking for someone else, and knocked on the wrong door. She looked so unpresentable right now in her worn out jeans and faded college sweatshirt, with her unkempt hair sloppily tucked behind her ears. And on top of that, she felt the blush starting to warm her cheeks. Damn it! 
 
    "Ah, hello," the stranger began. He looked as attractive as before, still in his slacks and button up collared shirt. He even wore the tie, though casually loosened. "I don't mean to disturb you." 
 
    Well, he came across as very polite. "Yes?" was all Ess could get out in response. Her absurd timidity was really starting to infuriate her. 
 
    "I, um, happen to live down the hall," he replied, "and I'm making dinner. Well, I began making a pesto for my penne, and realized that I was very low on olive oil." He held up his nearly empty bottle of oil so that he could emphasize his predicament. " I had a very long day at the office. I'm really too tired to run to the market, but I've already started preparations. Could I beg a little olive oil from you?" 
 
    He was very courteous, and so sincere in his need. "I don't have any olive oil," she started. He looked a little surprised and slightly disappointed. She felt obliged to help him, so she continued, "But I do have vegetable oil. You're welcome to it." 
 
    He seemed appeased. "That would do just fine." Then he flashed a rather alluring smile at her, which put her right at ease. This, she decided, may be her best opportunity to strike up an acquaintance. Fate kept pushing for it, and she would be stupid to keep pushing it back. 
 
    She closed the door so that she could unhook the chain. Then she opened it to show good will. Since the kitchen was directly to the left of the entrance, and he was technically still a stranger, she did not ask him in, but headed to her pantry cupboard for the oil. If she poured the oil into one of her measuring cups, he would have to bring it back. Maybe by then she could be better prepared to attract. 
 
    He stayed respectfully at the entrance, and continued conversing with her. After introducing himself as Chad, he talked of his recent move to the neighborhood, and his current work. He was a tax accountant, but dabbled in real estate. Not the most exhilarating work, he admitted, but it afforded a living. 
 
    As Ess handed Chad the measuring cup half full of oil, he smiled in gratitude, and asked, "What about you, Esther? What do you do for a living?" 
 
    "Well," she began to reply, then stopped short as she realized something. "I'm sorry. I don't remember telling you my name." Her heart began to beat a little out of rhythm in her chest. 
 
    "Of course you did," and he laughed a bit forcedly. "How else would I know?" 
 
    But Ess knew she didn't mention it yet. Besides, she went by Ess not Esther, and that was how she typically introduced herself. "That's funny, I really don't remember doing it." She tried to cover up her startled reaction, but her stomach squeezed and turned in her gut, and her nerves began tingling like static electricity. 
 
    Chad just shrugged his shoulders, and looked at her like she was being silly and overly suspicious. Something didn't seem right, and she just wanted him out of her apartment at that point. She was feeling increasingly uncomfortable, and wondered how she could be naïve enough to open her door to a stranger. 
 
    "You better get going," Ess prompted, "I have some things I need to do . . . and you need to finish making your dinner." 
 
    She moved forward to press him out the door, but he stepped further inside and grabbed the door to shut it behind him. Ess gasped and began to panic, but her mind raced and she hadn't quite grasped what she needed to do in this situation. She couldn't even prompt herself to let out a scream. 
 
    Just before the door slammed shut, it burst open again. The ensuing actions happened too quickly, but Ess heard a metallic clang and a wooden thud. Looking down, she saw Chad on the floor. 
 
    Where Chad stood half a moment before, another man now loomed, tire iron grasped in his hands as though he had just swung it like a baseball bat. The man looked down at the crumpled mass on the floor, and then flashed his eyes up to Ess. 
 
    Finally, Ess had enough control over herself to let out a scream. Her timing was imperfect, however, because the man with the tire iron flung his weapon away, so that he could clasp one hand over her mouth and the other behind her head. 
 
    Ess stopped screaming in her new shock. This gave the man enough time to let go of her and kick "Chad's" body out of the radius of the door, which he swung shut with his foot. With the second intruder, seemingly even more dangerous than the first, Ess found her adrenaline heating and her senses geared up for a second wind. She sucked in air so that she could begin a fresh new scream, all the while turning from the scene to run anywhere she could. Anywhere had to be safer than her living room just then. 
 
    Her reaction was cut short as the man grabbed her again from behind. This time he held her to him, arms trapped at her sides, a hand placed once again over her mouth. His hand felt hot, and she could smell remnants of the metal iron he had just been wielding. The invasion on her senses made her stomach turn. 
 
    He let her go for a moment, but she was abruptly grabbed again before she could react. Suddenly her energy diminished, and she felt herself become unwillingly limp. After that, the world disappeared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roden walked through the doors of Benlevi's and immediately began perusing the faces of the crowd. He still didn't know exactly what he was going to do. Maybe, just maybe, Esther frequented the restaurant and would be here tonight. He could warn her, or follow her, he didn't know. He just knew from the phone message that, wherever she was, Max was probably not far off. This was a long shot, and he didn't deny it, but if he had even the slightest chance of getting to Max, he wanted to be sure he took it. 
 
    As he made his way through the dining room to the bar, his eyes darted quickly from face to face. The time when he had made her acquaintance was brief, but she had looked so identical to Max's artworks that he felt sure he could spot her if she were present. 
 
    At this particular time of the evening, the place lacked that overzealous crowd he had witnessed a few Friday's ago, and so he found an open stool at the bar upon which he sat. Several minutes of searching the restaurant's patrons didn't come up with any results. Finally, he started to realize how ridiculous his hopes of finding her were. Obviously, she wasn't present. He even watched the women exiting the lady's room longer than necessary before he could convince himself that she wasn't about to appear from behind the restroom's frosted glass door. 
 
    His heart twisted with the reality, and his lungs stiffened. Roden knew he needed to go to the police. It was his only available option now. He'd already attempted to locate Max. The young man wasn't at home. He didn't find him in his studio or at the pub that he occasionally went to. His choices were slim, and basically gone. 
 
    Roden reluctantly rose to make his way out the door, skimming the faces just one more time in the hopes that he had just missed her. No such luck. With his shoulders slumped forward and his head hung low in defeat Roden headed for the exit. 
 
    That's when he heard a voice. The resonance vaguely familiar, and the tone slightly annoying, could not be easily forgotten. Roden turned his head in the direction from which the voice had come. Sure enough, there she sat at a table for two by the window. It was Esther's snotty friend. 
 
    This was going to be embarrassing, and Roden didn't quite know how he was going to put it, but he didn't have time to waste on those petty matters. He took a deep steadying breath, and strode up to the table where the woman sat across from a gentleman. 
 
    Roden cleared his throat and proceeded to get her attention, "Your Esther's friend. Am I right?" 
 
    She looked up at him, slightly stunned, and then raised an incredulous eyebrow. "Excuse me?" A slight sneer appeared at her lips at the evident displeasure of the intrusion. 
 
    "I beg your pardon," Roden felt the embarrassment of the situation just like he knew he would. "Truly, I don't mean to interrupt. But you are a friend of Esther's, right?" 
 
    "Ess? Yes," she replied haughtily. "And you are the guy that caused her grief by letting her know that some freaky artist created statues and put them on display for everyone to see." 
 
    Roden cleared his throat again, "Ah, yes . . . about that - " 
 
    "Maybe it wouldn't have traumatized her so much, if you had let her know ahead of time that one of the sculptures on display was naked!" 
 
    Well, that shocked Roden. He didn't really think about the effect that would have on the poor young woman. Not a smooth move for a psychiatrist. Add that to the list of screw ups that their coincidental meeting had started. 
 
    She continued, "And now you are interrupting my date in the hopes that you can cause my poor friend more misery? Is that right?" 
 
    Maybe this wasn't such a good idea. If she responded this way to seeing him because his kindly intended information led Ess to distress (why did he only now realize in hindsight that Esther would likely react that way?), how livid would this woman be when he told her that the artist meant to kidnap her friend, or may have already? 
 
    "I'm sorry I bothered you," Roden replied, but he just stood there, unsure what to do next. He hated the thought of facing this woman with the news he had to reveal, but she was also his only hope in righting the current catastrophe. 
 
    "Well?" Esther's friend gasped. Roden thought he saw a flash of curiosity cross her face before she gave him an imprudent glare. 
 
    Maybe her cocky attitude was just for show. She simply covered up her insecurities by being a bitch . . . He had to tell her, to get to the next step in saving his friend and hers from a bad situation. "Can I speak with you alone?" he asked. 
 
    She rewarded his question with an exaggerated look of haughtiness. Yup, Roden thought, he was right. She was compensating. "No, you can have nothing to say that my date here can't hear." 
 
    Oh, yes, she enjoyed this attention. It added a little flare to her date, so she played up on the dramatics. Roden glanced at her date and back to the overreacting woman. Then he glanced back. 
 
    "Do I know you?" Roden addressed the man. He almost had a vaguely familiar face. 
 
    The man rose up off his chair slightly to offer his hand to Roden. His nonchalance showed that he was not affected by the conversation between the intruder and his date. He found it slightly amusing by the smirk on his face. "Martin Voletti. I don't think we've met." He sat back down in his seat. "I have seen the Esther statues, though. Very good. I've been to La Donne on 5th many times. In fact, that's where Manda and I met." 
 
    "Dr. Michael Roden," Roden replied in greeting. He didn't recognize the man's name. Maybe they crossed paths at the gallery. He had been there several times himself over the years, and he did have a good memory for faces if not for names. 
 
    "Doctor?" Manda inserted, "Like a 'psychiatrist' doctor?" Roden colored, and she smirked at her correct guess. 
 
    "Listen," Roden addressed them both, "I really don't mean to interrupt your meal. Truly. It's just that . . ." he paused. No this would be delicate ground. 
 
    Manda raised her eyebrow at him again. Not a very becoming habit of hers, Roden reflected. He went on, "Max - the artist - is convinced – somehow – that Esther is in some kind of trouble." Manda's expression started to reconfigure into confused concern. "He left me a voice message saying that he was going to try to . . . 'take her away'." 
 
    "What?" Manda breathed. The concern appeared sincere. The first genuine expression Roden noticed on this woman. 
 
    "Come again?" Martin added in turn. Roden ignored him. It really was between him and Manda. 
 
    He quickly filled her in on the rest of what he knew to try to keep her calm and get some action going. Manda, skeptical by nature, took a little more convincing than he felt they had time for. When she finally understood what Roden told her, she grabbed her cell phone and called Esther's number. Esther didn't answer her home phone. Manda then tried her cell phone with no success. After trying each phone number a second time, Roden got her to agree to lead him to Esther's apartment so that they could check on her and warn her of Max's ill-considered intentions. 
 
    Martin insisted on joining them, declaring that Roden was a stranger, and one with odd circumstances for making their acquaintance. Roden could understand the justification in that. 
 
    The apartment was several city blocks away, so they took Roden's twenty-year old BMW sport coupe. Though, a bit cramped with the three adults, it sped along very quickly, which was the necessary objective at that moment. 
 
    Manda wanted to call the police, and Roden had a difficult time convincing her to hold off until they reached Esther's apartment. Luckily, Martin was of the same understanding as Roden, and convinced Manda to refrain from calling the police until they were sure of what was going on. The police wouldn't like it if they were dragged out to report a false tip on an imagined crime. Manda appeared to be appeased by his suggestion, and Roden was grateful. 
 
    The drive seemed to take forever. Saturday night traffic was surprisingly sparse, but the traffic lights were working against them. The BMW sped from one long red light only to reach another and another. Roden had to breathe deep in order to stay calm, but Manda's cutting comments didn't help. She did not let up on her accusatory statements that Roden acted negligent and that "that crazy artist" acted, well . . . crazy. Her accusations were the same, over and over again, without any pauses. The only thing that changed were some of her colorful words: creep, weird, freak, nuts, lunatic, criminal, degenerate; along with the adjectives sloppy, reckless, thoughtless, irresponsible, heedless, inappropriate, illicit, immoral, depraved . . . 
 
    Roden concentrated on the notion that this had to be penance for the regrettable situation that he had started. For the hundredth time that night (probably more), he berated himself for getting involved when he approached Esther. He couldn't for the life of him remember why he had thought it would be a simple harmless gesture. Stupid, stupid, stupid! 
 
    Finally, FINALLY, they reached Esther's apartment. Manda flew out of the car before Roden could even pull the key out of the ignition. While Roden held the driver's seat forward to allow Martin to crawl rather ungracefully out of the back seat, Manda frantically pressed the call button for Esther's unit. 
 
    By the time the men caught up to her, Manda was nursing a broken nail from the fierce pounding she performed on the call button. She gave Roden an angry glare. His feelings of guilt were starting to wear as his annoyance increased. 
 
    "Well," Manda practically shouted, "She's not answering!" 
 
    "Let's give her a chance," Martin suggested, "Maybe she's in bed and she needs to make it to the receiver." 
 
    "It's barely nine o'clock," Manda retorted, "Ess is not an old lady. Even she doesn't go to bed this early. Besides, she lives in a teeny one-bedroom flat. You can walk across the entire length of it in less than ten steps." 
 
    She pushed the button for one more long moment, and then began to fish through her purse. "I'm calling the police." 
 
    Roden's face fell with the idea of this next move, but he let her rummage for her phone. He knew he couldn't delay any longer. Esther was not answering her phone or her door. This didn't bode well. 
 
    Martin spoke just then, "Hey, someone is coming towards to the door. Maybe we can get in with her." 
 
    Roden and Manda looked up, and the three of them stared at an elderly woman while she slowly walked up the pavement. As the lady reached the door, the three took a step back, making room for her, but stayed close to the door so they could grab it and slip in behind her. While she searched her luggage-sized purse for her keys, the lady gave the suspicious little crowd at the door sly and distrustful glances. 
 
    Eventually, she pulled out a handful of keys and began to sort for the one that would fit the lock. Manda's impatience showed as she tapped her foot and glared at the lady with her arms crossed. This didn't go unnoticed. The elderly woman gave her a sour scowl; and, as she shoved the key into the lock, she glanced slyly again at the three people huddled around her. 
 
    At last, she turned the key and opened the door just enough to slip in, attempting to shut it behind her. Manda acted quickly, and grabbed the door before it hit the frame, nearly squashing her fingers in the process. She tried to pull the door open as the lady held the knob and used all the weight of her rickety little body to pull it closed. 
 
    "Listen you old fart," Manda snarled through the opening, "if you don't let go of this door right now, I will personally see to it that you are in need of the services of a nursing home for the rest of your short life." 
 
    Manda's threat embarrassed Roden. Under any other circumstances, this was not a woman he would care to be seen with. She was crude, rude and an equal opportunity discriminator. 
 
    It worked though. The lady let go of the door, turned and ran for the elevator as fast as her wobbly legs would let her. In her fright, she was punching the elevator 'up' button with impressively rapid speed. Manda rushed in and the lady let out a cry of terror. However, her fear was unfounded, because Manda ignored her and rushed for the stairs. Martin followed, and Roden brought up the rear, peering at the woman with the hope that Manda hadn't given her a heart attack. 
 
    They ran up the staircase to the third floor. Manda proved surprisingly athletic in her high heals. Roden would have been impressed with such agility in anyone else, but with this woman it was just disconcerting. 
 
    Once on the third floor, Ess's door was just a short distance away. Manda began pounding on it immediately. Of course, they received no answer. Roden's hope completely extinguished at this point. The twisting in his stomach turned into wrenching as he became sick over the thought of Max's actions. It just didn't seem right. Sure Max was obsessed, but this kind of action – kidnapping or any other crime – was not a characteristic behavior of his patient and friend. 
 
    "Dammit!" Manda shouted, "Dammit, dammit, dammit!" She pounded the door in rhythm to her words. The noise drew attention. Other residents opened their doors to have a peek at the commotion. It would appear that some of these neighbors already knew Manda, because a few of them rolled their eyes and curled their lips as they returned to their units. 
 
    "Shit," Martin added, "What do we do now?" 
 
    "For cryin' out loud," Manda shouted at the door instead of her companions. "We call the damn police like I wanted to in the first place." 
 
    Roden opened his mouth to agree, but Martin interjected, "What if we can pick the lock? You know, make sure she's not inside." He looked at Roden and Manda, but two blank stares were his only response. He clarified, "What if she's hurt? We can't wait for the police to find out." 
 
    "Oh, god, your right!" Manda furrowed her forehead in serious worry. She looked around desperately for an idea to get the door open. Roden joined her in brainstorming. 
 
    Meanwhile Martin started using a pocketknife to jimmy the lock on Ess's door. By the time Roden and Manda realized what he was doing, Martin had the doorknob rotating the bolt out of the catch. Roden was thankful that there were no more witnesses hovering in the hall. 
 
    Manda looked on, very impressed, as Martin slowly opened the door. He poked his head carefully into the apartment, not wanting to cause or receive any violence if anything might be going on inside. The lights were on in the living room and kitchen, but the place looked empty. He went to swing the door open further, but something blocked it. He looked down. Manda and Roden's eyes followed. Through the cracked door they could discern a body on the floor. 
 
    "Oh, god." Roden couldn't help but utter. Was that Max? 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Manda took in a sharp breath so that she could let out a horrified shriek, but Roden had the reflexes to grab her and cover her mouth. They didn't need to attract the neighbors' attention again. His action startled Manda into silence. She gave him a disapproving glare, but remained quiet; and Roden knew that it could only be a short-lived miracle. 
 
    Roden's own heart pounded hard over the sight in front of them. This was all wrong. From the view he saw of the body on the floor, it appeared to be masculine. Could it be Max? The thought terrified him . . . and yet relieved him. At least, maybe this meant that Esther got away. 
 
    Martin pushed the door a few more inches against the weight of the body so that he could slip inside. Roden, who let go of Manda as soon as she backed down from her intended scream, quickly wished he hadn't. Before he could stop her, she slipped through the door right after Martin. 
 
    When Roden at last squeezed his own way though the opening, he found Manda standing in the middle of the small living room turning in slow confused circles, apparently looking for signs of what must have happened. Meanwhile, the sounds coming from another part of the apartment indicated that Martin had made for the bedroom to see if Esther or anyone else was still present. 
 
    Roden knelt before the body on the floor. He exhaled and felt all the tightened muscles in his body loosen when he confirmed that the man was in fact not Max. But then, who was he? 
 
    After a minute strewn with clangs and bangs and the shifting of furniture, Martin reappeared. "Nothing." He joined Roden, kneeling over the man on the floor. 
 
    Roden checked the man's wrist for a pulse, but found none. Hoping, because he'd rather not grasp that this possible kidnapping could now have turned into a murder, he searched for a heartbeat at the man's neck. After a few seconds, he felt a slight thumping rhythm. "Jeez, he's still alive." 
 
    "But who is he?" Manda asked, leaning over Martin's shoulder. 
 
    "You don't know him?" Martin asked her rather redundantly. He turned to Roden, "Do you?" 
 
    "He doesn't look like anyone I know," Roden answered as he searched the young man's clothing for a wallet or identification. He found nothing, so he began probing the body for injury. "Was Esther seeing someone?" He didn't look at her while he explored the man's head, but he directed this question towards Manda. 
 
    "Essy?" she replied, "No. She would have told me." 
 
    "Are you sure?" Roden seemed doubtful. 
 
    Manda didn't like his skeptical inquiry. "Of course I'm sure!" She glowered. "I'm her best friend. Ess would tell me if she actually had a boyfriend." Roden stopped his search long enough to give her an unconvinced glance, to which Manda indignantly continued, "She doesn't date much." 
 
    It didn't take Roden long to discover the rather large lump on the back of the man's head. He carefully rolled the body on its side for a better look. "There's blunt force trauma in his occipital region. The skin didn't break, though, so the fluid is collecting." 
 
    Roden opened the unconscious man's eyelids, and observed, "His pupils are unequally dilated and not responding to the light in the room. That and the fact that he's unconscious means that there's most likely injury to the brain. He could have an epidural or subdural hematoma, or worse; and we can only hope there's not a depressed fracture in the skull. There's also the possibility of spinal cord injury, so we need to be careful with him." 
 
    Manda interjected here. "I thought you were just a psychiatrist." 
 
    "I'm a medical doctor, I just specialize in psychiatry." Roden replied, annoyed once again at the condescending tone in her voice. 
 
    "If you are a medical doctor, why are you wasting your time in psychiatry? There's more money in – I don't know . . . brain surgery." 
 
    "That's not necessarily true - " he began. 
 
    "Oh, isn't it?" Her haughty tone grated on his nerves, "Then, explain to me why you drive an old BMW 3 series, when you could be driving a brand new M5 - " 
 
    That was it. Roden lost his cool. "My car is a classic. Now, will you back off? We need to take care of this guy. If you're not going to help, then get out of my way!" 
 
    His outburst stunned Manda into silence, again. Thank God, Roden thought, I wonder how long it will last this time. He directed his attention back to the comatose man. The only thing he could really do for him here was to bring the swelling down at the point of the injury. 
 
    "Okay. Manda, could you get me some ice and a towel?" 
 
    She replied, "Excuse me, but do I look like a nurse to you? Some little candy-striper, or something?" Roden rolled his eyes. The moment of silence was so brief and bittersweet. 
 
    A little explanation was apparently necessary. "We just need to apply cold to his injury to get the swelling down. We don't know how long he's been here, so the faster we move, the better. You know this place better than Martin or I do, so please just do what I ask." Roden's request sounded more like an order, and Manda felt insulted all the more. 
 
    "'Just do what I ask'?" she repeated in resentment, "If you think I just take orders - " but she stopped short at Roden's firm glare. Martin snorted in amusement after Manda turned and stomped towards the kitchen. 
 
    She was indeed familiar with Ess's kitchen, and quickly scrounged up the towel and put some ice into a sandwich bag so that it didn't melt all over. Of course, she grumbled the entire time she did it. Once the items were in Roden's hands, he covered the man's head injury with the towel, and secured the ice on top of it with the man's necktie. 
 
    "Now what?" Manda asked. 
 
    Roden turned his thoughts again to the situation. "I don't know what else we can do. We have to call the police." His chest tightened again at having to make the suggestion. 
 
    Manda rose from her position on the floor, and headed towards Esther's home phone. Martin looked at them apprehensive and contemplative, and before Manda had made it more than three steps, he voiced his thoughts. "I don't think that is the best idea." Manda turned on her heels to look at him, and Roden gave him his attention as well. 
 
    Martin went on to explain, "Think about it. This artist has taken her, right? Apparently he's frantic and dangerous," Roden wanted to protest that, but knew it was useless, "And you know that the news media will be informed of the kidnapping. What if that makes him desperate? Knowing that the law is hunting him, and that everyone will be searching for Esther, he might do something impulsive and violent, something stupid. If Esther is with him, it could simply put her in more danger, or he could hurt her to save himself." Pointing to the man on the floor, "We already know he is capable of it." 
 
    "We don't know for sure that Max did this . . ." Roden started to protest, but a seed of doubt had been planted in his mind. He couldn't believe that Max would do something to put Esther in danger; but then, initially, he thought Max incapable of kidnapping, and that proved wrong. 
 
    Manda, too, was at a loss. This new idea ran through her head, conflicting with the notion that law enforcement should be involved. Considering the pros and cons of the situation, it was difficult to come up with a conclusion to their dilemma. 
 
    Manda finally replied, "But we can't just let it go and pretend this isn't happening. Ess is missing, a mad man admitted that he was taking her, and there is a half dead body on the floor. What else can we do at this point but call the police?" 
 
    "Well," Martin continued his thoughts, "We can look for them ourselves. Roden is a psychiatrist. He can talk this guy into letting Ess go. Then we can call the cops." 
 
    "And just how are we supposed to find them?" Roden countered. "I've looked everywhere I thought Max could be." 
 
    "Have you? Really?" Martin questioned. "How long have you been Max's psychiatrist?" 
 
    "About seventeen years." Roden didn't like the cocky way that Martin was probing him. 
 
    "Seventeen?! Wow, then you should know him pretty well by now? Who better to track this psychopath down? You have a better chance than our city's rather oblivious law enforcement department." Martin suggested. 
 
    Manda looked at Roden with a slightly hopeful expression on her face. Martin seemed to have a lot of sway with her decisions. Roden avoided eye contact with her, and replied, "It's not that simple. Max is a complicated young man. This stunt is a direct indication that he is capable of doing things I didn't think he could do." 
 
    "But the point is," Martin returned, "You know more about him than anyone. People tell their shrinks everything. I bet if you really think about it, you could come up with something, some kind of lead." 
 
    Roden resented the word "shrink". This Martin guy had become a little too involved in this situation. Roden did, however, let himself believe that the man had a point about the safety of Esther; but it was probably just because he wanted to hold off as long as possible on pointing out Max as a perpetrator of what looked like a criminal act. Maybe this was all just a misunderstanding and could be fixed without involving the law? 
 
    He pondered on the possibilities for a moment, and then had an idea. "Manda, you say that you and Esther are very close?" She replied in the affirmative. "If you were to look around the apartment, would you be able to tell me if any objects are disturbed or missing?" 
 
    Manda seemed to understand where Roden was going with this idea. "Yes. I think so. Probably. We can see if maybe anything was taken that could be useful to where ever they may be going?" The woman was smarter than Roden had given her credit for. 
 
    Manda began her observations. She didn't really see anything out of place in the living room area, so they quickly moved on to the bedroom, and found it very disorganized. Roden couldn't be sure if it happened during the abduction or when Martin had searched the room a few minutes ago. Drawers were open, clothing was strewn over the bed and floor, pillows were scattered and the nightstand had been pushed away from the bed. The closet doors were open, exposing clothing that had fallen off the hangers, and shoes that were shuffled into disarray. 
 
    Manda huffed. "This is definitely not Ess's work. She is a neat freak. This mess would make her go haywire." She looked very upset at the utter unconcern for her friend's personal belongings. 
 
    "Well, take a look around." Roden prompted. "Let me know if you can see anything odd." He followed Manda as she looked through dresser drawers and piles of clothes. 
 
    Something caught her eye. Her eyebrows furrowed with questioning concern as she stepped closer to the nightstand. "Here's something," she said, picking up an empty picture frame. "This had a photo in it. It was a picture of Ess and her dad. It's gone." 
 
    "Really?" Roden found that interesting. "It seems strange to me that a man who actually had his obsession in his possession would bother to take a photograph of her. It doesn't seem like it would matter when he actually had the living breathing person that he wanted. Not to mention the fact that he took the time to take it out of the frame." He reflected further, "But then, people do strange things when they're obsessed." 
 
    "Yeah, like kidnapping." Manda responded, giving Roden a disgruntled look as she stepped towards the closet. 
 
    She picked up clothes and shuffled around the items still on hangers. "Ah, ha. I think I have an actual clue." Roden stepped towards her. "Ess has a suitcase, but she has never used it. She never really went anywhere. She used it mainly just as storage. There's a bunch of junk piled in the corner here," she pointed to the back of the closet, "and the suitcase is gone." 
 
    Roden surmised, "He must have packed a bag for her?" 
 
    "Oh, how thoughtful," Martin chided. Roden and Manda both turned to give him a quick glare, and then resumed their search of the closet. Martin just shrugged and made a grimace of sarcastic apology. 
 
    "I think there may be some clothes missing, but it's hard to tell when they're all piled up like this." 
 
    "Is there anything that you are sure is missing. Anything at all?" Roden persisted. 
 
    Manda studied harder, then said, "I think maybe her winter coat is missing. It's usually in the back of the closet until the cold really sets in. I don't see it." 
 
    "Well," Roden added it up, "The suitcase is gone and her winter coat has been taken though it's only mid-September. I think it may be possible that he was planning on being away for awhile?" 
 
    "Maybe he is planning to hole up somewhere for the winter." Martin suggested with a somewhat joking tinge to his voice. 
 
    "I don't know," Roden replied, "but perhaps you can use your handy lock-picking talent to get into Max's apartment. Then I could check it out like Manda did here." 
 
    "Sure, sure," Martin answered. He jumped up from the seat he had taken on the bed and headed back towards the living room. Roden and Manda left the room a moment after and almost ran into him as he stopped short of the door. 
 
    "Oh, yeah," Manda exclaimed. "What are we going to do about him?" She pointed to the unconscious man still sprawled on the floor in front of the apartment's entrance. 
 
    "What if we just dump him in an alley somewhere?" 
 
    "Martin!" Manda looked shocked at such an idea. 
 
    "He needs medical attention." Roden added. 
 
    "Sorry," Martin looked apologetic. 
 
    "We need to get him to a hospital." Roden explained, displeased at this delay. 
 
    "How can we do that without raising the wrong attention?" Manda voiced the same concern that Roden felt. 
 
    "Raising attention would take a lot of time away from us," Martin expounded on their train of thought. "We'd have to register and give some kind of explanation. With the guy in this condition, a report would most likely have to be written. It would give Max plenty of time to get away." 
 
    "Yeah," Manda added, exasperated. "We can't let that happen." She became more visibly anxious. 
 
    Martin once again had an idea. "We can't dump him off in an ally and he needs a hospital, so lets just dump him off at the hospital. Anonymously." 
 
    "How will we manage that?" Roden replied skeptically. "I think dumping him there will only draw attention." The very idea sounded completely unethical. 
 
    "Just leave it to me." Martin had a rather devilish smile on his face. "Let's just get him in the car and drive him there, and I'll take care of the rest." 
 
    Roden hesitated, but finally resigned himself to this idea. They couldn't afford to lose the time. "Fine. Let me do something first." Roden grabbed a small pillow from the couch and used Martin's tie to secure it around the man's neck. 
 
    "This should give his neck a little more support in case there is some spinal injury. Now, let's get him up. But be extremely careful. He could have more internal damage than we're aware of." Knowing the possibility of this, Roden began to move the man against his better judgment. 
 
    Roden and Martin bent over the body and heaved him into a standing position. Supporting him on either side, they waited as Manda opened the door, then they dragged him down the hall towards the elevator, where they waited in silence. When the elevator doors finally opened, an older gentleman exited. Roden looked self-conscious and Manda's nervousness showed clear on her face. 
 
    Martin, however, just smiled and addressed the old man who eyed them warily, "Poor guy's already wasted," he nodded to the man hanging from his shoulder, "and it's not even nine-thirty yet. Quite a party down the hall!" 
 
    The old man sniffed and looked distastefully at the unconscious body as he continued to pass. The excuse seemed to work, despite the bandaged head and the pillow. Martin smiled self-indulgently as they pulled the body into the elevator. Manda did not appear impressed this time. 
 
    "Are you enjoying this?" She demanded of him. 
 
    As he looked at her, his smile changed to a smirk. "Well, you have to admit, it is sort of exciting." Manda's jaw dropped in disgusted awe. Roden looked at him with disappointed wonder. Could this guy be serious? 
 
    "Or not." Martin then amended with a frown and an almost in perceptively roll of his eye, as the elevator doors shut behind them. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Roden, Manda and Martin continued down to the building's lobby in silence. When they reached the entrance, they slipped out the door and made slow but steady progress to the car. Once there, they slid the man into the front seat. Roden noticed that his breathing had improved to the point that the rise and fall of his chest had actually become discernable. The pillow brace probably alleviated some constriction from his airway. 
 
    Manda and Martin squeezed into the back of the car, while Roden fastened their new passenger in. In next to no time they set off towards the hospital. Silence still ensued. Roden was surprised at Manda's restraint, but when he glanced at her through the rearview mirror, he saw the serious worry on her face. The situation, it seemed, was really starting to get to her. 
 
    Looking for a little distraction himself, he decided to press Martin for his plan on getting this man beside him some medical attention. 
 
    "It's simple, really." Martin obliged. "We get to St. Tom's and you pull to the east side of the building near the emergency room. I'll get out and drag this guy close to the door, maybe prop him up against the wall. Then, I'll go to the desk and let them know that I noticed an injured man outside. I'll just be some innocent passerby pulling a Good Samaritan deed. Then, I'll walk out and meet you on the other side of the building where you will have stationed yourself while I perform my task. That way, we'll be near the exit, and can get back out before we draw any suspicions." 
 
    When no one commented on this plan, Martin probed for approval. "Well, what do you think?" 
 
    Roden nodded. "Simple. Sounds like it will do the job." Manda didn't say anything. She just heaved a sigh, obviously too preoccupied to listen to the conversation. 
 
    When they pulled into the hospital drive, Roden made his way to the side of the building and parked along the fire lane. He got out and opened the door for Martin. The building was well lit, so they scanned the area to make sure no witnesses were present. Then, they hauled the body out of the car. Roden secured him to Martin's agile frame, and watched as he dragged the limp fellow off towards the emergency entrance. 
 
    He got back in the car and shifted into gear. The trip to the other side of the building continued in silence. When he stopped the car, he looked at Manda in the mirror once again. Her worried expression hadn't changed. He shifted in his seat to get a better look at her. 
 
    "Manda, tell me what you're thinking." The gentle demand came right out. It seemed that his occupation always came into play, even in a situation when he was not exactly emotionally stable himself. 
 
    Manda took a moment to answer. When she did, her subject of thought was not what Roden had been expecting. "Ess is my best friend. She would tell me if she was seeing someone." He couldn't tell if it was a statement or a question. 
 
    "I – I'm afraid I don't know Ess, but there might be more to this than we're aware of. We don't know who this guy is that was laying on her floor – " 
 
    "Then what was he doing there?" 
 
    "Are you sure she never mentioned a date or a crush?" Roden asked. A thought entered his head that Manda probably never let Ess get a word in edgewise about her own life. However, he kept up his well-practiced 'serious face', which he often used with his patients. 
 
    "A crush?" Manda was indignant . . . yet again. "She's not fifteen, for cryin' out loud!" She took a breath and paused for a minute. "Agh, sorry. I don't know why it upsets me. It's just that she hardly ever had a date to talk about. I mean, she did talk about guys – of course she talked about guys, but dating – that was rare; and I could never even get her to go on blind dates . . ." 
 
    She went on like this for at least another minute. Roden felt that the situation would be better for her as long as she kept talking. More to the point, he began to undergo a slight level of shock himself over the fact that Manda actually said the word 'sorry'. He had a feeling that it was a significant hurdle for her to admit that she overreacts on occasion. 
 
    " . . . I'm just worried about her. She's so shy around men, and now some lunatic has nabbed her. What's that going to do to her? Oh, God, I hope she's alright." If it was possible for this woman to cry, Roden thought, she was close to it. 
 
    "I'm sure Ess will be able to hold her own, especially against Max. He's very docile and rather quiet himself. I'm sure she will be all right. We just need to find her and bring her home." 
 
    Just then, he remembered a detail from Max's message, and wondered why he didn't think of it when he first saw the unconscious man in Esther's apartment. "Max seems to think that Esther is in trouble, and that he is rescuing her from someone else who wants to hurt her. If that's the case, I'm sure he is striving his best to keep her safe. Maybe he thought this guy we found in her apartment meant to do her harm. He probably thinks that he has her best interests in mind. I'm sure she's fine in his hands." Was he trying to convince Manda or himself? He couldn't be sure. 
 
    "What do you mean he thinks he's rescuing her from someone else?" This was new to Manda. Roden had failed to mention this part previously, so he filled her in by repeating Max's voice message word-for-word as best as he could remember. 
 
    They didn't have time to discuss or analyze this tidbit any further. Suddenly, the passenger door opened, making Roden and Manda jump. The next moment, Martin slid into the seat and slammed the door shut. He looked at the other passengers who were both slow to react to the getaway. "Well, come on. Let's go. Let's get out of here." 
 
    Roden shifted the car into gear and headed out of the parking lot. After turning in the direction of Max's apartment, he addressed Martin, "So, how did it go?" 
 
    "Oh, fine, fine," was the reply. 
 
    "Fine?" Roden repeated. "Do you care to elaborate? What happened?" 
 
    "My plan was perfect. Went just as I thought. No one saw me stage the guy outside of the emergency room, and no one suspected that I knew more than I let on." Martin was smug. Manda's accusation had certainly been correct. This guy was enjoying the situation entirely too much. 
 
    But then, Roden contemplated, Martin didn't know any of the people involved. What other emotions could there be for him other than enjoyment? . . . Perhaps disgust? Perturbation? Distress? They seemed reasonable responses, but were evidently not the only plausible ones in this circumstance. Still, getting a thrill from a crisis situation, that was disturbing. 
 
    They drove on in silence. Hopefully, Max's apartment would lead them in the right direction. Roden just wanted this incident to be over with. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first sensations began as a constant vibration mingled with light thumps that jostled everything just a little. Then, sound harmonized with the movement. The resonance came low and unsteady, no real pattern to the reverberation. The thumps were accompanied by low percussive thuds in a cadence without rhythm. Intermittent crescendos swelled and whirled in abrasive pitches, rising and fading in short intervals. The sense of sight returned at last, but it wasn't very helpful. Everything was dark. Painfully bright lights came and went with the crescendos at distant moments, stinging the eyes, and revealing a solid black environment. 
 
    It was a while before Ess was able to regain enough consciousness to comprehend her surroundings. She was in a vehicle that was in motion. There were no stops or sharp turns, and it felt like it was moving very fast. She lay across the backseat, where she had no view of the driver or the scenery outside. Her last memory had been of her apartment. She could not fathom how she ended up here. All she could recall at the moment was fear, and so she became afraid to move. 
 
    It was obvious from her lateral position that she wasn't buckled in, and the jostling of the vehicle shook her enough to make Ess aware of her restraints. Her wrists and ankles were trussed together in away that rendered her immobile, but did not hurt her. 
 
    After this long assessment of her situation, true panic set in. This was wrong, all wrong. She tried to think, but it was difficult to focus. All Ess remembered was that she had been home, and now she wasn't. For a moment she suggested to herself that it was a bad dream, but she knew that she was too alert to be dreaming. 
 
    With this panic came shivers. As frightened as she was to move, she couldn't keep herself from shaking. She concentrated on getting her breathing under control while tears stung her eyes and the taste of bile crept up her throat. 
 
    She knew that she needed to concentrate on getting herself away from this situation. The reasons for her abduction could wait; the freedom from her abductor could not. With the panic clouding her mind, no escape ideas would surface. Ess damned her inability to think under pressure. 
 
    Suddenly, she was sliding across the seat as the vehicle took a turn without slowing down. Her head slammed into the vehicle door, then her body was flung to the floor, causing her to release a few painful whimpers and groans. After several uncomfortable seconds spent trying to recover herself, she felt the car screech to a stop, jolting her even more. 
 
    The noise of the driver's door opening startled her, and she began to kick and pull at her restraints. Then, the back door opened at her feet. She looked towards it and saw all hope of freedom blocked by a large silhouette. The man was in black, and his features were unclear in the dark, adding to his ominous figure. 
 
    He leaned into the car's cabin, and reached for her, pulling her up off the floor. With little effort he hauled her back onto the seat, and bent over to reposition her. Without thought, Ess reacted. 
 
    With all her might she kicked at him, hitting him hard in the stomach with her knees. She heard the wind leave his chest as he doubled over. This put his head in just the right position to strike again; so she did, making contact with his face. She wasn't sure, but she thought she could feel his nose break. 
 
    He collapsed on the floor of the vehicle, with his legs hanging out of the door. As he held his hands to his face, and struggled to regain his breath, Ess reached towards her feet to work at the knot that bound her ankles. She tore at it with her fingers, bending and ripping her nails in the process. After a few seconds, the knot started to give. 
 
    The man regained his breath, and began to vocalize his pain. This made Ess more desperate as she continued her struggles. She was numb to the ache in her fingers while she worked to free herself. 
 
    Finally the rope began to unravel. She kicked and pulled, liberating her legs. Her wrists were a different matter, but they could wait. Ess wiggled her way out of the vehicle, trying to avoid the man on the floor. 
 
    She was just about out the door when the man had enough control of his pain to notice her attempted escape. He growled and grabbed at her arm. She reacted by screaming and flailing, managing to knock him in the nose once more with her elbow. He screamed in response and let her go so he could cradle his face again. 
 
    She edged her way to the end of the seat, and stood on the ground. Looking around her, she saw only darkness and trees. She was in the middle of a forest somewhere, lighted only by a half moon. The pavement beside the vehicle was only a narrow country road. The faint sound of a passing car could be heard in the distance, letting her know that she was near another road. Perhaps it was the road they had just turned off of a few moments ago. 
 
    Before taking another step, she turned back towards the man in the car. Just then, he looked up, making eye contact with her while cupping his hand against the blood gushing from his nostrils. The look in his eyes spoke fury. That stare told her that, if he caught her, he would seriously harm her, or probably kill her. 
 
    It wouldn't take much for him to find his footing and chase her. She glanced down at his legs, which were still hanging out of the car. In that instant she had an inspiration: man's greatest physical weakness. 
 
    Ess took one quick step closer to him, and, before he could counteract, she lifted her foot and slammed it between his legs. He let out a low-pitched howl. She wished she had been wearing high heals instead of tennis shoes, but her kick was effective enough. Besides, now she needed to run. 
 
    Ess turned and dashed through the woods in the direction she assumed the other road to be in. Keeping her balance and jogging at an adequate pace was difficult with her arms bound at her wrists. The night had become cold, and she wasn't clad for it, but adrenaline kept her warm and kept her going. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Max drove through the darkness, cursing himself for the way this night had turned out. Actually, his cursing extended further back than this evening. It began the day before when his lifelong fixation came crashing down on him. Had he known what his art would lead to, he would never have wrapped his fingers around a chisel or a paintbrush. 
 
    Once he caught a glimpse of Esther at the art gallery that day, he couldn't resist discovering more about her. It became important for him to know that she was doing well. He wanted her to be safe and happy. Initially, he told himself that all he intended to do was check up on her from time to time. When, after two weeks, he couldn't pull himself away from his views of Esther leaving work, Esther stopping for coffee, and Esther taking the longer route home so that she could enjoy the effects of the autumn weather on the changing leaves, he realized that he didn't have control of himself after all. 
 
    He also began to realize that he wasn't the only one watching her. 
 
    Now he drove down the highway, a few miles outside of the city. He couldn't remember the exact location of his destination, since he had only been there once, but he kept his eyes on his surroundings, trying to look for any familiar signs of the turnoff. He doubled back twice already, sure that he must have already passed it. 
 
    If one hair on that perfect head so much as appeared out of place, Max didn't think he would be able to contain himself. Esther had given him his first and most significant show of kindness. He swore that, if he ever found her again, he would repay her somehow. If he could do so by helping her like she had helped him, it would be an honor and a privilege. Now, however, this honor could only be tainted with the bitterness of knowing that he put her in this current danger in the first place. What a hard pill to swallow. 
 
    His reflections continued to be self-loathing and self-berating as he sped along. All Roden's hard work with him over the years had regressed in the past two short weeks, and the doctor's impending disappointment became another bitter pill for Max. 
 
    As his eyes darted around for any familiar landmark that would jog his memory about the turn-off, something in the distance attracted his attention. On the side of the road, he could barely make out an object from the edge of his headlights. As he got closer, it turned out to be human. 
 
    The person waved both arms in the air in an awkward looking motion, apparently flagging him down. How unfortunate. A person this far out along the highway, was not likely to meet with many other passersby as the night wore on, and those passersby might be questionable in integrity. He knew he couldn't leave a person in need out here in the woods, even if it interrupted him in his quest. He slowed his car down, and managed to stop on the side of the road just a few yards past the stranded person. 
 
    As he got out, he saw the person running towards him. It was a woman, looking rather desperate in her hurried gait, tripping over herself to get to his car. As he stepped towards her, he recognized her. It was Esther! 
 
    It couldn't be possible. The very woman he was looking for, the one that slipped through his fingers the first time he tried to save her, now appeared right before him in the middle of nowhere. The opportunity to protect her had literally been delivered to him a second time. 
 
    She made it to him, her breath heaving in exhaustion and fear. She tried to speak, to explain herself and to ask for help, but her words were coming out in rapid jumbles. Max had to catch her as she began to collapse in fatigue. He noticed that her wrists were bound together, and the state of her made him angry. 
 
    "Don't worry. I've got you." Without saying another word, he guided her into the passenger's seat of his car. 
 
    She fell into the seat like a rag doll, where she continued working to catch her breath. Max tried his best to be respectful as he picked up her legs and slid them into the car. He reached over, and fastened her seatbelt around her, avoiding eye contact because his guilt rose at the sight of her suffering. After he saw to her comfort and safety, he shut the door, and ran around the front of the car to the driver's side. 
 
    As he opened his door, he heard a metallic bang from behind him in the distance. A moment later, a small object crashed into the open door. Esther screamed in fear, trying to express to her rescuer the need for their hasty departure. Max looked in the direction from which the bang had come. Someone shot at them. 
 
    A second shot resounded, and the glass shattered in his back window. He dunked into the car, grateful that he had left it running as he shifted into drive. His foot slammed on the gas pedal, and the wheels squealed and fishtailed slightly as they threw gravel behind them. The car was back on the road in no time. Max glanced back through the rearview mirror, but could see nothing through the shattered glass. 
 
    It appeared that Esther had escaped her captor. Max peered at her, impressed at her self-sufficiency in a crisis situation. He knew, however, that they would come after her. They weren't too far behind, and he couldn't be sure they didn't know it was Max who had found her. If they recognized him, it could be harder for him to hide her from them. 
 
    Good thing he had the foresight to pack a bag for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    This time, Roden watched carefully as Martin picked the lock to Max's flat. He did it quickly, without effort; and the door swung open in a matter of seconds. The entire action was very unsettling. 
 
    "What did you say you do for a living?" Roden asked, curious. 
 
    "I don't think I did say," Martin replied. He looked up with a teasing grin from his crouched position by the door. As he stood up he continued, "I'm in acquisitions." 
 
    Roden stared at him in astonishment. "Acquisitions?" Was that another word for thief? 
 
    Martin's grin widened at the doctor's disbelieving expression, but he decided to clarify. "I work for major art dealers and private collectors, obtaining fine art. On occasion, the market is open for contemporary artists. That's why I happened to be at La Donne on 5th when Manda and her friends showed up." 
 
    "Ah." Roden noted that the job description didn't exactly explain his lock picking abilities, but he left it alone. 
 
    The three reluctant companions headed into the studio apartment. Roden noticed right away that things were not right. Max wasn't a neat freak, but he certainly wasn't a slob, either. Therefore, the current condition of the young man's home shocked his psychiatrist friend. It looked ransacked. The door had been locked, and nothing appeared to be stolen or destroyed; but discarded papers and books were strewn in odd places, closets and cabinets hung open with the contents shoved to and fro, and chair cushions and pillows were tossed haphazardly about. 
 
    "Quite the bachelor pad," Martin commented. 
 
    Roden was upset. This didn't represent Max's case very well. If Max was the one who did this to his own home, then clearly his obsession for Esther had overridden any other compulsions he had. If this was his doing, then just what made him react this way? 
 
    "Well?" Manda asked, " Do you see any clues?" 
 
    Nothing appeared obvious to him other than the evident disarray. He headed to the back of the flat, and pried through Max's clothes closet. There were no clothes littering the floor of the closet like there had been in Esther's apartment, but there were several empty hangers, indicating that items were missing. 
 
    Roden searched for Max's brown leather bomber jacket without success. He had worn it all winter for the last two years, so it's absence could be significant. Of course, the night had turned rather cool, so he may be wearing it for immediate warmth rather than taking it for the long term. There was evidence that his young friend packed, but no accurate evidence of what he packed for. 
 
    "Huh," Martin spoke from the other side of the apartment. "This must be his own personal collection of Esther art." 
 
    Roden walked apprehensively over to the site that Martin commented on. He never recalled seeing any artwork of Esther in Max's home before. True, he kept several works in his studio, but Roden thought the young man had distanced himself enough from the subject to leave her there, and not take her home. 
 
    Nevertheless, there she was in the coat closet, or what should have been the coat closet. Since he was Max's friend as well as his therapist, Roden had been in this place several times during the years since Max had occupied it. Only now did he realize that he had never seen inside this closet. 
 
    The largest and most distinctive example consisted of a creamy white statuette figure of Esther in flowing garb and the wings of an angel. It must have been three feet tall, but a painted wooden crate that acted as a pedestal brought its height almost to eye level. On the three walls of the closet were numerous pictures of the idolized woman, captured in several mediums: charcoal, pencil, pastel oils. Some were displayed in frames; others were simply pinned to the wall. They showed her in varying stages of youth and maturity. One drawing, Roden guessed it to be charcoal, even displayed an old woman. She looked wrinkled and weak, but her eyes still displayed the beautiful kindness present in all the artist's Esther works. 
 
    Another portrait caught Roden's eye and held it: a drawing of the child Esther penciled on lined paper from a notebook. It looked more rudimentary than all the others, but the talent was there. It must have been one of Max's first, done at a young age, when he should have been paying attention in school. 
 
    Roden shuttered, and Manda looked stunned. Seeing the statues in the art gallery were nothing compared to this. She didn't know what to make of it, but Roden knew it wouldn't be long before she began voicing her distress, and he didn't look forward to it. 
 
    Martin spoke before either Roden or Manda could find their own words to utter. "Well, it looks like the man has been holding out on us." 
 
    "Yes," Roden responded, bewildered. "I had thought he'd managed to separate himself from this 'divine image' he created out of Esther." 
 
    "Guess not." Martin rejoined, with a shade too much entertainment evident in his voice. 
 
    "I knew he still created works with her in mind. I even congratulated him on the collection at the gallery; but I thought he had it under control. I mean . . . he did other subjects, too. Not everything he created was Esther. But I've never seen these. I had no idea he made so many – or kept so many." Roden shook himself, surprised to find that he had made this observation out loud. It was unlike him to be so indiscreet and unprofessional, since Max was, in fact, his patient. The worst part, though, was that his words set Manda off. 
 
    "You told me you were a psychiatrist! How could a psychiatrist know so little about his patient's mental illness? You said you've known him for seventeen years? But you apparently know nothing! Look at this," She tore a picture off the wall. "Does it look like he's separated himself from his work? What the hell kind of a demented freak draws picture after picture of some innocent girl he barely even met?" 
 
    Practically in tears and hysterics, she crumpled the paper and threw it in Roden's face. He worked to keep his calm, though he met few people in his life that were able to make him falter in his self-control like she could. 
 
    Manda then turned to the statue and tried to shove it off its pedestal. Martin grabbed her before she succeeded, and held her, trying to calm her. Roden could see that she was under a great amount of stress over the welfare of her friend. Manda seemed the sort of person who might be better off exhibiting her emotions. If she bottled them up, when she finally went off, it would be like an atomic bomb. So, he stood there as Manda poured out her anger, fright and frustration, and let Martin hold her to subdue her physical display. 
 
    Roden turned away from the scene as Manda's emotions continued. That's when he noticed the bare space on the wall over the desk in the corner. He took a few steps in that direction. On the wall there were still four pins piercing torn edges of paper. 
 
    The answer suddenly came to him. "I know where they went!" Roden blurted out. He turned towards his companions. "I know where they went." 
 
    Suddenly, Manda became quiet. After a few sniffles, she croaked out "What?" 
 
    "Max knows how to survive a winter in the wilderness. He did it during his senior year of college. Well, not the whole winter, but winter break and part of the spring semester. He spent some time in a cabin in the wilderness preserve up north. He was writing an anthropology thesis on habits influenced by the lack of human contact, or something like that. He thought that the best example of this study would be to act as his own model for some firsthand experience. 
 
    He didn't have a car at the time, so I drove him up there. When I picked him up three months later, he said the seclusion had been the greatest peace in his life, and that he would gladly do it again for the escape." 
 
    "Escape!" Manda cried, "You think he escaped up to the wilderness preserve?" 
 
    "Well," replied Roden, "He had a map of the preserve pinned up on the wall here. It looks like it was torn down in haste, like he grabbed it on his way out the door." 
 
    "He took her into the woods?" 
 
    "That seems like the most likely place." 
 
    "But it's huge, isn't it?" Martin added his own question into the mix. 
 
    Roden took a deep breath. It was huge, however, there were only twelve cabins on the entire preserve. The cabin Max had rented was in the southwestern corner of the wilderness. Wasn't it? Would he go back to the same cabin? Could Roden remember how to get there? 
 
    "What are we waiting for then? We're losing time." Manda seemed to come back out of her dramatic fit. 
 
    Strange to witness, but as soon as she exhausted her emotions, Manda seemed fine. Martin let her go, and as she wiped a few tears from her face and sniffed away her outburst, she said, "We need to get moving so we can catch up to them before they make it into the preserve. I expect to be dismissing this whole incident with Ess over a cup of coffee in the morning." 
 
    With all the dignity she could muster, she swept towards the door of the flat. Martin and Roden, after exchanging confounded and impressed looks, followed her out. 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ess's breathing finally slowed down to a rate that wouldn't be defined as hyperventilating. The fact that she had opted for a stranger's car in order to get away from her kidnapper hadn't quite sunk in yet. She just let shivers of shock and waves of prickly warmth rake alternately through her body. 
 
    The man in the driver's seat had not yet attempted to speak to her. After aiming several vents of hot air in her direction, he just let her sit there and regain herself. Ess's toes and fingers began to ache as the numbness of the cold night thawed out of them. The feeling was a relief rather than a pain. 
 
    Coming out of the shock made her very tired, and she began to doze. No music played on the radio to either lull or disturb her, and the acceleration of the car as they evened out of the curves in the road seemed to sooth her agitation. She felt oddly comfortable and safe as she put distance between herself and her former captor, and soon she drifted off from exhaustion and ease. 
 
    An hour later she stirred from her dreamless state. It wasn't like her previous awakening when she had slowly returned to consciousness from what was likely a drug induced condition in the black vehicle. This time she didn't have to reclaim her senses to know where she was. The situation struck her much faster, and she woke with a start. 
 
    Ess's sudden wakefulness didn't go unnoticed by the driver. She knew he was watching her out of the corner of his eye. Still, he didn't speak. 
 
    She stuttered, trying to find something to say. Finally, she determined the best way to begin. "T-thank you. For stopping." From the light of the dashboard she looked at him as he gave her a quick masked glance. There was no indication that he accepted or refused her thanks. 
 
    She went on, her agitation accelerating as she spoke. "I – I wish I could explain what happened. I – I don't know how I ended up there . . . and you stopped . . . and then we were shot at, and – oh God, thank you for stopping. I don't know what I would have done . . ." As she was attempting to make her distorted and pointless explanation, she noticed that utter darkness surrounded the car. There were no distant streetlights, no headlights from other cars. The skyline from some far off city lights could not even be seen on the horizon. 
 
    They seemed to be heading away from civilization. Ess didn't know exactly where they were or what direction they were pointed in, but she was sure they were not heading back towards her home. She began to feel uneasy. 
 
    "I don't mean to sound ungrateful," She really didn't, "But can you tell me where we're going?" Then she felt the need to elaborate, in case her hero felt offended at her qualm. "I mean, I don't think this is the way back to the city." 
 
    The man didn't reply. He looked as though he was struggling for words. She continued, "We really should report this to the police. I was kidnapped; we were shot at. We really should head for a police station." Ess felt nervous, and it was evident in her voice. 
 
    At long last, he spoke. "I don't think that would be a good idea." Well, that didn't do a thing to ease Ess's anxiety. Rather, it elevated it. 
 
    "Why not?" she squeaked out, failing miserably at hiding her resurfacing fear. 
 
    "Because your kidnapper has plenty of influence in the police force. They would just look the other way, and you would be an open target for Angoli's men. You're better off in hiding." 
 
    "What?" Ess whispered in disbelief. 
 
    "I'm sorry. I don't mean to scare you. Honestly." The sincerity in his voice sounded strange in association with his words. "But the man responsible for your kidnapping is influential and dangerous. The best thing for you right now is to stay out of sight." He gave her a longer look than his previous glances, and she could see determination on his face. "And I'm going to help you." 
 
    "What?" Ess dropped her jaw in her shock. His short declaration sent many thoughts and questions swirling around in her head. Where to start? Perhaps the obvious question. "You just picked me up on the side of the road. What are you talking about?" 
 
    He grimaced, realizing that his words must be confusing to her. She had no idea what was going on. "I'll tell you everything, but you have to keep an open mind. Please don't jump to conclusions or develop an opinion of me just yet." 
 
    Ess felt dazed. She didn't understand his request, but she needed to know what he was talking about. She had to know what was going on. Whatever it was, it was affecting her life, and putting her in a lot of danger. She agreed to his stipulation with a simple "Okay", not sure if she could keep to it. 
 
    He started with a deep breath, taking it slow to ensure that he was thorough. "I think the best way to start would be to introduce myself – although we've actually met once, a long time ago." He took an opportunity to steal another glance at her. She looked puzzled. 
 
    "My name is Max. We first met when you were selling lemonade. I remember that you were trying to earn money so that the doctors could make your brother better." Yet another quick glance showed him that a cloud fell over her face. She remembered. 
 
    "You're the artist." It all fell together from what she remembered of him and what the man in the restaurant had told her when he informed her of the artist who created the Esther sculptures. The introduction sped through her mind, leading to the ultimate realization in a matter of seconds. He was an obsessed and deranged creep. That was the conclusion her friends had made after witnessing the effigies he had created. He was obsessed with her, and now he had her. 
 
    Another thought: he rescued her from the malicious kidnapper that was chasing her down in the woods. Ess was lost in confusion. Nothing made sense to her yet. 
 
    Max continued. "I just want you to know, I never meant any harm. It was just that – when you gave me that lemonade and you spoke to me as an equal human being – it was the first time I ever received kindness. Before that, I don't think I ever even knew it existed. And I never forgot it." He paused for a moment, slightly embarrassed to be sharing his feelings with someone other than Dr. Roden, but continued anyway. "It meant so much to me, and it became a sanctuary for me. I didn't have an easy childhood; but when I thought of you and you're compassion towards me, I just . . . I was able to carry on. It got me through some tough times." His explanation felt a little absurd and dramatic, but it was the truth. Part of him was grateful for the opportunity to be able to finally tell her how important she had been to his very existence. 
 
    Now, Ess was stunned. She only barely remembered the encounter, and really had no idea what kind of impact it truly had made to that ragged little boy. "And you became obsessed about it?" she ventured to ask. 
 
    "I'm afraid that was the diagnosis." Max replied, sounding rather ashamed. "But the way I see it is this: see, people believe in guardian angels, and ask for prayers of deliverance all the time. They believe and depend on them." Max noticed by another of his short glances that she was hearing him out. "They even rely on religious conviction to keep order and sanctity in a world where each one of their lives aren't . . . really even a worth a spec in the world's past or present or future." He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Well, when I was a boy, you were the answer to a prayer that I didn't know to pray." 
 
    The raw honesty and intensity of this philosophical speech left Ess more astounded than ever. Dwelling on it, taking it all in, was too much. There were too many conflicting observations that it brought forth. It was better to keep the explanation going. "So, what does all this have to do with this 'dangerous man' kidnapping me?" 
 
    Shame once more crossed Max's face. "It's my fault. I'm so sorry. I wish I could go back and undo it . . ." 
 
    She prompted him to continue his explanation rather than expound on his self-loathing apology, "But what did you do?" 
 
    "I created my Esther works and they drew attention. More importantly, they drew the attention of a wealthy man by the name of Marcus Angoli." Max needed to explain everything to make this woman understand. "When I was in college, I was encouraged by a professor to display my art in a local gallery. Mr. Angoli happened to be associated with the gallery and picked up on my works. They were paintings, all done in a Pre-Raphaelite Roman goddess theme . . . and they had your face. 
 
    He purchased the collection soon after they were placed on display. I was reluctant to sell, but I was a starving student at the time, and he wagged a lot of money in my face. I thought he liked my works in general, but over the years I noticed that the only works he actually acquired were of Esther – of you. You were like the unattainable movie star, only existing to be pined over. 
 
    I was taken to his estate once to manage a particular arrangement of some of the works. His home was like a fortress. Security cameras, guards . . . I never knew a place like that existed anywhere around here. Anyways, he has an entire room dedicated to the art he purchased from me, and there's a lot. He seems to have his own little obsession for you. Turns out, I wasn't the only one who thought highly of you. Except he didn't know that you were a real person. At least, not until you showed up at La Donne a couple of weeks ago." Another quick glance showed troubled shock on his passenger's face. He hated being the barer of such news, but it was better that she knew the danger. 
 
    "I hate going to the galleries and seeing my art on view, and I rarely go once the exhibit is opened, but Angoli insisted on meeting with me in person to discuss the purchase of my latest sculptures, because I did not want to sell them. Unfortunately, he was determined to have them, and, of course, he won out in the end. I'm ashamed to say that he threw a lot of money in my face again, and I couldn't refuse." 
 
    "Eighty thousand dollars? I can't say that I blame you." Ess commented quietly. 
 
    Max was surprised. "How did you know?" 
 
    Ess replied, "I tried to buy them myself. I didn't want them on display. They have my face . . . and the nude! I was embarrassed." Now it was Max's turn to be embarrassed. 
 
    "I didn't mean to be derogatory." He explained, "It's not porn. It's art. The ultimate beauty is the uninhibited human body. I was trying to emphasize beauty, not sexuality." 
 
    Ess just responded with a nod. Her chin was set and her eyes unreadable. Max couldn't tell if she accepted his justification or not. So, he decided to move on. 
 
    "Well, when you walked into the gallery it caused a little stir. Not a lot, but enough to bring you to Angoli's attention. I was too stunned myself to notice his reaction when he saw you. I didn't realize that it would be such a revelation to him as it was to me." 
 
    If Ess felt appalled and disturbed before, what he had to say next would really distress her. "Now here is the shocking part that I am most embarrassed to tell you, but please don't be mad." He paused for another deep breath. "Once I saw you, I couldn't just let you walk away again. I looked for you for so long, in classrooms, in crowded halls and stores, in every face I passed on the street. And finally, when I wasn't looking, you appeared. 
 
    I had to follow you. I told myself that I just wanted to make sure you were okay, and that you were happy with your life. I just wanted to look in on you from time to time, sort of like a guardian angel. 
 
    So, I trailed you and your friends to the café, and followed you home. Everything seemed well enough. You're life was simple and quiet. You seemed safe." Ess looked at him, her brow furrowed in disappointment over his description of her life. Her life was simple, and it was small, but she couldn't say that she was exactly happy about it. 
 
    "After I made this estimation, I tried to back off. I thought I had control of myself by this point in my life, but the pull was . . . it was . . . overwhelming. After only a day, I started finding excuses to pass by your neighborhood, though it's really not on my way anywhere. I discovered where you worked and shopped, the route you took home after work. I noticed that, on the days you left your job before dark, you would take a longer route home so that you could go through the park. The autumn leaves are starting to turn, and the scent of the fading summer is unbelievable right now. I imagined that you were enjoying the charm of it as much as I did. It seemed to me like you were in your element there." He caught himself going off on a tangent, and stopped himself. 
 
    The astute assessment he made of her rambles through the park surprised her. She was also alarmed. The accuracy of this study of her was very disturbing. 
 
    "I'm sorry. That's just the artist in me. Anyway, a few days ago, I began to notice that I wasn't the only one watching you. There was another man persistently observing you, and he always seemed to be nearby. I started watching him watch you. He got bolder as the week wore on. By this afternoon, he was letting you see him, too. He even ran into you a few times." 
 
    "The man who came to my apartment," Ess put it together. "Chad!" She was angry. She never contemplated that she was interesting enough to draw attention, and now she found out that she had an audience? 
 
    "That's the guy." 
 
    "But then who was the other guy?" Ess asked. "The one who hit him over the head?" 
 
    If Ess could see his face illuminated by more than the glow of a dashboard, she would have seen it turn a bright red. This was the part Max was most upset about. 
 
    "That," his voice cracked in humiliation, "was me." 
 
    "You?" Ess looked at him as closely as she dared. That scene in the apartment happened so quickly that the man's face had been a blur. She couldn't put this man's face to the one who had wrapped his arms around her and stifled her scream. 
 
    "I was trying to come to your rescue. I scared you and the whole thing went badly. I'm sorry." He had to stop apologizing so much or she would stop believing his sincerity. "I didn't realize the guy – Chad – had an accomplice. By the time I reached for you keep you from screaming and to try to help you recover yourself, the other man managed to enter the apartment and – judging from the fact that he shot at us on the road earlier – he must have hit me in the head with the back of his gun or something. He probably would have shot me then and there if the noise wouldn't have caused alarm amongst the neighbors. 
 
    By the time I came to, you were gone. I don't know how he got you out of there unseen, but he left 'Chad' on the floor, still unconscious. I wasn't about to just let them have you, so I made some quick decisions. 
 
    Before I left, I grabbed your suitcase, packed a few things and headed out to find you. I was heading in the general direction of Angoli's estate. I couldn't remember exactly where it was located, but I was going to break you out of there." 
 
    "Wait," Ess became livid, "You packed me a suitcase? You went through my things?" 
 
    "Esther, I wasn't invading your privacy for selfish reasons, I was just – " 
 
    "Just what? Planning to kidnap me yourself?" She was certainly angry now that she overcame her distress. "Gee, what a thoughtful kidnapper, packing me a bag!" 
 
    "Now, that is not what I was doing." 
 
    "Then what?" 
 
    "I planned to hide you. I still plan to hide you. It's not safe for you to be back in the city right now." 
 
    "Oh, and I'm supposed to assume that I'll be safe with you?" 
 
    "You are safe with me." Max was straining to recover the situation. 
 
    "How does that follow?" Ess noticed that she was displaying a little of Manda's gumption. It was quite the adrenaline rush. "How does going from one kidnapper to another mean that I'm safe?" 
 
    "I won't hurt you," he was desperate to reassure her, "but Angoli will. I plan to protect you, to repay you for what you did for me. Angoli's purpose for taking you is less noble, I guarantee you." 
 
    That crushed Ess's adrenaline fed accusations. She had nothing more to say, and couldn't think of anything she could do to get out of the situation. 
 
    They sat in silence for a long time. 
 
    About an hour later (a very slow hour) Ess noticed that they were slowing down. She looked up and saw some lights ahead in the distance. Max decelerated the car and turned into a grimy gas station that was attached to an antiquated general store. 
 
    He finally broke the silence. "This is the last stop before the wilderness preserve. I'm going to fuel up and get some provisions. If you don't want to get hurt, then stay here." 
 
    Ess was indignant in her quiet way. "Is that a warning or a threat?" 
 
    Max winced, realizing his words had come out wrong. "It's advice." He shut the car door behind him, and walked towards the dirty old store, concentrating on not looking back to see what she was doing. It wouldn't help his case any if he made her think he didn't trust her. 
 
    Ess didn't particularly care to believe him, but then again, her former kidnapper had shot at him as well as her, so it wasn't like he was in cahoots with them. She didn't know what to think. It was difficult for her to make a snap decision when it was truly her life in her hands. 
 
    Besides that, nothing but darkness and trees surrounded the gas station; and the only other person present was the storekeeper. She could see through the window, that he was a grubby old man with an unkempt Santa Claus beard and a patch over one of his eyes. He looked like a quintessential pirate. Ess decided she'd rather chance it with Max than with 'Captain Ahab'. 
 
    Max made sure that it was a very short time later that they were back on the highway. A few minutes afterwards he turned the car onto a one-lane road, which quickly became a dirt path. 
 
    Ess started to panic a little again. Thoughts ran through her head of television news stories in which raped and beaten victims were left for dead in the middle of the wilderness. Perhaps it wasn't the right decision to trust this guy over the filthy pirate storekeeper, after all. She looked at Max as he drove, trying to study him like he had studied her; to see if he was really honest and sincere about what he told her. She wanted it to be true, just to know she was safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bumps and jolts of the small car traveling over rocks and potholes were giving Ess a headache. Nervousness and fright kept her body tense, making every jostle radiate through her rigid frame, and quite possibly giving her whiplash in her neck. The slow progress was made painfully slower by the edgy quiet that fell between her and her current captor. Quite honestly, she felt less afraid of him when he spoke. The problem was, she didn't exactly know how to get him to resume a conversation. 
 
    She remembered watching the movie Silence of the Lambs, and tried to recall a specific scene. What was it, again? The one about the psyche of the bad guy not using the victims' names. Instead, he referred to them as objects, or 'its', rather than as people so that he could keep his conscience clean from his criminal acts. Maybe if she started talking about herself, making herself more of a real person to this Max guy - rather than an object of obsession - he would feel less inclined to harm her. It was the only weapon she could think of at the moment. 
 
    She cleared her throat and began, "So, a lot has happened to both of us since the last time we met." Wow, that was a lame start, but she was desperate and needed to initiate a 'getting-to know-you' conversation quickly. 
 
    Sadly, Max noticed the awkwardness of that statement. He didn't understand where such a comment came from, but he knew she was scared. He realized that she didn't know him, and she still didn't fully understand the extent of the danger she was in. Well, maybe she understood a little, since she was kidnapped and shot at, but she had no reason to believe anything he had told her about what was happening. Perhaps if she got to know him a little better, he could earn her trust. He would do anything to make this situation easier for her. 
 
    "Yeah. A lot. For the both of us." Jeez, was that the best he could do? Say something. Initiate an anecdote. Tell a joke. Anything. Why hadn't he been granted the gift of eloquence? 
 
    While criticizing himself for yet another of his flaws, Max suddenly realized where he was. It was time for the next leg of their journey. 
 
    Suddenly the car stopped. Ess's heart raced. Oh, no. She didn't have a chance to make him see her as a real person. He wasn't going to give her the chance. This was it. They reached their destination, which looked like nowhere in particular, and he was going to strike. Well, she wasn't going to give in so easily. She would fight tooth and nail for her life. 
 
    Before Max shifted the car into park, Ess had her seatbelt off and reached for the door latch. Pushing at the door as she pulled the latch, she practically fell out of the seat. She felt the brush of his hand as he tried to grab her arm, but he missed. Ess was now out of the car. She scrambled to regain her footing, and it took her longer than she had time for to re-establish her balance so that she could sprint. At least now she could run with her arms free from bindings. 
 
    Max was startled at her action, if not surprised. If she was going to run, he expected that she would have done it back at the gas station, not in the middle of the wilderness. This was not a place to run around in during the middle of the night. 
 
    He instinctively grabbed at her, but missed. Her clumsy escape from the car gave him time to get out of the driver side door. By the time he dashed around the front of the car, she had her bearings and was fleeing. 
 
    The half moon gave off a bright glow at this time of the night, but the thick canopy of the trees cast many shadows. This made both the escape and the pursuit more difficult. There were boulders and gullies everywhere. Max needed to catch her before Ess did some real injury to herself . . . or before some wild animal caught her. 
 
    Ess was more afraid than ever. She loved nature, and had gone camping many times in her youth, but between the darkness and her inappropriate shoes, she was finding it very complicated to maneuver in this topography. She stubbed her toe on a rock and almost flew forward to the rocky ground. Luckily, her other foot stopped her fall, and her balance, though faltering, didn't fail her. 
 
    However, she wasn't ready for the low branch that was in her path as she looked to the terrain in front of her. The branch made harsh contact with her cheek and nose, knocking her backwards. Her arms tried to swing behind her to catch her fall, but they weren't in time. She landed on her tailbone, followed by her back. Her head just missed a ragged rock, which smashed into her shoulder instead. Then, she felt a sudden numbness throughout her body. 
 
    Max witnessed it all. He heard the thud as Ess hit the branch, and saw her feet swing out from under her. The way she went down, he knew she had landed hard. He was only seconds away from her aid, practically slipping as he came to a halt over her. 
 
    When he bent down to make sure the wind wasn't knocked out of her, Ess reacted. She put her hands to his chest to shove him away, and flailed her legs so that she could kick him if he came within the vicinity of them. 
 
    Max quickly countered this pandemonious self defense. He grabbed her wrists, shoving them to the ground, while he used his own legs to pin hers down. She still struggled for several seconds longer, but exhausted her already fatigued limbs very quickly. 
 
    He could hear her sobs as she realized she couldn't struggle anymore, and he felt her shake with fright and cold. Pinning her down like this was not the best way to earn her trust. In fact, it appeared to be the exact opposite. He didn't know what else to do, though. 
 
    "Sshhh." He tried to sooth her. "Sshh. Esther. Esther, it will be all right. Just calm down." She heard him, but was she listening? 
 
    "Ess," Max continued, "I know you don't believe me, but I won't hurt you. Please let me help you. Please." 
 
    He felt her submit a little more to him. If she would only relax a little further, they could return to the car. "Ess, we need to get you back to the car. Your nose is bleeding. Let's go take care of your injuries. Okay?" 
 
    It took Ess several moments to respond. Here he had her at his mercy, and he wasn't taking advantage of it? He wanted to get her back to the car to bandage her up? Then she felt it. Her nose was throbbing. Really throbbing! Her tailbone ached, and a sharp pain pierced at her shoulder. She winced and nodded at the same time. 
 
    With that reply, Max loosened his grasp and helped her to her feet. She stumbled forward. Obviously, her equilibrium was off, so he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. When she gasped, he realized that her shoulder received an injury. Unsure of how she would react, he placed his arm around her waist so that he could carry most of her weight. To the astonishment of both, she let him do this. 
 
    Slowly, they made their way back to the car. Max was very careful to ease Ess's way as well as he could. Ess's head ached more than ever and she could feel the blood slipping down her nose. 
 
    "Keep your head down." Max cautioned. "You don't want the blood running down your throat." 
 
    Ess did as he said, but it made the pain in her shoulder sharpen, and she wasn't able to keep her head down for long. Soon enough, she tasted blood in her mouth, and felt it trickling down her throat. This made her stomach queasy, and added to her present misery. 
 
    They made it to the car, and Max helped her lower her bruised tailbone into the front passenger seat. She shifted around to relieve the ache that spread throughout her lower back, but there was no position that she could sit in that made her more comfortable. 
 
    Max grabbed a paper napkin from the glove compartment and held it up to her nose to catch the blood. A few seconds later, the bleeding finally seemed to stop. 
 
    "Well, you're a fast coagulator." 
 
    "What?" Ess creased her eyebrows in a rather adorable way. 
 
    "Ah, sorry," Max felt silly, "Just trying to be witty." 
 
    Ess suddenly snorted a small laugh, which immediately started the bleeding again. 
 
    "Oh, shoot. I'm sorry," Max reacted, putting the napkin back to her face. "I'm so sorry." 
 
    "Really, you shouldn't apologize so much." Ess said. Her voice was nasally because of the pressure Max placed on her nose. This caused Max to grin, which made Ess realize how funny she sounded. The sensitive state of her nose kept her from snorting again, and she fought to keep a smile from forming on her face. She couldn't show any weakness to this man. 
 
    "That's better." Max grinned again as the blood stopped gushing for the second time. "How's your shoulder?" 
 
    "Hurts like hell." Ess was careful not to breathe through her nose for a while. She could feel it swelling, and at the moment, that pain outweighed the soreness in her shoulder and in her backside. "But I'll live." 
 
    Max laughed. "Yeah, I think you will." 
 
    "So, now what?" Ess had no idea where to go from here. So far he didn't seem intent on harming her, but she still didn't know what to expect. 
 
    "Well, it's late." Max glanced at the clock on the dash. It glowed 1:48. "Or early, depending on how you want to look at it. It's cold, and your covered in blood. There's a cabin not to far from here. Can you walk?" 
 
    "Ah, I think so." Ess still felt dazed and tired, not to mention cold and confused. 
 
    "Good. I'll get the bags, if you'll hold the flashlight." 
 
    "How far is it? I mean, I don't see a cabin, and this road, or whatever it is, looks like it continues on. So, where are we going?" 
 
    "That way," Max pointed in a direction that ran almost perpendicular to the road. There was no path. "It's about two-thirds of a mile from here. I don't want to park the car too near to our location. It might draw some attention we don't want." 
 
    Attention he doesn't want, Ess thought. She, on the other hand, would be better off if she could point others in the right direction. Maybe she'd have a better chance of being rescued. She thought about what she could do while Max opened the trunk and began retrieving bags. 
 
    He fished through a suitcase - her suitcase - and pulled something out. It was her winter coat. He offered it to her with the intent of helping her put it on. Rather than accepting this gesture, Ess grabbed the coat and began to place her arms through it herself. Her shoulder protested vehemently, but she ignored the pain so she wouldn't look like a fool for refusing his help. 
 
    As she went to zip the coat up, Ess realized that she still had the bloodied napkin in her hand. This gave her an idea. "Do you have any more napkins?" she asked, then quickly added a good reason. "In case the bleeding starts up again." 
 
    Max was quick to oblige. "Of course." He reached into the glove compartment and pulled out a handful of napkins, handing them to Ess along with the flashlight. 
 
    Soon they were off on foot, side by side: Max with his burden and Ess with the light to guide them. It wasn't long before she began carrying out her plan. Max kept close and watched her scrupulously, eager to help if she showed the slightest sign of faltering. It wasn't easy to tear the napkins into smaller pieces inside her coat pocket as she went along, and drop them on the sly so that Max couldn't see what she was doing. It worked for Hansel and Gretel, so Ess hoped that it would work for her. Of course, using breadcrumbs didn't do very much good for the fairytale siblings and Ess wasn't sure if the wind would carry her paper trail away, but it was worth a try. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wilderness preserve was a long drive north, and Roden's BMW began to run low on gas. Fortunately, the old gas station near the entrance to the preserve was still there, just as Roden had recalled from years ago. Good thing, he observed, otherwise he would have to turn around and attempt to make it to some other distant station. That would have cost him time . . . and peace. He knew Manda would be all over him for that little screw up, and he'd had enough of that already. 
 
    He was lucky that the dilapidated old place was open at nearly three in the morning. There were no other customers around. In fact, he hadn't passed anyone on the road in hours. The lack of traffic couldn't be good for business. 
 
    As he pulled up to the only pump the station had, Manda stirred from her uncomfortable sleeping position in the front passenger seat. Her bobble-head doze couldn't have been very restful, but she had exhausted herself with her emotional outbursts and could no longer stay awake. Martin stayed quiet in the back seat. Roden imagined that he had probably fallen asleep over the past few hours, as well. The doctor himself was alert. His worry kept him wide-awake. 
 
    He opened the car door, allowing a rush of frigid air into the car, and Manda moaned at the unpleasant chill. Rising from his seat, he stretched his limbs, and winced at the soreness in his muscles. 
 
    Just as he was about to shut the door, he heard Martin speak. "Let me out, too, please. I need to use the restroom." Roden pushed the driver's seat forward, and let the tiresome man out. This, Roden pondered, was why his father had always ended up exasperated by the end of their old family road trips. He'd have to apologize to the old man the next time they spoke. 
 
    Together the two men walked into the store. The old bearded man behind the counter looked surprised to see customers at this hour, but didn't say anything. His one exposed eye watched the two men as they approached the counter. Martin (obviously, discomforted at the sight of the eye patch) reluctantly asked the old man if he could use the restroom, and Roden asked if there was any coffee brewing. 
 
    The old man grunted as he pulled out the key with its extra large wooden key chain and handed it to Martin. He simply pointed the way to the restroom outside, using his thumb as a guide. Martin then made a quick exit. Apparently, he really had to go. 
 
    Then, the old man hobbled out from behind the counter and shuffled over to an industrial grade coffee pot. It was empty and the heating plate was cold, but the man flipped the switch and quietly filled the pot with water from the fountain. 
 
    Roden smiled. "Thank you." 
 
    The old man looked up and smiled back. "So what brings ya out here this time a' night?" Roden's appreciation for the coffee apparently loosened the old man up enough to reveal his curiosity. 
 
    Roden took a moment to decide on his story. "We're meeting a friend of ours. He's staying in one of the wilderness cabins." 
 
    The old man nodded, accepting this answer, so Roden decided to push for a little information. "You wouldn't happen to have seen him would you? He's in his late twenties, brown eyes, sort of messy brown hair – you know, that modern fashion the younger guys are wearing nowadays. May have been wearing a bomber jacket." 
 
    "Yes," replied the old man, "Oh, yes. I remember him. Not many customers this time a' the night. Fact, 'tween the lot of you, you're the most customers I ever see any night." 
 
    "Really?" Roden was amused at the thought, and had to inquire, "May I ask why you bother staying open all night then?" 
 
    "Sure," grinned the old man, "and I'll be happy ta tell ya. It's 'cuz I'm married." He laughed. It was a high-pitched hissing sort of a laugh, like he had just told the most hilarious joke of his entire life. Roden couldn't help but laugh a little in turn. 
 
    "The only way ta git away from the old lady. This here," he waved a hand around the store, "This is my alone time. Most a' the night I spend readin', or fixin' the old lady's appliances. Even surf the net." Roden glanced towards the checkout counter and caught sight of a laptop glowing in the corner. 
 
    "Been dabblin' in stocks. Very lucrative business. Done pretty well in it. Haven't told the wife 'bout it yet, though." He laughed again and made to poke Roden in the ribs with his elbows, but was polite enough not to make contact. "Truth is, I've been plannin' a getaway for a couple a' months now. Gonna surprise the old ball-n-chain with a trip to the Hawaiian Islands. Ha, ha. What a laugh I'll git outta her reaction ta that." 
 
    "No doubt, no doubt." Roden laughed with him. As entertaining as the old man was, Roden found that they were getting off track in regards to the information he needed. "Say, how long ago did you see my friend come through?" 
 
    The old man replaced his grin with a pondering look as he tried to recall. "Oh, 'bout two hours ago maybe. Said he'd been travelin' most a' the day an' was lookin' forward to settlin' in. Had a young lady with him. She sat out in the car, though. Only stayed long enough to fill up his tank an' buy some food an' batteries. Thought maybe he was on his honeymoon?" The old man pried again. 
 
    "Ah, no." Roden cut the curiosity short. "She's just a friend." 
 
    "Ah, I see. Well, I think he may have a crush on 'er, then. Kept lookin' out the door the whole time he was in here, like he couldn't git enough a' lookin' at her." 
 
    That thought didn't make Roden feel any easier about the situation. "Did he say which cabin he was going to be staying in?" 
 
    "Can't say as he did. Didn't he let you know? Bein' as you supposed ta meet 'im there an' all?" 
 
    "Ah, guess we forgot that part of the arrangement. You wouldn't happen to have a map of the different cabin locations?" 
 
    "Na, don't keep such maps here. Ya have ta go ta the Ranger's Station for that." 
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "Yup, but it doesn't open 'til 'bout eight in the mornin'." 
 
    "Eight in the morning?!" No! That would put them several more hours behind. 
 
    "That's right." The old man seemed content that he was able to help, not knowing that the new information made Roden physically sick all over again. "Ya know, though, I could draw ya up a quick map. I know where all the cabins are. Been roamin' the wilderness preserve for 'bout forty years now." 
 
    "Really?" This was too good to be true. Roden was actually getting one break tonight. "I would be very very grateful." 
 
    "Not a problem." The man beamed, "Not like I got anything else ta do 'round here right now." While the coffee brewed the old man skirted back to the counter. He pulled out a scratch pad and began a drawing of lines and boxes, showing Roden the directions as he went. A few minutes later, Roden was folding a detailed, if not well scaled, map and stuffing it in his pocket. 
 
    The path basically looped around the entire preserve. The only problem was which path he should take when he got to that initial fork in the road. He couldn't really remember which cabin he had dropped Max off at the first time he was there. It had been so long ago. He did remember making a right turn at the fork. Was it right? 
 
    After buying some packaged doughnuts and a bag of pretzel twists, not to mention several bottles of water, Roden headed out to the car while blowing on his steaming coffee. Manda was out of the car and standing by the pump. Roden cleared his throat as he came up behind her, trying to avoid startling her. He deposited his purchases in the car, and inserted the gas pump into his tank to fill it with the fuel he had just prepaid for. 
 
    "Sleep well?" He wasn't sure if he asked her out of concern or because he kind of enjoyed riling a bitter reaction out of her. If it was the later, then it wasn't a healthy interaction that he was aiming for, and he realized that he better start checking himself. 
 
    The question did receive a bitter reaction. She rolled her eyes and turned up her nose. "This place is dirty and it smells. I can't wait to get going again. Where did Martin go?" 
 
    "Is he still in the restroom?" Did the man need to do more than just urinate? Roden wanted to get a move on, as well. "I'll go check on him while the gas is pumping. Keep your eye on it. Don't let it go over twelve gallons. It's an old pump and I don't know if it stops automatically." 
 
    "Right, right." Manda rolled her eyes again. She did that a lot. Roden was surprised she didn't pull any of her eye muscles. 
 
    He turned and headed in the direction of the restroom. On the side of the building was a wooden door stained a brownish yellow with age. The doorknob was completely rusted, but the dead bolt looked new. A plastic sign on the door, though chipped and coated with an oily dirt, appeared to indicate that it was a restroom. It read: 'Gotta pee? Get the key'. 
 
    Roden knocked on the door, and waited. No reply. He knocked again. Still no answer. So, he knocked harder and shouted Martin's name. He didn't hear a stir. It was strange. If there was something wrong with Martin in there, Roden would be livid. He didn't need any more complications. 
 
    Again, he pounded on the door and shouted "Martin! You in there?" Before he finished his pounding, Martin appeared out of the dark, coming around the corner from the backside of the building. 
 
    "Jeez, I'm right here. Cool it, will you?" He tossed the butt of a cigarette on the ground before Roden, and extinguished the cherry with a twist of his foot. 
 
    "What?" Roden was getting fed up with this guy. "Where have you been? You said you were going to the restroom? We need to get going." He turned and headed back towards the car. 
 
    Martin caught up with him. "Man, I'm sorry." He nudged Roden in the arm with his elbow and whispered, "Listen. Don't tell Manda what I was doing, okay?" 
 
    "Huh? Why not?" 
 
    "Well," Martin's whisper was tinged with guilt, "I told Manda I was a non-smoker. I'd hate for her to know that I lied." 
 
    Roden had to hold his breath to keep from laughing out loud. The only reply he was able to give by the time they reached Manda, was an amused glance and a nod. What a fascinating pair Manda and Martin made. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The cold was biting in the middle of the woods. There weren't any tall building walls and pavement to hold in the heat like in the city. The numbness that Ess felt earlier in the night crept back into her feet, and the hand that was wrapped around the flashlight ached with icy stiffness while the other grasped the remaining napkins in her coat pocket. 
 
    Max was too busy balancing Ess's suitcase, his duffle bag and several sacks of supplies while watching their footing to make any further attempts at conversation. He wanted to, he ached to earn her trust, but his concentration was more important elsewhere at the moment. They would have plenty of time to learn about each other when they made it to the cabin. He had a feeling that they would be there together for awhile. 
 
    By the time the dark shape of the cabin was in view - complete with a chimney that must be connected to a fireplace - they were both grateful. In covering the last several yards, they alternately dragged and pushed themselves forward, resolute towards crossing the threshold. Ess felt so thankful when she pulled herself up on the single cement stair at the cabin entrance, that she breathed her relief heavily and sighed aloud, "Finally." 
 
    Max gave her a sheepish smile, feeling the fault again for putting her through this trial. She didn't see his expression in the dark. It was just as well. She had told him to stop being sorry so much. He really should work on that. 
 
    Since he didn't actually reserve the cabin at the ranger station, he had no key, nor had he been certain that the cabin wouldn't already be occupied. There were no signs of occupation now. That was one plus tonight. How would he explain it to Ess if their hideaway was already inhabited? He'd lose any ground he had gained with her. That was, if he had gained any ground in the first place, which he wasn't certain he had. 
 
    "Hmm," Max hummed as he patted his pockets, "Uh oh." 
 
    "Uh oh?" Ess wasn't stupid. She knew what that meant. 
 
    "I, ah, seemed to have mislaid the key." He realized that this search of his clothing was a bit over the top, but he never was a very good liar. 
 
    "Oh, really?" If Ess wasn't cold and with a crazy stranger, she would have been amused. 
 
    "Why don't I just try to break in for now?" Max finally determined. 
 
    "Good idea." Ess didn't care at this point. She was cold and tired. Besides she wasn't an accomplice in this. She was a victim. Let him break more laws. It was his jail time he was racking up. 
 
    Max jiggled the lock and pushed against the door to see how much give it had. The doorframe seemed fairly sturdy. Glancing at Ess, he could tell from her posture that she was eager to get inside. He knew she was tired, and it made him half tempted to break one of the cabin's small windows so that he could crawl in and open the door from the inside. It was only the reasoning that he wanted to keep any vandalism of the property to a minimum that kept him in check on that score. 
 
    Ess realized his hesitation. He didn't know what to do at this point. He was a very strange criminal. He kidnapped her, but he helped her instead of harming her; he was invading property, but he didn't want to literally 'break-in'. What a contradiction he was. She didn't know what to make of him. 
 
    Rather than appearing to care about his predicament, Ess decided to distract herself by trying to peer into the window. All was dark inside, and she couldn't make out any forms or furniture or even walls - and no visible fireplace. From the size of the exterior walls, the entire cabin couldn't be more than four hundred square feet. It would be crowded in there, and she preferred not to be cramped in with an obsessed kidnapper. Still, at the moment she would give up almost any secure feelings for an opportunity to sit by a warm fire. 
 
    It was at that instant that they heard a sharp noise. It sounded like the snapping of a large branch in the distance. Ess shined the flashlight on Max to ascertain if he had heard it, too. She saw the startled look on his face, and her own nerves shuddered. Something was out there . . . and she preferred not to find out what it was. 
 
    Frantically she pushed against the window. It seemed a bit loose. When she looked down, she noticed that it had lifted a crack from the sill. Pushing the window up a little more, she saw that it gave way about an inch. 
 
    Max was right there in a moment. He used his strength to lift the window higher. Soon it was almost high enough for a small body to slide through. The old solid wood frame was rather heavy, however, so Ess had to leverage her hands beneath the pane to keep the window propped open. Another crack in the woods (wow, it was a lot closer) caused Ess and Max to make another frantic pull and push together. It was enough. Without a word between them, Max took over keeping the window propped up while Ess squeezed through the opening. Once inside, she shined the flashlight around the interior. The light was enough to illuminate the entire modest little room. 
 
    As she headed towards the locked door, she hesitated. Should she really let her kidnapper in? That seemed a bit crazy on her part. 
 
    Through the window that Max continued to hold open, she heard the rustle of leaves nearby. Damn. She couldn't leave him out there with some wild who-knows-what. Ess continued to the door, fiddled with the lock, and opened it to allow Max inside. 
 
    He tossed their belongings through the door, and slammed it shut behind him in one fluid movement. Then, he gave Ess a relieved smile, and headed to the window to see if he could ensure that it was sealed tight against the wild animal and the increasing cold. 
 
    Ess peered out the window from behind Max, fearfully curious to see if the thing in the woods had come closer. She was careful not to get too close to him, and was ready to jump out of Max's reach if she needed to. 
 
    It wasn't much longer before the nightmare creature they heard entered into view. 
 
    A deer. A deer? She let her kidnapper inside to escape a deer? Ess felt that Mother Nature had it out for her. She was determined never to think of deer as harmless gentle beings again. 
 
    A second deer came into view, then a third: a buck with large antlers. Now that the fear was gone, it was rather an amazing sight to observe the animals, so calm and at home in their surroundings. It felt like she was part of a National Geographic documentary. She didn't remember really getting this close to nature in motion during her youthful camping trips. It made her smile despite herself. 
 
    Max had been watching, too. He was just a little embarrassed that the sound of these three quiet woodland creatures had discomposed him so much in front of the woman whose opinion meant more to him than any other person he knew. He felt like such a coward. 
 
    When Max finally turned away from the window, Ess jumped backwards as though she was warding off an attack. That reaction hurt him. Obviously, he hadn't made any leeway into her confidence. 
 
    Ess realized that Max was not advancing on her and so straightened from the half crouched stance she had taken against him. By the light of the flashlight, she saw the pain her reaction had caused him. There was disappointment in his eyes; and Ess felt just a little guilty despite her best efforts. 
 
    Max turned away and reached for the bags. "You're probably very tired by now." Taking her suitcase, he went through a narrow door into a tiny adjoining room. This room, which smelled faintly of decaying wood, consisted of two sets of bunk beds, with little room for anything else. 
 
    Max set her suitcase down on one of the lower bunks, and returned to the main room. Ess stood motionless as he pulled some blankets from his duffle bag. He spread one over the other lower bunk, and moved to a small object in the corner of the room. Ess couldn't see what he was doing, but when he moved away, she saw a faint glow emanating from that corner space. 
 
    Max addressed her again. "This little heater will warm up the bedroom shortly. It'll get very hot, so don't touch it, or place anything close to it. I'll start up a fire in the fireplace out here, so the whole cabin will be warm for you by morning." 
 
    Ess continued to stand where she was. She didn't know what his intentions were, and she wasn't about to go to sleep in the same room he slept in. 
 
    Max continued to prep for the night, trying to ignore the fact that Ess was making no movement towards the bedroom. He grabbed a few logs from a pile stacked along the wall and set them in the fireplace. Next, he grabbed the other blanket and began spreading it on the mangy old couch. When he finally glanced back at Ess, the dejection she had seen in his eyes a short time before was under control. 
 
    "I hope I brought enough of your things to see you through. If you get too cold, you can use my blanket. I'll be fine as soon as I get the fire stoked up." Ess just stood there slowly registering what he was telling her. While she was doing so, a little of the pain made it's way back into Max's eyes. 
 
    "There's a lock on the bedroom door." He said to relieve her distress. "If you need to use the bathroom, it's through the door across from the heater. This place has plumbing that is supported by a well. I wouldn't take a shower right away, though. The water is like ice. I'll need to turn the water heater on, first, and it's outside behind the cabin. It'll take awhile for the water to heat up." 
 
    Ess nodded. It was the first cognizant response she made since Max began to settle them in. This small reaction was enough to melt most of the wretchedness Max was feeling. He gave her a sympathetic smile. "Why don't you go ahead and go to bed? I'll take care of everything out here." 
 
    Ess nodded again, but didn't move. His continuing thoughtfulness and care just didn't fit with this whole keeping-her-against-her-will thing. She didn't want to trust him. It could be a trap. If he really wanted to harm her, though, wouldn't he have attempted to do so by now? 
 
    "You can lock the door," Max stated again when she still didn't move towards the bedroom. "I promise I won't bother you. Not even to use the bathroom." 
 
    Ess nodded, yet again, and finally walked towards the bedroom. Max let out a sigh of relief. It was a big step for them that she was willing to settle in. He moved back to the fireplace to work on igniting the flames. Behind him, the bedroom door thudded shut, and he heard the click as the lock latched. He didn't mind it if he didn't have her full trust, as long as she let him keep her safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The adrenaline spike was wearing off, and so was the coffee. Roden began to feel the exhaustion of pulling an all-nighter. He wasn't exactly as young as he used to be, and his company was considerably draining. 
 
    Manda had brusquely let him know that she was not at all impressed with the plan he presented to her when they left the gas station. He had proposed using the quickly sketched map to follow the roads (or dirt trails, to be more accurate) to each of the twelve cabins on the preserve. His intent was to find the cabin that Max decided to 'hole up' in by process of elimination. 
 
    "This is not an effective way to find her," Manda's argument was the same, over and over again as they drove through the forest. The only thing that changed was her word usage. So far the plan was deficient, poor, ludicrous, irrational, stupid, brain-less, time-consuming, impractical and asinine. Roden was getting very good at ignoring her. 
 
    "Hello?!" She caught on to his disregard. "I think I should have a say in this. Ess is my best friend. I have more concern for her well being than anyone else here, and I say time is of the essence. How are we going to find her by driving all over creation with no clue where to look?" She got no response from Roden. "We don't even know if they're here." 
 
    He didn't know why he bothered, but Roden re-iterated his reason for the plan once again. "We have more evidence that they came here than anywhere else. Max took the map of the preserve off his wall, and the man at the gas station saw them pass through. I'm sure we're headed in the right direction." He took a breath before he continued. "As for using the process of elimination to find the right cabin, I'll ask you once again: do you have any better ideas?" 
 
    Manda cast him an over exaggerated glare and turned away. She had no better solution, and this interchange would keep her quiet for at least another half hour, just like their last one did. Then, he could be sure, she would start up all over again. 
 
    Roden understood. He really did. This was a slow process. There were no quicker options, though. If there were, he would be the first to try it. He had as much desire to find Max and Ess as quickly as possible as Manda did. Manda's nagging only served to make him more desperate to find them and get this horrible situation done and over with. The real problem, he knew, would be what will happen when he does find the artist and his captive. 
 
    Roden glanced towards the backseat. Martin snored soundly, completely unaffected by what was going on. To him, this was still just a little adventure. Roden found himself imagining how satisfying it would feel to dump that tag-along off in the middle of the woods. Or he could have driven off without him at the gas station earlier. These thoughts did not betoken his ability to keep his self-control in high-pressure situations, but the ideas certainly were appealing. 
 
    As they turned a bend in the road, Roden glanced upwards past the canopy of trees, and noticed that the sky was lightening. Daylight would be coming very soon. They had wasted a whole night already, and now the pressure was on more than ever. 
 
    And yet, he couldn't keep from yawning - rather loudly. Martin stirred from his slumber with a snort. He sat up, wiped the sand from his eyes and cleared his throat. After looking around at their surroundings he emitted a harrumph, and then made eye contact with Roden through the rear view mirror. 
 
    "Man, you look beat." Martin observed. "You want me to take over driving for awhile?" 
 
    Part of Roden was tempted, but a much larger part of him wasn't going to allow a stranger, especially one that he wasn't particularly fond of, get behind the wheel of his BMW. "Thanks for the offer, but I'm fine." Martin gave him a disbelieving frown and leaned back in his seat. 
 
    In the distance, through the congestion of trees, Roden spotted another cabin. This would be cabin number three. Roden hoped the long frantic search would end here. He built himself up for a confrontation, just as he did at the previous two cabins. Of course, these build-ups only led to letdowns so far, which then lent to Roden's exhaustion. He wasn't sure how much longer he could really hold out. 
 
    Still, nobody but himself was driving his car. And that was that! 
 
    * * * 
 
    The pale light of early morning broke through the curtainless window, prodding at Ess's closed eyelids. Soon, she began to stir. Exhaustion from the anxiety-filled night and short slumber, made her groggy and oblivious to her dwelling. She lay on a narrow and rather uncomfortable bed, patiently waiting to regain her awareness. 
 
    Memories of the night before revisited her with an unrealistic perception that made her think they were all a dream. The invasion, the restraints, the fight for freedom only to be shot at and kidnapped by another seemed so very unlikely. It couldn't have happened. 
 
    But everything came slowly into focus. She was in a cramped musty room with the familiar sounds of nature outside. On a nearby bunk, only inches away, was a heap of her clothes and other personal items lying in an opened suitcase. That was, in fact, the suitcase she had bought after college for all the traveling she wanted to do. The one she had never had an opportunity to use. 
 
    It did happen? Ess sat up on her elbows with a start and looked around. It did happen. 
 
    She was alone in the room and the door was still shut with the lock latched. He had made no attempt to enter. She heaved a sigh of relief as she pulled herself to a sitting position. Soreness throbbed in muscles all over her body as she tried to stretch the dormancy from her limbs. Her lower back hurt, her neck felt stiff and an ache pulsated from her temples and in the back of her head. The most bothersome pain, however, was the swollen nose. She cringed to think of what it must look like. 
 
    A hot shower would help to ease her body-aches. Max said there was a bathroom through the second door in the bedroom, but the water had to be heated. Did he do it? Why not cross her fingers and check? 
 
    When her sock covered feet hit the worn out floorboards Ess shivered from the radiating cold they offered. She had slept in her clothes last night, and felt grungy and disheveled. Yes, a shower and fresh clothes were what she needed right now. After that, she could better concentrate on her situation, and how to get out of it. 
 
    She looked through her personal items and noticed that, while many of her daily hygiene items were not present, a few of the necessities were available to her. She pushed away the thought that the stranger in the next room had gone through her things to pack a bag for her, and headed for the bathroom. Three sideways steps from the bed got her to the narrow bathroom door. 
 
    What was inside looked more like a bath closet. The toilet was directly in the path of the standup shower, and the tiny sink sported a rather rusty faucet. She tried the faucet handles, and with a clunking of the pipes the water began flowing into the sink. It was cold, but she let it flow, hoping that it would warm up. 
 
    While she waited, she checked her nose in the mirror above the sink. The metal sheet, once polished, was now scratched and displayed a slightly distorted and foggy reflection, which made it difficult for Ess to tell just how bad her nose really looked. So, after a minute or two, she gave up. By the time she tested the water again it had definitely warmed up. Ess sighed, grateful that she would be able to find some comfort in a hot shower. 
 
    She turned away from the sink, and began to study the shower knob. When she figured it out, she gave the knob a twist. It didn't move. She wiggled it, and tried again. It didn't budge. 
 
    In frustration, Ess gripped the knob with both hands and yanked at it with all the strength she could muster. Once it began to give, the knob twisted quickly. The cold water that had been sitting in the pipes came pouring out of the showerhead. Ess let out a startled squeak at the chill. Her hair and clothes were drenched in cold water. 
 
    She waited miserably for the water to heat up while she peeled the icy wet jeans from her legs. This had to be the worst weekend ever. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ess stood at the bedroom door, trying to decide if she should unlock it and go out there. She still had no reason to trust Max. He hadn't hurt her so far, but he did kidnap her, and was holding her here against her will. 
 
    On the other hand, remaining in this tiny room would drive her crazy. There was no room to stretch, and no getting used to that musty smell. Besides that, she could detect the faint aroma of bacon and eggs coming from the main room. It had been many hours since she'd eaten, and even then, she never did finish her bologna sandwich. Her stomach was winning the argument. 
 
    As quietly as possible, she unlatched the lock, and turned the doorknob. She tried to open the door silently, but it creaked. Ess stopped and cursed under her breath. When she tried it again, she opened the door enough to peek her head out. 
 
    Max was at the little kitchenette with his back towards her. He glanced over his shoulder once, but resumed his work. Ess looked on in surprise. The small table she recalled from last night was set with paper plates, plastic silverware, and a pot of coffee that was cooling along with some well-browned biscuits. 
 
    After a moment, Max turned around with a tin skillet in his hand. "Good morning." He beamed. 
 
    Ess was rather annoyed at his cheerful good humor. She just watched as he served the bacon and scrambled eggs onto the plates. 
 
    "Breakfast is served." Max waved his hand over the display on the table. When Ess didn't move, he added, "Have a seat." Obviously, she still had the same feelings towards him as last night, because she kept her distance. 
 
    "Please, join me?" he tried again. Instead of sounding polite, his invitation came across as begging. He berated himself inwardly for that, so rather than continue to coax her as though she was a shy animal, Max decided to leave her alone. She could join him if she chose. He sat down, and poured some coffee into his tin mug. After sweetening it, he took a sip. It was still steaming hot and warmed his throat all the way down as he swallowed. 
 
    Ess watched the look of satisfaction on his face as Max sipped his coffee. Then, he picked up his fork and dug into his eggs. She found herself begrudging this contented morning-person attitude that he seemed to exhibit. 
 
    Max tried not to do more than glance at her, but a glance was enough to note the poorly hidden resentment on her face. Maybe she would come around, just enough to eat. At least, he hoped she would come around. Her reticence was killing him. He wanted nothing more than the best for her welfare, and that included eating. 
 
    The decision was killing her. Should she sit down to eat with him? What would be the consequence of that? Would she be giving in to him? Would it be displaying weakness? Damn, she felt hungry. Funny how the body could override the mind in such instances. 
 
    With pursed lips and a role of her eyes, Ess exaggerated her movements as she pulled her chair away from the table and sat down in it. She dug into the eggs with a flourish and brought a forkful to her mouth. When she tasted them, she was pleasantly surprised. They were actually pretty good. She wasn't sure if it was Max's fine culinary work or her hunger that made the food so delicious, but she intended to enjoy it. 
 
    The whole event was not lost on Max. He knew, he just knew, that she was coming around; and he was inwardly excited. The ice was melting. He just needed to keep the warmth coming. Conversation. That was the next step to win her over. 
 
    He just needed a subject. A real subject, not small talk. A sudden thought came to mind, and he jumped on it. "So, how's your brother?" 
 
    Since Ess sat down she had not made eye contact with Max. Now, forkful of eggs frozen halfway to her mouth, she shot him a surprised look. "My brother?" 
 
    "Yeah," Max got the feeling from the look on Ess's face that he stumbled onto the wrong subject. "Ah, I remember you were trying to raise money to help pay for doctor bills. You know, the lemonade stand?" He now had an inclination that things hadn't gone well. 
 
    "Yeah, well, it was a wasted effort." The fork finally found it's way to her mouth. She looked at her plate while she chewed her food. 
 
    Max's heart twisted. Here he was trying to warm up to her, and he managed to bring back a painful memory. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "It wasn't your fault." She glanced up and noticed the shame that was written all over his face. 
 
    "Ah, right." Crap, he said he was sorry again. What an absurd show of weakness. Why couldn't he keep his cool around this woman? 
 
    "He was beyond getting well at that point. I was just too young to realize it." She felt an unexplainable need to enlighten him. Maybe it was because of the concern that was evident on his face. 
 
    Max nodded, reflecting on what he had just heard. "It appears that you are endlessly hopeful, as well as kind." 
 
    Ess huffed out a short laugh. "No, I'm endlessly naïve. My brother's illness tore my family apart. My mom was consumed by his failing health, and she forgot about the rest of us." After the words came out of her mouth she regretted them. They didn't come out the way she meant them to. "Of course, I don't hold any grudge against anyone for that, least of all my brother. He was ill; and he was wonderful. I guess it's true that only the good die young." 
 
    "Huh?" Max looked astonished at her statement. He was shocked that she made such a conclusion. 
 
    Ess couldn't understand his confusion. "You know 'Only the good Die Young'?" Max's face was blank. "The song by Billy Joel?" she clarified. 
 
    Max just shrugged and shook his head. Ess couldn't believe he'd never heard that one. "What, were you born under a rock?" she joked. 
 
    Max laughed bitterly. "Ah, yeah, now that's one I've heard." And it was evident by the strange pain that tinged the features of his face, even though he smiled. Ess realized that he really must have had a difficult childhood. 
 
    She continued on about her family to divert the direction that the conversation had headed. "Anyway, she never got over it, so I got used to being of secondary importance in my family – I got used to being alone. Turns out it was good practice for adulthood." She tried to make a joke out of it, but found that loneliness was a poor subject for humor. 
 
    With that, she stopped herself, realizing that she was relaying too much to this stranger. He just gave off this unusual aura of empathy. What a dangerous talent he had. She needed to be careful or she might find herself baring her soul to him, and that would leave her nothing except vulnerable. 
 
    When Max realized she wasn't going to continue talking he ventured with, "Well, what you did for me was important. You meant a lot to me." 
 
    Ess froze again with wide eyes and a dropped jaw, which took a moment for her to recover and hide away; and Max realized he overstepped the obsession line, again. Why on earth did he have to say that out loud? 
 
    It didn't take long for that ever-ready rosy color to warm Ess's cheeks. She concentrated once again on her food. 
 
    Max wasn't sure what to say. How could he save the conversation? She had been warming up to him, and then he opened his big mouth. Would it be wise to say something more? Should he even attempt to correct or explain his lack of discretion? Oh, what did he really have to lose at this point? 
 
    "I, ah, I didn't mean for that to sound so . . . neurotic." Ess reacted with a raised eyebrow, but still made no further eye contact. 
 
    Then, an idea came to him. He recalled something he had thought of earlier, and decided to try it out on Ess. While he poured a cup of coffee he said, "You know this 'obsession' idea has been given a bad rep. Modern society has labeled it a negative psychological condition, but I can argue against that." He pushed the mug and the box of sugar towards her. After a moment, Ess accepted the sugar and began to prepare her coffee. 
 
    Max took that as sign enough that she would hear him out. "I couldn't help but notice your copy of Pride and Prejudice in your apartment last night." She stopped mid-stir and gave him a withering glare. 
 
    "OK, I can see how bringing up the home invasion doesn't help my case, but the point is, I know you know the story." He waited for an affirmative. 
 
    "Backwards and forwards," she responded, and then added, "Are you saying that makes me obsessed? Because I really don't think that falls into the same category." 
 
    "No, no, no. Let me explain." She wasn't getting his drift. "I know the story, too. I had to read it in college." He saw the smallest hint of approval on her face, as her eyes lit up ever so slightly. "I know that it's considered one of the best love romances of all times. Well, amongst women, anyway. Most of the guys in the literature class suffered through it in agony. I, however, found myself relating to Mr. Darcy." 
 
    Ess let out a short disbelieving laugh. "Relating? To Mr. Darcy?" 
 
    "Yes," Max was a little insulted by her reaction, "Believe it or not. Mr. Darcy was, in fact, obsessed." Ess looked offended that Max would suggest such a thing of Mr. Darcy. "Don't believe me? Look at the story, again. Mr. Darcy becomes infatuated with a girl he barely knows, he fights his feelings for her, but in the end he's willing to overlook every reason not to be with her to, well, be with her." 
 
    It did, in fact, make a little bit of sense, Ess thought – a very little bit. "OK, maybe Mr. Darcy's feelings were a little on the extreme side, but at least he contained them. He didn't kidnap Elizabeth and hold her hostage in the middle of nowhere." 
 
    "Ah, but he and I have something in common there, too." 
 
    "Really? I'm waiting to be amazed." Ess gave him a challenging look. 
 
    "Well," Max paused to consider his words, "When Elizabeth's sister intended to elope with Wickham, it threatened to ruin the reputation of her entire family. So, Darcy did what he could to save Elizabeth from social disgrace. He put forth a lot of money and effort, and he suffered with the knowledge that he had to give financial help the very man he despised, the man who had already tried to damage Darcy's own sister, in order to cover up the indiscretion of Elizabeth's sister. He did it all for the woman who meant the world to him, not expecting anything in return. It wasn't until his Aunt tried unsuccessfully to get Elizabeth to promise never to marry Mr. Darcy, that he even realized he may still have a chance with her. 
 
    I know you still don't understand the necessity of bringing you out here, but I was thinking of nothing but your safety. Even if I give up my freedom in the end and go to jail, I'll risk it to keep a dangerous man from getting his hands on you." 
 
    The realization hit Ess hard. She understood. He was a little unorthodox, but in a way Max was her version of Mr. Darcy. He was less distinguished in his actions and his feelings were unsought, but he fought against his better judgment when he kidnapped her to hide her from some 'dangerous man'. Ess's story was playing out a little darker, and she couldn't imagine the outcome could be as happy, but she somehow felt less afraid of Max now that she thought of him in this respect. 
 
    Max saw the nearly indiscernible change in her eyes and he knew he finally broke through the ice. Ess however, wasn't ready to display her concession yet. 
 
    And so began a debate on obsessed characters in literature. Eventually, they moved the conversation to the couch by the fireplace (Ess still kept a physical distance, which Max respected), where they spent at least an hour discussing Heathcliff from Wuthering Heights. Now that was a tale of demented obsession. Max fought hard against being compared to Heathcliff's tragic character, and won out in the end, much to his relief. 
 
    Angoli, Max thought with resentment, was a different story. His resemblance to Emily Bronte's dark Heathcliff character was too close for comfort. He wisely chose not to bring that up to Ess, though. No need to scare her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roden was getting fed up. He had just left cabin number five, and what really bothered him about this one was that it actually looked like the place he had dropped Max off at and picked him up from years ago. He recognized the landmark when he saw it: two trees framed the cabin door with their branches intertwined over the threshold, and their roots slowly pried the cement step away from the cabin's entrance, as though nature was reclaiming it's grounds. 
 
    Apparently, Max chose not to inhabit the same cabin he stayed in last time. With this newly discovered knowledge, Roden lost most of what remained of his hope. What if Max had another plan? What if he was hiding Ess in the preserve away from all campsites? Max had to have explored the lay of the land when he was here the first time. He may have found several good hiding places, a den or a cave maybe. 
 
    Roden knew he had to keep going until he searched all the cabins. Even if his hope was quickly diminishing, he couldn't give up on the remote possibility that he could save Max from himself. He probably couldn't keep him from jail at this point, but he hoped to keep his friend's crimes to a minimum. 
 
    Turning these thoughts over in his head, Roden didn't realize that he began to doze off behind the wheel. The next thing he knew, Manda was shouting in his ear and grabbing his arm to shake him awake. He automatically hit the brake and turned the steering wheel. Unfortunately, he swerved in the wrong direction. The car had been moving slowly over the dirt path, and so when he hit the nearby tree, it was at less than ten miles an hour. 
 
    After his initial adrenaline stimulated shock, which lasted nearly fifteen seconds due to his state of fatigue, Roden caught his breath. His head began to pound as the oxygen flooded back to his brain. In desperate concern for his car, he jumped out of the driver side door. All the exhaustion he had felt less than a minute before was gone as he looked over the bumper of his BMW. In consequence of the low speed impact with the tree, there were no dents, but the bark left deep scratches in the rubber of the bumper. All in all, he was relieved that the damage had been so minimal. 
 
    During Roden's examination of the car, Manda got out of the passenger side door, with Martin crawling out behind her. When Roden finally pulled his eyes away from the bumper, he looked up to see her glaring at him, arms folded across her chest. Martin stood behind her with a look of anticipation on his face. He was waiting for the assured entertainment that Manda's next irate episode would bring. 
 
    Roden just rolled his eyes and braced himself for it, but her angry words didn't come. He looked at her more intently, and saw tears begin to well up in her eyes. "Manda?" 
 
    Finally, she opened her mouth. "So," her voice cracked as she tried to hide her emotions, "Is your precious car okay?" 
 
    That question caught Roden off guard. This was not the normal confrontation he was beginning to grow accustom to. Was she actually holding back? Roden cleared his throat and answered her in the affirmative. 
 
    "Oh, well, that's great." She replied. "I'm so glad things are working out for you." She wiped a tear away before it had a chance to escape from her eye, and returned her arms to their folded position. 
 
    Then, Roden finally realized what was wrong with her. "What about you? Are you alright?" 
 
    He could tell that Manda mentally stumbled over his question. The accident, though it turned out to be minor and left them all physically unscathed, obviously gave her a fright. Roden felt sure that it had to do with the fact that she was already distressed about her friend, and drained by the anxiety of the long night. 
 
    "I'm fine." Manda jutted her chin forward and rolled her eyes away from Roden's gaze in stubborn pride. Roden watched as that troubled pride slowly erased from her face, to be replaced by the slow discernment of something in the distance. 
 
    It registered to Roden that Manda saw something. He turned in the direction in which she was looking. Through the trees, on an alternate trail, was a stationary vehicle. It must have been parked there. From this distance he couldn't tell the make or model of it, but, since it was the first sign of any civilization they had seen here, he became very curious. The dwindling hope rekindled inside of him just a little bit. 
 
    Martin became aware of the vehicle, as well, and immediately skirted around the BMW and his companions to head towards it. Seconds later, Roden and Manda caught up to him. They rounded trees and stumbled over leaf-buried roots to get to the vehicle's destination. As they drew closer, Roden recognized the car. It was Max's old white Volkswagen Jetta. He positively identified it by the dent on the back door from when Max was sideswiped about three years ago by another car. The person at fault had fled away from the scene, leaving Max very angry. The young man couldn't understand why anyone wouldn't own up to his or her mistakes. 
 
    All three searched the area around the car to try to find evidence of Max or Ess. The doors were locked, so they peered inside, but the tinted windows made it difficult to see anything. Roden heard a thud coming from Martin's direction and looked up to see that the younger man had tried to break a window with his elbow. It didn't work. Martin rubbed at his apparently injured arm, and Roden alternated between exasperation and amusement. Served the man right for breaking into things so often. 
 
    "Well, they were obviously here at some point in the night." Roden stated, satisfied that he could finally prove to Manda that they were on the right trail. 
 
    "But I don't see any cabins around here." Manda stated as she slowly scoped the area with her eyes. 
 
    Roden looked at his map. He wasn't exactly sure how far they were between the last cabin they investigated and the point where the next cabin should be. Since Max's car was on a different path, Roden was a little confused. Was this other trail even on the map? His map reading skills were never very good, and he couldn't even figure out north from south (or east from west for that matter) without a street sign to point it out for him. It was just never a talent he possessed. 
 
    "Well, wherever they went to from here, they went on foot." That seemed evident enough, but the statement was meant to lead up to his next proposal in their search. "I suggest that we split up and search the area for them. Maybe we can find clues or spot a nearby cabin. . ." 
 
    "Absolutely not!" Manda cried. "I'm not wandering around here on my own." 
 
    "Manda," Roden pleaded, "It is the quickest way. You want to find Ess, don't you?" 
 
    Manda looked horrified. She was torn between finding her friend and wandering the forest alone. She was obviously a city girl, and, as Roden glanced at her feet he remembered that she wasn't exactly wearing the right shoes. Still, he suspected that the wild animals would be more afraid of her than she would be of them. 
 
    "Here. Take my watch, and I'll use the timer on my cell phone. We can have a look around the area; cover whatever distance out we can in an hour, then turn around and meet back here in two. That way you can't wander too far." Roden handed his watch to Manda, but she didn't take it. 
 
    "What if I get lost? What if I fall down a hole or get dragged off by a wild animal?" She was legitimately scared. 
 
    "Manda, I promise you. If you are not back at this spot in two hours, I will come looking for you. I swear to you, I will not leave this forest without you. Okay?" Manda still hesitated, but took the watch from him. 
 
    They decided which directions they would forge out in, coordinated their times, and left the white Jetta behind to search for Max and Esther. Roden headed towards the area to the left of the car, while Martin took the right, and Manda begrudgingly began walking down the dirt road in which the Jetta was pointed. 
 
    Roden studied every inch of ground that he could, trying to catch everything and still manage to move quickly so that he could cover a lot of area. The terrain was so rough, that it was hard to maneuver through, let alone discover evidence of any previous traversing. 
 
    The guilt of forcing Manda to reluctantly scout the woods on her own ended up distracting Roden's progress. As much as he disliked her company, he hated to push her into this frightening but necessary seclusion, even for the benefit of their search. For her sake, and for the sake of his own sanity, he hoped that one of them would find at least one new clue, if not the actual location of Max's hiding place. Otherwise, they'd have to go back to their original plan, which meant continuing on to the remaining cabins and using the process of elimination. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The conversation between Max and Ess casually moved onward, and dialog between them became not unlike two old friends who were catching up after years of leading separate lives. The effect of the amity made Max extremely blissful and left Ess a little befuddled. 
 
    Max wished, and not for the first time in the past twenty-four hours, that he had a sketchpad. He was now able to observe Ess like he never could before. Her movements and expressions were beyond anything his imagination had been able to conjure up over the years. He noticed that when Ess became animated in conversation, her delightful eyes narrowed slightly, her brilliant cheeks emitted a warm glow and her plush lips curled up at the sides slightly higher than when she simply smiled. Quite exquisite. He wanted to capture it so he could have it to keep forever. 
 
    Ess was fully aware that she shouldn't feel so at ease with this man, and she tried not to; but he exuded this unexpected sort of consoling quality that made her slowly drop her guard, despite her best efforts. Sure he was a stranger and he held her in seclusion in the middle of nowhere against her will, but he pulled it off so well that she let herself forget that this was an impromptu camping trip. 
 
    In fact, she found his character quite unimposing, and his conversation quite intelligent. If they had met in a bar or café, she probably would have been immensely attracted to him. If the circumstances had been different, she knew that she would have been very happy to be acquainted with him. She didn't find him to be all that physically striking at first, to be honest, but his easy exchange and sincere attention made him absolutely charming. 
 
    Their conversation took it's natural turns and shifts, and eventually progressed to the topic of coincidences. The subject had a simple beginning in that it played much importance in the progress of stories, both true and fiction. Max observed, and Ess gladly latched on to the suggestion, that without coincidental meetings and incidences, there could be no plots, no chains of events, no happy endings or just desserts. Without coincidences there would be no stories, no remarkable experiences in peoples lives. Life would simply be methodical, and purposeless. 
 
    "Yes, you're right," Ess agreed enthusiastically, "The greatest stories ever written are full of coincidences. Ah, let me see, like: Romeo and Juliet. Romeo is pining away like a sissy over some girl when he happens to run into the daughter of his family's enemy and falls in love with her; then, the day he and Juliet plan to run off together, he runs into her cousin and unintentionally kills him. That just accelerates the events that ultimately lead to the death of the two lovers. Tragic. But full of coincidences." 
 
    It was a long speech for Ess, and she found that her brain was moving faster than her mouth. Occasionally she stumbled over her words, but she just kept going. It felt so good to be listened to. 
 
    "Then, of course, there's Pride and Prejudice, again – I have to bring up the coincidences in that story: Elizabeth Bennett visits her best friend at Rosings Park at the same time Mr. Darcy is visiting his aunt, which leads to his botched up first proposal. Then, Lizzy happens to show up for a tour at Pemberly the same day Darcy returns to his home, and they're thrown back together. The events eventually lead him to save her family's honor and finally gain her hand in marriage." 
 
    Max was more than willing to supply his own examples, too, and found Ess equally willing to listen as she was to speak. "Charles Dickens was a great user of coincidences in his stories, too. Oliver Twist ended up getting caught robbing the house of some people that had known his mother; oh, and Nicholas Nickelby ended up saving poor abused Smike from a third rate boarding school, and found out later that they were actually cousins. Then, of course, you can't forget A Tale of Two Cities. Charles Darnay and Syndey . . . oh, what was his name? Carton, yes, thank you. They happened to look so much alike that they could pass for twins, and they both loved the same woman. So, in the end, Sydney was able to sacrifice himself to save Charles's life and make Lucie Darnay happy. Lots of coincidences." 
 
    "Wow." Ess was unbelievably impressed by Max's knowledge of Dickens. "And it's so true in real life, too. Like getting on that plane – " 
 
    ". . . Or off. . . " Max offered up. 
 
    ". . . Or taking the road less traveled. . ." 
 
    ". . . Or overhearing a conversation in a restaurant," Max supplied without missing a beat. 
 
    "Right." Ess fumbled at that offering, but continued, blushing, "They all stop or start or change a person's story, for better or for worse." She was very aware of the coincidence that led them to where they were now: her anecdote in the restaurant. She was apt to think that that pivotal moment changed her life for the worse. It was not an unreasonable conclusion, only, she was still hoping for a happy ending. The thought made her shiver through her blanket. 
 
    Max noticed this, and quickly handed his own blanket to her. She tried to refuse, but Max insisted that he was getting too warm anyway. This was a chivalrous fib, but Ess accepted the blanket, while Max stoked the fire. 
 
    "I'm in the mood for more coffee. How about you?" Max smiled graciously, and Ess couldn't help but smile back and nod. More coffee would be perfect. 
 
    As he refilled the kettle, he continued their conversation over his shoulder. He had her talking, he had her comfortable, and he would do anything to keep it going. When the kettle was full, he placed it on the burner and turned away from the stove to comment on Ess's latest statement regarding the consequences of events in Alexander Dumas's The Count of Monte Cristo. That was when he saw part of a face disappearing from the window by the door. 
 
    Max's heart thudded in his chest. They were being spied on. He didn't know if it was some strange 'Peeping Tom' in the middle of the preserve, or if they had been discovered, but he knew he had to react. Ideas sped through his head. How could he confront the situation without worrying or endangering Ess? 
 
    "I think I should get a little more firewood." Max headed for the door, grabbing the poker from the fireplace before he went. 
 
    This sudden decision to end their conversation and leave the cabin bewildered Ess. Not only was there more than sufficient firewood stacked along the wall, but what use could a poker be in collecting extra? 
 
    Max opened the door only just enough to let himself squeeze through, while remaining as nonchalant about it as he could. This move did not give him the opportunity he would have liked to check his surroundings before exposing himself, and before he could shut the door behind him, he was thrust back inside by whomever it was that he was attempting to confront. He crashed to the floor, hitting his head on the thick rough leg of the wooden table as he went down. That was the second blow to his head in the last sixteen hours, and it was really going to start throbbing soon. 
 
    Ess let out an abrupt scream of surprise when the intruder entered, and sunk back into the stiff couch as much as she could. She saw Max hit the floor, and her fear took her once again. She had been shocked and frightened so much lately that her body was no longer cooperating with her head. Instead of fleeing like she wanted to, she was frozen in panic. 
 
    Max struggled to get back up, but before he could strike back at the intruder, the man had a gun drawn on him. Upon seeing this, Max had wits enough to freeze. It took a moment for the situation to register, but he suddenly recognized the figure in front of him. 
 
    "Oh, shit," was all Max could exclaim at that instant. 
 
    "Max," The man spoke. "You are a hard man to find. We've been looking for you all night." He glanced over at Ess, who was still panic-stricken on the couch. Her eyes were on the gun. "I believe you have something that doesn't belong to you." 
 
    Max looked at Ess. The expression on her face showed her confusion and annoyance. She didn't understand what was going on, and she struggled to conclude if this stranger was a good guy or a bad guy. 
 
    "She doesn't belong to anyone." Max answered. His disgust was obvious in his tone. Ess was being spoken of as though she was an object. With this realization, the gravity of the situation struck her. This intruder was not here to save her. He must be Angoli or one of his henchmen. 
 
    Max took a step closer. His goal was to remove the gun from the situation. Then, the advantage would be gone and he would be able to attack his enemy on equal terms. The man saw the intensity with which Max eyed the gun, and noticed that Max was poised to strike. He wasn't about to give him that advantage, though. He raised the gun from Max's chest to his head and cocked the trigger. 
 
    Ess inhaled sharply in her fright. The man glanced over at her, distracted for only a moment, but Max reacted quickly. Grasping the opportunity to assail, he bounded and lashed out towards the gun, hoping to knock it out of its possessor's hand. The gun was removed from its target, but the man did not drop it. He accidentally pulled the trigger, and the bullet grazed the wall above Ess's head. This resulted in a scream from the woman as she finally recovered her senses enough to leap away from the couch. 
 
    Max's anger elevated at the close call. He lowered his head, and charged the man, knocking him back against the wall. The man was surprised by this force and was unable to prevent Max from wrapping his hands around his neck. Regaining himself enough to drop the gun, the man attempted to pry Max's hands from his throat, but was astonished to find that Max's strength seemed nearly inhuman. 
 
    Ess ran for the door in an attempt to escape. While the man continued his struggle for breath, he managed to flail his foot outwards as she ran by him, kicking her in the shin with enough force to trip her. Ess fell hard. Her wrists, which were still sore from trying to catch her previous fall the night before, roared in pain as she landed on them again. She let out a whimper of agony. 
 
    The man, satisfied that he slowed her down, looked back into the face of his choker and saw the impossible anger intensify all the more. Max looked like a madman. They both felt the squeeze increase around the intruder's throat, causing a painful coughing reaction. Meanwhile, Max was so intent on wrenching the air from the man's lungs that he left himself open to his enemy's limbs. When the man raised his knee to Max's groin, the effect was immediate. Max's eyes watered and his strength diminished from his hands. A moment later, he was doubled over on the floor in misery. 
 
    The man gave himself a moment to catch his breath. The rushing return of blood and oxygen back to his head apparently caused him some momentary dizziness. He came back to himself abruptly when he noticed that Ess had pushed back to her feet and was stumbling out of the doorway. He grabbed her roughly by her injured wrist, and pulled her towards him. "You're not leaving without me, are you?" His question didn't warrant a response, but elicited a scowl from Ess nonetheless. 
 
    Her weak attempts to pull away were useless. The man just pulled her closer to him, invading her space completely. She pushed against his chest to no avail. 
 
    Forcing her to bend down towards the floor with him, the man quickly repossessed his gun and aimed it at her face. Ess ceased her struggles at that point. Finally, she looked down at Max. He was writhing on the floor, trying to get up, but still unable to overcome his pain. 
 
    The man spoke in her ear. The closeness was sickeningly intimate, making her shiver. "Do you have rope?" She didn't reply so he twisted her wrist until she cried out in pain. "Huh?" He shouted in her face. "Do you have rope?" 
 
    "I – I don't know." Did Max pack rope? What did this man want it for? She certainly wasn't enthusiastic about being tied up again. 
 
    The man tossed her towards the bags that were on the floor by the kitchenette. "Find some." She looked up at him with a glowering glare. He simply pointed his gun at her. "Either you find some rope and tie him up," He shifted his arm to aim the gun at Max. "Or I'll just have to shoot him." With a smile, he explained, "We can't have him following us now." 
 
    Ess, afraid of what this lunatic was capable of, dug through the bags for rope. She pulled out a roll of clothesline, not sure what Max's foresight in packing it could have been. When she held it up to the man, hoping it would appease him, he instructed her to tie Max's hands and feet together. 
 
    She looked up at him in disbelief. Her eyes were begging, but before she could protest, the man cocked the gun for the next round. Slowly, and regretting what she was about to do, Ess unraveled the line, and began to wrap it around Max's feet. Max stopped his struggles on the floor, and let her do what she had to do. When Ess's eyes met Max's gaze, she lowered them in shame, and hoped that he knew she was doing this in order to keep him alive. 
 
    Max wanted to reassure her, but when he whispered, pain was still evident in his voice. "It's okay, Ess. Do what you have to do." When she got to his hands, he noticed that she was making her best attempt at keeping the bindings loose without drawing the attention of the gunman looming over them. 
 
    Before she finished, Max whispered again in an lower octave, "Don't let him get you to Angoli's estate if you can, but don't let him hurt you, either." She nodded slightly. "I will come for you. I'll get you out of this." Before Ess could respond, the man pulled her to her feet, and yanked her towards the door, giving Max a rough kick in his side on their way out. 
 
    Max exhaled in pain again, and tried to favor his side for a moment before he began to struggle at his restraints. Cursing at his failure to protect Ess just now, he pulled at the clothesline harder and harder. It cut into his skin, but didn't get him anywhere in his escape. After a few minutes, he stopped struggling and began to think logically about the best way to rid himself of his bindings. He knew he couldn't waste any time in getting Ess back. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    After walking for an hour, Roden turned around and made his way back to the car. He would have liked to search further, but he was sure that Manda would panic if he didn't show up at the appointed time. Although it was mid-afternoon, the cool air of the deeply shaded forest crept through his skin and gave him goose bumps. It had been so warm in the city the previous day that his choice of clothing left him unprepared for his current surroundings. His concern for Manda rose with the recollection of her rather unsuitable short skirt and high heels. 
 
    Then again, he recalled the last time, back at the gas station, when he tried to extend her some help before they got back in the car. As the temperature had turned uncomfortably cold last night, Roden offered his jacket to her to wear over her light silk top. She just turned to Martin with pursed lips and an eyebrow raised in expectation. It took him a moment, but the young man finally understood what was anticipated of him, and relinquished his own jacket to her instead. Roden just shrugged and ignored her snub towards his proffered aid. That woman was a real antagonizer. 
 
    The return took less time than the hike out. As he backtracked, Roden continued to comb the woods, but he didn't manage to turn up any evidence of Max's passing. When he reached the rendezvous point, he was five minutes early. He paced around the car, still searching for clues, and hoping that Martin or Manda had better luck. 
 
    When the end of the second hour came and went, Roden began to worry. He had enough problems trying to find his obsessed friend, and now both of his companions were lost? He scanned the horizon in the directions the others had taken. 
 
    Another two minutes went by before he saw movement in the distance. At least Martin must have found his way back. Now they both would likely have to search for Manda before making their next move. He had promised her as much, and he would honor that trust. 
 
    It only took him a moment before Roden noticed that something was strange about the approaching movement. Martin or whoever it was, was not heading directly towards the Jetta, but moving almost parallel to it. Roden squinted in an attempt to sharpen his vision through the trees. There was more than one body. Did Martin and Manda manage to run into each other? There was a bend in the road that Manda had taken, so maybe they ended up encountering one another further down the way. 
 
    "Hey, over here," Roden yelled and waved his hands, trying to get their attention. Perhaps they didn't see the Jetta. In response, however, a loud boom emanated from a distance. "What the – " 
 
    A sharp object impaled a tree nearby. Gunfire? Shit, someone was firing a gun at him. He ducked around the car, away from the line of fire. 
 
    This was a preserve. No hunting was allowed here. He quickly deduced that the persons out there must be poachers. They might just be crazy enough to kill a stranger to keep from getting caught. He knew he had to find Manda quickly. She could be in danger, too. 
 
    Roden poked his head out from behind the car, wondering if he could make a run for it in the direction that Manda had gone. The bodies were closer into view now, and what he saw shocked him more than anything thus far. 
 
    The people were now distinguishable, and moving at a much more rapid pace than they had the moment before the gunfire. Martin was in the lead, gun waving around in one hand as he tried to run, while dragging a petite young woman behind him. 
 
    The young woman was slightly familiar. It took Roden several seconds to perceive that it was Esther. None of this seemed to fit his comprehension of the proceedings of the last twenty-four hours. He didn't know how Martin had a gun, and he was in wonder over how he had found the woman and managed to get her away from Max. A thought flashed before him, and Roden hoped to God that Martin hadn't shot Max to do it. 
 
    But why did Martin shoot at him just a moment ago? Was he afraid? He must have been anxious from his ordeal. Roden decided that he would attempt to make himself known again to the man. He prayed that Martin would realize it was him. 
 
    Roden poked his head further out from behind the car and cried out, "Martin!" Martin turned his head in Roden's direction, but kept up his pace and direction. "Martin. It's Mike Roden." Roden slowly stood up. "Don't shoot." 
 
    If Roden found Martin to be a contradictive nuisance before, now he found him down right objectionable. Martin stopped short, pulling Ess to him. She groaned her displeasure as he wrapped his free arm around her. Then, he pointed the gun towards Roden, and snarled. "Damn it, Roden. I got what I came for. I don't need you anymore. Now, you either turn and walk away, or I'll shoot." 
 
    Roden was dumbfounded. What the hell was this man saying? He'd gone crazy - and that was a clinical diagnosis. "Martin, come on now. Listen to me . . ." 
 
    Martin jerked the gun forward. "No. I don't want any of your psychoanalytical bullshit. You thought I was just along for the ride? This is what I came for." He shook Ess with his arm. She made a bitterly angry face as she attempted to wiggle free, but Martin squeezed her closer. "Now, if you'll excuse me. I'm going to collect my reward." 
 
    With that, he cocked the gun, and pulled the trigger. Ess jumped in surprise, which knocked his aim a little to the right. The bullet hit the Jetta instead of its intended target. While Roden dunked behind the car again, Martin resumed his steady progress with Ess. 
 
    How did the man really expect to get out of the preserve anyway, Roden wondered as he crouched by the driver's side door. On foot? A second later, he realized the answer. He had left the key in the BMW when he got out to check it for damage. Martin probably noticed that when he crawled out of the backseat. 
 
    Roden dared to peak over the Jetta, again. Sure enough, Martin was heading towards the BMW. His anger escalated. Not only was the crazy bastard making off with the girl, but he was also stealing Roden's pride and joy to do it. 
 
    Roden was about to make an ill-considered suicidal rush towards his car when he heard a shout in the opposite direction. It was Manda. "Hey." She was flailing her arms and running down the dirt road as fast as her high heels would let her. "Hey, hey, hey." It appeared that she thought her companions were leaving without her. 
 
    Roden made a resigned dash towards her to keep her out of harm's way. As he reached her, another shot was fired. It sliced through the branches far above them, clearly a warning shot. Manda screamed, and Roden wrapped his arms around her, pulling her to the ground. She let out an indignant huff, but went down without a struggle. 
 
    From a distance, Roden looked on as Martin forced Ess into the driver's side of the car and pushed her towards the passenger seat. The car roared to a start, and Martin put it into reverse to reposition it back on the road. He sped off entirely too quickly down the dirt path, and Roden could only watch in disbelief, willing the events of the last few minutes sink in. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A half an hour later Roden was still trying to understand what had happened. The complete turn of events puzzled and vexed him. Martin was a turncoat; or more accurately, he used them to get to Esther. But why? The reasons for the seriously obsessed Max to kidnap the young woman were obvious, but Roden just couldn't understand what would make Martin do the same. It was clear by Martin's actions that he wasn't intending to rescue her. He mentioned a reward, though. There wasn't a reward. No one even knew Esther was gone. Yet. 
 
    He pondered on this as he and Manda made their way in silence. Manda was evidently in her own state of contemplation and shock. They were headed down the dirt trail that she had traversed earlier. As it turned out, the cause of her initial excitement at seeing her companions had been because she had discovered a new lead. 
 
    While performing her search, she had kept to the road, but spotted a cabin in the distance. Smoke from the chimney indicated that it was occupied. Apparently, she conjectured for a while on rather she should keep going towards the cabin, or if she should get her companions. By the time she decided that it was better to have back up, she was late in returning to the Jetta. 
 
    After Martin sped off, Roden was forced to give her the play by play on what had just occurred. This, of course, set her off. She yelled and stomped her feet while throwing curses in the general direction that Martin had gone. Her bantering swung back and forth so frequently that Roden couldn't tell if she was more upset that Martin had now kidnapped her poor friend, or if her anger stemmed from the fact that he had used her to get to Ess. God help Martin if Manda ever got a hold of him again, Roden thought. He smiled at the idea. If that ever happened, he hoped he would get to see it. 
 
    Eventually, Manda spoke again; pointing out the cabin she had seen earlier. Sure enough, smoke indicated occupation. They turned off the road to make a straight path to the hut. Roden's empty stomach grumbled and turned in knots, as he knew he was nearing the possibility of finding out the rest of the story of Martin's dealings with Max. He prayed that the man had not used that gun on his friend. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ess grasped the door handle of the car with white knuckles as Martin bounded it ruthlessly over the rocky road. Occasionally she glanced over at the gun, still in his hand while he gripped the steering wheel. That gun was the only thing that kept her from jumping out of the car and attempting another run for it. This man had used that weapon too liberally towards others for her to think that he wouldn't use it on her, as well. 
 
    They rode in silence for a while before she summed up the courage to speak. She figured that, since it was her life that was in danger, she had better swallow her timidity and find out what on earth was going on. 
 
    So, she started with the best question she could think of: "Who the hell are you, anyway?" 
 
    He kept his eyes on the winding terrain, but smiled wickedly. "My name is Martin Voletti, but you can call me Marty. So, do you have some nickname or something?" 
 
    "For you? No." Ess was taken aback by his small talk. She just wanted answers. "And where do you plan to take me, Martin Voletti?" 
 
    "To Mr. Marcus Angoli. He has a keen interest in you." Then he spared her a devious glance. "I don't know what it is about you – no offense – but you seem to have turned several heads. You are one lucky young lady, though, because the man I'm taking you to is rich beyond your wildest dreams. If you're good to him, you can bet he'll treat you like a queen." 
 
    "No thank you. I'm not interested." Ess responded. "You can just drop me off here." Martin's explanation didn't make her feel any better about her situation, though it certainly solidified Max's reasons for kidnapping her. She felt bad for not having trusted him more. 
 
    Martin laughed. "Oh, witty, huh? Well, rather you are interested or not, I'm still taking you to Angoli. So, you better decide if you want to be treated like a queen or handled like a prisoner. That's the only choice you've got." 
 
    That disclosure made Ess feel queasy. She didn't like her choices, and she didn't understand why this was happening to her. She still held to the assertion that she wasn't anything extraordinary. Her whole life she'd been looked over. And now, she couldn't seem to get herself out of the damned limelight. 
 
    When she didn't speak again Martin decided to continue the conversation himself. "So, how about that Manda-broad. She's quite the feisty little bitch. How did you two ever become friends?" 
 
    "Manda?" Ess was startled. "How do you know Manda?" 
 
    "Part of the plan, my dear. Part of the plan." Martin smiled at his accomplishment. "I was only supposed to play a minor role in this shake down, but fate led me to be the star of the operation." His dramatics and over-the-top display of self-assurance caused an irritated eye roll from Ess. 
 
    He paused to grin in self-congratulations, so Ess prodded him to continue. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "My job was to distract Manda, keep her away from you for awhile. Let me tell you, that was an experience. That woman is a prima donna. She required a lot of attention. When the abduction was set to go down, I had made sure I had a date set up with her. Something went wrong though, as you know. Max got involved, and Roden was on the hunt to stop him. He thought Max had snapped. 
 
    "Anyways, Roden ran into Manda and me, and we went searching for you together. Lucky me. My chances for compensation opened wide up. So, I phoned in the situation the first chance I got, and, as if my luck couldn't get any better, I found you first. 
 
    "By the way, I want to thank you or Max or whoever it was, for leaving a trail right to the cabin. The white tissue idea was brilliant. Not obvious at first, and the wind knocked the pieces around a bit, but all in all, it got me to where I needed to go." 
 
    Ess turned a deeper red than she ever had before. The entire monolog was an unhappy revelation, but to find out that it was her 'breadcrumb trail' that attracted the enemy had to be the ultimate blow. Max had tried to save her, and in her lack of trust, she betrayed them both. It was her own fault that she was in the car with this evil man right now. 
 
    Then, a second thought hit her. "Manda. Where's Manda now?" 
 
    "She's back there with Roden. I'm sure they'll be fine. Eventually." 
 
    "Who's this Roden?" 
 
    "The esteemed Dr. Michael Roden? He's the man who is responsible for discovering you in the first place." 
 
    Suddenly, Ess recalled. Max had mentioned a Mike Roden. He was Max's friend, and the gentleman who approached her a couple of weeks ago in the restaurant about the artwork. So, he had tried to find Max? To stop him from making the big mistake of kidnapping her? Apparently, he truly cared about Max; and Manda was with him now. Hopefully, he'd keep her safe. With any luck, they would keep trying to find Max, and free him from his bonds. Then, Max said he would come for her. 
 
    She relied completely on that hope now. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Roden peeked into the cabin's front window. It took a few seconds to adjust his eyes to the interior's dimness, but eventually objects began to appear into view. He saw various items sprawled on top of the small kitchenette, and blankets strung across the couch, but no sign of a person present. Reluctantly, he moved his eyes down to scan the floor. 
 
    And there he lay. Not a dead body, but a very much alive Max struggling on the floor. Roden ran for the door, and threw it open. "Max!" 
 
    "Mike?" Max looked bewildered, but not unhappy to see his friend. 
 
    Not long before Roden's arrival, Max had finally freed his hands from the clothesline. Then, he had begun struggling with his feet. He managed to stand up at one point, intent on finding his knife to finish the job. Much to his dismay, he lost his balance while trying to hop to the kitchenette counter and fell again to the floor, but not before smacking his forehead on the metal edge of the counter. That made head injury number three for the weekend. He was sure to develop brain damage if he kept it up. 
 
    After hitting his head, Max lay on the floor in a daze for several minutes until he came to. As he began to rise for his second attempt, his friend made his entrance. Roden managed to retrieve the knife and cut Max's feet loose; but when he helped Max up and walked him over to the couch, Max refused to sit. 
 
    "No. No time for that. We have to go after Ess." He exclaimed. "Martin Voletti has her, and he's going to take her to Angoli." 
 
    Manda, who had watched from the doorway in silence thus far, finally spoke, "What? What about Martin? What's going on? Why did he take Essy?" She was a mixture of anger and panic. 
 
    Max looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. He was surprised at her presence. "You're Esther's friend." 
 
    "Yes, I am. And I want her back. Why the hell did you take her? And where the hell is she now?" If Roden wasn't between her and Max, she would most likely have pounced on him, aiming for his throat. 
 
    "I'll fill you in on everything, but you need to listen while we're moving. We need to get back to the car. We don't have a moment to lose." As he stated this, he began searching through bags for his keys. 
 
    "No way. We're not going anywhere with you. You're a criminal. Just tell us what happened to Ess." It appeared that, as Manda's latest scruple diminished, she came around to her old, angry provoking self. 
 
    Max found his keys and grabbed his jacket, then headed out the door. "Suit yourself. I can't wait any longer." 
 
    "Wait, Max." Roden followed him out. "You can't go alone. We need to figure things out." 
 
    "No time for that." 
 
    "Max, he's got a gun." 
 
    Max stopped and turned to him. "You think I don't know that? Using a gun is not the worst of what Voletti or any of Angoli's men can do." He resumed his walking. "All the more reason to get Ess away from them immediately." 
 
    "Max. Wait, we're coming with you." Roden turned and called for Manda. She just stood at the door of the cabin glaring at them with her arms crossed over her chest in the usual position. "Fine. Stay here then. I'm going with Max. I'll swing around and get you when it's over." If I'm still alive, he thought. 
 
    Just as Roden suspected she would, Manda grunted in aggravation and stomped out of the cabin. She was not happy about her company, but it had to be better than being alone in the middle of the wilderness. 
 
    "Alright, we are on our way to the car now. So, please Max, tell me what is going on." Roden pleaded, and Max relented. 
 
    After Max filled them in on what he knew and what happened up until the point that Roden and Manda had found him in the cabin, Roden reiterated with his side of the story. Manda, ever obligingly at odds, supplied details and corrected Roden wherever she saw fit. 
 
    "So you're saying you led Martin Voletti here?" That was Max's way of summing Roden's story up, and he didn't look very thrilled about it. 
 
    "Max, I'm telling you again, I didn't know he works for Marcus Angoli." Roden defended. "Seriously." Max seemed very unaccepting of this excuse. "How was I to know that the guy having dinner with Manda - a woman who is Ess's friend by the way - works for Angoli?" 
 
    "Hey," Manda looked offended, "I didn't know, either. He seemed so charming, too. Unlike any of the other guys I've met lately. How was I to know it was too good to be true? You men are all the same. You all have an agenda. Can't anyone be genuine anymore?" 
 
    Max and Roden ignored her comments, as they had been doing since they'd begun heading towards the car. Roden noticed the Jetta now in view. Max must have noticed as well, because he picked up his pace. 
 
    Manda only noticed that they were not listening to her. This apparently made her think of a new topic of conversation. "Well, at least I didn't make some sort of sadistic shrine. I mean really, we all know that you are obsessed with Ess, but a shrine in your apartment? Don't you think that is a bit overboard? Creepy, maybe?" 
 
    "What?" Max looked confused and offended. "I don't have a shrine." 
 
    "You mean the pictures and statues in your closet aren't some kind of dedication to Ess? Something you get off on?" 
 
    "Manda - " Roden tried to warn. 
 
    "Oh, my god. That?" Her pushing had the desired effect. Max paled, and new frustration began to show on his already tense features. "That is not what you think it is." 
 
    "Oh, really?" Manda had a knack for adding fuel to the fire. "What other explanation could you possibly have for a closet collection full of 'Esther art'? Paintings, drawings, statues?" 
 
    Max became very defensive. "It's not a collection. Some of them were preliminaries, but most of them were errors. Works that I made mistakes on. Like that statue: I chipped half the ear off. I miss-stroked on some of the paintings and used the wrong colors on others. Artists do make mistakes on occasion, you know. I just couldn't bare to throw them away when that happened." Max looked dejected at the thought. "I stored them so that I could enjoy them if no one else would." 
 
    "Oh, please." Manda egged him on. "I saw the way you had it set up. Clearly it was a shrine to your crazy fixation for Ess. Do you even have any idea what a nut job you are?" 
 
    "Manda!" Roden felt himself getting truly irritated at her provoking words. 
 
    "Wait just a minute." Through Manda's attack on him, a new realization dawned to Max. "You went through my things?" This he directed more at Roden. 
 
    "Now, Max." Roden reasoned, "I told you we broke into your apartment to try to figure out where you went - " 
 
    "You told me you noticed that the map was missing. You didn't say anything about riffling through my things." 
 
    "I went through your bedroom closet to see what you packed - " 
 
    Max displayed his upset by the tightening of his brow. "Then you went through my coat closet? That's my space. My personal space." 
 
    "Max, I didn't look through your coat closet. Martin found it. Besides, I thought you said you separated yourself from Esther. You told me that you left her image at the studio, that you didn't take her home with you." Roden had a point, and Max blushed with embarrassment. 
 
    "No! That's not what it is." Now Max's voice sounded pleading, as if he tried to convince himself. "Oh my God. Mike?" 
 
    Roden knew he was asking him if it were true. Max truly hadn't considered that he created a shrine, and now he felt concerned that he unknowingly did so. He was afraid that he had really gone too far. This anxiety actually relieved Roden. He knew that Max hadn't really had a shrine in mind when he started the storage of 'Esther Art'. 
 
    "Nut job." Manda piped in. 
 
    "At least I don't date kidnapping thugs." Max shot back. 
 
    "I didn't know what he was. And besides, you are a kidnapping thug, you hypocrite." 
 
    "No, I'm not. I saved her from the kidnappers. At least, until you brought them right to our door." 
 
    Manda didn't back down. "We were trying to save her from you - " 
 
    "All right, all right." Roden had had quite enough. "You two fight like children. Stop arguing with each other. We need to be on the same team now." Roden then decided that, if they were going to act like children, he would treat them like children. "Now, Max, I want you to say something nice about Manda." 
 
    "What? Are you joking?" Max looked stunned. 
 
    "I'm serious. Now do it, so we can get on with what we have to do." 
 
    "Fine." Max was livid, but Roden had been his psychiatrist long enough, and he knew when to listen to him. It took him a moment to think, for which Roden secretly couldn't blame him. "Manda, you have very good tastes in friends." Inwardly he added, if not in boyfriends. 
 
    "OK, I guess that'll work. Now you, Manda." 
 
    Manda glared, over-the-top of course, and spit out, "I don't think so. I'm not playing into your psycho-babble couples therapy crap." 
 
    "Manda," Roden spoke down to her like she was a petulant child that needed correcting. "You need to play along. We have to be a team now if we want to work together to rescue your friend." 
 
    Manda rolled her eyes and threw her hands up in the air, but complied. "Fine. Max, . . ." she was obviously struggling, "you're . . . good at swinging a tire iron." 
 
    "Oh jeez." Now Roden rolled his eyes. "That's the best you can come up with?" 
 
    "Well, given the short notice . . ." Manda stopped speaking when Max suddenly stopped walking. They were now very close to the car, and the younger man noticed something odd. Roden looked in the same direction. 
 
    The back passenger side tire appeared to be flat. Max walked forward, and bent down for a closer look. Roden followed. A large puncture in the wall of the tire indicated the reason for the deflation. "Damn it. When Martin shot at me, the bullet hit the car. Apparently, it must have struck the tire." Now what were they going to do? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, great." Manda supplied Roden and Max with more of her useless commentary. "This just keeps going from bad to worse." 
 
    "Thank you, Manda." Roden blocked her pessimism, and decided not to let it faze him yet. Turning his attention to Max, he asked, "You have a spare, don't you?" 
 
    Max looked at him, wretched with realization. "No. I lent it to you about a year ago. Remember? When you had that tie rod problem that caused your front tire to bald, and you had that big repair? We never did get around to getting the spare back in my trunk." 
 
    "Ah, crap." Cutting Manda off before she could start her next tirade, Roden redirected all the blame to himself, "Well, Max, your intentions were good anyway. Looks like I dropped the ball on that one. Sorry." Now Roden felt wretched; and he braced himself against Manda's remarks on the subject. 
 
    And they came. 
 
    "Yeah, well his good intentions and your brilliant follow through aren't going to get us out of here or save Ess from the other crazy kidnapper, now is it? So, get thinking, you two geniuses. We need a plan. We've got to think about a way to get going." Well, not quite as harsh of a berating as Roden had expected. It sounded, even, rather logical for Manda. 
 
    "You're right about that." Max said, also surprised at Manda's sudden practicality. "We do, in fact, need a way out of here if we are going to do anything for Ess. So, any ideas? Any suggestions?" 
 
    "Well, I would say that we could call AAA, but our phones don't seem to work in the middle of Nowheresville!" And there it was. Manda's sarcasm returned as persistent and thick as ever. Any vaguely positive impression Max started to have of her good sense had gone away. 
 
    "That's true," he answered back with very little enthusiasm for her attitude, "But maybe we can start walking for the entrance. We're sure to pick up a signal as we get closer to the highway. Or maybe we'll get lucky and run into a park ranger." 
 
    "Oh, great idea. And do you also play the lottery with that luck?" Manda continued her poorly exhibited derision. 
 
    "Oh, so you have a better plan, then." Max cocked his eyebrow. "Alright. Let's hear it." When Manda didn't answer for lack of anything better, Max turned and started down the road. Roden followed his friend, sure that it was the best course of action at the moment, while an incessantly aggravated Manda grumbled and tagged along behind him. 
 
    While they carried on down the path, Manda and Max continued to quarrel back and forth. Roden had never had children, though he had thought on the idea and regretted the missed opportunity from time to time. Now, however, with the company he presently kept, the prospect of parenthood seemed less than thrilling. His current companions, with their bickering that resembled something akin to sibling rivalry, made him realize why the popular line of fathers everywhere was 'don't make me turn this car around.' Unfortunately, he didn't have that option to threaten them with at the moment, and they ignored every attempt of his to mediate them. 
 
    * * * 
 
    After nearly two hours of walking and listening to Manda complain about her swollen and blistered feet, they heard the sound of a motor in the forest. It was far in the distance, but it's droning purr seemed to slowly grow louder. 
 
    This approaching vehicle rumbled and sputtered, and the three wanderers in the woods could hear it long before the winding road brought it into view. A mixture of nerves, anxiety and anticipation caused them to argue rather or not they should take cover before the vehicle came into sight. Max contended that if they hid they could decide if it was friend or foe, and flag the driver down if they determined it to be safe. Manda tried to be skeptical about the need to hide at first, but turned out to be easily persuaded by the prospective danger of Angoli's men coming back to 'get rid of' them. Although she still didn't know who he was, at this point, she did believe that the man in charge of kidnapping her friend could be very capable of doing just that. 
 
    From behind some brush, they squatted and peered through branches at the oncoming truck. It looked like one of those big old Chevy models from the 1950s, white with a bit of rust about the tire and fender areas. The driver inside had a long white beard and a patch over his eye. 
 
    "The man from the gas station." Roden exclaimed. He could recognize that unique individual from anywhere. The man had been kind, even if a little overly voluble, and Roden could think of no reason to fear him. 
 
    "You're right." Max agreed. "I think we should flag him down, then." With a nod from Roden, the two men stood up and moved to the middle of the dirt road waving their arms at the approaching vehicle. 
 
    The white truck stopped a few yards ahead of them, and the old man leaned out of the window with a pleasantly surprised smile. "Well, hey there." 
 
    Roden approached him with a like-wise grin, intent on doing the talking. "Hey yourself – " 
 
    "What brings ya here? Out fer a nature stroll? Lovely country, ain't it? Ya really should bring water with ya, though." He gave Manda a glance. "An' the right kind o' shoes. Never know when you could get lost out here. I know I still do on occasion." The man laughed his throaty chuckle, and then continued asking a few more questions. 
 
    Roden waited with well-controlled perturbation until the man stopped for breath, then began responding to the questions that he deemed necessary to the situation. "Actually, our car broke down. Has a flat, and we don't have a spare. If you don't mind, do you think you could give us a ride out of here, so that we can call for some help?" 
 
    The man laughed again, obviously entertained by the scenario. "Oh, my. Ain't that rich. Haven't heard nothin' so funny in quite awhile. Oh, ho. My apologies, that's just so funny. But, sure, sure. I can give ya a lift. Man, but I have ta tell ya, ya should never come inta a place like this so unprepared." 
 
    "Thank you." Roden beckoned Manda over. Being rather staggered by the look of the old man, she maintained her distance. Slowly, she made her way from the brush at the side of the road, to stand close to Roden. 
 
    "Oh, by the way," the man started up again. "Where's that other fella you were with? The one with the fancy tie an' the nice jacket. He's the whole reason I drove in here this evenin'. That man borrowed my restroom key last night an' he never gave it back. I had ta go out behind the station earlier this mornin' ta relieve myself." 
 
    "Oh, him." Roden looked a little shame faced over Martin's discourteous deed, even though he knew it wasn't his fault. "Well, that man took my car and drove back into the city. I don't recall what he did with the key; however, I would be more than willing to replace the lock as a thank you for getting us back to civilization." 
 
    "Well, gee thanks; but it's no problem, really. Just thought I'd try an' get it back before I had ta go that far. Never mind, never mind. Come on an' get in." 
 
    Roden strode over to the passenger side and opened the door. Meanwhile, Max climbed into the back of the truck. When Roden expressed to Manda his intent to usher her inside, she gave Roden a death glare. Evidently, she had no intention of sitting in the truck's cab with the odd looking stranger. Instead, she climbed her way into the truck bed with Max. Her high heels and skirt gave her some trouble, but she managed it. 
 
    Roden sighed. So much for common courtesy. Then, smiling at the old man, he climbed into the cab himself. He had no issues with keeping this man company, though he could be sure to have his ear talked off. Roden's main attention during the ride, as well as his great concern, was directed at Max and Manda, and making sure they didn't kill each other in the back of the truck. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eventually, they made it to the gas station. Roden noted, from his occasional backwards glances, that Manda was so busy struggling with being jostled around and holding on to the bungee handle on the side of the truck so that she wouldn't be tossed out, that she didn't even attempt to have any conversation with Max; and Max happily ignored her anyway, looking about in any direction but hers. 
 
    As they pulled up to the gas station Roden noticed his BMW parked at the pump. It couldn't be. Did they actually catch up to Martin and Ess? But they were hours ahead of them, and should have been long gone by that point. 
 
    The moment the truck stopped, he jumped out and ran to his car. It was empty. Max came up only seconds behind him, not having noticed the car until he climbed out of the bed. Roden opened the unlocked door and lowered his head inside to look at the ignition. The key was not in there. Damn. 
 
    The two men did a quick sweep of the area, while the old man got a chuckle watching Manda struggle to get over the side of the truck. After allowing her some time to see the futility of her own efforts, he offered her a hand. She was a little reluctant to accept at first, but finally relented, and let him help her down. 
 
    As the old man did have a knack for talking, and had already worked the story about Esther's kidnapping out of Roden during their ride to the gas station, he was able to confer with the three 'city dwellers' on the possible events leading to the abandoned car. Their final consensus determined that Martin must have dumped Roden's car for one of Angoli's. 
 
    Manda noted with frustration that the cell phones still didn't work at this point. The old man offered the use of his business phone, but first they needed to determine what their next step should be. Police? Tow truck? The former would be ineffective against Angoli, and the later would take hours to arrive from the city. 
 
    "Does anyone know how to hotwire a car?" Manda asked. She pointedly looked at Max. 
 
    "Well, too bad Martin's not here. I bet he knows how." Max gave her a snarling glare back. 
 
    As the two argued back and forth, something surprising caught Roden's eye. Through the dimming light of the sunset he could see that someone had manifested from the trees behind the gas station, and was walking diffidently towards them. Speak of the devil. It was Martin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Max noticed that Roden's eyes were set beyond their circle, and followed his stare towards Martin's hesitant approach. Then, with the most animalistic growl that Roden had ever heard a human being produce, Max tilted full speed towards Martin. Before the man could react he was on the ground with Max's full force pinning him down. The artist's balled fists were flying, and Martin could do nothing to shield himself from his wrath. 
 
    As much as Roden would have liked to see Martin get just what he deserved, he felt that it would be more prudent to get information from him in regards to Ess's whereabouts. "Max. Wait. We need him." He tried to reason with him, while attempting to pull him off of the man whose lip started bleeding profusely from the punch Max had just issued to his face. 
 
    It took a little persuasion, but Max finally reeled in the desire to badly damage his adversary. Clearing away from him, the group moved back and allowed Martin to pick himself up off the ground. He did so with much trouble due to the injuries Max had just worked on him, and no one offered a steadying hand. Eventually, he made it back to his feet, wobbly with disorientation. Max and the others surrounded him, making it obvious that an attempt at escape would be futile. Even Manda looked ready to jump on him if he so much as appeared as though he might take a step towards the effort to get away. 
 
    They all stood around in menacing stillness, each one waiting for the other to break the impenetrable silence. Roden finally decided that he should take control of the situation if they expected to get anywhere. "Okay, Martin," he began. "Where the hell did you just come from? Do you have Ess out there somewhere?" 
 
    Martin managed a look that pivoted between guilt, disappointment and plain anger. It took him a moment to control his multiple emotions to a point in which he could actually speak. Ultimately, though, with the help of an impatient glare from Manda, he took a deep breath, and began to explain what had happened. 
 
    Ess couldn't believe, even after all she'd been through so far, that this could actually be happening to her. Stuff like this happened in movies and, sadly, even from time to time on the news; but those things were completely displaced from her world . . . until now. 
 
    Trying to make sense of her predicament, she replayed the last twenty-four hours in her mind again and again. The most recent events stood out vividly in her memory, and gave her absolutely the worst fear and burning in the pit of her stomach that she had ever felt in her entire life up to this point. 
 
    * * * 
 
    About two hours earlier . . . 
 
    The BMW reached the exit to the preserve and bumped its way back onto the paved highway. Martin didn't know his way around the area, and so they ended up taking the long scenic route out of the preserve. "Phew. That's better." Martin smiled towards Ess, expecting her agreement. She rolled her eyes instead. His cheery mannerisms were really getting on her nerves. 
 
    This pompous guy had fooled Manda, wooing her under false pretenses; attacked Max and made Ess tie him up; forced her into a car at gun point; and proceeded to drive her against her will towards some lunatic who sounded like he wanted to have his way with her. None of this did anything to endear the man to her, yet he acted as though they were two good friends on a leisurely road trip. 
 
    "Nice nose, by the way." And he smirked upon mentioning it. "Did Max do that?" Her eyes went wide and she gave him a silent snarl, but didn't give him the satisfaction of any other answer. How dare he make such an assumption about Max. And just how bad was her nose, anyways? 
 
    They continued on in silence, Ess trying to plan out her next mode of escape (please, she prayed, let it be a successful get away this time – for once), when finally Martin spoke again. "Uh oh. Looks like we need to stop for fuel already. I thought these compact German cars were supposed to be good on gas?" He gave her another friendly glance. Oh, how she wanted to simply pummel him. 
 
    "There's a gas station up ahead, I remember. That's where I made the report back to Angoli about you last night. When we pull in, I want you to get out of the car with me, and stay by my side. Remember," he waved the gun in her direction, "I do have a gun." Ess frowned. As if she could forget about that. 
 
    He continued with his instructions, "If you try to speak out or run, I will shoot at you. Maybe I won't kill you, but I will shoot you in the leg or the arm to stop you. Angoli might not like it if I bring you in harmed, but he'd like it even less if I let you get away." 
 
    A few minutes later, they pulled up to the pump. Martin got out of the car, and ran quickly to the passenger side, not allowing Ess an opportunity to bail out and dash. She was very resistant to this little excursion towards her new future role, and he knew he had to keep any possible funny business to a minimum. When he opened the door, she made no move to get out, so he forcedly pulled her from the car. 
 
    With a tight grip around her arm and his finger on the trigger of the gun, which he again made Ess aware of as he tucked it inside the pocket of his pants, he led her to the entrance of the old gas station. When he pushed on the store's front door, it didn't budge. So, he pulled on it, and it still wouldn't give. With a bewildered look on his face, he rattled the door in the attempt to force it open. Apparently, it was locked. 
 
    "Dammit. This store was open last night at three o'clock in the morning. Why on Earth would it be closed now at five thirty in the afternoon? These are prime business hours." Martin started losing his cheerfulness. 
 
    Just then, the sound of scuffing feet was heard from behind them. Martin twisted around, forcing Ess to turn with him. Barely a few yards beyond them, they saw three men approaching. 
 
    "Martin," greeted the man on the left, rather unenthusiastically. 
 
    "What?" A very shocked Martin replied. "What the hell are you doing here?" 
 
    "Martin, really? You have to ask?" The man answered while piercing him with a derisive look, and sounding as though the reason could be nothing but obvious. "We came to get her." Then he laid his eyes on her and offered a spiteful smile. "Hello, again, Esther." 
 
    Martin practically growled, "I said that I would bring her all the way to Angoli myself. And I will. I don't need you." 
 
    "That may or may not be true, but our orders were to meet up with you, and bring her back the rest of the way ourselves." 
 
    During the dialogue between Martin and this man, Ess realized that she recognized him. He was the one that she had kneed and stomped on the previous night. He had the bandaged nose to prove it. This couldn't be good. He undoubtedly had no amiable opinion of her now, and she had less desire to go with him than she had to go with Martin. This conclusion actually made her cling to Martin's arm. 
 
    "I can handle this." Martin argued back. "I found her, and I will deliver her. I don't need your help, and I won't have all the glory taken away from me. Not again." His voice neared hysterics. 
 
    "Listen," The man had a cocky expression on his face as the other two thugs pulled out strips of leather and began wrapping them tightly over their knuckles, with their own menacing smirks visible on their faces, "I don't want any issues. Either you cooperate and hand her over, or we will take her by force." 
 
    His declaration scared Ess even further. She did not want to be the rope in this game of human tug-of-war. Nor did she want to be the cause of further violence. She looked to Martin to see what he would do. 
 
    The men looked ready to pounce, and Martin looked ready to piss his pants. The leader grabbed Ess's arm, and yanked her towards him. Martin did absolutely nothing to stop him. "Smart man, Martin. Smart man." His henchmen, however, looked disappointed that they weren't going to have a chance to play. 
 
    The man dragged Ess towards a black SUV that was parked between some trees just beyond the gas station. Ess continued her struggles for freedom, but found her strength to be as useless and weak against her captors as ever. When she looked back, vaguely hoping that Martin would use his gun or try to pull some angle to get her back, she only saw him standing in the same spot they left him in, and looking defeated. She felt like crying. Although she hated Martin, and she disliked his portentous company, she would rather have been in his custody at the moment. It seemed much less likely that she could get away from these three men. 
 
    The leader pushed her into the back seat of the vehicle. The force he used on her, assured Ess that he truly did harbor hard feelings towards her. One of the other men bound her hands and feet (not so considerately, this time), and forced her to lie down on the seat; then he jumped into the front passenger seat. The man with the broken nose got in behind the wheel; and when the last guy leapt into the jump seat in the back, the vehicle backed up with a screech and turned onto the highway. 
 
    Ess slid along the seat, hitting her head on the door again. She looked up and saw the man with the broken nose lean over the seat to hover above her, "This time, if you fall on the floor, I'm leaving you there." He smiled cruelly at her, and turned back towards the road while stomping his foot on the gas. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They drove for what seemed like hours. The men talked about sports and cars and slutty women. There were also the occasional belches, which brought rounds of entertained laughter from all of them. They completely ignored Ess's presence in the vehicle. 
 
    Yes, Ess knew this was more than just a nightmare. This was her reality. Up until this point, she still managed to shelter a vague amount of hope that she could escape, that everything might turn out all right in the end. That hope finally disappeared. Unlike the movies she'd watched and the books she'd read, this couldn't have a happy ending. No alternatives arose before her, and a terrifying conclusion loomed in sight if she thought about it, so she chose not to think. The best thing to do now would be to just go numb. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Oh, god!" Manda exclaimed what everyone else was feeling. "We've got to save her. We have to get her back from those . . . goons." She wrung her hands in her distress. It was bad enough when Max kidnapped Ess, and shocking when Martin took her, but now these dangerous and downright hostile strangers had the poor woman. The situation had now come to an impasse. These big mobster-like men with genuine thug mentalities dragged innocent little Ess away to a location none of them knew. 
 
    "Well, actually," Martin cut in, "I do know the location of Angoli's estate. I do work for him as his arts acquisitionist, after all. I've delivered many works to his home, and acted as a curator for his personal gallery. Max, you remember. I brought you there once to assist in arranging one of his 'Esther Art' displays." 
 
    Max just gave him a deadly glare that said, 'The only reason I'm letting you live right now is because we need you'. Max knew that Martin was their best chance now of finding Ess. Martin knew it, too. That was the only reason he had had the guts to come out of hiding and face them. 
 
    "Why are we still standing here?" Manda bellowed, exasperated at the delay. "We need to get moving." Turning to Martin, she ordered him, "Martin, tell us where this Angoli guy's place is." She made this demand with the complete expectation of getting an immediate answer. 
 
    "No way," he replied back defiantly. "I'm not going to tell you." Then, with a smile he added, "But I will show you." 
 
    "Nuh uh! You are not coming with us." Apparently, Manda decided to take it upon herself to do the negotiating with this pompous little imp. 
 
    "Then I'm not telling you anything." Martin knew he still had the upper hand at the moment. As soon as he told them where Angoli's estate was located, he would no longer be of any use to them, and Max would undoubtedly resume thrashing him. Martin may be reckless, but he wasn't stupid. 
 
    "Martin," Max took his turn to speak, "Why the hell do you want to come with us?" 
 
    "Because," It seemed clear enough to Martin. "I had something Angoli wanted. I acquired what he was looking for, but instead of allowing me my credit, he sent his bodyguards to take her away from me. He stole my glory and my reward, and now I want to screw him over right back." 
 
    "Wow. You've got some serious vengeance issues. You know that is a clear psychological link to narcissism." Max replied, and gave Roden a meaningful look that made his friend snort with laughter. That sounded like an accurate analysis of the arrogant young con artist and thief. 
 
    "So, why'd you wait for us to come along if you want revenge? Why didn't you just go after them?" Manda was not buying this whole thing. She hated Martin even more now than she did when she initially found out that he used her and betrayed her. How could he be so inept as to let another group of men kidnap her friend, again? Poor Ess. She was changing the hands of kidnappers like a runway model changes clothes. 
 
    "Uh, well," Martin looked embarrassed. "I can't exactly start the car." He held up the keys in resignation. 
 
    "What?" Now it was Roden's turn to lose his cool. That car was his prized possession. "What the hell did you do to my car?" He yelled as he swiped the keys from Martin's hand. 
 
    "It's not what I did." Martin explained. "It's what they did. One of the guys opened the hood and took something out." 
 
    Roden let an enraged noise escape from his throat. His car, his beautiful Bimmer, and some scoundrel had his hands under the hood? Now he was on the verge of jumping on Martin, and taking out his frustrations all over his face. 
 
    "Now, now. Hold your horses," The old man spoke up. "Let me have a look see under the hood. I'm darn good with fixin' cars, if I may say it myself. Might just have an idea of what's wrong with it." 
 
    Manda stood back, having no interest in cars and no desire to get even filthier than she already was, while the other four bent over the motor. The sun's rays were barely making it through the trees as the sun finished its descent, so the old man had a flashlight in his hand. 
 
    "It was something over here on this side of the engine." Martin pointed to the general area on the passenger's side. 
 
    It only took a moment before the man started another of his singular chuckles. "Well, well. That's easy enough." He looked up at Martin. "Guess the guy that did this, knew that ya'd have no idea about the workin's of a car. All's he did was ta disconnect the coil wire to the spark plugs. Musta took it with 'im, though, 'cuz I don't see it. I'm sure I'll have one in my junk pile that'll fit the bill jist fine. Trouble is, my junk pile's in the shed by my house. Least a' hour there an' back. If ya don't mind waitin', I can go an' git it. The repair itself 'ill take no time." 
 
    Max looked fretfull, and Manda impatient. Still, what other options did they have? This was the quickest answer to their problem. "Fine," Roden declared, "We can wait for that. If you'll just do whatever you need to do, we'd all be very grateful." Roden felt a bit guilty, because he had experienced so much worry for the welfare of his car when his true concern should have been for Esther's safety; but he felt too weary to keep such selfish and unhealthy thoughts under control. 
 
    The old man, noticing the fatigue that plagued Roden's eyes, offered him the use of his cot while he was gone. Manda, too, felt tired and needed a rest. Before heading out, he showed them to the storage room of the store, where a hammock hung next to the proffered cot. Sensing Manda's reluctance to climb into it, Roden offered to give her the little bed. To Roden's surprise, she thanked him with legitimate sincerity before settling down into it. 
 
    Max decided that resting would be the best use of his time, as well. It had to be better than anxiously sitting and waiting for the old man to return. He laid himself down in the back seat of the BMW, while Martin relaxed in the front passenger seat. The last thing Max remembered was thinking that Martin was too close for his comfort. Exhaustion only barely overrode that yearning to reach out and strike him again. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next thing Max knew, the familiar rumbling of the old truck could be heard as it returned from the direction it had departed. He lifted himself from the cramped seat and noticed that the sun was rising above the trees. Oh, no! He came to with a jolt. Did they actually sleep the night away? 
 
    Max forced Martin awake and pushed him out of the vehicle. He strode with determined anger towards the old man as he was just getting out of the aged pick-up truck. They had lost several precious hours, and he wanted answers. 
 
    "Mornin'." the old man beamed. 
 
    "That's right," Max narrowed his eyebrows as he spoke. "It is morning. What I want to know is why is it morning? You should have been back hours ago. Esther is out there with some dangerous men, and you stroll back here like it's just another day on the job for you?" 
 
    If the old man was taken aback at all, he didn't show it. "The first time I came back was hours ago. Took care of the car an' everythin'. Every one of ya was out cold, sleepin' like the dead. Even my tinkerin' under the hood didn't stir ya. Figured ya needed it. 'Specially if ya have a run-in comin' up. Can't face your foes with worn-out bodies." 
 
    Max didn't know what to say. While he would rather have gotten going as soon as the car was fixed, he couldn't force the others to do so in such a state of useless weariness. The old man did have a point. It would be best to be refreshed when going up against Angoli. 
 
    "Come on in." The old man headed for the store. "Git yourself some coffee and we'll git ya on the road in no time." 
 
    * * * 
 
    About a half an hour and a full tank of gas later, they loaded themselves into the BMW, Max and Martin in the back, Manda in the front with Roden behind the wheel. 
 
    The old man gave Roden a nod, and said to "start 'er up". Roden did so with eagerness and trepidation, and the BMW roared to life. He gave a grateful sigh, contented by the reassuring vibrations of the running motor, and felt sure that he had never heard anything so wonderful in all his life. With a look conveying the extent of his absolute gratitude, he got back out of the car to offer the old man a hearty handshake. The old man in turn looked very proud of himself, and murmered something about how nice it was to be appreciated for one's skills. 
 
    Before they pulled away, Roden gave the old man another obliged handshake and thanked him thoroughly for all of his help. 
 
    "No thanks needed." The old man beamed back, leaning through the window of the car so that he could address them all. "It was my pleasure ta help. You jist do what ya need ta do now. Come back around soon, an' let me know how it all turned out. That'll be thanks enough for me." 
 
    "Certainly. No problem." Roden gave one last appreciative smile, and zipped off down the road. No one complained about his speed, not even Manda. It seemed to each of them that they couldn't get to where they needed to go fast enough. 
 
    "Alright," Max said after a few minutes. "Which way do we go from here, Martin?" 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ess sat on the immense bed in the over-sized bedroom, and waited. She had no choice but to wait. After the man with the broken nose had his men force her through the gigantic, elaborately adorned entry doors of the most ostentatious house she had ever laid her eyes on, she was dragged up a needlessly wide staircase that rose higher than the stairs to her third floor apartment. Ess made sure that the climb proved a challenge for the men, as she would not go to her doom peacefully. However hard she fought, though, in the end she ended up in an opulently decorated bedroom that was nearly twice the size of her own home. 
 
    The dark wood paneling and intricate deep-colored Indian style rugs lent a menacing feel to the space. The massive four-poster bed looked like an antique monstrosity in the middle of the room, while a dimly lit corner held a sitting area that consisted of a very formal looking chair and love seat. In front of an unlit fireplace, which had an ornately carved cherry wood and white marble mantle piece, sat an exceptionally dramatic chaise lounge. It looked poised and ready to catch a swooning damsel upon the entrance of Dracula or some other sinister creature. 
 
    If Ess hadn't been in dire circumstances, she would have been somewhat diverted with the spectacle and the grandeur. As it was, it only lent an aura of malice to her predicament. 
 
    Once in the room, the man with the broken nose gave her a quick tour, which was rather uncomfortable and awkward for both parties involved. He directed her to the large walk-in closet just off of her en suite bathroom. There were many outfits for all occasions, or so he made her aware, and all the clothes and shoes were in her size. 
 
    "Boss had all of your sizes and preference information given to a personal shopper. She took care of the details. If there's anything in there you don't like, Boss will have it replaced with something else." He didn't bother to hide his disinterest and disdain for her as he spoke. Lastly, he instructed her to clean up and rest. It was late, and Angoli wouldn't be seeing her until the morning. "I'm leaving now. Too much girly shit for me for one day. Someone will be along to fetch you in the morning for breakfast. You'll be eating with Mr. Angoli, so you better be ready when you're called." 
 
    With that he swept out of the room, followed by his thugs who had been hovering at the doorway. 
 
    Ess spent a good hour checking any possible modes of escape, the obvious one being the door. She found that it had been locked from the outside, and there appeared to be no lock on the inside. How unfortunate. Her kidnappers could keep her in, but she wouldn't be able to keep them out. Next were the two large windows. The panes could be swung open, but there were bars blocking any attempt at escape. Even without the bars, the drop looked far too risky to attempt without causing severe injury. Even a ballsy move like climbing up the fireplace's chimney had been thwarted by the narrowness of its chute. 
 
    As all hope of escape diminished, Ess began to give in to the idea of her capture. She would have to play out her part for as long as she could. With this resolution in mind, she headed to the bathroom. The one positive thing to come of this change in circumstances would be a real shower. 
 
    The bathroom held a surprising number of products that Ess used on a daily basis, from her face lotion to her deodorant. There were a few extras, as well, such an imported Japanese night cream and a deliciously scented bottle of Coco Mademoiselle by Chanel. A quick rummage through the closet revealed a full wardrobe in her size, most of the clothes were actually in her taste, with a few gaudy exceptions. 
 
    Obviously, the kidnapping had been well planned out. They had to have broken into her apartment and gone through her things in detail in order to be so well prepared for her arrival. Ess had never even noticed. She never suspected anything in her home had been out of place, and had been so oblivious and passive to everything in her life that she didn't even realize it had been invaded. She became angry with herself for being so truly unaware. It was all her own fault that she found herself in this dilemma now. If she had only paid attention to the world around her, she could have been prepared, and may have been able to prevent her own demise. She had only herself to blame. 
 
    She resignedly turned on the shower and began to clean up. If there could be any chance for escape now, she must be alert and ever ready. There were no deluded hopes and vain plans now. Her only possibility would be opportunity . . . and maybe Max? 
 
    So, after the comforting shower, she simply sat on the bed, waiting for opportunity to offer itself, and fearing to permit herself to sleep. The bed proved very comfortable, however, and at long last, sleep finally did prevail. 
 
    The next thing she knew, someone had entered her room and thrown open the curtains. The light came streaming in, stinging her eyes, and making her surroundings appear out of focus. It was morning. Such sudden alertness caused her heart to pound the blood into her head, producing sharp pains throughout her skull. As her eyes adjusted to the light, she noticed a man standing beside her bed. 
 
    The wait was over. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Tell me, Max," Manda turned towards the back seat, "Why was it you said that calling the police would be useless?" Max had mentioned it yesterday when they were walking to the car from the cabin, but he had never elaborated. Manda forgot to be skeptical about it at the time, so she decided to make up for it now as a means to break up the long silence in the car. 
 
    "Because," Martin interrupted before Max could speak, "Marcus Angoli controls the police force, along with every other government office in the city. They jump when he says jump and they look the other way when he gives them the ol' wink-'n-nod." 
 
    Manda gave him a dirty look for answering a question that had not been directed towards him, but continued her inquiry. "How come I've never heard of this guy then, since he has so much sway in the city? I would think that he'd be mentioned on the news or in the paper, or he'd be in the social gossip columns." 
 
    Martin had the answer on the tip of his tongue, but he hesitated, lest he should receive another severe look from Manda. "Go ahead, Martin." Max cued. Obviously, Martin loved having all the answers on Angoli. He had always been a bit of a gossip about what he knew. That's how Max had come to be so informed about the man; and that's probably why, despite Martin's best efforts, Angoli would never promote him from his position as acquisitionist. 
 
    "Well, Mr. Angoli doesn't want to be in the media. He has control of that, too. Any kind of spotlight, whatsoever, jeopardizes his control. Can't have the federal authorities looking his way, so he stays behind the scenes. Kind of a recluse in a way. But no one makes a move without his approval." 
 
    "I see." Manda turned back around in her seat to ponder the new information. After a few minutes she asked another question. "So, all we have to do is get the feds involved?" 
 
    Roden and Max stiffened. What a simple answer. Why didn't they think of that before? But Martin counseled them that it wouldn't work. "As smart as that sounds, if we were to inform the feds of the kidnapping, they would just contact the local authorities so that they could avoid 'stepping on anyone's toes'. The local authorities would offer up some kind of lie or excuse or something in return. I just don't think it would go anywhere." 
 
    "Well, I don't believe a word you say. You are a liar, a thief and a kidnapper." Manda accused. "Not to mention, a horrible date." Max couldn't help but laugh in reaction to that last part, and Roden gave him a stern look through the rearview mirror, which went ignored. 
 
    "As much as I hate to say it," Roden spoke up, "I think Martin is right about that one. It would take quite a bit of convincing to get the feds to look into the corruption of the local precincts. Besides, it could take a while before they cut through all the red tape and move in on the local law enforcement's turf. We need to work fast. There is no time to lose on this. We can get the feds involved after we get Ess away from Angoli." 
 
    Everyone grudgingly agreed with that, and made the decision to move forward with a plan. 
 
    "What kind of security system does this place have?" That seemed to Roden to be the logical place to start. 
 
    "Oh, the security system is excellent. Very high tech. Not to mention, there are guards." Martin unleashed the negative aspects so that he could impress them with the only positive one. "I do happen to know one weakness, though. One little hiccup in the system that they don't know about. I actually used it once to get in and acquire a little artifact for another old client of mine. It was a posthumously exhibited painting by Ary Scheffer. My client owned quite a few of the others already, but Angoli would not sell him the one in his possession for any amount, just to spite this man. I told the guy I could acquire it, and I did. Got top fee, too. They still don't know who did it or how it was done. Angoli had the entire local police force working on it, too. Apparently - and this is the best part - he didn't have it insured. A man like that should know better; but then again, I do believe he came by it illegally himself." 
 
    "OK," Max prompted, "So what is this weakness?" 
 
    "There's a security fence around the entire property. It looks like a tall cast iron fence, but between the metal posts are lasers. If you put your hand through the posts, the laser will sting you. If you leave your hand there for any length of time, the laser power increases, and it stuns you. The same lasers are positioned above the fence, as well, so that you can't scale it. 
 
    "However, there is a spot, rather secluded, where even the dogs don't think to look. . . " 
 
    "Dogs?" Manda interrupted. "There are dogs?" 
 
    "Well, yeah," Martin replied, "What over-the-top security system would be complete without dogs?" 
 
    "Well, what do we do about them?" Manda asked, sounding a little distressed. 
 
    "That's the easy part. They may be trained killers, but they're still dogs. Give them something to munch on, and you're their best friend. These pretzel sticks here that Dr. Roden bought back at the gas station should be enough. Toss them a few of those, then toss them one of these pills, and they won't bother you again." 
 
    Martin pulled a sandwich bag out of his jacket pocket with a few pills in it. "What the hell are those?" Manda demanded. 
 
    "Rohypnol." Martin responded matter-of-factly. 
 
    "Rohypnol?" Roden, first stunned, quickly turned livid. "You mean roofies? Damn it, Martin, what the hell are you doing with those?" 
 
    "Never know when they could come in handy." Martin seemed to think it was nothing at all to possess the drug. 
 
    "Oh, my god! That's a date rape drug!" Manda appeared in to be in a new state of extreme emotion that Roden had not yet seen from her. 
 
    "Were you intending to use those on Manda during your date?" Roden's revulsion with Martin reached an all time high. 
 
    From the seat beside him, Max stared Martin down, ready to wallop him once again. Such an atrocious act could not go unpunished. 
 
    Martin became a little scared at that point, "No, no." He pleaded his side. "I had no intentions, whatsoever. I just keep them around for necessary circumstances; and in my line of work, there are many necessary circumstances. Really, I had no intentions with Manda at all." 
 
    While no one could find it in them to completely believe him, they let the accusations drop for the time being. Max did, however, confiscate the pills with a disgusted look of warning aimed towards the man next to him. Finally, Roden found his voice and asked Martin to continue with his explanation on the security weakness. 
 
    "Ah, yes, yes. Where was I?" Martin, happy to change the subject, quickly complied with the request. "Ah, yes, there is a secluded spot, where water collects when there has been a lot of rain. I've tested the lasers in that area because they often get flooded in the puddle. The water shorted out a couple of those lasers a long time ago, just as I had suspected. No one has ever caught on. At least they hadn't as of three years ago, when I broke in. If that is still the case, then we can squeeze through the bars there." 
 
    "Squeeze through the bars?" Manda asked. "Are they wide enough apart?" 
 
    "Well apparently, if I did it once already . . . " Obviously. 
 
    "Alright, then. We have a way in. Possibly." Max felt relief that at least one obstacle was out of the way. Now they needed to work out the next step in the plan. Their real issue wouldn't be getting in, it would be getting Ess back out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Slowly, recognition revealed to Ess that it was the man with the broken nose who was standing at the edge of her bed. He had a very annoyed look on his face, and when he spoke, his words seethed with his displeasure. "You were supposed to be ready when Angoli sent for you. You're getting off to a very bad start," he accused. "You'd better shape up if you don't want any trouble." 
 
    Ess just gave him an incredulous stare. She had agreed to nothing, and she didn't intend to, either. Did they seriously think she would simply obey? That she would comply with their perverse arrangements? 
 
    "You'll be too late for breakfast, now. I'll have to come back for you after Mr. Angoli takes care of his morning business. You'd better be ready by lunch, which he takes at precisely one o'clock." With that, he stormed out of the room, slamming the door shut behind him and locking it with a noisy flourish so that Ess would be reminded of her prisoner status. 
 
    She got up, and dressed herself from the selection in the closet, choosing the most demure dress that covered as much of her skin as possible. Her shoes, while stylish, were sensible flats that would be relatively appropriate for running, should that opportunity arise. 
 
    Once prepared, she resumed her seat on the bed, and waited. The clock on the mantle ticked away, producing the only sound in the room. The constant rhythm began to drive her mad; and it became almost a relief when she finally heard the sound of her door being unlocked. 
 
    The man with the broken nose made another rude entrance into the room. "Boss is finishing up a few business details and asked me to escort you to the gallery." The word 'escort' came out as though the idea of doing so was the farthest thing from his bitter thoughts. The damage she had recently done to him seemed to remain at the forefront of his mind. Other than a little fear for what the man might be capable of, Ess really didn't care about his resentment. She wished she could pop him in the nose again. 
 
    Preferring to avoid any further rough handling, she reluctantly complied. While following him back down the broad staircase, she looked about in all directions for any possible breakout route, but noticed that he kept a close eye on her every movement. At the landing, he took a hold of her arm, and guided her (in as forceful a manner as he could get away with) down a hallway, and to another door. When he opened that door, he deposited her inside, and locked it behind her. Immediately, she began to scour the room for an alternative way out. 
 
    The windows in this room were not barred, but they were locked. The distance downward was not nearly as far as it had been from the bedroom, so Ess felt willing to take the risk. There were many objects in the room that could work effectively as a missile to break the glass, but as she picked up a small statuette, and wound up for the pitch, the door to the gallery opened. 
 
    Ess jumped and turned in the direction of the new occupant as he entered into the room. The man quickly took stock of the scene before him, and began to laugh. 
 
    "Good idea, my dear." He said through his amusement, "but those windows have alarm sensors. My guards would have caught you before you'd have been able to land on the ground. Nice try, though. Very admirable." 
 
    The man who spoke entered further into the gallery. His urbanely composed voice agitated Ess with its severe confidence of superiority. It was not simply superiority towards Ess, but towards the world in general. Every word was perfectly annunciated and tinged with the haughtiness of self-importance. 
 
    The deep blue suit that had evidently been well tailored, apparent by the precise fit on his faultless frame, made Ess feel rather self-conscious at her own choice of clothing. His appearance on the whole was that of every detail having been taken into earnest consideration. His dark hair appeared expertly coiffed; his eyebrows, though thick, were impeccably shaped; and his slightly bronzed skin looked as smooth as polished marble. There didn't exist a gray hair or wrinkle to be seen. 
 
    Only his eyes gave away any signs of age. The russet brown of his irises hinted a sinister past and betrayed any of the placidness displayed in the rest of his features. There lurked a menacing darkness that had apparently deepened with the maturing of his maliciousness. The smirk that did not appear in the slight smile of his lips while taking in the sight before him, still made itself exceedingly present in his eyes. 
 
    As he slowly stepped his way closer and closer to her, as though caging an agitated prey, he continued speaking, trying to lull Ess into a false sense of security, "My dear, you look splendid. Not my first choice in dress, but the cut does flatter your figure very well." He stepped closer. "Allow me to introduce myself." Another step forward. "I am Marcus Angoli, a great admirer of yours; and I have been looking forward to your most anticipated acquaintance. It has been long overdue, wouldn't you agree?" He was only a few feet away from her now. 
 
    Ess fought against her desire to believe in his harmlessness. He seemed too sedate, which made him the most dangerous sort of predator. After a moment she found her voice, and readied herself to fight against his deceiving manners with her own contemptuous conduct, "I would have been just as content as to have prolonged such an acquaintance, until – oh, say – never?" 
 
    A slight shadow passed over the man's eyes for less than a second, but Ess caught it. She struck a blow to his ego. 
 
    He changed the direction of the conversation. "Allow me to show you around my gallery." When Ess didn't take the arm he extended to her, he imposed upon her to comply by slowly but determinedly covering the last of the distance between them. He seized her hand and placed it under his arm, keeping it there with his own hand, and holding it with a tight grip. Ess did not attempt to hide her resentment, but allowed herself to be guided around the room. She didn't fail to notice that most of the works, statues and paintings alike, had her face. 
 
    "The room is practically dedicated to you." Angoli gave her a glance that showed his pleasure. He expected that she should feel the same way, or at least display some attitude of honor. When this did not appear to be the case, a slight furrow made it's way to his brow. "There are a few pieces that are not 'Esther Art', but they will be replaced by future works I intend to have commissioned. Already, some of my priceless art has made way for your lovely form." With a controlled measure of entertainment in his voice he explained, "I have a Manet that once resided in a place of honor above the fireplace. It now decorates the guest bathroom off of the receiving hall." He looked pleased with the comical idea of reducing a Manet to a bathroom hanging. 
 
    "Would you like to see which painting has taken its place?" He guided her towards the other end of the room. "It was my first work of 'Esther Art' and still remains my favorite." 
 
    He drew her attention to a mural that took up a fair portion of the wall over another ridiculously ornate fireplace. The oil-based painting was an illustration of what looked like a scene from the story of Esther in the Bible. It portrayed the young queen bowing before her king and husband, risking her life to beg an audience with him so that she could deliver the Jewish people from their enemy, Haman, and his intended genocidal massacre. It was quite an impressive moment captured on canvas by Max's skilled hand. 
 
    While Ess studied the work, her appreciation for its fine depiction unhidden from her face, Angoli took the opportunity to explain himself to her; something he never would have done with anyone else in the world. "Allow me to fill you in on this story you play such a significant role in," he began. 
 
    "Max, your hero and protector," his words were openly supercilious, "your obsessed artist, truly has quite a history. But before I go into detail, I must insist that this confession remain between you and I. It must go no further." He paused for affect. 
 
    "Max," he smiled snidely, "happens to be my son." Ess's eyes fell away from the painting and darted towards the man's face. She couldn't help but display her shock and disbelief. "Oh, he doesn't know it. He's a bastard, and so I would never truly acknowledge him. His mother was beautiful and a woman of little morals. I had my time with her, but it was only a short time in which she belonged to me alone. You know how fickle you women can be." He led her in a new direction along the wall of the gallery. 
 
    "She grew tired of me, and began to explore other options. When I found out, I turned that slut out faster than she could blink. She barely had time enough to beg me to provide for our unborn child. At the time, I had supposed that it could have been the spawn of any of the scum she had been with, but you only have to look at Max to see the resemblance between us." 
 
    Angoli stopped, and turned towards Ess to give her a good look at his features. It was true. They had an undeniably similar jaw-line and the set of their eyes were identical. How odd, though, that Ess didn't notice it before. It wasn't until she looked for it that she saw the similarities. 
 
    "I knew early on that he was mine, but I never made any claim on him. As I said, he was a bastard, and Marcus Angoli does not father bastards." He continued to lead Ess around the room. 
 
    "Interesting story, wouldn't you say? It gets better, though, because you come into it." He paused to see if she understood the compliment, but she didn't acknowledge it, so he continued. "Though I never recognized him as my son, I always kept a loosely curious eye on him. I watched him grow up as a ward of the state, and work his way through college, observing him struggle to make ends meet. He has a voracious will to survive, you know. He gets that from me." It was a peculiar show of pride from a man who would not declare his paternity to his son. 
 
    "Eventually, I decided to bestow a little kindness on him, and I found the perfect opportunity to do so. While he was still a student of the arts, he happened to display a few pieces in a gallery I was associated with. I thought I'd throw a little money his way, in return for his works. 
 
    "Needless to say, I was quite pleased with his art. More of his earlier pieces are over here." 
 
    He pointed to some exquisitely detailed renderings of Ess in Roman garb posing in very dramatic scenes as a goddess to be adored. It was yet another unsettling moment that Ess found herself the figure of attention. 
 
    "Really, I was only expecting to put them into storage, or maybe a little nook somewhere if they were decent enough, but I was truly impressed. And, so, I placed them here in my personal gallery. 
 
    "Over time, I found a few more opportunities to lend Max a hand. His works typically had you in mind, so I managed to keep with the 'Esther Art' theme by purchasing them. It became obvious that Max had an obsession with this woman who found her way into his creations. Apparently, obsession is a trait that runs in our family." He then expressed his amusement at what he thought to be a very humorous observation by releasing a polite chuckle. 
 
    "After only a few years your face took over every corner of my gallery. But, though I watched Max more and more intently, I never saw the model for his works. There never seemed to be a real person in his life that inspired him. I thought you simply to be a figment of his remarkable imagination. 
 
    "Now, I finally find that you were not simply in his head after all. When you walked into the gallery, my heart seized with delight." As he turned himself towards her, he pulled her hand to his chest, which brought her intimately closer to him. "One moment I was enticed by an illusive and exquisite nude temptress, wishing for soft warm skin rather than cold hard stone, and the next moment there you were, in the flesh. My wish had come true." 
 
    He attempted to stroke his fingers across her cheek, but Ess pulled away with a shudder. The embarrassing redness of her ill-timed blush warmed her face once again. Instead of becoming irritated, Angoli just laughed. "I'll give you time to get used to me." He allowed her to put a little distance between them. "Back to my story." 
 
    He grabbed her arm again, and continued their stroll around the room. "Where was I? Yes, yes. The gallery. The odd thing was Max's reaction. He looked as though he'd seen a ghost. It appeared that he had not expected your presence, either. Of course, when you left, he became distracted and excused himself from our meeting. I was distracted myself. I had to work fast in order to make sure you were followed. The two weeks I had you watched were torture. I wanted so terribly just to take you at once, but I know that I can't always get what I want just by taking it. There has to be a method, a procedure to acquiring something if I have any hope of keeping it. I couldn't have any witnesses, anyone who'd interfere with my intensions. 
 
    "But Max was watching. I should have expected it. It never crossed my mind that he would actually get in my way, but apparently, he saw what was happening. Now he's got others involved, and has interfered with my plans." Anger stormed across his face. He didn't bother to hide his furious emotions this time, as the wheels turned in his head. 
 
    His voice rose and the rhythm of his words quickened with the intensity of his newly roaring fury. "Now there are people who know you are here, who know what I have taken," he continued to fume. "Martin should have disposed of them out there in the woods. It would have been a perfect opportunity, and yet he did not take it. That boy has no backbone; and now I'll have to send others to finish what he could not. Damn it. I wanted this done and over with by now. 
 
    "With all my goddamn money, why is it that I can't I seem to get just what I want?" 
 
    With that, he dropped her arm and strode over to a phone on a side table. Picking it up, he spat directions into the receiver, "Owen, I want you and your men to get back out there, and find Max and his companions. Bring Max here and get rid of the others . . . Do whatever you need to do. And dispose of the evidence." 
 
    He appeared to throw a very well-controlled temper tantrum, but emitted a dangerous aura, nevertheless. Ess became afraid for more than just herself at hearing the words he had just spoken into the phone. He was going to have them killed: Manda and Dr. Roden. He was sending his henchmen out to do it. 
 
    With all that had happened to her in the last forty-eight hours, Ess thought she should have learned to control her tendency to panic by now. Leaning over, she began sucking in large gulps of breath to try to regain her calm. She needed to remain composed. She had to do something. She couldn't let two innocent people be murdered. What could she do? There seemed to be nothing she could do until she made her own escape. 
 
    She had to think, and she needed oxygen to do so. So she kept taking in deep breaths. Think, damn it, think! 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Turn here." Martin gave his direction at the last moment, and Roden had to slam his foot on the brake. Still, he missed the turn. Irritated at Martin's ill-timed instruction, Roden pulled to the side of the road, and made a u-turn. 
 
    When their eyes met in the rearview mirror, Martin's look of amusement got under Roden's skin. The younger man continued to enjoy this whole situation, while the psychiatrist's self control wore thinner and thinner. Roden actually contemplated choking the man after this miserable affair was over with, but decided that he would be satisfied with just a good solid punch in that jackass's face. 
 
    That Martin still found diversion in what had been happening was disturbing to everyone involved. Before they even began their drive, Max had searched Martin's person for the gun, and took it away from him; and when he presented the Rohypnol as part of the plan for taking care of the dogs, that had been confiscated, as well. It had to be obvious that no one in the car liked him; and his own employer didn't even trust him to finish a job. Max gave him a pounding earlier, and would in all likeliness resume the beating once they rescued Ess. And yet, this man always had a smirk, always found the joke in everyone's frustration. 
 
    What made him so complacent in such a serious predicament? Roden was displeased with their unfortunate reliance on this tactless man. He didn't trust him, and knew that he needed to keep his eye on the (nearly) good-for-nothing troublemaker. 
 
    "How much further?" Roden didn't feel any desire to hide his frustration, though he knew it just added pleasure to Martin's entertainment. 
 
    "Not much farther," Martin smiled back. "Just keep following the road for about an hour. Angoli's house is at the end. There's nothing else along the way, so you'll know when you're close." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ess sat in subdued silence near the end of a massive dining table. The enormous dining room could quite possibly have been more accurately described as a banquet hall. The chandeliers and decorative moldings were rather gothic and the furnishings excessively elaborate. The seating looked as though it could accommodate thirty or more guests, yet Ess's place had been set very close to Angoli's so that she remained within detainment range of her captor. 
 
    Occasionally, he reached his hand towards her with the intent of an intimate touch, and each time, Ess recoiled from it. She tried to keep her disdain for the man as indiscernible as she could, for fear of causing another of his heated episodes, but complete physical apathy could not be consistently maintained. Each time she rejected his advancement, his brow furrowed over the offence, but it quickly smoothed out again as he chose to forget about it and continue with his meal. 
 
    Ess didn't touch anything on her plate. It had been several hours since she last ate, and the dish proved to be a particular favorite of hers (she couldn't help but imagine that it was most likely intentional); but the situation did not allow for her stomach to accept even a mouthful of bread or a handful of grapes for digestion. 
 
    "I had thought that your hair would be curly, just as Max's works have all portrayed." Ess looked up from her plate in reaction to the unexpected observation, and noticed that the admiration visible in Angoli's eyes seemed tinged with the smallest degree of disappointment. 
 
    Did this statement expect a reply? "I've never liked my curls. I have my hair chemically straightened." She tried to sound matter-of-fact, but the words came out mousy and somewhat apologetic. 
 
    "Ah," he smiled and picked up his fork to continue his meal. "Well, we will just have to let them grow out, then." 
 
    Ess knew that this time no answer was required. She felt taken aback by such an assertion. He obviously felt that he had the right to make such decisions regarding her physical appearance. This assumedly inherent privilege to control her like she was simply a pet finally opened the well of detestation that had been collecting deep inside her over the past few days. She said nothing for fear of the consequences, but she let that well of hate set to boil, willing it to ultimately concoct itself into courage. 
 
    Angoli urged her to eat once again, so she picked up her fork, but only managed to move a few morsels around on the plate. The unrelenting man only ignored her impassiveness. Noticing her unhappiness didn't suit his wishes for the enjoyment of her company. He saw only what he wanted to see, and that excluded Ess's revulsion over the uncomfortable situation he forced her into. 
 
    Eventually he placed his napkin over his plate, and chose to break the silence once more. "I was thinking that we should go away for awhile." 
 
    Ess stiffened at this. He intended to take her further away from any rescue? It would be all the more difficult to escape him if they traveled to some unfamiliar place with absolutely no one that might be able to help her. She still held a small hope in Max's promise to come for her, but leaving this place would make the likeliness of that happening dwindle more than ever. 
 
    Angoli didn't miss her rigid response. "My pet, I think it would be best, to clear us from any unwanted disturbances. And," he attempted to take her hand, but she moved it to her lap, "it will give us an opportunity to get to know one another better; to get used to each other." His patience appeared to be wavering a little at her continued reserve. 
 
    Just how long did he intend to keep her as his prisoner? This did not simply sound like some madman's psychotic spree. He imagined that a long-term relationship would form. What did he expect to do? Brainwash her? Mold her into some lifestyle and turn her into something she wasn't? She shivered; another reaction that did not go unnoticed. 
 
    He shifted in his seat, and leaned towards her, invading her space. Though Ess sunk as far into her chair as she could, she was unable to avoid his closeness. His face did not leave the intimate proximity of hers, and she felt him studying her with a covetous gaze. "I thought that, since it will be your first time traveling, you might like to choose the destination. Someplace outside of this country is your only restriction." He smiled at her as though he had just bestowed a remarkable gift upon her. 
 
    Part of her nearly sought excitement at the thought of finally traveling. It had been a dream of hers for so long; but now the very idea became tainted by the circumstances. Her desire to see the world fleeted from the longing she felt for her regular old life. 
 
    "I don't have a passport." If she could think of nothing else, the lack of passport had to be one setback she had on her side. 
 
    "Oh, don't worry," his smile radiated the diverted condescension he felt. "I have taken care of that little detail. You don't think I just sat here pining for you the entire time, do you? I made plans, cut through red tape and removed the bothersome roadblocks. Besides, I have connections. It's all been attended to. Just make your choice. Where do you wish to go?" 
 
    "I don't wish to go anywhere with you. I just want to go home." Ess's words burst forth as a daring demand. She felt her courage finally rising. "My home," she clarified so there could be no misinterpretation of her meaning. 
 
    Angoli, of course, didn't respond well to this audacity. His chair overturned as he leapt to his feet, and grabbed Ess's arm, pulling her out of her own seat. Again, her face came within inches of his, but this time his expression was different. The predator glare in his eyes revealed a readiness to go in for the kill. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the remainder of Ess's courage fell into place. This man's advantage was in his ability to intimidate. A mental switch flipped in her head, and she knew she had to hold her ground. She met his glowering stare with a defiant look of her own. 
 
    It only took a moment before Ess witnessed a falter in his eyes. Her boldness caught him off guard. However, the momentary stumble of his dominance made him all the angrier. Where he lost the grip on his intimidation, he gained it in his physical force. 
 
    With a bruise impacting grasp on her arm, Angoli dragged Ess from the dining room and pulled her up the stairs. When they reached the room that had been designated to her, he hurled her through the door. She landed hard on her knees and palms. The door slammed shut behind her with all of the might Angoli could demonstrate in his anger, and he locked her in. 
 
    When he shouted through the door, Ess felt grateful for the thick wooden barrier that held back the full force of his enraged words. "I will come back for you in a few hours. You will be packed and ready to go or you will see the full extent of my anger." He beat his fist on the door to emphasize his threat. 
 
    Ess sat on the floor where she had landed, taking a moment to regain herself. She no longer felt afraid. The courage that had turned itself on in her head could not be shut off now. She would not let it. 
 
    Now, she had to think. The fear no longer clouded her brain, so she could plan and prepare. She could get out of this. There had to be a way. This Angoli could not be completely infallible in his designs. 
 
    Ess needed time; she needed opportunity and quick logic. If only she could lock herself in while she contemplated, but the only item in the room large enough to block the door would be the bed. That gigantic wooden edifact could not be moved by her alone. 
 
    The next option was to pack. Ess had to be ready. She had no desire to test the deranged man's threats. With that decision made, she began going through her things. What did she have available to her? And what would be most useful to her? 
 
    With nimble quickness and flickers of plots forming in her head, Ess began sifting through her closet and medicine cabinets, looking for the right weapons for her endeavor. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The BMW charged down the road in silence. Its passengers gave up speaking hours ago, having spent so much time together in the cramped vicinity of the car's cabin. The bulk of the journey was nearly at an end. Soon they would have to sum up the nerve to break into a huge and well-guarded estate. The only person in the car who could ever have imagined finding themselves in such an outlandish predicament during their lifetime was Martin. 
 
    Roden felt the magnitude of such anxiety radiate from the young woman next to him. Manda had shown herself rarely to be at a loss for words, and now everyone present could feel the stifling effects from her lack of commentary. The true weight of the impending danger dampened the bravado of them all. 
 
    Trees and bushes sped past them along the side of the lonely road. No other cars crossed their path, and Martin claimed that they wouldn't see any, either. No one had cause to use this isolated drive accept Angoli and those on his payroll. The solitude of this wooded area made Roden feel all the more apprehensive regarding what they were about to do. 
 
    As they rounded a bend in the road, the four companions made out the image of a black SUV in the distance. It was heading towards them. "Manda, Max. Get down!" Martin cried. 
 
    It took only a moment for the significance of his order to register to them. Manda let out a little squeak of fear, and the three passengers dunked their heads below the window as the SUV came upon them. Thinking quickly, Roden tried to look nonchalant, like he was just some unremarkably inconspicuous driver out on a joyride as the other vehicle passed. 
 
    Such luck would not be theirs, however. Of course, Angoli's men ultimately recognized the car that Martin had driven to the gas station the previous day. After that moment of recognition, the SUV squealed into a u-turn and began charging after the small coup. Roden caught the action in his rearview mirror, and put his foot down on the gas. The other three passengers looked behind them, having caught on, as well. Terror was written on all of their faces as they urged the BMW forward with their minds, hoping to put space between them and their chasers. 
 
    Moments later, the sound of gunfire could be heard. Manda screamed and hid her head under her arms. 
 
    "Shit! They're shooting at us," Martin exclaimed, in case the others couldn't comprehend the sharp banging sounds coming from behind them. "Step on it, Doc!" 
 
    Roden gave him a quick snarl from the rearview mirror. He was going as fast as he could, while maintaining control over the winding road. The good doctor, desperate to save his passengers (and his car), was doing his best. This was his first car chase, after all, which was most likely not the case for Martin. 
 
    When a bullet ripped through the side view mirror on Roden's side of the car, he let out a howling curse of aggravation. The men in the SUV appeared to be shooting with the intent to kill, and even his car wasn't safe. This meant war to him now. Managing to keep control of the steering, he increased the speed of the car to its limits. 
 
    The SUV increased its speed in unison, and came upon them at an alarming rate. Within seconds, they felt the jolt as the SUV rammed into the backside of the BMW. The intent was to force the small car off of the road, but Roden wasn't about to go down without a fight. He knew the capabilities of his beloved vehicle, and sustained control of the wheels as the car straightened back over the road. 
 
    "There's a dirt road up ahead on your left, doc. Turn down it as fast as you can." Fear caused Martin to frantically cry out his direction. Roden gave him a skeptical look through the mirror. He didn't want any of Martin's asinine ideas to destroy his car or jeopardize their lives any further. Martin, whose life was in just as much danger as the other three, since he knew he would be as good as dead if they found that he was helping Max, gave him a demanding glare, and shouted, "Just do it!" 
 
    Roden saw the turn ahead, and at the last moment, swung the steering wheel in that direction. The back wheels of the BMW skidded across the pavement, while the front wheels met the dirt on the path, tossing loose stones in all directions. Roden put his foot down on the gas, and the car hugged the unpaved road as it sped into the woods. 
 
    The black SUV followed with a fast turn of its own. The weight distribution of the larger vehicle could not handle the turn like the small BMW, and the change from concrete to gravel made it unable to grip the sharp bend. It rolled onto it's side at the entrance to the path, and slid across the terrain until it slammed into a tree. The damage from the torn metal and crushed roof stopped the assailants in their tracks. 
 
    Roden heaved a sigh, after witnessing the collision, while Manda clutched the door handle with white knuckles; her eyes still squeezed shut to keep from seeing what might be hurtling towards them. Max and Martin could only stare behind them in disbelief at the destruction. No one in the car seemed able to find their voice to speak. 
 
    Roden kept going down the dirt path, which was much narrower and even more secluded than the paved road, continuing with as much swiftness as possible. Martin finally calmed himself enough to direct him to drive to the end of the path. They would be able to hike towards the house from there. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Max, Roden and Manda reluctantly followed Martin through the rough milieu of the woods. After a serious threat to ensure Martin didn't try anything conniving, they grudgingly let him guide the way. Max stayed close, and kept the gun in his belt, where he could reach it at a moment's notice if he became even remotely suspicious of the unreliable crook in front of him. Martin tried to appear offended by their mistrust, but couldn't hide his amusement at the measures they tried to take to keep him in line. 
 
    Roden glanced back at his car a few times, until it was no longer visible in the dimness of the trees. He hated to leave it behind, worried that he wouldn't be able to find it again; or worse, that someone else would find it first. He carefully traced his steps so that he could retrace them again when the time came. 
 
    Manda continued her quiet state over the gravity of the situation. They were closer to Ess than ever, and the idea of breaking and entering into the well secured home was enough to terrify anyone into silence. Instead, she channeled her anxiety into the pretzels she carried in case the dogs showed up by stuffing handfuls of the twists into her mouth. Roden was thankful. Earlier, he had been almost sure she would remark and complain the entire way, destroying any hope of creeping up on the enemy. Eating through her fear might not be a sound coping mechanism, but they could deal with that issue at a later time. 
 
    After what must have been at least three uneasy hours, they reached the high fence that Martin had described. It was turning late in the day now, and the sun had started sinking behind the trees, casting long shadows throughout the forest. The lights from the house in the distance shed an unnatural glow to the surrounding wilderness, and the bars of the fence imparted a cold and towering menace that would be enough to deter a less desperate group of trespassers. 
 
    From here Martin wound along the fence until he found the location he had mentioned using on a previous occasion as his covert entrance to the grounds. It turned out to be a small ecological reservoir for catching rainwater runoff from multiple natural ditches, which ran down from a small slope off of the main lawn. Martin waded into the water, and they noted that it rose nearly half way up his calf at the deepest point. 
 
    "I'm going to test it." Martin broke the silence. "If I feel any heat from the lasers, I'll let you know. If there is, then you better run. The lasers give off a silent alarm to warn the security guards, so they won't be far behind." 
 
    With that said, he stuck his hand through the bars, and waited. After about ten seconds he said, "Nothing." He withdrew his hand and gave them his devious smile, proud that his plan was still intact. "Come on, follow me." 
 
    "No," Manda whispered loudly. "Let Max go first. We don't want any funny business from you." 
 
    Max and Roden nodded in agreement. Max slipped carefully through the bars, and Martin followed. Manda found the swampy little pool to be rather difficult to cross in her high heels, and Roden had to assist her several times in prying her feet from the mud. She did eventually make it through the bars, but the squeeze turned out to be a bit tough for Roden. He wasn't as lean and spry as he used to be. 
 
    "Okay, we're in." Roden got up close to Martin so that he could keep his whisper to a minimum. "Now show us how to get into the house." 
 
    "This way." Martin waved them on. They kept to the fence until they reached another angle of the property, then cut up the lawn towards the house. The four prowlers weren't more than ten steps out when barking could be discerned in the distance. 
 
    Manda clutched the pretzel bag to her chest and cried, "Oh, my god!" Max and Roden turned to give her a warning look, but she already broke into a sprint in the opposite direction from the one they had intended. 
 
    "Damn it," Martin responded in a loud whisper of irritation. "I should have warned you all not to run. She'll just spur those demons on now." 
 
    Still in her high heels, which were now coated in slippery mud, Manda couldn't flee with much speed across the lawn, and it only took a moment for Roden to catch up to her. He reached out to stop her, but she lost her footing and fell, pulling him down with her. 
 
    As Roden got to his feet and began to help Manda up, he turned towards the sound of the fast advancing canines. Max and Martin snatched both Roden and a half risen Manda and began to drag them along to a nearby copse of trees. 
 
    Max thrust Manda towards the first tree that he discerned to be climbable. As the three helped her to climb up, the dogs approached, charging across the yard at an alarming pace. Dobermans. 
 
    The first dog attacked low at Martin's ankle, while the other jumped up on Roden's chest, throwing him against the tree. Martin stifled his scream of surprise and pain, and fell to the ground grabbing for anything that could pull him away from his attacker. Roden couldn't cry out because the wind had been knocked out of him. His attacker returned to the ground to reposition itself for the next strike. 
 
    Max, who had a knack for staying level headed – at least when not in Ess's presence – scanned the debris of the surrounding area, and eyed a rather sizeable fallen birch branch. He hoisted it up with his hands and took a quick moment to weigh its solidity for his purpose. 
 
    In the next moment the thwack of wood hitting canine cranium was nearly drowned out by a yelp as the dog flew away from Martin's body. The force of Max's swing rendered the animal unconscious. 
 
    Max then turned to his friend. The second Doberman had attached itself to Roden's arm, where it shook its head frantically to aid its teeth in digging into the injured doctor's flesh. The position of the man and the dog made it difficult to achieve an effective swing; and the consequence of the last blow left the tree branch unsturdy, anyway. Max had to think of a swift alternative. 
 
    A flash of an idea came to him. He threw down the branch, and tore off his leather bomber jacket. Spreading the garment open with his hands, he leapt onto the dog and covered its head, startling the animal into releasing its prey. Using all of his strength, he wrapped his arms around its neck. It struggled for freedom, and tried to buck its captor off of its back, but Max held on with all the strength he could muster. When the dog couldn't throw him from its back, it rolled onto its side, and began to flail its limbs. Max kept his grip around the dog's neck, and clutched his legs around its body to prevent the beast from maneuvering out of the hold. 
 
    After about a minute or two of struggling, the dog slowed down. Without use of its eyesight and weapon-like teeth the animal could not comprehend a way to free itself. Max still held on, figuring that the leather around its head would make it impossible to breath, and in the end, the dog passed out from suffocation. 
 
    Finally, Max felt confident enough in their immediate safety to see to his injured companions. Roden's own thick jacket made the Doberman's teeth less penetrable. While he did suffer some bruising and a puncture wound on his forearm, after regaining his breath, the older man claimed he would survive. 
 
    Martin's condition appeared to be a different story. The teeth marks visible through his shredded slacks showed a rather mangled ankle. Blood welled up in large puncture holes and ran down from the gnawed skin that had been slashed wide open. 
 
    "Oh, Jeez." Max commented. "You need medical attention." Roden seconded him on that, and they exchanged dismayed looks at one another. This certainly put a damper on their rescue mission. 
 
    "No, no." Martin waved them off and began to stand. "Just get me into the house, and I can take care of it myself." He tested his weight on his leg and hissed at the pain. 
 
    "Here, lean on me." Max lent him his shoulder. 
 
    Roden, with breath still quickened from his own ordeal, stepped over to the tree Manda had climbed into and offered her help in getting back out of it. This couldn't be accomplished without some struggle and awkwardness between the places Roden had to put his hands and Manda's inappropriate attire for the situation. Max laughed. 
 
    Manda managed to shoot him a glare from her position, half way down the tree. "I can't believe you're laughing at a time like this." 
 
    "Max," Roden also supplied a disapproving look. "That's inappropriate. You shouldn't laugh over this." Max snorted and continued snickering. "Really, Max. I can't believe you would laugh at someone else's struggles." Manda tangled her dirty heal in Roden's belt at this point and almost lost her grip on the tree branch she was descending from. 
 
    Between chuckles, Max responded, "I can't believe it either, but obviously you can't see what I can see." 
 
    Roden, with a puzzled look on his face, stared at the amused man while grasping Manda's waist. "What?" 
 
    Max looked up at Manda and asked, "Really, Manda? Granny panties?" 
 
    Martin busted up in muted laugher and leaned forward to see the view. Sure enough, there were white cotton granny panties underneath her slinky skirt. "Not just any granny panties. Those look like the kind that hold things in." 
 
    Roden, the only man present who was able to keep his laughter in check, interrupted their entertainment. "Alright, boys. That's enough. Let's just get her down." 
 
    While Roden finished helping her out of the tree, Manda exclaimed in the loudest whisper that she could, "Well, it's a good thing I wore granny panties, I didn't know so many immature delinquents would be looking up my skirt." When she landed back on the ground, she gave Max a swift punch in the arm to accompany her indignant feelings. 
 
    "Let's get moving before those hounds from hell come to." No one seemed objectionable to Roden's proposal. 
 
    They dragged the dogs' bodies into the cover of the trees in order to hide the recent scuffle; and, at Martin's rather demented but useful suggestion, they bound the dogs together by their collars. "This way, when they come to, they'll be too busy struggling against each other to come after us." 
 
    As they continued in the direction they had originally intended, Max whispered to the invalid Martin, who had leaned in for support, "You know what the granny panties mean, don't you?" 
 
    "No." Martin shook his head in confusion. "What?" 
 
    "It means she had no intention of putting out when you were on your date." Max gave Martin a moment to let it sink in, and then added, "You weren't going to get any." 
 
    Martin huffed. "You wanna bet. I could have, if I'd had the opportunity." 
 
    Max let out an angry scowl. In less than a second, he let go of Martin and delivered a prompt punch to his right eye. 
 
    "Ah, wha-tha fu - aahh". Martin grabbed at his eye as he fell to the ground. "Shit man," he tried to keep from shouting as he rocked back and forth in the grass. "What the hell did you do that for?" 
 
    "Opportunity? You filthy worthless son of a -" Max began to spit out. 
 
    "Damn it. I didn't mean I was going to slip her a roofie." Martin shot back. "I was talking about my charm. I meant that I could have charmed my way into her panties." 
 
    "Oh," Max replied as he helped him up. "Well, you still deserve that punch anyway, for being a slimy bastard." 
 
    "Fine." Martin replied in resignation. "Whatever you say. Just stop punching me now. I'm helping you out, you ass hole." Max just gave him a satisfied smile. 
 
    Roden and Manda, who had trekked several yards ahead already, looked back at them in askance, but Max just shook his head to wave the incident off. The four intruders then continued on in silence. Two obstacles down. Who knew how many more hurdles to go? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I didn't see anything on the cameras. Go check out the west side of the property. That's where the dogs headed." 
 
    "Are you kidding? I just got my cup of coffee." The junior guy did not sound very pleased about his latest orders. 
 
    "Are you a lazy ass or do you just want to be unemployed? No, I'm not kidding. Go check on the commotion with the dogs. If they haven't come back by now, there may be something out there." The man let out a grumble of annoyance. He didn't appreciate being left behind with the inept 'newbie' when all the other guards were ordered out to find Max and his companions. 
 
    The newbie stepped out of the guards' cottage mumbling his dissatisfaction with his job, and headed off towards the west side of the estate. In the newly enfolding darkness, he didn't see the four intruders who were hiding in the manicured shrubs that lined the small building. 
 
    "There's only two guards on duty right now." Martin explained after eavesdropping through the open window of the cottage. "I think we can knock the younger guy on the head when he comes back around and shoot the one that's inside." 
 
    Manda and Roden gave him a disbelieving openmouthed stare, while Max glared and punched him in the shoulder. 
 
    "You're sick," Manda said after she regained her speech. "Max, I'm glad you're the one with the gun." 
 
    "I didn't say we had to kill him." Martin replied, but still received no support. "Well, do you have a better idea, then? 'Cuz I'd love to hear it." 
 
    "Anything's better than killing someone. Jeez. We're trying to keep the crimes to a minimum here." Roden answered for Manda, who looked at him gratefully. She was getting tired of people asking her if she had 'a better idea'. 
 
    They heard the phone ring through the window, and Max popped up to listen in. 
 
    "Good evening, sir. . . certainly. Would you like the Rolls or the Town Car? . . . The Maybach is with the mechanic, sir. . . I'm sorry, sir. It couldn't – . . . I'm so sorry, sir. . . Yes, sir. I'll bring the Town Car around at once." The guard jumped to his feet immediately and hung up the phone. 
 
    Max dunked back down into the bushes as the second man exited the building. After he passed them by, Max filled his fellow conspirators in on the situation. "Angoli's on his way out. I don't know if he's taking Ess along with him, or not." 
 
    The guard was radioing the new orders out to the newbie, but as he walked away from the cottage they couldn't make out the details. 
 
    Manda gasped. "What are we going to do? What if he's taking Ess away? We have to stop them now." 
 
    "We need to get rid of the obstacles." Martin tried to reason, but no one wanted to hear his suggestion again for taking care of the guards. 
 
    "The coffee." Manda suddenly had an idea. Finally, she could contribute something to the situation. "The other guard just poured himself a coffee." 
 
    "Yes?" Roden didn't know where she was going with this, but he urged her on. 
 
    "Let's slip him a roofie." The three men were surprised. Max gave her an impressed smile and pulled the bag out of his pocket. 
 
    "Great idea, Manda. I'll slip inside. Keep a lookout." Max rose from his crouched position, and slinked along the wall around the corner. The guard had not bothered to completely shut the door when he left, so Max pushed it open silently. With a quick glance around the office, he pinpointed the location of the steaming coffee that was on the desk near the open window. Reaching in the plastic bag, he took out a pill and deposited it into the mug. Then, he decided to add a second pill just for good measure. 
 
    "He's coming back." He heard Martin whisper on the other side of the window. Damn! Max looked for a quick hiding place. He opened a nearby door and discovered a second office, where he concealed himself. 
 
    He made out the sounds of the slamming door and footsteps moving over the wooden floor, and then the newbie could be heard grumbling about his dissatisfaction. "My third night on the job and everyone deserts me to take care of the whole damn place myself. Stupid employee benefits aren't worth this shit," he harrumphed, and sat back on his chair, picking up his coffee mug with a gesture that matched his anger. As he tested the liquid for its heat, the disgruntled man continued his complaints, "The man sends me out for a freakin' false alarm, then runs off to do the real work." Apparently, he found the coffee to be the right temperature, because he took a nice big gulp. "Coffee tastes like shit, too." He kept drinking it, though, so it couldn't have bothered him too much. 
 
    After a few minutes of waiting for the roofies to kick in, Max became anxious to catch up with the other guard who had gone to fetch a car for Angoli. After a little exploration of the office he was in, he discovered that he could unlock the single window that the room had to offer and crawl out of it. Making sure that he did this unseen, he began inching his was back to his companions. 
 
    The minutes were agonizing while the others waited to see if the roofie would take effect. Every now and then Martin would risk a peak into the window to check on Max's handiwork. Eventually, the man began to nod off. He fought against it, but could not overcome the sedation. 
 
    "Okay, he's down for the count," Martin finally determined. 
 
    "Now we practically have free reign of this place." Max adjoined, sneaking up behind them, and startling Manda half to death. Needless to say, she was not happy about that. "Only one guard to watch out for, and we know where he's headed. Martin, lead us to the garage. We need to intercept him before he brings the car around for Angoli." 
 
    In reply, Martin pointed towards the distant lights of an automobile as it pulled up to the front doors of the main house. "I think it's too late for that. It must have taken longer to sedate this guy than we thought. The car's already pulled around to the front." With that said, he began a crouched run across the yard towards the front doors. The pain in his ankle slowed his course and the others quickly overtook him, as they hid by the side of the house. 
 
    Their rush to the car competed with Angoli's own haste. He stood at the front steps of his colossal entryway with Ess clutched close to him as the Town Car stopped; and did not wait for the guard to come around to open the door for him. He shoved Ess unkindly into the car, and quickly entered inside himself, while the guard loaded the bags into the trunk. 
 
    Angoli's aggressive actions towards Ess displayed his obvious anger and frustration with the woman. She must have been giving him quite a challenge. Max would have been pleased to observe that she had stood up for herself, but at that moment he only felt the desperate need to detach Angoli's claws from the angel that was Ess, and to tear him limb from limb. 
 
    Max rose to make a dash towards the car, but Roden and Martin both anticipated him. They each grabbed an arm to hold him back. "You can't just run headlong towards the enemy. That guard has a gun, and Angoli is probably armed, too." Martin tried to reason in a harsh whisper. 
 
    "They are leaving, damn it." Max tried to persuade with his own reasoning. "If we don't stop them now, he'll take her god-only-knows-where." 
 
    Martin and Roden just looked at each other, neither knowing what to do next. "For god's sake, we have to stop them now." Max reached in his belt for the gun, and jumped from the bush that hid the intruders from view. This time, his companions were not fast enough to stop him. 
 
    It was too late, however. They had hesitated too long, and the car began to speed away. Max sprinted as fast as his legs could propel him to catch up with the vehicle, but it was a fool's exertion. Again, Ess slipped through his fingers. Again, he blamed himself . . . And again, he could have killed Martin. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Sir, I think someone is following us?" 
 
    "What?" Angoli turned towards the rear window to see for himself. "Damn it. That looks like Max." 
 
    At that, Ess jumped in her seat and turned for a better look. Angoli pulled her ungraciously back into a forward facing position as they continued out of the drive. "Please buckle your seatbelt, my dear. I worry for your safety." His words were back to their condescending coolness. "John, how many men are on the property?" 
 
    "Just one, sir. The new guy." John the guard replied. "Owen and the others went back to the preserve per your orders." 
 
    "Call the 'new guy' and tell him to detain the intruder. Then, contact Owen and tell him to return with his men to the estate and take care of Max - and the others, too, if they're with him. We can't risk him getting any closer." 
 
    "Don't you dare!" Ess cried out. She wished she had been this gutsy earlier in the day. 
 
    "Dare what, my dear?" Angoli gave her a haughty glare. He couldn't overcome the fact that Ess actually tried to challenge him. 
 
    "Leave Max alone." Ess demanded, then attempted to reason. "He's your son." 
 
    John glanced back through the rear view mirror while waiting for the newbie to answer the phone, interested in the gossip from the back seat. 
 
    "I do not care what happens to Max. I see him only as an obstacle at this point. He just keeps getting in my way, and it's time to get him out from under my feet." The fine layer of calm became thinner and thinner as Angoli found himself needing to explain his intentions to this woman beside him. He'd never had to explain himself to anyone before, and he preferred to see Ess simply as a possession. As far as he was concerned, she needed a lot of breaking-in to make her into the woman of his dreams. She looked the part, but her tenacious attitude did not suit his wishes. 
 
    "Sir, I'm not getting an answer from headquarters. The new guy may be walking the property. I'll contact Owen immediately." 
 
    "Fine. Just get us to the airport quickly." A tinge of desperation made it to his voice, and Ess didn't miss it. 
 
    She sat with her arms crossed and looked at the headrest in front of her, feeling herself becoming even more disgusted with her captor as the moments passed. Her one consolation was that this man could not possibly drag her through the airport without causing a scene. She would not participate in his little charade. When they reached security, she fully intended to make her situation known. 
 
    The only thing she couldn't understand, though, was how this man could possibly think he'd be able to get her on a plane without drawing attention. A slight fear that he may have a way then rooted itself inside of her. Still, Ess knew she had to keep her guard up and continue to look for any prospect of escape. The drive to the airport had to be a long one from Angoli's estate, so she had ample time to think and to continue to amp herself up for the possibilities ahead. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Roden heaved his out-of-shape lungs, as he hurriedly made his way to a rather defeated looking Max. Max himself tried to catch his breath as he kneeled on the ground where he had collapsed from his effort to catch up with the car. 
 
    "Max," Roden rasped, "Max, come on now. You've got to get a hold of yourself." He slapped him on the back, while practically doubling over with the painful cramps that pierced his own sides. 
 
    In the distance, Martin limped up the drive. Manda moved ahead of him, after refusing to help him along. Max got himself up after a few very deep gulps of air, and let Roden lead him back towards the house. When they reached Manda, she posed the question that was on all of their minds, "What now?" 
 
    "Well," Max reasoned between breaths, "we need to follow them. We don't know where they are heading, so we can't let them get too far ahead." 
 
    "We need to go get the car." Roden felt a pang of excitement at the idea. 
 
    "Hold on, hold on," Martin exclaimed as he finally hobbled up to them. "It'll take too long to get back to Roden's car. We have access to some vehicles that are much closer." They gave him a wary appeal to continue. "Angoli has cars in the garage. The keys are hanging in the guards' cottage. It would get us going much faster, and the gas tanks are undoubtedly full." 
 
    True, Roden's car had very little gas left in it, and Angoli's cars were much closer, but Roden cringed at the thought of deserting his car where he had parked it. He already nearly lost it once, and to the same man who was telling him to leave it behind now. But, time was of the essence. They had to go at once. 
 
    "Fine, fine," Roden begrudgingly agreed, "let's go get the keys." 
 
    "You get the keys," Martin replied, "I'm going to run into the house and get some bandages, and maybe some ice. My leg hurts like a mother f - ". 
 
    "No way," Manda cut him off. "I'm not letting you out of my sight. You may have helped us get in here, but I still don't trust you as far as I could throw you. And believe me, right now I'd like to hurtle you into the closest obliging tree." 
 
    "Wow, Manda," Max remarked, impressed by her tenacity when it wasn't directed towards him. "Okay, you go into the house with Martin and help him bandage himself up while Mike and I get the keys from the cottage. I think I saw where they were hanging. We can bring the car around to the front and meet you there. Now hurry." 
 
    Manda refrained from using her signature eye roll at the thought of being stuck with Martin, but quickly followed him into the house. She certainly couldn't be less pleased with having to help such a loathsome man out, but was willing to put up with it to get back on track towards saving Ess. 
 
    Max and Roden, who had reasonably recovered from their prior exertion, jogged towards the guards' cottage, and peered inside. The newbie guard sat slumped in his chair, breathing heavily. Quietly, they entered the door, and Max made his way over to the key hooks. There was only one set of keys available, and it was labeled 'Rolls'. 
 
    "Damn. That's all we have? A Rolls Royce? That can't be good. Those suckers aren't very fast, are they?" Roden just shrugged at Max's question and grabbed the keys. 
 
    As they turned to leave, the guard stirred. "You back?" He yawned. "Couldn't find th-the, aah, the aah, the furry. . . aah. . . you know - dogs." 
 
    Roden exchanged an amused glance with Max. The man's announcement had worried them for a moment, but the roofie obviously held up its affects. Roden decided to try something. He whispered to Max, "This might be a good chance to find out where Angoli plans on taking Ess, just in case we can't catch up with them on the road. Then, we'll still have a trail." 
 
    The idea of not catching up with Angoli and Ess made Max pale. This might be their best opportunity of finding out – just in case. "Okay. Give it a try." 
 
    Roden nodded. "You couldn't find the dogs, huh?" 
 
    "Nope. Ran off . . . Dumb mutts." 
 
    "Well, did you hear me on the radio earlier, telling you where I was taking Mr. Angoli?" 
 
    The drugged man tried to look up at Roden as he spoke, but only managed to keep one eye open, and that eye didn't seem to really focus on anything. He appeared irritated that the person speaking to him had questioned his intelligence by asking such a thing. Of course he could remember! But when he answered, the words came out in one long incoherent slur. 
 
    Roden strained to understand the drugged man. The only word he comprehended sounded a lot like 'airport'. Airport? 
 
    "Ah, that's right. And did I tell you where they are flying to?" Roden probed him further. 
 
    The man felt no less annoyed at the new question, and Roden couldn't understand the grumbled reply. When he asked him to repeat his answer, the sedated guard did not oblige him with a response. The Rohypnol clearly made him hazy, as he drifted in and out of consciousness. 
 
    "Jeez, Max, how much did you give him?" Max shrugged and shook his head, a bit embarrassed to admit that he may have overdone it. Roden tried again. "Where was that again?" 
 
    The man answered this time, a little slower and more pronounced because he thought his questioner was the one lacking the intellectual capacity to understand. Roden repeated the syllables, and rolled them around on his tongue, trying to make sense of the man's riddle of slurs. 
 
    "Clearly, the man's incoherent." Max was getting anxious. "Let's just go." 
 
    "Wait, wait." Roden endeavored to interpret the man's speech. "Mul – diva –ba – inja? That's . . . that's got to be. . ." and it hit him. "I think I know what it is." 
 
    "What? What?" Max was frantic. He needed to know, and he needed to get going. 
 
    "The Maldives? – By India?" Roden directed the question to the guard. 
 
    "Tha's . . . wha' I say." The guard confirmed. He sounded beyond annoyed at this point that this dense person couldn't grapple what he told him. 
 
    With the newfound knowledge pressed out of the guard, Max and Roden took off towards the garage. While they ran – yet again – Roden huffed out an explanation for why they should worry. "The Maldives are a small, secluded chain of islands off of India. They're not easy to get to. If he gets her there, we'll have even bigger problems trying to get her back." 
 
    "Oh," Max panted back, "that's just great. And this whole chase thing was going so well up until now." 
 
    The Rolls Royce was beautiful. Roden stood back for a moment to admire it's shiny perfection, because in the next few minutes, they were going to drive it to its limits, and it probably wouldn't look so stunning by the time they were done. 
 
    A few seconds after they swung around the drive to the entryway, Manda and Martin rushed out of the massive doors. Manda stopped short at seeing the luxurious car, but quickly regained herself, and ran around to the back passenger-side door. 
 
    "Whoa, a car chase in style. Can't say I'm not impressed with the ride." Manda exclaimed. "Let's tear the hell out of Mr. Angoli's car." No one could say Manda wasn't a vengeful person. 
 
    "That's exactly what I intend to do." Max replied as he hit the gas and hightailed along the drive and out of the estate grounds. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The ride had been long, uncomfortable and silent. Angoli couldn't resist giving Ess an occasional glance, but she managed to keep her eyes on the driver's headrest the entire journey. Her lack of motion and emotion managed to deter Angoli from making any attempts at shallow conversation or venturing any unwelcome caresses. Unfortunately, Ess knew that didn't mean he wouldn't try it in the future. He had intentions towards her, and seemed determined to pursue them. 
 
    Earlier in the drive, when Ess had thought she couldn't be more disgusted with Angoli, her detestation proved to reach even higher. On the side of the road they could see the wreckage of a black SUV, toppled onto its side and practically wrapped around a tree. Ess felt sure that it was the SUV she had been forced into yesterday. That meant that it belonged to Angoli. She felt livid hatred for the self-obsessed man when he ordered John to ignore the mangled vehicle and keep driving to the airport. 
 
    Later in the course of the drive, Ess began to recognize her surroundings. She knew the general vicinity of the airport. Although she rarely had cause to go there, she did, on occasion, pick her father up from the arrivals area when he visited after he moved to Miami. The familiar locale made Ess finally feel close to reaching a real opportunity to save herself. 
 
    When they reached the terminal area, however, the driver continued past the departures drop-off zone. This puzzled Ess, and she became more apprehensive that Angoli did, in fact, have a way around security. 
 
    Sure enough, the car pulled into a smaller drive further down the way and passed another building that was connected to a large airplane hanger. John swiped a card through a checkpoint at a security gate and drove onto the airport's tarmac, pulling up beside a plane. It appeared much smaller than any plane Ess had ever thought she would be flying in. The writing on the side declared it to be a Citation X, and it was rather sleek in clean white metallic with a blue design along the side and massive engines mounted high on the tail. The very sophisticated shape of the aircraft further indicated the extent of Angoli's wealth and his desire to display it. 
 
    Angoli commanded Ess to remain in the car as he and the driver spoke to the two pilots. He then produced some passport identifications and pointed to the grimacing woman in the car. One pilot gave Ess a good look through the window, comparing her to the photo on one of the passports. She couldn't be sure if the pilots worked directly for Angoli or if she could possibly risk notifying them of her hostage situation. She assured herself that she would look for the opportunity to find out. 
 
    Angoli walked with the pilots towards the front of the plane, while John the driver helped her out of the car and led her with a tight grip up the steps, through the open door of the plane's cabin. He sat her down in a seat and belted her in. "No funny business, Okay? I've got my eye on you." 
 
    With that, he headed back out the door to get the bags. Ess unbuckled her seatbelt and peered out of the window. She could chance a run for it, but John had parked the car so close that there could be no clear path to run around it and get away fast enough. She didn't know exactly where she could run either. Still, she told herself, it would certainly be better to chance it, than to regret doing nothing. 
 
    Unluckily, though, as Ess headed for the door, Angoli walked up the steps into the plane. 
 
    "Please, Esther, have a seat. John will see to your luggage. You've had a long day. It's time for you to relax. Go on and sit down. The seats do recline all the way back, you know." He smiled patronizingly at her. "Would you like a glass of wine to help you rest?" 
 
    "No." Ess needed to keep her wits about her. Alcohol certainly wouldn't allow that. 
 
    "No?" Angoli feigned surprise. 
 
    "No, thank you." Ess glared, which caused the arrogant man's nostrils to flare. She found herself rather thrilled when she could get under his skin. 
 
    John brought their personal bags onboard with a stern scowl that never seemed to leave his face. The pilots followed. Having already loaded the larger items underneath, they now headed for the cockpit. Ess noted that Angoli visibly changed his demeanor when they boarded. He acted more passively superior rather than exhibiting his naturally supercilious self; obviously, trying to keep up pretences. Ess surmised from this, that the pilots must not work directly for him. That was a promising observation. 
 
    Angoli now eyed her outfit, after only having given it a passing glance in his earlier rush to leave the estate. She had chosen a pair of business slacks and a white button up shirt, which she buttoned all the way to the top. This dress decision had been made as a point that she in no way wanted to entice Angoli's appetite and definitely had no desire to receive his notice. "The captain told me that since the Maldives are such a long way away, and this plane is made for speed rather than distance, we will have to make several stops on our trip. I do hope you will be comfortable." 
 
    Opportunity. Finally, Ess found a window of opportunity. "Well, now that you mention it, I wouldn't mind changing into something a little more comfortable before the long flight begins. May I have my bag?" 
 
    Angoli looked suspiciously at her for a moment, wondering at her sudden display of easy compliance, and then decided that there was nothing she could do at this point to escape. With John and himself between her and the only exit, Ess wasn't going anywhere outside of these closed quarters. He motioned for John to hand over her luggage and watched closely as she closed the door to the water closet behind her. 
 
    Now it was time for Ess to make her move. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Rolls Royce surprised them all. It was amazingly fast for such a huge and heavy thing. Max roared down the highway, speeding at twice the legal limit, and praying that he wouldn't draw the attention of any highway police troopers. Who knew if Angoli hadn't already alerted the police force and had them out looking for him. Then again, this was Angoli's car he was driving. Max doubted that the local law enforcement would dare to stop this vehicle. With that thought in mind, he laid his foot on the gas all the more, and sped along like he was sure no one had ever sped in a Rolls Royce before. 
 
    As they neared the airport Martin decided to bring up a good point. "You know Angoli charters a private plane, right?" Max looked at him through the rearview mirror as if prompting him to make his point. "He won't be boarding at the commercial terminals. He meets the plane at an executive jet terminal, a private center at the airport. You have to pass the terminals and go around to a separate building." 
 
    "What about security?" Manda asked. 
 
    "They have a private security entrance, and the pilots verify the passengers with the FAA. Won't be a problem for Angoli." 
 
    "But how are we supposed to get past security?" Manda continued with concern. 
 
    "Well," Martin used his slimy grin, "we have a big boat of a car. I'm sure it'll come in handy." This time, Max actually returned his smile. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ess took a deep calming breath, trying her best to reduce her shaking chills. She knew she had to do this, but the thought of finally having the opportunity to actively seek her own freedom became nerve-racking. With her hand on the door handle, she continued to take additional tranquilizing breaths, until she felt the roar of the engines firing up. No more time to dally. Time to act. 
 
    She generated as little noise as she could while she stepped back into the cabin, keeping her right hand behind her back; and pausing to discern the scene before her so that she could determine how to make her move. The pilots remained in the cockpit readying the plane for its impending flight, but the airplane door was still open. Angoli lounged in a seat, facing forward, where he sipped a glass of red wine. If he heard Ess re-enter the cabin, he made no acknowledgment of it. 
 
    Luck had to be smiling on her finally, because John was nowhere in sight. A peek out of the windows showed her that the Town Car no longer sat beside the plane. The security guard must have gone to park it in the lot. With one less person present to contend with, Ess felt surer of herself and moved to follow through on her plan. 
 
    From behind her back, she produced a little 'Molotov cocktail' she had thrown together while in the water closet. It was simple, really. While back at the estate, she had perused her limited selection of beauty products and chose the bottle of Chanel perfume, half of which she dumped down the sink, and a bottle of acetone based nail polish remover. She packed them in her carry-on bag, noting that both appeared harmless enough, in case Angoli or his security guards decided to search her baggage. 
 
    Once she found some privacy on the plane, Ess quickly changed her outfit into a kitschy but rather comfortable pink velour jumpsuit, and began enacting her plan. She filled the perfume bottle with the nail polish remover, careful not to breath too deeply until she contained the mixture. She didn't know what to expect from her concoction, but she hoped that the perfume would at least cause some respiratory irritation, and maybe a little dizziness would occur from the fumes of the nail polish remover. It just had to be enough to hinder her captor from grabbing her when she ran. 
 
    Ess quietly approached Angoli. He glanced back at her, but didn't seem to take in the item she carried in her hand. "Have a seat." He commanded, too self-absorbed in his egotistical power to notice that Ess might be exhibiting any unusual behavior. 
 
    She made as though to sit down, but rather than fully placing herself in the chair, Ess lowered herself enough to be at eye-level with Angoli. Realizing that hesitation would do her no good, she raised the bottle in her hand, and without a second thought, squeezed three spritzes in quick succession directly into the insufferable man's face. She paused only a moment to gauge his reaction to the chemicals before hurriedly racing for the exit. 
 
    Angoli began wheezing and coughing, and then an unexpected reaction set in. A fair amount of the spray made it into his eyes, before his eyelids could react, causing profuse burning and blurred sight. He let out a startled cry at the sting, which alerted the pilots to the disturbance. Seeing their esteemed passenger suddenly debilitated and the young woman hastily leaving the plane, the pilots deduced a security issue, and immediately acted on it. 
 
    Ess was only a few yards from the aircraft when the captain tackled her. She hit the ground and skidded along the blacktop. Add scuffed knees and elbows, as well as torn palms to her list of weekend injuries. Thankfully, she did prevent her head from knocking against the pavement, but the luck ended there as the pilot restrained her to the ground, and the first officer used his cell phone to call in a security breech to the TSA. 
 
    "No," Ess tried to get the man's attention. "You don't understand. I'm trying to – " 
 
    "Save it lady." The captain tightened his grip. "You can explain it to security. We don't take any possible acts of terrorism lightly in this industry." 
 
    Terrorism? Ess could not believe it. Her home had been invaded, she was kidnapped four times, she'd been tied up, shot at, knocked down, manhandled, threatened, and reduced to an immaterial possession all in one weekend, and now she was being accused of terrorism? 
 
    This made Ess angry beyond belief. She found new physical strength, and fought her way out from under the captain by jamming her elbow into his chest. The first officer grabbed for her as she started to rise, but she dodged and avoided his grasp. 
 
    Regrettably, this incident with the pilots had lasted long enough to allow John to return to the plane. Before Ess could get any further, a gun was shoved in her face, stopping her in her tracks. She stepped back towards the pilots, who were also shocked and intimidated by the man with the gun aimed in their direction. 
 
    "Now, now, sir," the captain attempted to handle the newest turn in the situation. "There's no need for the gun. We're handling the security breech, and we're perfectly able to detain her." 
 
    "Obviously, not." John replied with annoyance at the turn of events. "Since you were so damn quick to call the TSA, we'd better be taking off right now, before they get here. So why don't the three of you just get into the plane, and we'll depart." 
 
    He started herding them towards the plane, using his gun as incentive to move, when a thunderous crash happened from behind him. He turned around in time to witness the security gate at the entrance burst forward and fly off its hinges, setting off a loud security alarm as a Rolls Royce squealed through the barrier. 
 
    Angoli's man had to dive out of the way to avoid colliding with the front end of the car as it skidded to a halt a few feet in front of Ess and the pilots. The passengers of the vehicle promptly exited, and the woman in high heels acted quickly in snatching the gun away from John before he could pick himself up off of the ground and regain his advantage. With her distinctive flare, she aimed the gun at him, and dared him to try and get up. 
 
    "Manda?" Ess couldn't believe her eyes. The woman before her looked like a female Rambo. Ess couldn't decide rather to laugh or to be in awe of her best friend. 
 
    She quickly took in her other rescuers. Dr. Roden she recognized from the restaurant, but why was Martin there? He had attempted to take her to Angoli. He wasn't on her side. Something seemed wrong about that. 
 
    Then there was Max. He stood there with an indescribable look on his face. So much anger and guilt welled within him that he didn't know what his first reaction should be. He made eye contact with Ess, and she smiled, grateful and pleased to see him. He came for her, just as he'd promised. 
 
    The moment was cut short, however. 
 
    "Max!" The entire crowd looked towards the plane. "I knew you were trying to fool with my plans, but I didn't think you had it in you to get this far." Angoli descended down the steps of the aircraft. Ess's concoction still affected his eyes and his senses, but he endeavored not to make that too apparent. When he reached the tarmac, he moved with slow deliberation towards the group. Max pulled Ess behind him, and started to push her towards the car, hoping it would still be in drivable condition. Angoli didn't like this, and so he picked up his pace, bent on preventing it by his own physical force, but Max wasn't about to let him get any closer. 
 
    Pulling the gun out from under his jacket, Max pointed it at Angoli, deterring him from taking another step. The sounds of sirens could be heard in the distance, though barely discernable over the high-pitched ringing of the nearby gate alarm. Max continued to back away with Ess, causing Angoli's anger to get the better of him. He began towards them again, but Max cocked the gun with a determined click. If Angoli hadn't stopped again upon hearing that notable sound, Max would not have hesitated in pulling the trigger. 
 
    "Wait," Ess needed to intercede before the situation worsened. "Max, don't do it." 
 
    "Seriously? I don't see why not?" Max replied, never taking his eyes off of Angoli. "He'll keep coming after you if he can. He's a relentless psychopath with too much money and power. The best way to keep you safe is to just get rid of him." 
 
    "No," Ess continued, "You don't want to do that. It sounds like the answer, but it's not. Don't throw your life away. You don't have to do that for me." 
 
    "I would do exactly that in a heartbeat." Max meant it with every part of him. "And I could definitely sleep at night knowing he's gone." 
 
    "Max, no." Ess knew that couldn't be true, especially if he were to find out about Angoli's little 'skeleton in the closet'. She certainly couldn't let Max commit murder for her. She had to reason with him, but the circumstances left little time for delicacy on the issue. "You'd be killing your father." 
 
    In her close proximity to Max, Ess could feel a shudder pass through him. His arm faltered in holding the gun towards Angoli's chest, but straightened again almost instantly. "No. No way." An unhearty laugh escaped him, as if he was trying to suppose it to be an ill-timed joke. 
 
    "It's true. He told me himself. The whole story." Ess felt the painful guilt of baring such news this way, but it had to be said. She couldn't let him commit murder. 
 
    Angoli saw the look on Max's face. The young man obviously felt taken aback, and the devious man knew this could be used to his advantage. "It is true Max." He took a step closer. "I am your father." Another step. "Your mother was a drug addict, an alcoholic and a whore." A third step. "She grew to be too much to handle, and when she became pregnant with you, I threw her away." 
 
    Max and Ess took a few steps back to maintain their distance, but found themselves backed up against the car. Angoli smiled impudently as he slowly reached towards the gun. 
 
    From the other side of the car, Roden couldn't believe what he was witnessing. Max, the orphan with no past, the boy who had gone unclaimed by any family for the past twenty years, was the natural son of a malignantly rich and powerful lunatic. It seemed to take so long for this new shock and disgust to diminish that Roden struggled with any ideas about what he should do to be of help in this situation. 
 
    Angoli just about had his fingers wrapped around the barrel of the gun, when the click of a second gun cocking was heard. Angoli and Roden both looked towards the sound. 
 
    While Angoli had held the attention of the immediate audience during his confrontation with Max, Martin had seized the chance to snatch the gun out of Manda's hands and push her out of his way. Now he aimed the gun towards Angoli and slowly made his way around the car to position himself closer to his target. 
 
    "You know," Martin spoke directly to Angoli, "I think this might be the perfect time to take my own revenge." 
 
    "Martin," Angoli spit out at him in aggravation, "This is not the time or the place for your petty whining – " 
 
    "Oh, it's not? When would be a better time for you? You haven't made any time for me yet in all the years I've been in your employ. So, I think I'll just take the time. Right now." 
 
    "Damn it, Martin." While Angoli became occupied in Martin's quarrel, Max and Ess began to slide along the car, further away from their foe. "You useless, worthless, waste of oxygen. What the hell do you think you're doing?" 
 
    "I'm taking my opportunity, that's what I'm doing." Martin's agitation and fixated anger emanated through his features and his tense stance. "For years you've overlooked me. I've tried to be what you've wanted me to be, but it's never been good enough. You never let me prove myself, and quite frankly, I'm sick of it. It's time to get rid of you and your unrealistic expectations. I'm your nephew, your next of kin for god's sake. You know I'll inherit everything when you're gone." Martin's eyes turned wild. "And I think I'll take it right goddam now, thank you very much." He shoved the gun forward to emphasize his desire, but did not pull the trigger right away. 
 
    Angoli jumped on Martin's momentary hesitation. "You think you'll inherit everything? Haven't you just heard? I have a son. If you kill me, Max gets everything, you brainless twit." The man was clever. All the newly admitted knowledge regarding Max's paternity took Martin's retaliation and rendered it useless. Angoli intended to diffuse his nephew by ridiculing the considerable flaws in his rash scheme. 
 
    Manda, Roden and Max found all the new information a bit overwhelming. Not only was Max Angoli's illegitimate son, but Martin turned out to be his disregarded nephew. With so much to take in there wasn't a lot of action on their part to resolve the ever-shifting danger. John only moved to crawl away from the scene, not wanting to have anything to do with the situation when the security vehicles arrived; and the pilots were simply dumbfounded and lost in regards to the whole unfolding drama. 
 
    Angoli, with his cutting words and his disdainful sneer, didn't anticipate the true extent of Martin's anger. The younger man shook with fury, and the surprise on his face upon absorbing the news of his impending loss of inheritance turned into a fresh and doubly sour determination. Inheritance or no, he intended to get rid of the source of his bane and hatred. Of course, if he got rid of Max, as well, he would still be the inheritor. The enraged man's aim swung back and forth as he shifted the gun between Angoli and Max, trying to justify the idea of homicide, and determine his possibility of success. 
 
    Roden came to his senses and was quick enough to observe Martin's intent. Already positioned closer to Martin than anyone else, he leapt towards the angry young man just as he pulled the trigger. The action was enough to stray Martin's aim. 
 
    Roden tackled Martin to the ground and wrestled the gun away from him with Manda's help. Max ran towards Angoli who screamed out in pain. Martin's aim had been thrown off, but the bullet had met one of its intended targets. 
 
    Angoli reached out for Max in the hope of receiving aide from his newly admitted son. Max felt no pity for the injured man, though. His intentions were not to help him, but to detain him as the security vehicles finally arrived. 
 
    A man approached them, gun in one hand, badge in the other. Several more individuals, similarly dressed and acting in the same cautious manner, followed him, moving in on the scene. Some TSA agents began positioning themselves behind government vehicles in the background. "FBI", the man in the lead shouted. 
 
    "FBI?" Max and Manda both replied in unison. 
 
    * * * 
 
    While Martin was being placed under arrest, paramedics treated Angoli's bullet wound. The injury wasn't life threatening, having hit low on his thigh; but if Roden had not jumped on Martin when he did, the incident would have turned into a murder scene. Although he was rushed to a nearby hospital, Angoli too was taken into custody; and the lead FBI agent listened on as several other agents scrambled to get down the initial story of the last two days' events from Roden, Manda, Max and Ess. Between the four of them, the agents recorded quite a drama. 
 
    "We've been trying to get Marcus Angoli for a long time," the lead agent wound up the onsite case by saying, " but he's always managed to evade us. Now we truly have something legitimate to incriminate him for. Kidnapping is a federal crime." 
 
    Max paled at this statement, guilt ridden by his own act earlier in the weekend; but Ess had already labeled him as a hero rather than a kidnapper, and Manda just smiled and said nothing. Apparently, they forgave him his initial digression. It was, after all, done the spirit of the gratitude and adoration he had always felt towards Ess. 
 
    "Of course, with this charge, we should be able to get further warrants, and will likely find more on which to indict him." The agent continued, mostly directing his words towards Ess. "You don't have to worry any longer ma'am. I'm sure Angoli will be going away for a long time." 
 
    With the ordeal at an end and the long crime scene investigation finally over, Max, Ess, Roden and Manda were free to go. The dawn started to appear on the horizon, reminding them of how little rest they'd had recently. "I feel like I've barely had any sleep in the last forty eight hours," Manda stated as they headed towards the parking lot of the private hanger. Roden held back from stating that she had at least napped in the car and had use of a cot, while he literally had been awake for much of the last two days (the hammock couldn't count for a very comfortable rest, in his opinion). He knew enough not to bring it up, however. It was a battle not worth inciting. 
 
    "So, how are we getting home?" Ess asked. 
 
    "Hmm. Cab I guess." Max suggested. "My car is still at the preserve. I'll have to go and get it later." 
 
    Roden cleared his throat and said, "Ah, do you mind if the cab takes us back to Angoli's estate? I'd really like to get my car." 
 
    "Oh, jeez," Manda rolled her eyes, but looked amused. Then out of nowhere, she grabbed Roden by his jacket and pulled him into a kiss. Roden tensed up in astonishment. After the initial surprise, though, he just shrugged and kissed her back. 
 
    Max and Ess exchanged glances. Ess silently inquired on how this had come about, but Max could only shake his head in wonder. A lot had happened recently, and while this was completely unexpected, it certainly wasn't the biggest surprise to either of them. 
 
    Manda's bold move did bolster Max's own courage. "So, Ess. If you don't hate me for creating a bunch of art after you, which resulted in bringing you to the attention of a madman, not to mention the fact that I kidnapped you - for your own good, may I remind you, but maybe I should have left that whole part out - anyway, would I be remiss in asking you if you'd like to go out on a date sometime? You know, just dinner, a movie . . . nothing dramatic." 
 
    "Well, I can't believe you actually finally asked…" Ess smiled, and there it came, that infuriating blush. "A very undramatic date sounds rather appealing. I can't possibly say no to my hero." 
 
    She took him by the hand, and they continued walking away, leaving Manda and Roden behind to continue their own display of newfound affection. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hmmm, interesting." 
 
    "What?" Ess looked up to see the inquisitive amusement on her companion's face. 
 
    "Well," Max observed, "I've accompanied you to this grocery store several times now, and I have to say, I've noticed that you seem to make a sort of ritual out of your shopping errand . . . Until now." 
 
    "Oh?" Ess found herself curious. "So, you are still watching me so closely? Should I be worried?" 
 
    Max laughed. Three months ago, he would have felt ashamed at such questions, but his guilt faded as he got to know Ess more intimately. Besides, she teased him so often about his rather besotted manner, that he had become fairly desensitized to her jests. 
 
    "Just an anthropological observation," he casually defended. "Typically you enter the store, and grab a basket, rather than a cart. I've deduced that that is because you have to carry your load home, and the basket keeps you from overdoing it." Ess's smirk confirmed it. "Then you browse through the entire produce isle, but only ever select apples and carrots. After that you run through the meat, and then – this is my favorite part – you actually turn your head away as you pass the junk food isles so that you won't be tempted." 
 
    "And what's wrong with that?" Ess feigned offence. 
 
    "Absolutely nothing. Just an observation. However, you do seem to have deviated from your normal pattern." 
 
    "And how's that?" 
 
    Max grinned. "You skipped the ice cream." 
 
    Ess laughed, but turned red with embarrassment. Oh crap, he noticed her ice cream fetish. "Well, I figured it was time to cut back." 
 
    "Cut back? What for?" 
 
    "Well, I don't exactly have the metabolism of an eighteen year old any more. It's time I started watching my weight." 
 
    "No way." Max looked genuinely bewildered. "You look great. You don't really think that enjoying ice cream is going to turn you into a blob, do you? Especially when you have multi-grain bread and baby carrots to counteract it." He pulled the bread out of the basket to emphasize his argument, but Ess grabbed it back, trying not to smile at his scoff. "Besides," Max continued, "I'm thinking this pistachio ice cream might be worth trying." 
 
    "Pistachio? That's for amateurs. Wouldn't you rather try this?" Ess pulled a carton of ice cream from the freezer, and read the description: "Chocolate covered toffee and peanut butter cookie dough wrapped in a caramel swirl and enveloped in coffee flavored ice cream." 
 
    Max raised an eyebrow at that. "You're right. I am an amateur, because that sounds way too complex for my inexperienced palate." He smiled at Ess's feigned frustration. "How about we get both, the pistachio and the ooey gooey peanut butter toffee thing?" 
 
    "It's called 'Ultimate Coffee Break'." Ess corrected. "Fine, but if I can't fit into my pants by the beginning of spring, I'm blaming your influence." 
 
    They headed to the checkout counter. "Oh, please. You'll look fine. In fact, I can totally picture you in a bikini on the beaches of Santorini." 
 
    "Santorini?" Ess handed her debit card to Mr. Baksheesh, and waited for him to begin filling the grocery bags. Max had already learned the hard way the first time he went shopping with Ess, that you do not help Mr. Baksheesh with the bags. "I've always wanted to go to Greece." 
 
    "I know. I got that impression from your three coffee table books on ancient Greece, the Peloponnesians and the Greek Isles. Not to mention the travel book and the old text books that are in your book case; and you always order the gyro or the spanakopita at the cafe down the street." 
 
    "I am completely transparent to you, aren't I?' 
 
    "Not at all." Max assured. "You are simply fascinating to me." He smiled at the blush on her face. "In fact, I'd love to observe your reaction to the Greek lifestyle." 
 
    "And I would love for you to observe my reaction to the Greek lifestyle, too." Ess replied, grabbing one of the bags, as Max reached for the other two. 
 
    "Well, then, after the trial is over, what do you say we go find out?" 
 
    "You can't be serious." Ess gave him a doubtful grin. 
 
    "As a matter of fact, I can." Max countered. "It just so happens that eighty thousand dollars hit my account a little while back. We have the means, the vacation time, all we need is the desire to go." 
 
    "Oh, I have the desire." Ess affirmed heading for the door. 
 
    Max couldn't have been happier to hear that. "Great." He followed her out. "Let's start planning." 
 
    Just before the doors of the grocery store closed behind them, they heard, "Thank you, come again." 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * 
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