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      ARKANSAS, MAY 2020

      

      The Bennington Correctional Institution was sheltered by rolling hills and tall trees and was accessible by a long, winding driveway. The facility held less than a score of inmates, inmates with special and specific needs.

      Ten of the men were quadriplegics or in comas, while the remaining eight inmates were so severely damaged mentally that they were no longer a threat to themselves or others. However, sentences had been handed down, harsh sentences such as life without parole, and the state was duty bound to see that they were carried out.

      Bennington was constructed only after numerous court battles had been fought with the state by civil liberty attorneys. The lawyers made the assertion that housing such physically and mentally challenged men among the general population of a normal prison, even in isolation, amounted to cruel and unusual punishment.

      Bennington was a long, one-story brick building that was rare in the world of correctional facilities, in that it had no fences or guard towers. The men housed within were incapable of feeding themselves, much less escaping, and so the facility’s staff was comprised almost entirely of medical personnel. At night, only a single armed guard kept watch.

      It was because of this lax security that four men in ski masks were able to take over the prison with ease. They were there to free one of its inmates; the man’s name was Jack Elmore.

      Seven years earlier, Jack Elmore was a ruthless kidnapper of children who used his partners as sacrificial lambs to avoid capture and successfully get away with the ransom money.

      During his last kidnapping, Jack changed his pattern. He had fallen in love with a woman named Cinda Lyons and wanted one last score before retiring. Cinda and her older brother, Harry, became Jack’s accomplices. Unlike his previous partners, Jack had no intention of sacrificing them. Despite that, in the end, both Cinda and Harry were dead, and Jack had been injured in a way that left him a quadriplegic. One of the two children he’d kidnapped had been murdered by Jack and the other, Samantha Ryan, had proven herself to be a handful to control.

      Because of his serious medical condition, Jack was assigned to serve his life sentence inside the Bennington Correctional Institution. That sentence was about to come to an end, as someone from Jack’s past was willing to go to a lot of time, expense, and risk to see him go free.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The four men in ski masks had arrived at Bennington at three a.m. and disabled the facility’s landlines and internet. They used signal jammers to keep anyone on staff from communicating with the outside world via cell phone.

      Afterward, they overpowered the lone guard and handcuffed him to a pipe inside the security room. Being the middle of the night, the staff consisted of two orderlies, three nurses, and one doctor. They were locked inside a break room that had no windows and were told that they would be released unharmed.

      Once the surveillance system was disabled, a signal was sent from the lobby’s front doors using the beam of a powerful flashlight, and a vehicle drove onto the property. It was a small box truck with the name of a bakery on its sides and rear. Such vehicles were often seen making deliveries in the early morning hours and would arouse no suspicion if spotted by a police officer.

      Inside the truck was a female doctor and her two companions; they also wore masks. The doctor supervised Jack’s transfer into the rear of the truck where a respirator awaited him. Because of his condition, Jack was unable to breathe on his own.

      Jack had no idea what was going on and his questions went unanswered. He had no friends, was despised by many, and hadn’t been in contact with his family in over thirty years. He couldn’t imagine who would go to the trouble of removing him from the facility or for what purpose. Whoever it was, they didn’t want him dead, or he would have been killed inside the prison.

      Twenty minutes after entering the facility, they were all in the truck and on the move. Jack was in a hospital bed in the rear of the truck with the doctor checking his vital signs and the flow of oxygen he was receiving. One of the men wearing a ski mask smiled down at him and patted him on the shoulder. “Everything is all right, Jack. We’re here to help you.”

      Jack spoke to him with a voice that was raspy from going unused, as he rarely talked. “Why?”

      “You helped me out once; now I’m repaying the favor.”

      Jack furrowed his brow at those words. He had never done a damn thing for anyone but himself and couldn’t imagine what the man was talking about.

      “Who are you?”

      In answer, the man removed his ski mask. The face revealed was handsome but not at all familiar to Jack.

      “I don’t know you.”

      “Yeah, you do. My nose is smaller, there’s a cleft in my chin now, and my hair is shorter, but you know me. We ate cereal together in my granddad’s old trailer, you, me, and Cinda… along with the girl you kidnapped.”

      Jack stared at the man and knew who he was looking at. “Derek? Your name is Derek, right?”

      “It used to be; I go by the name Deke now. We’re here to help you, Jack.”

      “My life ended years ago. If you want to help me, place a bullet in my brain.”

      Derek patted Jack on the shoulder again. “We can do better than that. If everything goes well, you could walk again someday.”

      “The doctors told me that was impossible.”

      The woman spoke up. She had also removed her ski mask and Jack saw that she was in her forties and had short dark hair and a pleasant face devoid of makeup.

      “Your condition was hopeless. That’s changed. I’ve developed a procedure that could help you immensely.”

      “You’re saying I’ll be able to walk?”

      The doctor nibbled her bottom lip. “That would be the best outcome. However, I do believe that I can free you from the need of a respirator and give you the use of your upper body again.”

      Derek smiled at him. “You changed my life, Jack, and now I’m going to change yours.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yes. Someday you’ll be free of that bed and have a second chance at life.”

      Jack smiled back at Derek. He didn’t want a second chance at life. What he wanted was revenge against the man who’d paralyzed him. A man named Mr. White.
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        * * *

      

      Derek Heller had been on his own at nineteen after his grandfather died. He was living in a trailer and making ends meet by working the night shift at a supermarket, and several days a week he would fill-in as a temporary worker loading trucks. What little money he saved was earmarked for his future. Derek wanted to be an actor and had a dream of making it big in Hollywood. He’d been saving money to fund his trip west.

      When Jack and Cinda had abducted him during their kidnapping of Samantha Ryan it was because they were on the run from the FBI and needed a place to hide. Jack liked the young man and Derek had been used as a go-between to send a message to the FBI.

      Before leaving Derek’s trailer, Jack, on a whim, stuffed money inside a cereal box. Derek later found that money and used it to pay for his trip to Hollywood. Jack had been generous, and Derek had nearly twenty thousand dollars. Having Jack’s money had enabled Derek to devote himself full time to his dream. Unlike his contemporaries, he hadn’t needed to work and was able to go to more auditions while also taking acting classes. Derek went on countless auditions for more than a year before catching a break and getting a part in a commercial.

      The commercial led to getting a small role in a television drama where he met a female director who thought he’d be a good fit for a new series she was working on. She also thought Derek would make for a good lover. The woman was fifteen years older than Derek. Along with taking him into her bed, she also took him under her wing. Before filming began on the new series, Derek Heller had changed his name to Deke Harper, had undergone minor plastic surgery to enhance his already good looks, and had made valuable contacts in Hollywood.

      Derek had a choice part in the TV show and played the heroic young son of a starship captain. By the time the television show was in its third season, Derek, now known to the world as Deke Harper, was a household name and getting movie offers with starring roles. He made two films and had been nominated for an Oscar for one of them.

      Had he not been able to accelerate his plans and travel to Hollywood when he did, Derek figured he might have given up on his dream or been sidetracked by other concerns. The money Jack had given him had changed his life and he was grateful to the man.

      Jack had been with one of his kidnap victims when Derek had met him, so he knew that Jack wasn’t a good man. Later, he’d learned that Jack had murdered a young child in cold blood simply to make a point to the FBI.

      No, Jack was not a good man, but he had done a good thing for Derek, and Derek felt as if he’d owed him. With Jack a quadriplegic and serving a life sentence, Derek saw no way to give thanks to the man. That is, until he met the sister of the older woman he’d been sleeping with; the sister was Dr. Mira Lambert.

      The director’s sister was a former surgeon who had turned her considerable intellect toward medical research. The woman had been a child prodigy who had become a doctor at the age of nineteen. By forty, the neurosurgeon had been obsessed with finding a method to reverse serious spinal injuries.

      She had developed an orthopedic device and surgical procedure that was risky and could end with the patient’s death. Because of the jeopardy it would place her patient in, she’d been unable to find surgical candidates or get funding. When Derek met her and heard what she was doing, he thought of Jack and told the doctor about him.

      Dr. Lambert had agreed that he seemed a possible candidate for her method, but she told Derek that the red tape involved in getting approval for her work was daunting enough without having to involve the courts and the penal system.

      Years passed, and the doctor was becoming frustrated by the lack of progress she was making in receiving approval to use her method on a human patient. During that time, the doctor had been diagnosed with a fatal disease. The odds were good that she would be bedridden before another year had passed and dead inside of two. If that happened, and she had yet to prove her technique, she feared that none of her colleagues would carry on her work.

      She was certain her method had validity and that it was a breakthrough procedure that could revolutionize neurosurgery. When the symptoms of her disease grew worse, the doctor became desperate. That was when she contacted Derek.

      Derek’s relationship with her sister had ended and he was surprised to hear from her. They met in private inside the doctor’s home in Woodland Hills. When Dr. Lambert told him of her illness, Derek took her hand and displayed sympathy. He had always liked the doctor and was saddened by the news. Then, she told him the true reason for their meeting, and Derek nodded his agreement with her plan.

      “Understand something before you commit. If this becomes public knowledge, we’ll both be facing serious consequences. That won’t matter much to me, as I’ve little time left, but it could ruin your career and sully your reputation. There’s also a chance that you’ll be arrested and forced to serve time.”

      “I want to help you, Mira, and I owe Jack. I’m willing to take the risk.”

      “If my procedure is successful, I’ll arrange to have all my notes and research released after my death. I’ll do it in such a way that the patient will remain anonymous. Deke, that means that we’ll be setting Jack Elmore free. The man is a child killer.”

      Derek stood and paced about the doctor’s living room for a few moments. When he stopped, he asked the doctor a question.

      “Will Jack be normal after this operation?”

      “That would exceed my expectations. The procedure has its limits. I’ve already managed to get my hands on a copy of Mr. Elmore’s medical records; that’s how I know he’s an acceptable candidate for my method.”

      “You’re saying it wouldn’t work on just anyone in his condition?”

      “Yes. The procedure and device I’ve developed will only be effective in about forty percent of those paralyzed from the neck down. However, that percentage will rise in time as improvements are made and new data is accumulated. Your friend is a test subject, and he’ll be risking his life if he agrees to the surgery.”

      “How bad are the odds?”

      “Of him dying?”

      “Yes.”

      “Perhaps one in five, but that’s only if something were to go wrong. I would say that there’s a good chance that I’ll be able to give him back a large degree of mobility, but he’ll never be what most consider normal. Even if he were to regain the use of his legs, I’m sure he’d require a walker to get around.”

      “That sounds like he won’t be much of a threat to anyone. If that’s true, I won’t have a problem with setting him free. We’ll be giving him a new chance at life. Jack is smart. He’ll see that his best bet is to go somewhere and lie low. I’ll give him enough money to do just that.”

      The doctor stood and went to Derek. “Are you certain you want to help me with this? It could cost you dearly if word got out.”

      “I’m in, Mira. But how do we go about it?”

      “I’ve been giving that some thought; we’ll have to hire men to help us. But before any of that can happen, I’ll need to set up an operating room of my own. I’ll do that here, and I’ve already begun acquiring the equipment I’ll need.”

      “You can do the operation by yourself?”

      “No, but I know a friend who will assist me. She’s a retired surgical nurse and someone we can trust to remain silent.”

      Derek smiled. “We’re going to make this happen. Jack will get well, and you’ll get the recognition you deserve.”

      The doctor nodded. “I don’t want to die without knowing that I’ve accomplished something great with my life. If I can help Jack Elmore, untold numbers of people will also benefit.”

      Nine weeks after that meeting, the doctor and Derek helped to free Jack. His removal from the Bennington Correctional Institution left law enforcement puzzled and the news found its way to Dr. Jessica White and her husband.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. White stepped out onto his front porch to greet his guest, retired FBI Special Agent John Brice. Brice was nearing sixty and had retired from the Bureau two years earlier. He’d been the lead agent handling Jack’s last kidnapping and had been involved with the Whites on other cases. They had become friends, and Brice had been to the house before, although his last visit was years earlier. Since then, Samantha Ryan, Jack’s kidnap victim, had been adopted by the Whites.

      When Samantha stepped out onto the porch to stand beside her father, Brice smiled at her. Samantha had been a child the last time he’d seen her and was now a teenager. His smile was bittersweet. It contained joy that an abducted child he’d been tasked with getting back safely was thriving, but Samantha’s presence also reminded Brice of his failure to keep Maria Ortiz alive. Maria had been the two-year-old child that Jack had slain. Her death hadn’t been Brice’s fault, as he’d been removed from the case when Jack had murdered her. Brice still counted Maria’s loss as the greatest failure of his career.

      Mr. White offered his hand to Brice, and they shook. He noticed that Brice’s hair had gone completely white since the last time he’d seen him, but the man still appeared to be fit and his blue eyes were bright with intelligence behind the glasses he wore.

      “Jessica will be here soon, John. She’s running late after picking up our youngest children from a friend’s house.”

      “I look forward to seeing your other children again. The twins were barely walking the last time I saw them,” Brice said, then he smiled at Samantha. “Hello, Samantha. It’s good to see you again.”

      Samantha sent Brice a nod. “I remember you from when I was kidnapped. Does your being here have something to do with that?”

      Brice sighed. “Actually, it does. Someone broke Jack out of the institution he was in.”

      A look of confusion crossed White’s face. “Why would anyone do that?”

      “The Bureau is baffled by it as well, and they have come up with no leads.”

      “Does the man have family?”

      “He has an uncle who is in his seventies and was a bookie. He claims he hasn’t seen his nephew since Jack was a teenager. I saw a video of the interview and believe the man was telling the truth.”

      “Someone is trying to help Jack,” Samantha said. “If they wanted to kill him, they wouldn’t have taken him away.”

      “That’s the FBI’s assumption as well. Jack has special needs. Whoever took him knew that and it would require them to have the ability to keep him alive with a respirator.”

      Mr. White shook his head. “It still doesn’t make sense. Jack’s quality of life won’t change dramatically whether he’s imprisoned or free. Why would anyone go to all the trouble and expense to help him escape custody?”

      “It’s a mystery for sure,” Brice said. As he was speaking, a vehicle came down the Whites’ long and winding driveway. It was Jessica, and she had the young twins with her, Liam and Emma.

      “It’s good to see you again, John,” Jessica said, and greeted Brice with a kiss on the cheek. Afterward, she introduced him to the children.

      After filling Jessica in on the news about Jack’s escape, they enjoyed dinner together and shared a pleasant evening while they caught up with Brice. Before leaving, Brice assured them that he would keep them informed if any news surfaced about Jack.

      After weeks turned into months with no further developments in the case, the mystery of Jack’s escape faded into the background. Brice, the Whites, and even Samantha forgot about Jack. After all, the man was a quadriplegic and no threat to them. They would have been shocked to learn that neither of those facts was still true.
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      Sixteen months after he’d been freed from his confinement inside the Bennington Correctional Institution, Jack Elmore was a different man.

      Dr. Lambert’s procedure had enabled him to breathe on his own for the first time in years and restored mobility to his limbs. Jack was still incapable of walking but had reached the point where he could balance himself while standing for nearly thirty seconds. His right leg was stronger than his left, while his arms moved normally. He could manage a few feeble steps with the aid of a walker but was confined to a wheelchair. After spending years unable to move more than his head, his new condition made him feel as if he had sprouted wings.

      He’d been forty-one pounds lighter and was wasting away in the years after he’d suffered his catastrophic injury, but he had regained back over twenty pounds of that lost weight. His face still looked gaunt, and his gray hair made him appear to be older than the fifty he was.

      Derek had placed Jack in a rented cottage in the small city of Big Bear Lake, California, and he’d hired a physical therapist to treat him. Dr. Lambert’s miracle procedure had been only half the battle; Jack had worked hard with the physical therapist to restore function and mobility to his limbs. And while he was frustrated by his inability to walk, being confined to a wheelchair was worlds ahead of where he’d been a year earlier.

      Derek was busy in Hollywood most of the time, but he made the two-hour drive to the house about once a month. Despite knowing of Jack’s past and his violent nature, Derek liked Jack. It also made him feel good to know that he had repaid a debt he’d thought he owed. Jack had changed Derek’s life by giving him money years earlier. Derek had returned the favor and Jack had been presented with a second chance.

      Along with the use of the rented house and paying for the rehabilitation equipment and the physical therapist, Derek had supplied Jack with half a million dollars and a new identity. Jack Elmore was now Robert Gibson.

      Derek entered the home after being let inside by the male physical therapist, who was named Ramon. Ramon told Derek on his last visit that it was his opinion that Jack had recovered as much mobility as he ever would. That had remained true, and Ramon was checking in with Jack on a weekly basis to make certain that he was keeping up with his exercises.

      After Ramon left, Derek took in the view of the lake in the distance. It was a bright day and the water sparkled. Jack rolled down the hallway in his power-assisted wheelchair and greeted Derek with a grin.

      “I watched that new movie of yours last night. The damn thing was good, and I can see why you’re a star. You’ve come a long way, kid.”

      “Thanks. You’ve come a long way too, Jack. You can’t walk like I’d hoped, but you can get around on your own in that wheelchair.”

      “It’s a damn miracle and Dr. Lambert is a genius. She’ll make millions with her surgical technique and orthopedic device.”

      Derek’s demeanor grew solemn as he left the window and took a seat on a green leather sofa. Jack followed him in his wheelchair.

      “Mira isn’t doing very well, Jack. It looks like she may die soon.”

      “Really? She told me she was dying, but I thought she had more time.”

      “The disease she’s suffering from progresses rapidly at the end, but at least she was able to accomplish what she wanted. You’re proof that her technique works, and her research and notes will be passed on to someone she trusts once she dies.”

      Jack squinted at Derek. “Am I going to be mentioned in those notes? If so, I’ll have to hide somewhere, or the cops will come looking for me.”

      “Of course, you’re a part of her notes, but she kept her promise to you. There’s no way to tell who you are. Your face was concealed when they filmed your operation, and we were always careful to show you only from the neck down when we recorded those early videos of your progress. To the world you’ll only be Test Subject Number One.”

      Jack looked down at his legs while straightening them. The left one responded slower, and it took an effort to make the knee bend again.

      “I haven’t given up on being able to walk someday. I don’t care if it takes me years.”

      “I wouldn’t bet against you, but I hope you’ve no plans to return to your old life.”

      Jack grinned at Derek. “You’re afraid I’ll start kidnapping again?”

      “Yeah, Jack. Dr. Lambert and I both worried about that. You were a criminal your whole life.”

      Jack waved that off. “The old Jack is dead. Hell, look at me. I couldn’t kidnap someone if I wanted to. And I don’t need to either, the way you’ve hooked me up here and given me money. By the way, how much longer can I stay here?”

      Derek leaned back on the sofa and looked around at the furnished cottage. A corner of the living room was taken up by the equipment Jack needed for his exercises.

      “You can live here forever if you want. I bought the place last week.”

      “You really have some bucks, don’t you?”

      “I do, and I’ve no family left to spend it on. I also wouldn’t have any of it if you hadn’t given me that money when you did.”

      “It’s funny, you know, I never gave anyone a penny before that. I think I only did it because I was so close to getting that five-million-dollar ransom.”

      Derek took out his phone and scrolled through his photos. When he found the one he’d been looking for, he leaned forward and handed the phone to Jack. “Take a look at that.”

      Jack stared down at the phone and saw a photo of a blue and white van. “What’s this?”

      “That’s your new ride. It comes with a wheelchair lift and special controls so you can drive it.”

      “Seriously?”

      “It’s all yours. It should be delivered here in two days.”

      “Damn, kid. You keep doing nice things like this and I’ll think you want to sleep with me.”

      Derek laughed. “I’ll pass on that. I just wanted to make sure you have everything you need. You’re a free man with a new name and a future. Make the most of it, okay?”

      Jack nodded. “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Derek stayed for another hour and left when the housekeeper showed up. She was an older woman who lived in the area and would cook and clean for Jack. Derek was paying for that too, as well as the groceries and utilities.

      Along with everything else, Derek had bought Jack a computer. When he was alone, Jack used his laptop and searched the internet for information. He had lied when he’d told Derek that the old Jack was dead. He might not be the same man that he once was on the outside, but within, he was the same bastard he’d always been, and he hungered for revenge against those whom he felt had wronged him. At the top of that list was Mr. White.

      His research into White uncovered the fact that Mr. White and Jessica had adopted Samantha Ryan after her grandparents had died. Jack had also discovered a recent photo of Samantha. It was taken when she’d won a fashion design contest. The child he’d abducted had turned into a beautiful and talented teen. That was what the world saw when they looked at her, but Jack knew that Samantha was the devil in disguise, and he blamed her for Cinda’s death. Cinda, the only person he’d ever loved.

      As for Mr. White, he owed the man for what he’d done to him. His traumatic injury hadn’t been an accident. White had deliberately crippled him. Jack looked up from the screen of his laptop and gazed out the window toward the lake. Instead of the view before him, he saw the past.

      He had been so close to getting away with five million in diamonds. It was going to be his last job and then he and Cinda would have left the country and lived the good life where the law would never find them. Mr. White had ruined all that.
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        * * *

      

      EIGHT YEARS EARLIER

      

      Mr. White had met Jack at a dead lake where he’d handed over the ransom in diamonds. Afterward, White was supposed to drive to the other side of the lake to pick up Samantha, who was being held by Cinda.

      Jack wore a device on his wrist that was synced with the tracking equipment he used to keep an eye on Mr. White’s location. His brow furrowed as he realized that the display was showing White’s car heading the wrong way. Apparently, the man had decided to cut across the dry lake bed instead of driving around it. Jack dug a pair of binoculars from his pack and focused in on the car.

      Man, he’s really moving.

      Jack had begun to lower the binoculars when he noticed it. He adjusted the lens and took a closer look. No one was driving the car.

      White must have wedged something against the gas pedal to keep the vehicle moving.

      Jack dropped the binoculars and went for his gun. At the same time, the sound of running feet reached his ears.

      Mr. White slammed into him just as Jack gripped the weapon, but the impact sent them both to the ground and caused Jack to fire an errant shot. An instant later, and White had a grip on his wrist, while pummeling him mercilessly with his other hand.

      Jack screamed in agony as the carpel bones in his wrist ground together. Mr. White’s grip was like a vise and Jack relented and let go of the gun.

      White shoved the gun away and stood, only to reach down and pluck Jack from the dirt; what followed were several blows to the ribs that weakened Jack’s knees.

      White held him up and stared into his eyes. “Killing that child Maria crossed the line.”

      Jack spoke to him through a busted lip. “Kill me if you want, but don’t fucking preach to me.”

      White’s eyes narrowed into slits, then, Jack felt himself being spun around, and a strong arm entwined itself about his neck. Jack fought back by elbowing White in the ribs and stomping on his feet, but the tall man ignored his assault and tightened his grip.

      As the darkness threatened to swallow him, Jack nearly shed a tear. He had been so close, so close. A moment later, and the world disappeared in a wave of intense pain.
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        * * *

      

      White had met Samantha as she climbed up from the lake. He grew angry at the sight of the bruising Jack’s punch had left her wearing. He then took note of the gun in her hand, but he made no move to take it from her. Although she was only seven, Mr. White understood that Samantha was no mere child. Her spirit was like his own, that of a predator.

      Samantha smiled up at him. “Jack?”

      “He’s handled. What happened to Cinda?”

      “I was playing in the limo once and accidentally released the emergency brake after placing the car in neutral. Billy, our chauffeur, he jumped in and stopped the car right before it could roll down a hill. He then hugged me and told me that I could have been hurt, and that cars were very dangerous.”

      White stared at her for a moment before lifting the binoculars to his eyes. Across the way, he could see Cinda’s body lying beneath the pickup truck.

      “It looks like Billy was right,” he said.

      “Mr. White.”

      “Yes?”

      “Billy’s daughter, Maria, I really liked her.”

      “I’m sorry, honey.”

      “Thanks.”

      A moan came from up the hill. Samantha sent him a surprised look before rushing toward the sound, where she saw Jack lying face down in the dirt and very much alive.

      “You didn’t kill him?”

      “No, death is too good for him.”

      Samantha raised the gun with both hands and pointed it at Jack. “I want him dead. He should die for killing Maria.”

      Jack cried out in a panicked, gasping voice. “I can’t move! What the fuck is going on? I can’t move!”

      “You’re paralyzed, Jack, paralyzed from the neck down,” White said.

      Samantha kept the gun aimed at Jack, as she gave Mr. White a puzzled look. “You did that to him on purpose?”

      “Yes, death would have been a kindness.”

      Samantha shook her head. “No, I want him dead. He killed Maria.”

      Jack began crying, sobbing, and Samantha watched him with eyes devoid of pity. Tense moments passed, then she lowered the gun. Once it was pointed at the ground, she let it drop.

      She looked up at White. “This is better? To leave him like this?”

      White gazed over at Jack, stared at his handiwork, and knew that the heartless child-killer now had a lifetime of struggle and pain to look forward to, a lifetime of suffering.

      “Yes, Samantha. It’s better to leave him that way.”

      She reached out and took his hand. “I trust you.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack returned from his memories and went back to work on the computer. He was searching White’s past, while hoping to find a way to hurt the man. Wheelchair bound as he was, Jack knew he needed an ally if he was to get the vengeance he craved. White, along with his wife, psychiatrist Dr. Jessica White, had made a career out of helping the authorities capture criminals. He couldn’t be the only one who wanted White to suffer.

      Most of those who would be willing to help him were either dead or serving life sentences for murder. However, Jack did find a suitable candidate who might be able and willing to assist him. Not only did the man have a reason to want Mr. White dead, but he also had a group of followers who would support him in making that happen.

      Jack smiled. White would never see him coming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Mr. White had all but forgotten about Jack since John Brice had brought by the news of Jack’s escape. Between helping Jessica track down serial killers, working for Thomas Lawson on occasion, and being a father to five children of various ages, White’s days were full.

      Most of his time over the last few years had been spent on improving his home and the property surrounding it. That property had expanded when White and Jessica acquired twelve acres that were adjacent to the land they already owned.

      With help from his brother, Michael, and his friend, Jace, White had built an addition onto the home. He’d also erected several sheds, a barn, and currently was working on building a stable.

      He and Jessica had taken Liam and Emma along when they’d gone to visit his cousin, Cody Parker, on Cody’s ranch in Texas. While there, the children were introduced to horseback riding. Liam enjoyed the activity, but Emma loved it and couldn’t get enough.

      After discussing it with Jessica, it was decided that Emma would get a horse soon. In preparation for that day, White was constructing the stable with help from his brother, and his son-in-law, Brandon Morning Star.

      Brandon and Violet had married seven months earlier and were living in an apartment in town while searching for a home to buy. There had been another addition to the family, as Jessica’s brother and his wife had a son. Jimmy White and his wife, Reina, had a one-year-old boy named Noah. The toddler adored Jessica and wanted to stay near her whenever they visited.
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        * * *

      

      It was a Sunday, and the Whites were entertaining guests—George and Lena Carver. The couple owned a farm in Georgia, and White and Jessica had visited them there a year ago.

      George Carver had been a classmate of White in college and had known him and Jessica since they were all teens. He was White’s oldest friend and Lena had become close to the Whites as well. George was in his forties, of average height and size, with dark hair and pale blue eyes. Lena was several years younger than her husband and had grown up in Brooklyn, New York. She was tall and slim but had sensuous curves.

      They were Uncle George and Aunt Lena to the twins, Liam and Emma, and everyone in the family enjoyed having them around. That included Samantha, who was normally neutral in her feelings toward most people.

      George shook his head in wonder as he pointed at Liam while talking to White by the pool as White manned a barbecue grill. “That kid is going to be as tall as you are someday. I can’t believe how much they’ve both grown since the last time we saw them.”

      “Emma is a beautiful little girl,” Lena said. “She’ll be fighting off boys in another few years.”

      “Don’t rush things,” White said. “It’s bad enough that Samantha is old enough to date.”

      “Has she gone out with anyone yet?” Lena asked.

      Jessica laughed. “No. But remember, although she’s only fifteen, she’s in college. Her classmates are a little old for her, and the boys her age are intimidated by her.”

      “I’m intimidated by her,” George said. “That is one smart little girl and there’s something about her too, an aura of strength. In that way, she reminds me of you, buddy.”

      “My husband and Samantha are much alike, yes,” Jessica said. “And she’ll find the right man for her someday. In the meantime, she stays busy with her schooling, and other things.”

      Jessica didn’t mention that one of Samantha’s pastimes included working with the vigilante group known as Prey. The precocious teen acted as bait for pedophiles and others who sought to victimize girls. Samantha possessed the emotional strength to play the part of the would-be victim and always had her older sister, Violet, and others backing her up.

      As a child, Samantha had been driven by her predatory instincts and caused harm to innocents. With guidance from White, she had learned to funnel those lethal impulses into more constructive outlets and toward more deserving targets. The beautiful teen appeared defenseless but was deadly, capable of murder, and devoid of mercy for those she deemed worthy of being a target. So far, none of the men she had acted as bait for had a clue they were in trouble until it was too late.

      White’s older daughters arrived a short time later and joined the gathering. Viola arrived with her girlfriend, Marina, but Violet’s husband, Brandon, had to go into work because there had been a problem there that he had to deal with. Being in a supervisory position with the town at its municipal center, it was his responsibility to see that things ran smoothly, and he took his job seriously. He had phoned Violet and told her that he would join her soon.

      The family enjoyed a pleasant afternoon and evening with their guests from Georgia, and there was much laughter.

      Meanwhile, in California, a meeting was taking place where enemies were gathering to scheme against them. They were men who had a reason to want Mr. White dead.
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        * * *

      

      Jack used the wheelchair lift on his van to lower himself to the ground. He was in the parking lot at a popular scenic overlook that also offered hiking trails. It was only a few miles away from the cottage he was living in.

      Jack envied everyone he saw who was fit enough to use the trails while wishing he could take even one unaided step. He was there to meet with a man whom he hoped would become an ally. The huge parking lot was crowded with cars and tourists; it was a nice public place with plenty of witnesses. If something went wrong, the person he was meeting would be less likely to turn violent with so many people around.

      Not that there was any reason for the man to do so, after all, they shared a common goal. The man’s name was Aaron Jessup; he was the son of Edgar Jessup; who was someone White had killed.

      Edgar Jessup had been the leader of a violent anti-government group. Years earlier, he had been arrested and was being transferred to a jail in New Hampshire after his group had made a failed attempt to free him from where he had been held in Missouri. During the transfer, the plane crashed en route after being struck by lightning.

      Jessup escaped custody after surviving the crash and contacted his people. During that time, Jessica and Mr. White were in the area aiding authorities in tracking down an infamous serial killer. When White’s path crossed with that of Jessup and his people, White killed the man. Aaron Jessup had assumed control of his father’s group, which called itself by the simple name of Patriots. Jack was certain that the new leader of the Patriots would welcome an opportunity to avenge his father’s death.

      Jack didn’t know what Aaron Jessup looked like but assumed the man would find him. He was the only one in a wheelchair, and he had informed Jessup by letter that he would be in one. The letter had reached Jessup through an intermediary.

      In one of the news articles about Jessup’s group, it was stated that an older cousin of his was an ex-member and had served time for attempting to murder a police officer. That cousin was working as a bartender in San Bernardino. Jack had gone to the bar and given the man a letter to pass along to his cousin. In the letter, Jack stated that he wanted to meet Jessup to discuss Mr. White.

      “The man wronged me too,” Jack had written. “I’m going to make him pay but I need the help of a partner because I’m in a wheelchair. Whether you help me or not, I’ll see White dead. Because he killed your father, I thought you might want to be there when he dies.”

      The rest of the letter stated when and where they should meet. Jack thought there was only a 50/50 chance that Jessup would show, but he was hopeful, and Jessup had to be curious.

      When Aaron Jessup did arrive, he wasn’t alone. He had four of his men with him along with a woman. The woman was his wife, Lisa, and one of the men was her younger brother, Sean. Two of the other men were young as well and the newest members of their group, Mike, and Bob, and the fourth man was named Greg Carson.

      Jessup had brought Greg along because he grudgingly valued his experience. Greg was forty-nine and had been with the group longer than anyone. He’d been a friend of Jessup’s father and had killed for the cause. Jessup valued his experience, but he didn’t care for Greg, and he believed the man would love to replace him as the group’s leader.

      Mike and Bob had been given an assignment. Jessup had dropped them off at the entrance as lookouts. If they spotted cops coming, they would warn Jessup.

      Jessup was a handsome man of twenty-seven who had a rangy build like his late father. Lisa was a dark-haired beauty the same age as her husband. She had grown up in the group and was a true believer. The group’s goal was to bring down the government of the United States. So far, all they had managed to do was to destroy government property and kill a score of the government’s minions, including a federal Marshal. All of that had taken place when Aaron’s father had been in control.

      Greg was bearded, and six feet tall, while Sean was twenty-one, clean-shaven with long blond hair, and stood only five-seven. He wore his hair in a ponytail. Greg had joined with the group while still a teen and had worshiped Edgar Jessup. He hated Mr. White as much as Aaron did. Sean was Lisa’s little brother. Like his sister, he had good looks, and he considered himself to be a ladies’ man. Despite being twenty-one, he still preferred girls who were in their teens. Two months earlier, Jessup, along with three of his men, paid a visit to the father of a fourteen-year-old girl that Sean had sex with. The father had threatened to level charges of statutory rape against Sean, but let it be known that he would remain quiet if ten thousand dollars found its way into his pocket. Instead of paying him or letting Sean be charged, Jessup had the man beaten and told him he would kill him if he went to the law. The beating had been Lisa’s idea. Her little brother could do no wrong in her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Greg spotted Jack and pointed him out to Jessup. Jessup stared at Jack for a moment before telling Greg and Sean to look around the parking lot to see if they could spot anything that seemed odd, such as men in suits sitting in cars. They were to also look for vans that had deep-tinted windows, behind which could be cameras and government agents waiting to pounce on them.

      Jessup didn’t think he was walking into a trap, but his father had taught him to always be cautious when dealing with strangers. Although he had no arrest record, as the head of his organization he knew he was a target for the FBI and other government agencies. Jack could be part of a sting operation set up to frame him or he might be legit; Jessup would be careful until he knew more.

      He stood watching Jack with Lisa at his side until he received texts from Greg and Sean. They had spotted nothing amiss.

      Feeling better about the situation, Jessup told them to join them, then walked over to Jack. Jack had noticed them staring at him and was aware that Jessup had sent his men out to look around. He spoke to Jessup when he and Lisa were still a few feet away from him.

      “I’m not a damn cop and I meant what I said in that letter I sent you. I plan to see White dead, and I’ll make him suffer too.”

      “Who are you?” Lisa asked.

      Jack stared at her, taking in her beauty. He hadn’t been close to a beautiful young woman in years. Not that it mattered much given the condition he’d been in. Even now, after the surgery that restored movement to his limbs, he was impotent. A little blue pill might help matters, but his impotence was one more indignity he held Mr. White responsible for.

      “You can call me Jack. I’m in this wheelchair because of White. What’s your name, beautiful?”

      Jessup stepped closer to Jack. When he spoke, he revealed an accent that was a mix of the Midwest and the South. “Her name is Lisa and she’s my wife.”

      Greg and Sean came over but stood back a few feet to observe.

      “How do we know you’re not a cop?” Jessup asked Jack.

      Jack removed a folded sheet of paper from his pocket and held it out for Jessup to take. “I know I look twenty years older than the man in that photo, but it’s me. The last several years haven’t been my best.”

      Jessup took the paper and unfolded it. It was a printed copy of a newspaper story that had been published after Jack was arrested for kidnapping Samantha and killing Maria Ortiz. Lisa looked back and forth between the photo and Jack several times, then nodded.

      “It’s him, although he’s really aged since that photo was taken.”

      “Yeah, but the article says that he was paralyzed from the neck down and now he’s in a wheelchair. How’d that happen?”

      “A friend of mine broke me out of prison last year and got me the care I needed. You can look that up; my escape made the news. It was White who crippled me, and the bastard did it on purpose.”

      Jessup had continued to read the article. He looked up with a sour expression. “It says here that you shot a two-year-old girl in the head.”

      “You’re judging me? How many kids did your father kill when he set off a bomb inside a federal building? I remember the article stated that there was a day care center in the building.”

      “That was war. You killed a child so you could get ransom money.”

      “And you don’t care about money?”

      “We always need money to fund our cause.”

      “Is that why the Feds suspect your group of being behind six armored car robberies here in California and in Oregon?”

      Jessup grinned. “We’re no longer suspects. A black ex-con named Curtis Foster was found with canvas bags that were taken during one of the heists. Poor guy committed suicide. The Feds are looking for his partners.”

      “Ah, you killed the guy and framed him? Smart. But if you do any more heists, you’d be wise to change your M.O.”

      “We’re aware of that.”

      “Everybody needs money, Jessup, and we don’t have to like each other to work together. White killed your father three years ago and you haven’t done a thing to him. I’m giving you a chance to get revenge without risking yourself.”

      Jessup laughed. “We’d be taking all the risk since you’re in that wheelchair.”

      “I meant legal risk. The authorities will know I’m behind White’s death when it’s over, and they’ll assume I had help, but there’s no reason for them to connect me to you and your group. I’ll get the blame and you’ll get the satisfaction of killing the man.”

      “You’d let me kill him, after what he did to you?”

      “I’d love to kill him, but I can be content to watch him suffer first.”

      “Suffer how?” Lisa asked.

      Jack smiled. “I’m going to kill his daughter and make him watch me do it. Her name is Samantha; she’s the girl I kidnapped when I was caught.”

      “How old is the girl?” Jessup asked.

      “She’s fifteen now, and she’s more than a girl. She’s the devil, an absolute devil. I won’t have peace until I kill her. If I don’t kill her, she may track me down someday,” Jack said, and a shiver passed through him at the thought.

      Jessup noticed and laughed. “You’re afraid of the girl? A teenager?”

      “She’s not human.”

      Jessup and Lisa shared a look, then Lisa asked a question. “Do you have a plan in mind?”

      Jack grinned. “I sure do.”
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        * * *

      

      They spent the next few minutes listening to Jack explain his plan, which involved kidnapping Samantha again. Once they had her, they could be certain that White would do what they wanted without involving the police or the FBI. If the authorities did become involved, Jack had a way to keep them at bay as well.

      Jessup liked the plan but pointed out that he and his people would be taking all the risk. Jack sent him a nod.

      “I’d thought you’d say that, so I’ll sweeten the deal. I’ll give you fifty thousand dollars up-front. And don’t forget, we’ll also be making White pay us a ransom for his daughter; you’ll get half of that too.”

      “Fifty thousand dollars? Do you have it on you?”

      “I’m not stupid enough to travel around with that much cash, Jessup. For all I know you could be willing to rob me for it. I’ll give you an email address you can reach me with. Leave an account number in the draft folder and I’ll send the money to it. I’ll expect you to put the plan in effect once you have that money.”

      Jessup rubbed a hand over his chin. “Let me talk to my people in private for a minute.”

      “Go ahead,” Jack said, and Jessup and Lisa walked a few car lengths away with Greg and Sean so that Jack couldn’t hear them.

      Jessup looked at his wife. “What do you think?”

      Lisa nibbled her bottom lip, then spoke. “I think the man is a piece of shit, but I like the plan. And if it falls apart, we’ll still have the fifty thousand dollars.”

      “Yeah, and we could use that money, the ransom money too, but I don’t like this guy.”

      “We don’t have to like him to do business with him,” Lisa said, then she smiled. “We also don’t have to share the ransom money with him once we have it. Like you said, we’ll be taking all the risk.”

      Jessup smiled back at his wife. “I like the way you think.”

      Greg held up a hand. “Wait a second, when did we become kidnappers?”

      Jessup looked at him with an annoyed expression. “This isn’t about kidnapping; this is about getting revenge for my daddy’s death. White killed my father and I want to see the man dead.”

      “So do I, Aaron. Why don’t we find the bastard and put him in the ground? We don’t need to get involved with this guy Jack and we don’t need to kidnap some teenaged girl.”

      Jessup’s face flushed red as he grew angry. He was tired of Greg second-guessing him.

      “It’s not your decision to make, Greg. I run the Patriots, not you.”

      Lisa placed a hand on her husband’s arm to calm him, then spoke to Greg. “This kidnapping is a onetime thing that will end up getting us a lot of money, and at the same time we’ll be killing the man who murdered Edgar. You can see that, right, Greg?”

      Greg stared at Jessup. “I guess it doesn’t matter what I think. Like Aaron said, he’s the boss.”

      “That’s right, I am,” Jessup said, then he turned around to walk back toward Jack.
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        * * *

      

      Jack looked up at them expectantly when they returned to his side. While he couldn’t hear what was said by Jessup and the others, he could tell by their body language and expressions that they weren’t all in agreement with his plan. In particular, he had picked up on the fact that there was friction between Jessup and the bearded man.

      He cocked an eyebrow at Jessup and asked. “Well?”

      “We’re in,” Jessup said. “Send us the fifty thousand and we’ll put the plan in motion.”

      “Yes! Fantastic. I’m finally going to get revenge. One thing though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Be damn careful when you kidnap the girl. I’m telling you, Samantha White is not what she appears to be.”

      Jessup smiled. “I think my men can handle her, Jack. I can’t believe you’re scared of a little girl.”

      “Ok, I’ve warned you. If something goes wrong, don’t blame me.”

      Lisa held up a hand. “I want you to understand something; putting this plan in motion will take time. We have to observe the targets and set up a place for the ransom drop.”

      “That shouldn’t take too long.”

      Lisa stared at Jack. “Are you serious? First, we’ll have to travel out of state to reach the targets. Then we’ll have to scout out the terrain and set up a camp for our people. We’ll probably burn through a good chunk of your fifty thousand just doing that. We’re not going into this half-assed, Jack. Aaron and I don’t do things that way. It’s why we’ve been successful robbing armored cars; we plan out every detail first.”

      Jessup placed an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Lisa is the brains of our outfit. She knows what she’s doing. If you want revenge against White, let her handle things her way.”

      “Why do you need to set up camp somewhere? You could probably run this operation with six people or less. All that would take is a house, but it would have to be somewhere secluded.”

      Jessup was shaking his head. “We need a camp and we’ll be traveling with over a dozen of our best people, maybe more. Kidnapping is a federal crime. If the Feds show up, we’re going to have enough people to fight them off.”

      Jack sighed. “How long do you think it will take before you’re ready to make your move?”

      Lisa thought for a moment before saying, “Three to five weeks. But once we start, it’ll all be over in a matter of days. It will only take that long because we have to give White time to come up with the ransom money without attracting the law’s attention.”

      Jack nodded his agreement reluctantly. He had planned many kidnappings and knew that gathering intel on the target was vital and took time. There was also the matter of preparing for the ransom drop. If that wasn’t handled right, they could all find themselves in prison, or possibly dead. He had spent years in a hopeless state craving only the sweet release death would bring. Now he was free, able to move again, and on the verge of getting revenge. He could be patient for a few more weeks.

      They spoke several minutes longer before Jessup and his people left the parking lot. After using the wheelchair lift to get back inside his van, Jack sat behind the wheel and thought about Samantha. Jessup had been right; he was afraid of her, and he meant what he’d said when he claimed she was the devil. Samantha used to pay him “visits” when he was confined inside the Bennington Correctional Institution. When she was there, she would torture him.

      Jack’s mind drifted back and filled with a memory that took place seven years earlier.
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        * * *

      

      1:27 a.m.

      Inmate 16B laid awake in his bed.

      Somehow, he knew.

      She was coming.

      Inmate 16B had suffered an injury that left him paralyzed from the neck down. He needed a tracheostomy tube to aid in his breathing. There was nothing wrong with his eyesight or hearing, and so he listened carefully and kept watch.

      He was in a room with two other inmates, both of whom were little more than vegetables. The two men had suffered severe brain damage during the commission of separate crimes, one from a gunshot to the head, and the other had nearly drowned.

      Inmate 16B thought that a pair of houseplants would have provided more company, but at least the two slept soundly at night. That was good; he needed them to be silent if he was to hear her approach.

      He had told the staff of her visits, and no one believed him. No, it wasn’t that they didn’t believe him, it was that they didn’t give a damn about anything he did or said.

      He was despised by everyone and often reviled by those he encountered since the ordeal of his injury had begun. He was also hated for his crimes.

      It hadn’t helped that in the early days he spewed nothing but vileness. He had cursed and denigrated anyone in sight with the obscenest utterances that he could muster. Not because he hated them all, which he most certainly did, but no, that wasn’t the reason.

      He had been trying to evoke a response in one of them. He was attempting to fan a spark of hatred into a flame of murderous rage so that they would despise him enough to kill him, to kill him and end his suffering.

      He looked up, thankful for the shadows that enveloped the hated ceiling, a bland, beige surface that he was forced to look at day in and day out.

      The room had a TV, but he abhorred the twaddle shown on it, yet he had to endure it most of the time. The shifting light and sound of the programs seemed to soothe his two roommates.

      A low sound echoed in the room, and he began darting his eyes about.

      Is she here? Is it her?

      But no, he soon caught wind of it, literally, as the putrid odor of a bowel movement sent forth by one of his sleeping companions filled the room with its stench.

      Tears welled up in his eyes. He was truly in hell.

      Creeeeeak!

      The door from the hall swung open and a widening triangle of light spilled across the floor, followed by a small figure dressed in dark clothing.

      His tears spilled across his cheeks and unto the pillow beneath his head as the figure drew closer. Each time she came, he marveled at her. How did she get to the facility and past security?

      Because she wasn’t human, he had come to believe, not human, but a devil wearing the guise of a child.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha Ryan climbed onto the bed and stared down at the thin, sallow face of the man she knew only as Jack. Jack, who had kidnapped her and coldly murdered her friend, Maria. She straddled him, sat down on his stomach, and smiled.

      “Hello, Jack, did you miss me?”

      Samantha grabbed the tube feeding oxygen into Jack’s throat and squeezed it. Before long, Jack found that his air supply had elapsed. He began to gasp, as he desperately tried to fill his lungs.

      Just as he was on the verge of passing out, Samantha released the pressure and let the air flow again.

      When Jack had recovered enough to speak, he gazed into her eyes.

      “Kill me. Oh God almighty please just kill me, I’m begging you… please?”

      Samantha saw the agony etched on his face and heard the desperation in his raspy voice, as fresh tears fell from his eyes.

      “No, Jack, Mr. White was right, this is so much better than killing you.”

      And as she squeezed the tube once more, she giggled.
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        * * *

      

      Jack came back from his memory and wiped away tears. He had no intention of handing Samantha over for a ransom. No, once he had her at his mercy, he would kill her, and he would make Mr. White watch her die. Once she was dead, only then could he be certain that she’d never torture him again. At least, he hoped so. Perhaps death meant nothing to the devil, and she would come to him some night to torture him anew. As crazy as it seemed, Jack wouldn’t put it past her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Weeks after their meeting at the scenic overlook, Jack’s plan to kidnap Samantha was ready to be placed in motion.

      Jessup had traveled to Samantha’s home state of Arkansas with his wife and some of his people to start surveillance and find a location they could use. After several weeks, he sent for more of his people to join them. He’d left a few men behind in California with the wives and children who remained in the compound. He expected to rejoin them in a matter of days once they had Samantha.

      If something went wrong in Arkansas and they had to face off against the authorities, Jessup’s group was ready to put up one hell of a battle if cornered. The Patriots were all fanatics who would rather die than be imprisoned, and they would fight to the death to avoid such a fate.

      The group was living in the caravan of motor homes they had used to make the trip from California. Jessup’s people were using the abandoned grounds of what had been a logging camp decades earlier; the site was accessible by a dirt road. The loggers working the area had planted saplings before moving on to clear more trees. With the passage of so many years, those saplings had grown into tall oaks, maple trees, and evergreens.

      Along with the motor homes, they had the use of several pickup trucks, a dirt bike, and an SUV they had stolen along the way. They had used the trucks while they were surveilling their targets.

      The logging camp was miles away from any homes and the dirt road leading to it went on for miles with only trees as scenery. The nearest town was eight miles away and the aging population in the area weren’t likely to go on long hikes through the woods.

      It was Greg Carson who suggested the old logging camp. He had been part of the initial group of five people who traveled to Arkansas with Jessup. There had also been Lisa, her brother, Sean, and a man named Rafe. Rafe was the group’s cook, amateur medic, and he handled supplies. Jessup relied on his advice when it came to picking out a suitable place for their needs.

      Greg had been along because Jessup hadn’t wanted to leave him alone with the rest of his people. Jessup knew the man would undermine him and start trouble in his absence. Greg had never been to the logging camp before, but he knew about its existence because his grandfather had worked there in his youth and had often told stories about the time he’d spent there. When Jessup and Lisa checked it out, they had to agree that, because of its seclusion, it fit their needs, although the place did require work.

      Many of the buildings were still standing, but the glass in the windows was all gone, and of course the structures had been made with logs. The largest one was the mess hall. It had been the place where everyone ate and where they gathered for meetings. Jessup’s group would put it to the same uses.

      A fire caused by lightning had destroyed the huge barracks, several other buildings, and a section of the trees bordering the camp, before a nearby stream acted as a natural firebreak and helped firefighters halt the blaze’s progress. That fire had taken place back in the eighties and the trees had grown back.

      Unlike some logging areas, there had been no river to aid in ferrying the logs downstream, instead, a railway system had been employed that used steam locomotives. The tracks remained, but they were half-buried by time and rusted where they showed.

      At first, Jessup was planning to use an old storage shed as a cell to keep Samantha in once they had her. He had to scrap that plan when Sean pointed out to him that a corner of the shed’s roof was rotted and could collapse at any moment. To solve that issue, they would have to build their own cell for Samantha.

      Another problem was plumbing. There was none. The logging camp had relied on a water tower that had fallen over and scattered its pieces in a field, and the camp’s old latrines weren’t fit for use. That was when they decided to use motor homes, and Jessup gave the order for his people to “acquire” some to make the trip to join him. For water, they could use the nearby stream and tote it in by hand, and gas and solar generators provided power.

      After a week of work, the camp was set up and Jessup had more of his people join them. Once they’d arrived, there were twenty-five of them, not counting Jessup and Lisa, and they were willing to kidnap a teenage girl to get to her father.

      Jessup wanted to avenge his own father by killing Mr. White, his people sought vengeance as well. Edgar Jessup had been their leader and the founder of the Patriots. It was only right that the man who killed him should face justice at their hands. It didn’t hurt their motivation to know that when they were successful, they would come away with a small fortune in the form of a ransom payment.

      Lisa was looking forward to getting her hands on the money. While she did believe in their cause, she also liked having nice things. As the wife of their group’s leader, the house she shared with Jessup was the largest one in the compound and they enjoyed luxuries their followers didn’t have. Unknown to the other members of the group, some of the money from every robbery they pulled went into a private account. If their people knew about their hidden bank account, it was a safe bet that Jessup would be replaced as their leader, if not banished. Lisa was certain she would find a way to siphon off some of the ransom money, and she and Jessup had kept what was left of the fifty thousand dollars Jack had given them to fund the kidnapping.

      That money had come in handy. Although they only expected to be in the camp for a few days after they had Samantha, they still had mouths to feed, guns and ammo to acquire on the black-market, and other items related to the abduction.

      The weapons and ammunition alone had cost over twenty thousand dollars, but if the authorities became involved, they were confident that they would have a fighting chance at winning the encounter. Building the two cells they needed was another expense.

      They would need two cells because Samantha wasn’t to be their sole victim of abduction. Jack had a second target in mind as well. It was someone he had built up a relationship with in the past when he’d made a career out of kidnapping children—retired FBI Agent John Brice.

      Brice had been the lead agent in all of Jack’s kidnappings. Jack had delighted in besting the man every time, and it had become a contest of sorts between them. Jack’s streak of success ended when Mr. White crippled Jack, and as a result, Brice came out on top that day.

      Jack despised failure, and it ate at him knowing that Brice had beat him. Now that he was going to kidnap one last victim, he wanted Brice to be a part of it. Having the former agent as a hostage would also be an ace up his sleeve should the FBI become involved. At least, that was the reason Jack had given Jessup and Lisa for abducting Brice. The truth was that Jack wanted Brice to be present when he got his revenge on White and Samantha. He wanted to reassert his dominance and prove to Brice that he wasn’t a loser. That was important to Jack.

      Unlike White, Jack didn’t hate John Brice, but he wouldn’t hesitate to kill the man if the need arose. He hoped it wouldn’t, then Brice could live out his remaining years knowing that Jack was the better man.
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        * * *

      

      It was decided that it would be best if the two abductions took place on the same day. After weeks of surveillance, both Brice’s and Samantha’s habits were known. Brice went for a jog most days at a park at midmorning. As for Samantha, she often left her home, crossed a stream, and climbed up a hill, to make her way to a nearby house.

      Oddly, the house was a home for abused women. There was a plaque on the door that stated as much.

      It read: WELCOME TO THE MARY LANGDON HOME FOR BATTERED WOMEN.

      It seemed odd that a teen girl would visit such a place on a regular basis until Lisa unearthed the fact that Samantha’s Uncle Michael lived there with his wife, Summer. Summer was the home’s cook and Michael acted as handyman when needed.

      Unknown to Lisa and Jessup, the Mary Langdon Home for Battered Women was the headquarters for a group of vigilantes known as Prey. Samantha was the group’s youngest member, which was why she visited the home often, along with her desire to see her Uncle Michael.

      In any event, it had been decided that Brice would be grabbed while on his run and that Samantha would be abducted during her trek to the home for battered women.

      The time had come to act, and Jessup and his people were ready to make their move. Although Brice lived in a different state from the one the Whites were in, his home was only a two-hour drive away from the area where Jessup had made camp, and where the ransom drop would take place.
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        * * *

      

      John Brice had almost decided to forego his run because of the chance of rain that had been forecast. It was also a chilly day. He decided to run anyway, as the rain was predicted to hold off until noon. As for the chill, with the weather turning cold, there would be many days ahead when either snow or low temperatures would keep him inside. He might as well get in his running while he could.

      He walked out onto the front porch of his home and looked up at the sky. Although the air was brisk, the sun was bright and felt good on his face. As he began stretching his muscles in preparation for his run, Brice was unaware that two men were watching him through binoculars.
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        * * *

      

      The two men were Greg and Sean. Jessup had given them the responsibility of abducting Brice. Greg was fit and muscular and Sean was young. They should have no problem overpowering a man of sixty, especially when they were taking him by surprise.

      Greg was no fan of Jack’s kidnapping scheme; he had also become critical of Aaron Jessup’s handling of their group. While they had been successful robbing armored cars, the group hadn’t made any strides toward their goal of bringing down the government.

      Greg would enjoy seeing Mr. White pay for killing Edgar Jessup but thought that going after White was a waste of time and that they should have been focused on a government target instead. They hadn’t struck a blow against their enemy since Edgar had been running the group. Aaron might resemble his late father physically, but he lacked Edgar’s drive and passion.

      When asked about their plans, Aaron would always say that they were filling their coffers and biding their time until the right moment and target came along. In the meantime, three years had passed. Greg was beginning to think that Aaron Jessup lacked the fortitude needed to lead the group. However, he kept that opinion to himself.

      To be fair, the Patriots had lost many of its best men when several of the oldest members had attempted to free Edgar. That had turned into a debacle and weakened the group considerably. It had also placed Aaron in a position of power he was unfit for.

      Greg had let it be known that he was against their current endeavor. Kidnapping an FBI agent was asking for trouble, and abducting a teenager was just wrong. When he expressed his opinion to Sean, he wasn’t surprised to hear that Sean disagreed with him. After all, Sean was Aaron’s brother-in-law. The young man tended to wear the same thing most days, black cargo pants with a T-shirt that always bore the logo or album cover of a Heavy Metal band. Since it was chilly outside, Sean was wearing a denim jacket. The T-shirt beneath the jacket promoted an all-female band named Death Convent.

      Sean spoke while securing the metal clasp he used to hold his long blond hair in a ponytail. “Aaron knows what he’s doing, Greg. In a few days we’ll have that ransom money, and no one will know that we were involved.”

      “For that to happen, we’ll have to kill a retired FBI agent and a girl. Some revolutionaries we are. I’m all for killing Feds, but why not kill Feds who are still helping to oppress this country, instead of an old man who’s no longer in the fight?”

      “That will happen someday. Right now, we’re building up our war chest.”

      Greg said nothing more. He knew Sean would only take Jessup’s side of any argument. He was also aware that Sean was looking forward to meeting Samantha White. Sean liked them young and the fifteen-year-old was also beautiful. Sean had pouted when he learned they were going to abduct Brice instead of Samantha. Sean was twenty-one, so it wasn’t weird that he was attracted to girls who were a few years younger than he was. What was weird was that he was only attracted to girls of that age range. There were several women back at their compound in California who were in their twenties and Sean paid them no attention. Greg suspected that Sean was a pedophile, and that he would still be lusting after teenage girls when he was in his forties. If Jessup was smart, he’d keep his brother-in-law away from Samantha once they had her, otherwise, the little bastard might try to rape her. If the rumor mill was true, the rape wouldn’t be Sean’s first.
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        * * *

      

      Brice finished his warm-up and left his porch to begin his run. Greg let him get half a block away before he started the pickup truck they were in.

      “How are we going to do this?” Sean asked, while fiddling around with a portable MP3 player that he carried everywhere.

      “If he sticks to his routine, we’ll take him at the crest of that hill he likes to run up inside the park. He’ll be tired then and breathing hard. I’ll come up behind him while you drive the truck over to us along the road that winds through the park.”

      “There might be witnesses.”

      “Probably, but if we do this right, the old man won’t have a chance to cry out.”

      “Oh yeah, I almost forgot we had a secret weapon,” Sean said. He opened the glove box and removed a syringe that was half-filled with a clear liquid.

      Lisa had refined Jack’s plan by adding on the use of a powerful sedative. It would render Brice unconscious for hours and negate the need for restraints, blindfolds, or gags. Samantha would be similarly drugged during her abduction.

      The park Brice ran in was only three blocks from his home. Greg drove the pickup truck along a street that bordered it so they could keep the retired FBI agent in sight. When they were certain Brice was following his usual run, Greg drove ahead and entered the park on an upper level.

      There were less people about because of the chilly temperature and the threat of rain, but there was a group playing basketball at a nearby court. They were teenagers who were engrossed in their game; they shouldn’t notice a thing.

      Greg took the syringe from Sean and opened his door. “Be ready to give me a hand once I jab him with the needle. Lisa said that he’ll be groggy at first before he passes out. I’m hoping that means we’ll be able to guide him into the truck under his own power. If we have to carry him, someone may notice.”

      “Why not wait until he’s inside the truck before giving him the juice?”

      “That’s no good. The last thing Brice will want to do is to get inside this truck. He’ll yell his head off and fight back to prevent that, even if we held a gun on him. He would know that he’s got nothing to lose.”

      Greg left the truck and Sean slid behind the wheel. Greg was wearing a blue jogging outfit so he wouldn’t look out of place. Although he was years younger than Brice and in good shape, Greg wasn’t a runner. He knew if he had to chase Brice down it would leave him out of breath, so his decision to confront Brice at the top of the hill seemed a good choice.

      Greg jogged across a ribbon of grass until he was near the dirt trail that crested at the top of a hill. When he reached the edge and looked over, he spotted Brice and the green sweatpants and gray hoodie he was wearing.

      Looking down, Greg could see that the hill was steeper than he’d thought it was. The old Fed was in great condition to be able to run up that hill. Greg turned around and flashed Sean a thumbs up to let him know that Brice was headed their way as they had expected. Sean had parked the truck along the curb three hundred feet away. Greg decided that he would wait as long as he could until he injected the sedative into Brice. If the man passed out too soon, he would be dead weight and a burden to handle.

      A glance at the basketball court revealed that the teens were still in the thick of play, while the only other people around were an older couple walking with their backs to Greg. There was also the occasional car driving past, but it was unlikely anyone traveling at speed would be aware of what was happening.

      Brice made good time up the hill and was breathing through an open mouth when he reached the top. Greg began stretching his hamstrings as if he were warming up to run. Brice stopped a few yards away from him and gulped in air as he leaned over with his hands resting on his knees. He smiled at Greg and spoke in a breathless voice.

      “That hill gets steeper every year.”

      Greg sent him a smile in return and nodded. He was sweating from the short jog he’d taken to reach the hill and because he was nervous. Brice, a seasoned observer, noticed that Greg appeared anxious. He was also wondering why the man was sweating when he appeared to be warming up for a run, instead of having run already. Brice’s eyes wandered over Greg; he went on alert when he spotted the tip of the syringe Greg was holding and reached for the gun he kept in an ankle holster.
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        * * *

      

      Greg realized that Brice had noticed the syringe and saw his right hand leave his knee and move toward his ankle. When Brice raised the cuff on his jogging pants, Greg saw the leather of an ankle holster.

      “Shit!”

      They should have assumed that a former Fed would be wise enough to never leave the house unarmed; instead, they had expected that he had no weapons on him.

      Greg rushed toward Brice with the syringe held up. He was hoping to inject the older man with the drug before he could free his weapon. When he saw that Brice had cleared the gun from its holster, Greg lowered his upper body and rammed a shoulder against Brice to knock him off-balance. The two of them went to the ground in a heap with Brice losing his grip on the gun. At the same time, he felt pain explode in his right knee as Greg’s weight landed on him.

      Greg was about to jam the needle into Brice’s neck when Brice rammed a fist against his stomach; the blow drove the air from Greg’s lungs and sent him rolling off Brice and onto his back. Brice dove and stretched out a hand to regain his weapon and got a grip on it. He made it to his feet only to realize that he was having trouble supporting his weight with his right knee. He was reaching for his phone to call the police when he saw a pickup truck headed toward him across the grass. The driver of the vehicle was a young man with a panicked expression on his face, and he was aiming the truck at Brice.

      Brice wasted time as his mind wavered between bringing up the gun to fire at the truck or leaping out of the way. At the last instant, he dived to his right and the truck missed hitting him by less than an inch. Landing on his bad knee caused him to cry out in pain.

      Brice was attempting to stand again when Greg jammed the tip of the syringe’s needle into his right shoulder. Brice felt the arm below the shoulder go numb before a spreading darkness affected his vision.

      Adrenalin helped Brice to make it to his feet despite the pain in his knee. He was seeing only a pinprick of light, then the darkness overtook him, and he collapsed back onto the ground, unconscious.
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        * * *

      

      Greg was cursing as he looked around. The teens at the basketball court were staring their way and the female driver of a car out on the street had stopped to gawk at them.

      “Give me a hand!” Sean said. He was out of the truck and dragging Brice along by his arms. Greg joined him and together they loaded Brice into the rear of the truck. Before getting in the passenger seat, Greg picked up the gun Brice had dropped; it was a Glock 43.

      Sean turned his head to look at Greg when they were settled in the truck and heading back across the grass to reach the road.

      “What the hell went wrong?”

      “He spotted the needle before I could jab him, then he went for his gun.”

      Sean drove back onto the street and headed away from the basketball players and the car that had stopped to stare. He let out a laugh. “So much for not attracting attention.”

      “Yeah. Find a supermarket parking lot or somewhere else with a lot of cars. We need to switch out the license plates in case someone memorized them.”

      “Or filmed them. Everyone has a camera on them these days, or that car might have had a dashcam.”

      “Damn,” Greg said. “I hadn’t thought of that. What a shit show this turned into.”

      Sean looked at the back seat. “At least we got him. That’s what matters. But I hope Aaron and Lisa have less trouble than we had.”

      “They got the easy one. How much trouble could a fifteen-year-old girl be?”

      In Arkansas, Jessup and his wife were about to learn the answer to that question.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite being only fifteen, Samantha was in college. She was studying Apparel Merchandising and Product Development, along with other business-related courses. She had been designing her own clothing for years and had recently expanded her talents to making jewelry. Many of the women at the Prey house wore clothing and jewelry Samantha had designed, and it appeared that the teen would someday have a career in the fashion industry.

      Samantha had one early class and the rest of the day off. After returning home around noon to drop off her books and grab a bite to eat, she entered the home office where her parents were working. Jessica had begun writing a new book and Mr. White was going over the monthly bills. They both greeted her with a smile when she appeared in the doorway.

      “I’m going to the Prey house to see Elena.”

      Elena Colt was the founder and leader of Prey. She had a unique gift that allowed her to discern human predators from the average person. In her eyes, such people, people like Samantha and White, were as easy to distinguish from a normal human being as wolves were from dogs. White’s older daughters, Violet and Viola shared Elena’s gift. Despite that, their father appeared no different to them than anyone else. Being blood related to a predator somehow muted their ability to discern him or her as such. The same was true for Elena, whose own father had been a serial killer, and she never knew until he was revealed to be a murderer.

      Jessica’s smile faded at Samantha’s mention of Elena. She knew better than most that Samantha could defend herself and that Elena would never let her work alone when trapping child molesters, but she still worried whenever Samantha worked with Prey.

      “Does Elena have a new assignment for you?”

      “I don’t think so, but Violet is going to teach me archery.”

      “I might come over in a little while and join you,” Mr. White said. “It’s been some time since I’ve shot an arrow and I could use the practice.”

      They spoke for a few moments more and then Samantha left the house. As usual, rather than walk out to the road and take the streets, she took the shortcut to the Prey house that ran through the woods and across an expansive clearing. Jessup, Lisa, and two men were along that route waiting for her to appear.
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        * * *

      

      The young men with Jessup and Lisa were the same two that had been at the scenic overlook when Jessup met with Jack. They were new recruits and a pair of ex-neo-Nazis. Many of their former group had been killed by White during the same period when White had killed Edgar Jessup. When that group fell apart, the boys hooked up with Aaron Jessup, whom they had already known.

      The two men were named Mike and Bob. They were cousins, both twenty-two, well over six feet tall, packed with muscle, and were blond. As the new guys to the group, they were eager to prove themselves. Aaron had given them the task of abducting Samantha, although he and Lisa would be along to observe.

      Mike and Bob weren’t the brightest of bulbs, but Aaron was sure they could handle the abduction of a teenager. All they had to do was confront her and inject the sedative into her. It would be Mike’s job to inject the drug while Bob kept Samantha from running away. Lisa had given Mike instructions on how to inject the drug, and once Samantha was unconscious, Mike and Bob would carry her to the SUV Aaron was driving. The vehicle was equipped with four-wheel drive and Aaron had driven it onto the wide field and parked out of sight behind a grouping of trees and wild shrubs. Past the other side of the field was the street where the Prey house was located.

      From where Jessup and Lisa were, they would be able to see Samantha when she started across the field. If she failed to show, they would come back and try again the next day. However, Samantha took the route often and they were betting that she would do so again while they were there. Grabbing her at home was risky, as White could be in the house and armed, and there were too many people nearby at her college. Taking Samantha during her walk across the field seemed the best option.

      Sean had called and confirmed that he and Greg had grabbed Brice in the park. He also revealed the trouble they had while doing so. It sounded to Jessup like Greg had screwed up. He was glad. Jessup was aware that Greg wasn’t happy about the way he was running the group. It would be good to have something to needle him with. Greg had nearly let a white-haired retiree get the better of him.

      Jessup knew there were some in his group who believed he was being too cautious and that they should be causing more havoc to the establishment. Greg was the most vocal from that faction of his people, but he wasn’t the only one. There was a man named Walt Jones who was the brother of the late John Jones. John Jones had been the right-hand man of Edgar Jessup. With both men dead, Walt Jones thought that he should be running the group. That didn’t happen because few people liked him.

      And Jessup had begun to wonder if Greg wasn’t thinking about replacing him as the leader as well. He’d asked Lisa her opinion about Greg, and she had agreed that he might become a problem someday. Most people liked Greg, and because he was older and had some gray in his beard, he was considered to be wise. Jessup planned to knock Greg down a peg soon before he gained too much influence.
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        * * *

      

      They had been waiting hours for Samantha to show when Lisa spotted a flash of color moving in the distance. She brought up the binoculars she had and confirmed that it was Samantha. The teen was wearing a pink dress with a hemline that ended just above her knees and she wore a black leather jacket that matched her stylish boots.

      “Someone’s coming.”

      “Is it more kids cutting school or another damn dog walker?”

      Lisa handed her husband the binoculars and let him get a look for himself. “I think it’s our target.”

      Jessup studied Samantha through the binoculars and laughed. “I can’t believe Jack is intimidated by the girl. I bet she doesn’t weigh much more than a hundred pounds, and she’s a kid.”

      Lisa smiled. “He would have needed help even if he wasn’t in that wheelchair. If he’s afraid of this girl, he must be terrified of Mr. White.”

      “White killed my father, and my father wasn’t an easy man to kill. I won’t underestimate him. It’s why I brought so many people here with us and took all the precautions we did. Once I have that man where I want him, I won’t risk letting him get away.”

      Lisa took out her phone and sent off a text to Mike and Bob, telling them that their target was approaching. Mike responded with a two-word reply—We’re ready.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha was oblivious to the four people who wanted to abduct her. Like most teenagers, she was walking along looking down at her phone while wearing a set of Bluetooth headphones. Unlike most of her peers, she wasn’t perusing a social media website or listening to music, instead, she was watching a video presentation from a financial channel that was discussing the pros and cons of investing in crypto currencies.

      The money she made selling jewelry and clothing online had begun to add up and she was interested in investing it in something that would grow. She had remained unaware of Mike and Bob’s presence until the two hulking figures moved out from the concealment of the trees they’d been hiding behind.

      Samantha spotted the syringe in Mike’s hand and realized she was in trouble. That realization wasn’t accompanied by fear as it would be in most people. Samantha wasn’t like most people; she was a natural born predator and seldom felt fear. Instead, her mind assessed the situation calmly.

      Two young men who were each twice her size and with three times her strength were about to accost her with plans to drug her, and do God only knew what else afterwards.

      There was no one nearby to seek aid from, and if she tried to run, they would catch up to her before she made it back home. Her phone was also useless because it would take too long to dial for help. She was on her own, outnumbered, and along with the syringe, both young men were also holding knives.

      After considering her options, Samantha scrunched her face up and pretended to be scared.

      “Oh God, don’t hurt me. Please don’t hurt me.”

      Mike and Bob smiled at each other. Grabbing the girl was going to be easier than they thought. They had expected Samantha to start screaming and thought they would have to chase her down. Instead, the girl froze with fright and had begun sobbing.

      Bob held up a hand in a calming gesture and spoke to her. With his other hand, he had slid his knife back in the sheath that hung from his belt.

      “We’re not gonna hurt you if you do what we say, okay? We just want you to walk over to our car with us.”

      When he finished talking, Bob pointed toward the trees where Aaron and Lisa were waiting for them. Samantha followed his finger and saw that there was a vehicle hidden among the trees. All she could tell was that the vehicle was gray in color.

      Samantha sniffled as tears rolled down her cheeks. She had mastered the ability to cry at will while still a young child. It was a useful skill that often came in handy. She was using it now to feign weakness while waiting for an opportunity to strike.

      “What are you going to do to me?”

      Bob approached her from the left and took her by the arm in a firm grip. “We’re not going to do anything. There’s a lady over there who wants to talk to you, that’s all.”

      “What lady?”

      As if she had heard the question, Lisa stepped out of the SUV and into sight. Bob pointed at her.

      “See? I told you. Now, c’mon and let’s talk to her.”

      Samantha nodded in agreement while sniffling and Bob grinned at Mike. Neither of them had been looking forward to lugging Samantha’s unconscious form across the field. If they could get her to walk over to the SUV under her own power, so much the better.
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        * * *

      

      Jessup had joined his wife outside the SUV to see what was happening. He was pleased to see that Mike and Bob were handling things well.

      “It looks like they’re going to walk her over here without having to force her,” Lisa said. “That’s good. There aren’t many houses around here, but there’s always the chance that someone could have heard her if she had screamed.”

      “She started crying the second she saw them,” Jessup said. “And this is the girl Jack called a devil.”

      Lisa smirked, but her grin turned into a look of concern a moment later.
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        * * *

      

      Mike had put his knife away too but still held the syringe at the ready as he walked over to stand on the other side of Samantha. As he drew near her, Samantha leapt up while letting Bob support her weight as he still gripped her left arm.

      Once she had her legs wrapped tightly around Mike’s neck Samantha twisted her body as violently as she could. The motion sent Bob off-balance, and the sudden jerk of his neck caused an agonizing jolt of pain to shoot up his spine. The three of them fell to the ground together. Mike had fallen onto his back while Samantha had landed on top of Bob.

      Bob cursed at Samantha as he reached up and grabbed her hair. “You little bitch!”

      Samantha smiled down at him, showed him the knife she had freed from the sheath on his belt, then jammed the blade into the side of his neck. She took care to place the tip of the blade into the center of a swastika tattoo. Blood spurted from the mortal wound as Samantha removed the knife with a twisting motion that widened the cut, and the grass around Bob began turning red. Only a little of it got on Samantha because she was already on the move.

      Mike was in agony and was having trouble sitting up. Samantha’s vicious jerking of his neck had damaged a disc at the base of his spine. He made it into a sitting position on the grass just as Bob released a howl of pain. When Mike looked over at his cousin, he saw blood jetting from the ragged stab wound in Bob’s neck. He also saw a blonde-haired demon in a pink dress headed his way.

      Samantha still held the blade she had used on Bob. She slashed at Mike, cutting the hand that still gripped the syringe and making him drop it. Because of the injury to his back, Mike was having trouble getting to his feet. He had made it to his knees and was reaching for his own knife when Samantha jabbed twice at his face. The twin jabs were aimed at his eyes and found their marks.

      The world went dark, and Mike released a sorrowful cry as he realized he’d been blinded.
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        * * *

      

      Jessup and Lisa stood slack-jawed as they’d watched Samantha’s destruction of Mike and Bob. It wasn’t until Samantha had turned to sprint back toward her home that they broke from their stunned trance and went in pursuit of her.

      Jessup took off on foot while Lisa climbed back into the SUV. Jessup’s long legs ate up the ground between himself and Samantha and it seemed a sure bet that he would catch up to her before she could reach the end of the clearing. In the meantime, Lisa had backed the SUV out of its place of concealment and followed.
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        * * *

      

      Jessup had grown close enough to Samantha to hear her footfalls and knew that she must hear his pounding strides as well. He called to her.

      “You can’t get away!”

      To his surprise, Samantha slowed, then stopped. A smile was spreading across Jessup’s face until he realized why Samantha had stopped. She wasn’t giving up but was fighting back. She still held Bob’s knife; its tip glistened with the clear fluid from Mike’s ruined eyes. Samantha reared back her arm and let the blade fly. She had practiced throwing knives for years and her aim was exceptional. The blade was headed on a course for Jessup’s throat.
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        * * *

      

      Jessup watched Samantha release the knife as he continued to run toward her. They were less than a hundred feet apart and he had little time to react. He did so by changing direction and it saved him from having a knife buried in his throat. However, the blade did find flesh, as the knife sank into his left shoulder.

      Jessup let out a groan and stopped running. From behind came the sound of a thud as the SUV driven by Lisa ran into Mike.
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        * * *

      

      Mike had gone into a panic after having been blinded by Samantha. He’d been running in a circle and crying out for someone to help him. When he heard the SUV approaching from behind, he felt a gleam of hope, spun around, and sprinted toward it.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa’s gaze had been focused on her husband and Samantha, when she saw Samantha turn and throw the knife at Jessup she gasped, having realized that the blade had hit home and injured her husband. That gasp was followed by a scream of fright as the panicked form of Mike appeared before her. With no time to stop or swerve around him, the SUV plowed right into him. Mike smashed into the passenger side of the windshield, cracking his skull open, then his body tumbled onto the roof of the vehicle, slid off it, and crashed to the ground as limp as a rag.

      Lisa kept going until she reached her husband. A sob escaped her throat when she saw the blood running from the wound in his shoulder.

      Jessup shouted at her. “I’m fine! Get her! She can’t get away!”

      Lisa stomped on the gas. The SUV’s tires spun on the grass for a moment before gaining traction and rocketing the vehicle forward. Samantha was approaching the path that led down to the stream near her home when Lisa pulled up alongside her and fired a Taser. The weapon’s prongs hit Samantha in the right buttock and sent a jolt of electricity through her.

      When Lisa was able to stop the car’s forward momentum and back up, she saw that Samantha was on the ground and groaning from the shock she’d absorbed. The wires of the Taser flowed from her butt as if they were twin tails.

      Lisa had the forethought to bring along more than one syringe. She removed the second one from where she’d placed it in the glove box and rushed toward Samantha. Remarkably, the girl was already recovering from the Taser’s shock. Samantha had sat up. She took a swing at Lisa as she was jabbing her with the needle. The blow connected with the side of Lisa’s head and was enough to stagger her. The effort had been too late, as Lisa had managed to inject the sedative into Samantha’s thigh.

      As the drug took effect, Lisa looked at Samantha and saw the hatred in the girl’s eyes. She knew if she’d given the teen half a chance, she would have killed her.

      Jessup came running up and helped Lisa to her feet. “Did she hurt you?”

      “She punched me on the side of the head. But never mind that, let me look at your shoulder.”

      “I’m all right; the knife didn’t go too deep and missed anything vital, but it sure hurts like hell.”

      Lisa pointed down at Samantha’s unconscious form. “Jack was right. The girl’s not human. Did you see the way she blinded Mike without any hesitation?”

      “Yeah, and she ripped Bob’s throat open too.” Jessup looked around and saw that they were still alone. He leaned over and grabbed Samantha beneath her arms. “Help me place her on top of the back seats… then we’ll load Mike and Bob into the rear.”

      Lisa made a face. “Can’t we just leave them?”

      “If we do that, the cops will get called, and White and his wife might let it be known that their daughter is missing. Once that happens, the Feds will be involved. We’ll have to take the bodies with us and then let White know that we have the girl.”

      Seeing the sense in Jessup’s words, Lisa nodded her agreement and grabbed Samantha’s legs. Jessup winced from the pain his wounded shoulder was giving him, but he was still able to lift Samantha and place her in the SUV.

      Afterward, they had the unpleasant task of loading Mike and Bob’s bodies into the vehicle’s cargo area and covered them with a tarp. The tarp had been brought along to hide Samantha’s unconscious form from prying eyes, but concealing the bodies took precedent.

      “You drive,” Jessup told his wife. He found a small first aid kit in the glove box and went to work treating the knife wound in his shoulder.

      They said nothing for the first mile, then Lisa spoke. “We need a new vehicle before a cop pulls us over for the cracked windshield. Kidnapping the girl was risky enough but now we’re riding around with two bodies in the back.”

      “We’ll have to bury them somewhere.”

      “Mike and Bob? Why can’t we just leave them in here and dump the car where it won’t be found for a while?”

      Jessup shook his head. “I’m not letting it be known that they were killed by this girl; we’ll say that Mike and Bob decided to leave the group.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you want everyone to know that a fifteen-year-old girl killed two of our people? That would make me look weak, Lisa. I can just imagine how Greg or Jones would spin it to the others.”

      Lisa nibbled her bottom lip. “You’re right. But what about your shoulder? They’ll know that something happened.”

      “They won’t know a thing as long as I keep it bandaged and replace this bloody shirt. We’ll stop somewhere and get supplies.”

      “The girl may talk.”

      “I’ll give the order that only you and I can see her or feed her.”

      “That should work,” Lisa said, as she squinched up her nose. The bowels of the corpses in the back had loosened, leaving the SUV’s interior less than pleasant.

      Jessup was affected by the stench as well. He pointed to a strip mall they were approaching after noticing a sign advertising a hardware store. “Pull in there and buy a couple of shovels and some work gloves.”

      “There’s a large drug store too. I’ll get something to clean and wrap up your wound with, along with a new shirt for you. And painkillers too. That shot the girl gave me made my head hurt.”

      After Lisa left to go buy the supplies they needed, Jessup turned his head to look at Samantha. If anyone spotted her, they would think she was asleep. He had known that Jack planned to kill the girl and had felt sorry for her. He no longer felt such sympathy and wouldn’t mind killing her himself. He gazed beyond the back seat at the tarp-covered bodies of Mike and Bob. He would have bet everything he owned that Samantha wouldn’t have stood a chance against the two neo-Nazis.

      Jessup shook his head and muttered. “Jack was right, the girl is a devil.”
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      Mr. White and Jessica learned of Samantha’s abduction when Jessup called them using Samantha’s phone.

      The call was made from the road after Jessup and Lisa had buried the bodies of Mike and Bob and transferred Samantha into another vehicle, which was a stolen delivery van. Jessup had come up behind the van’s driver and smashed his head with a rock. The driver was still alive but wouldn’t regain his senses until after Jessup and Lisa would be off the road and back at their makeshift compound.

      The original plan had been to alert the Whites about Samantha’s kidnapping only after they had placed her in a cell back at the old lumber camp. Jessup had been forced to make the change because of the delay caused by burying the bodies. If they waited too long to make contact, the Whites might call the police and report Samantha missing.

      It was Jessica who answered the phone. Once she understood what Jessup was telling her, she placed the call on speakerphone mode so her husband could join the conversation.

      “A man called me on Samantha’s phone and says that he has her.”

      White’s lips compressed into a thin line at the news, then he asked to speak to Samantha.

      “She can’t talk; we drugged her. If you want to see her again, you’ll do exactly what we tell you to do.”

      “What is it you want?”

      “Money, of course. I’m guessing you people can get your hands on half a million dollars. The doctor is well-known, and I read an article that said you sold a company for millions not too long ago. I think half a million is letting you two off easy. And one more thing—no cops or Feds. If you involve the FBI or the police, we’ll send your kid back to you in pieces.”

      Jessica saw her husband ball his hands into fists and knew that he was becoming enraged. She placed a hand on his chest to soothe him as she spoke to Jessup.

      “We’ll need time to gather the money.”

      “You have three days. And remember, you can’t let anyone know that your daughter is missing.”

      White had calmed himself and had been thinking. The longer Samantha was held captive the greater the chance that she could be hurt or murdered. They needed to speed things up.

      “The people at the bank might get suspicious if we withdraw so much money in such a short time. Instead of cash, would you be willing to take gold?”

      “Gold?”

      “I have gold coins, the collectible kind. There are over three hundred one-ounce gold coins here in my safe and they’re worth much more than half a million dollars. You could have them tonight.”

      There was silence on the line, but then Jessup said, “Hold on a minute.”
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        * * *

      

      Jessup gestured for Lisa to join him outside the van and left Samantha’s phone sitting on the seat. When he was certain he was out of earshot he asked his wife what she thought about White’s idea to hand over gold instead of cash.

      Lisa had overheard the conversation and had used her own phone to check the current price of gold. When she saw how much it was valued per ounce, she grinned.

      “The gold would be a lot more than half a million dollars, especially if they’re collectible coins. And like White said, it would also eliminate the risk of someone at the bank getting nosey.”

      “Yeah, but we had this all planned out to last several days and now we’re moving things up.”

      “Does it really matter? We can get things in place early tomorrow morning if we need to, and by the time White travels to the area, we’ll be ready for him. Tell him we’ll take the gold but that we won’t contact him with directions for the ransom drop until tomorrow. It won’t hurt to let them sweat it out overnight.”

      “Good idea. We’ll still be ready for him that way.”
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        * * *

      

      While Jessup and Lisa were talking, White and Jessica were having their own conversation.

      “What gold are you talking about? I know we have some rare coins in the safe but nowhere near three hundred pieces.”

      “There’s no gold and we’re not going to give them money either. What they will get is payback for daring to harm our daughter.”

      Jessica looked as if she wanted to argue, but a moment later she nodded in agreement. “You’re right. The only way this ends well for Samantha is if we do our best to get her back. If we simply paid the ransom and waited for them to return her, they might… might harm her instead.”

      “Did you recognize that voice?”

      “No. And I’m wondering why they chose Samantha to kidnap. Could this have something to do with Jack Elmore?”

      “Jack? I guess it’s possible.”

      Jessup’s voice came over the phone again and White removed his finger from the phone’s mouthpiece so he could talk.

      “We’re here. Do we have a deal?”

      “We’ll settle for the gold, but we won’t make the exchange until tomorrow.”

      “Why not tonight?”

      “Because I said so. We’ll contact you tomorrow morning and give you instructions on how we’ll make the exchange. Remember, no cops or Feds. If you get stupid, we’ll kill your kid.”

      “We won’t give you anything until after we’ve spoken with Samantha,” Jessica said.

      “The kid is fine, and she’ll be wide awake by tomorrow morning. We’ll let you talk to her once, and only once.”

      “What should we call you?” White asked. There was no answer. Jessup had ended the call.
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        * * *

      

      Jessup had made the phone call to the Whites while parked along a country road that was several miles away from the old logging campsite they were using as a base. You had to be some distance from the camp to get a cell signal. After shutting the phone off he used a rock to smash it with until he was able to remove the battery. The wrecked phone was then tossed off into the woods.

      Jessup leaned back against the delivery van and sighed. “I thought this would be easier than robbing banks but it’s not.”

      “It’s going to pay much better. The next time we talk to White, find out exactly how much gold there is.”

      “I will, and maybe by this time tomorrow I’ll have my hands on the bastard.”

      “We can’t take any chances with him; White is dangerous. The last thing we need is for him to get the upper hand.”

      “We have his daughter; that will make him behave. And I know he’s dangerous, but that’s why I brought so many men along.”

      “Two less.”

      “What?”

      “There are two less now. Our hostage killed Mike and Bob.”

      Jessup hung his head. “Don’t remind me. And remember, the story is that Mike and Bob got cold feet and ran off.”

      “The others will believe it; they have no reason to doubt us. Just don’t let anyone see your wounded shoulder or they might start asking questions.”
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        * * *

      

      Someone did ask questions; it was Greg. He thought it odd that Mike and Bob would travel all the way to Arkansas before making the decision to not become involved in the kidnapping. He said as much when everyone was gathered around in the area near a rusted old flagpole to greet Jessup and Lisa’s return. Jessup became angry as he was sick and tired of Greg questioning his word and decisions. Some of his anger was spawned from fear because he had lied to his people and knew it. If they found out they would lose trust in him, and that would only make Greg more attractive as a leader. To deflect suspicion about whether he was telling the truth, Jessup changed the subject.

      He smiled at Greg. “I heard you had trouble handling an old man.”

      Greg’s back straightened as he looked around at the others. “That ‘old man’ is only sixty and fit enough to run up a hill in a park. He was also armed.”

      “You say he ran up a hill?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Was it a steep hill?”

      “You know it was. You’ve been to that park with us when we were learning Brice’s habits. You’d have to be damn fit to make a run up that hill.”

      “Um-hmm, and afterwards, you would be damn tired and out of breath, which Brice was, and he still got the better of you. If not for Sean, Brice might have shot you, or have you locked up.” Jessup shook his head sadly. “Maybe you’re the one who’s the old man.”

      Sean laughed at Jessup’s jibe, and there were snickers coming from some of the other men. Greg wasn’t old, but he might be considered such in the eyes of some of the younger men. His age had also made him wise enough to recognize what Jessup was doing; he had started talking about Brice to avoid answering questions about Mike and Bob’s disappearance. Greg decided to keep pressing for an answer.

      “So, tell us, Aaron, just why did Mike and Bob travel all the way here only to walk out on the group?”

      Jessup shrugged, then winced a little, as the shrugging motion sent a twinge of pain through his wounded shoulder. If anyone noticed his grimace, they didn’t comment on it.

      “Mike and Bob didn’t give Lisa and I a reason why they wanted to quit, but I’m guessing they were afraid of getting caught if something went wrong.”

      “And you just let them walk off, even though they know our whole plan?”

      “What did you want me to do, shoot them in the back?”

      Greg looked around. “What do you guys think will happen if Mike or Bob gets picked up by the cops? I would bet you that they would sell us out to cut a deal for themselves.”

      Several of the men grew worried expressions as they thought that over, and one of them spoke up. He was a tall man with a goatee named Walt Jones. Jones considered himself a rival of Jessup’s for leadership of the group. Like Greg, he hadn’t been a fan about becoming involved in kidnapping.

      “Maybe we should move to a different place, just in case.”

      Lisa stepped in front of her husband and held up her hands to pat the air in a calming gesture. “Whoa. Let’s calm down. We can’t move to another position; everything is already set up here. Mike and Bob aren’t going to rat us out. And besides, the cops have no cause to pick them up for anything.” She turned and glared at Greg. “Some people just want to stir up trouble for no reason. So far, everything has gone well, and there’s good news too. Aaron has made a change to the plan. The girl’s father can get the money together sooner than we thought because he keeps gold in a safe that’s worth more than the money we were asking for. Since he doesn’t need time to gather up the cash, we’ll have him make the ransom drop tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Greg said. “Why so soon?”

      Jessup stepped closer to him. “Why not do it tomorrow? Like Lisa said, everything is in place. If it all goes as planned, we’ll be ready to head back home tomorrow night and I’ll have gotten revenge on the man who killed my daddy. Do you have a problem with that, Greg?”

      Greg met Jessup’s gaze. “I want revenge for Edgar too, Aaron. I loved your father and we had been friends a long time.”

      “All right then. Let’s stop arguing among ourselves and get back to work. We still need to lock up the girl and I want to go over the plan one more time with everyone before it gets dark. By the way, has Jack shown up yet?”

      Sean answered the question. “He called and said that he was about an hour away, and that was over fifteen minutes ago. He should be here soon.”

      Jessup smiled. “Like Lisa said, everything is going well.”

      Greg nodded in agreement, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to Mike and Bob’s disappearance than Jessup and Lisa were saying.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty-six miles away, Jack was driving toward the compound in his van. He’d been on the road for two days and it had worn on him. Not only had he not driven such a long distance in many years but being in a sitting position for so long inside a vehicle was having a negative effect on his back and legs. Even confined to a wheelchair as he was, he rarely spent as many hours in one position. At home in his cottage, he would have also had a session on the therapeutic equipment and would have completed a round of the stretching exercises his physical therapist Ramon had taught him to do.

      To counteract the pain and stiffness, he took frequent breaks from driving and had gotten a good night’s sleep. Before White had crippled him, Jack would have thought nothing of making the sixteen-hundred-mile trip in one shot. Those days were over. Not only was he no longer a young man, but he had to take care not to wear himself out. He was determined to walk again someday and had seen recent progress that gave him hope.

      During the weeks since his meeting with Jessup, Jack had seen further improvement with his recovery. He could support himself with help from the walker for a longer period and had taken as many as six steps with it before needing to return to the wheelchair. It wasn’t much, but it had buoyed his hope that he might someday walk again, really walk, and not just inch along with the aid of a walker.

      And for the first time, Jack had found himself reconsidering his plans. He had laid on the bed and done some deep thinking while he was stopped at the motel for the night. He knew if something went wrong, he would find himself in prison or dead by White’s hand. There was even the possibility that he could be reinjured and confined to a hospital bed again. Considering that fate had frightened him.

      If he bowed out of the plan, he could remain free, eventually walk again, and start a new life. He already had a new identity thanks to Derek, along with a home and enough money to start a business or invest. For once, he could live the life of an honest citizen and not have to fear arrest or confinement. The idea of doing just that appealed to Jack for a time, but then his true nature resurfaced.

      Getting revenge for an offense was a matter of course to Jack. As a teen, he’d had trouble with a man named Harfner while working as a collector for his uncle, who’d been a bookie. Harfner had disrespected him, and Jack had responded by shooting Harfner in the foot. In retaliation, Harfner enlisted the aid of his three brothers. They had dragged Jack into an alleyway and beaten him senseless.

      After recovering, Jack interrupted the Harfner brothers’ weekly poker game. The game was held in the back room of Harfner’s grocery store, a room that had only one exit.

      Jack announced his presence by tossing a milk carton full of gasoline onto the pile of poker chips. The flimsy cardboard container burst open and splashed its contents onto the objects in the room, objects that included the four Harfner brothers.

      As the men sprang from their seats and headed for him, Jack smiled, struck a match on the doorframe, and tossed it into the room. He had just enough time to slam and lock the door before the frantic pounding began. Jack smiled as he heard their screams, while sniffing the air to savor the odor of their burning flesh. By the time the fire department extinguished the blaze, Jack was already out of town.

      Mr. White had done far more than give Jack a beating; he had deliberately crippled him. Despite that, Jack had second thoughts and considered abandoning his plan to gain revenge. At the stage things had reached, revenge would be his anyway since he had Jessup and his people acting as surrogates.

      White would be dead and Samantha along with him, and yet, if he didn’t join Jessup at the compound, Jack would be denied the pleasure of seeing White suffer and watching Samantha die. And such a pleasure it would be. He would also be able to let Brice know that he hadn’t won anything years earlier and that Jack’s victory and continued dominance over him had merely been delayed.

      Imagining having White and Samantha at his mercy was enough to make Jack’s fears and worries vanish. After waking the following morning, he’d headed back out onto the road and drove toward the old logging camp, assured that vengeance would soon be his.
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      Mr. White and Jessica had no intention of involving the police or the FBI but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t reach out for help.

      White contacted Thomas Lawson after Jessup’s call and told him about Samantha’s abduction. Lawson assured White that he would give him as much help as he needed and offered to contact the other members of Predator for him.

      Predator was the code name given the team of exceptional individuals Lawson had assembled. White was a member of the team, along with his cousin, Cody Parker, who was the elite assassin named Tanner. The other two team members were Blue Steele and Jake Caliber.

      “I thought of calling them myself but then decided against it. My guess is that the kidnapper has planned this out well and will be ready if he sees I’m not alone. Besides, Tanner, Jake, and Blue would have to drop everything and travel here, and I’m not sure there’s time for that. I know Tanner and Jake are in New York City, and isn’t Blue on an assignment for you?”

      “She’s tracking down a cop killer in Oregon.”

      “And she’ll catch him, I’m sure.”

      “You shouldn’t be alone, White; you don’t know what you’re walking into.”

      “I don’t plan on being alone, but I’ll need your help to make that happen.”

      “Anything. Just name it.”

      White gave Lawson a list of what he would need and was assured that he would have it as soon as possible. After speaking to Lawson, White called his daughter, Violet. Violet lived at the Prey house and had been on her way to visit when she received the call. When she entered the house, she could tell by the expression on Jessica’s face that something was wrong. When she looked at her father, his expression was grim.

      “Did something happen? Something bad?”

      “Your sister has been kidnapped.”

      Violet paled a shade. “Emma?”

      “No. It’s Samantha.”

      Some of the tension drained from Violet. “It’s awful, but Samantha is capable of defending herself. It wouldn’t surprise me if she found a way to get free.”

      “I agree,” White said, “But we can’t count on that happening, and we have no idea who we’re dealing with yet.”

      “They’ve made contact?”

      “Yes, but only to demand a ransom.”

      “Have they given you instructions on how to deliver the money?”

      “Not yet. It was a man’s voice on the line, and he said that they’ll make contact again tomorrow.”

      “Let me help you get Samantha back.”

      White smiled at his daughter. “I was hoping you’d say that. I’ll be counting on you to keep Jessica safe.”

      Violet looked at her stepmother. “You could stay here and wait, Jessica. It would be safer.”

      Jessica shook her head. “I’m not sitting on the sidelines while some bastard threatens my daughter. I know I’m not as capable as you two when it comes to physical combat, but I can handle myself well and I won’t hesitate to do what’s needed, even if it means killing someone.”

      Violet saw the conviction in Jessica’s eyes and knew that nothing would keep her from joining them.

      “All right, but maybe I should involve some of my friends at Prey.”

      “No,” White said. “Whoever grabbed Samantha has likely been following her; if so, they might have seen her talking to Cassandra and some of the other Prey members and would recognize them. I’m taking a chance not going alone as it is, but I won’t rely on just myself to get Samantha free. If I get captured, then you two will free her, or better yet, you’ll be my secret weapons and we’ll turn the tables on the kidnappers.”

      “It’s hard to plan without knowing what they’ll want you to do,” Violet said.

      “True, but I also suspect we may know one of the players behind this. Samantha was kidnapped eight years ago by a man named Jack Elmore. Elmore was broken out of prison last year. It could all be a coincidence, but I don’t think so.”

      Violet appeared confused. “I remember you telling me about him. Wasn’t he paralyzed from the neck down?”

      “That’s right. But he obviously has friends because someone broke him out of prison last year. Those same friends might be helping him to get revenge.”

      “The man murdered a child. What sort of friends would he have?”

      White’s intense eyes grew cold. “Whoever they are, they’re going to wish they had never helped Jack.”
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        * * *

      

      The approach of Jack’s van was detected long before he reached the old logging camp and Jessup sent Sean out to escort him the rest of the way. As part of their preparation for Mr. White, Jessup had constructed a camouflaged position at the beginning of the road that led to the old logging camp. It was hidden among a thicket of trees where his people could remain unseen. Two men always manned that post on eight hour shifts and they would be there the next day when Mr. White followed the ransom directions. Once he passed by the position, the men would use a two-way radio to alert the camp that White was near. If White deviated from the road and tried to sneak up on the camp, he would be spotted by a drone they had.

      Before White reached the camp, he’d have over a dozen men to deal with and no way to escape. If White somehow managed to bring along help, the drone would spot them and the men from the lookout post at the beginning of the road could send a warning. If White was being aided by three or less, those same men could use their hidden position as a shooting blind and kill White’s associates before sending out the alarm and warning everyone else to bug out of the camp.

      Before White could get anywhere near the compound, he would be put through his paces to lose anyone following him and ensure that he arrived at the logging camp alone. When it came to the method to accomplish that, Jessup had let Jack handle the details, since he was experienced at such things. Jack assured him that if White had contacted the authorities, he would be able to make certain that they wouldn’t be able to help him. When White was allowed into the compound, they would have gotten rid of anyone following him and eliminated any electronic tracking devices.
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        * * *

      

      Jack parked his vehicle under the wide branches of a tree that was bright with autumn colors. As he was lowering his wheelchair to the ground with help from a ramp, Jessup and Lisa walked over to greet him.

      “Are Brice and the girl here?”

      “Hello to you too, Jack.”

      “Are they here or not, Jessup?”

      “They’re here.”

      “Any problems?”

      “None worth mentioning,” Jessup said. He and Lisa had decided to keep their troubles with Samantha to themselves. And despite the grief he’d given Greg over it, the little difficulty Greg and Sean had while abducting Brice wasn’t worth mentioning.

      “Have you contacted White yet and asked for the ransom?”

      “Of course, and he agreed to pay it. In fact—” Jessup was cut off by Lisa.

      “White said he doesn’t need three days to get the money and that he’ll have it all tomorrow.”

      Jessup had been about to tell Jack about the gold White had agreed to give them, gold that was worth more than the half a million dollars Jack had expected. Lisa saw no reason that they shouldn’t keep that information to themselves.

      “Tomorrow?” Jack said. “Will you be ready?”

      “We’re ready,” Jessup said. “And the sooner the better. The longer we’re here, the greater the chance that some nosy hiker or hunter will stumble across us.”

      “Are Brice and the girl awake yet?”

      “No. They should both still be out, but they’ll wake up soon.”

      “Where are you keeping them?”

      Lisa extended an arm toward the spot where they had set up the motor homes. To the left of them were several large tents. “We built wooden jail cells and placed them back behind the motor homes. Our RV is parked near the cells so we can keep an eye on them.”

      “Is anyone guarding them?”

      “No. But we placed bells on the outside of the doors. Whenever a cell door is opened, you can hear the bells ring across the camp. Anyway, the doors are well made and have good locks. They won’t get out.”

      “Where did you get all these motor homes? They look new.”

      “They’re used but in good shape,” Lisa said.

      “And they’re stolen,” Jessup said. “I had my people grab an RV for you too, Jack. We even had some of the men build you a ramp so you could get your wheelchair in and out on your own.”

      “Where is it located?”

      “It’s next to ours. We figured you’d want to keep close to Brice and the girl.”

      “I’d thought I’d have to leave for the night and find a motel.”

      “No need for that,” Jessup said.

      Jack thanked them as his eyes narrowed in suspicion. He was aware that they didn’t like him, especially Lisa; it made him wonder why they were being so nice to him.

      “I’ll have someone bring food to your trailer later,” Jessup said. “It won’t be anything fancy, since we’re roughing it here in the woods.”

      “I’m not a picky eater,” Jack said. “I am anxious to talk to Brice and the girl as soon as possible.”

      “We’ll set that up after they’ve awakened. I’m guessing they’ll be shocked to see you again.”

      Jack grinned. “That’s an understatement.”
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        * * *

      

      Mr. White opened the door to greet the driver of an express delivery truck and was surprised when he saw that the man was someone he knew. He had been expecting a package to be delivered by courier after talking to Thomas Lawson; he hadn’t expected Lawson to have one of his best men deliver it.

      The man was named Damon Stark. He was a young black man with an athletic build and a unique ability. Damon Stark, a former Washington, D.C. cop, had a knack of never forgetting a face, as if his mind were a facial recognition program. That unique gift had caused Lawson to offer him a position. Since that time, Stark had become Lawson’s man in the field whenever something important needed doing. Stark had been assigned his own team to back him up, but at present, he was working alone. He was dressed in the uniform of a widely known nationwide delivery service and had driven one of their trucks.

      White had called Lawson less than three hours earlier and asked for help; it was impressive that the man had come through so quickly.

      Stark looked down at himself as he handed over the box, which had a bit of weight to it. “I had to dress for the part of the delivery guy in case anyone is keeping an eye on you.”

      “I’m surprised Lawson sent you to do such an easy job.”

      “He wants you to know that my team and I are near and on standby in case you need us. We won’t interfere unless you say the word. There’s a phone inside that package with my number on it; be sure to use it if you need it.”

      “I’ll do that, Damon, and thanks.”

      Stark handed over an electronic clipboard and White used the gizmo’s accompanying pen to sign for the box. Stark waved goodbye, climbed into the delivery van, and drove off.

      When he was back inside the house, White entered the living room and showed the package to Jessica. They were alone again, as Violet had left to pick up Liam and Emma from school.

      “Is that from Thomas?” Jessica asked.

      “Yes, and it was delivered by Damon Stark; he’ll be nearby if we need him.”

      White took a folding knife from his pocket and used the blade to cut the tape on the box. Inside was the cell phone Stark had mentioned, along with a smaller box containing eighteen rectangular plastic tubes with red tops. There was a piece of labeling tape affixed to each tube that had the words United States Mint Bullion Coins printed on them. White popped the top of one of the tubes and examined the contents. Six of the twenty shiny gold coins the tube contained glistened in the palm of his hand.

      “These are real gold coins, I’m certain of it.”

      “Are you serious?”

      White moved his hand up and down, feeling the heft of the coins. “They look and feel real to me.”

      Jessica reached inside the box and removed an envelope. “There’s a note; it’s from Thomas.” Jessica read the note then told her husband what was written.

      “They are real coins. Thomas said it was easier to come up with them rather than attempting to find enough realistic fakes. He said we can use them as ransom money if they’re needed to get Samantha back.”

      “He’s something else, and he’s never let us down when we needed him. I’ll make sure these coins are returned, but first we’ll get Samantha back.”

      There were other items in the box. One was a smaller carton that was gray, and the other was an envelope. The envelope contained instructions on how to use the item that was in the gray carton.

      White opened the carton and found that it contained a rectangular blue card.  At the center of the card was a silver speck that was under sealed plastic. The speck wasn’t much bigger than a grain of salt.

      Jessica pointed at it. “My God, but that is small. You shouldn’t have a problem swallowing that.”

      “No,” White agreed.

      They were looking at a sophisticated tracking device that had been designed to be ingested with food. It was normally used in espionage circles or by federal agents who worked undercover assignments. If taken orally, the tracker couldn’t be detected and would report the whereabouts and movements of the one who had swallowed it. This was vital when the agent or operative was at risk and his or her superiors needed to keep track of them. The minuscule device could also be surreptitiously slipped into the drink or meal of a foreign spy to be kept apprised of their movements. It couldn’t be detected by scanners and would remain useful until it went through the digestion process and was expelled by defecating.

      White had acted as the delivery boy for the ransom years earlier when Samantha had been kidnapped by Jack. Back then, Jack had White submerse himself in water and change his clothing to lose or destroy any electronic tracking devices he had on him at the time. If Jack or whoever was behind Samantha’s abduction employed the same strategy, they would be unable to uncover or deactivate the ingestible tracking device White would have swallowed. This would enable Jessica and Violet to be aware of his location and give him support.

      White held up the card and looked at the tiny device. “I’ll have to wait to swallow this until after we know what they want me to do.”

      Jessica began pacing. “And in the meantime, Samantha is at their mercy.”

      White went to her and hugged her. “Samantha will be all right. She won’t be afraid, and she’ll know that we’re coming to get her.”

      “If Jack is behind this…”

      “Yes?”

      “Kill him this time. I know you crippled him so that he would suffer for killing Maria, but it also allowed him a second chance at our daughter.”

      White kissed her on the forehead. “I won’t make that mistake again. If this is Jack, this time he dies.”
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      Samantha awakened to find herself lying on the floor of what looked like a large wooden box. It was eight feet long on all sides and eight feet high. There were no windows, and it had a single door. It was a cell.

      When she sat up, she heard the jangle of chains and saw that there was a metal shackle around her left wrist. A chain ran from the shackle to an iron bolt connected to the wall at a height that was three feet above the floor. The chain was also three feet in length, which meant she couldn’t move far from the corner she’d been placed in.

      The light inside the cell was dim, as the only illumination came from what little daylight leaked in from the crack beneath the door.

      Someone had left her gifts. There was a folded blanket, along with six bottles of water and a box containing candy bars. There was also a white, 5-gallon plastic bucket that Samantha assumed was to be used as a toilet when needed. At the bottom of the bucket was a roll of toilet tissue.

      Her watch was gone along with her cell phone, but they had left her bracelet on her wrist and her barrettes were still in her hair. She rubbed at the sore spot on her thigh where she’d been jabbed with the needle by Lisa and could only guess how long she’d been unconscious. She assumed it was hours because she had a need to urinate, and she had gone earlier just before leaving the house.

      She used the bucket while making a face of displeasure and thought about the people who had attacked her. She hadn’t recognized any of them and wondered why she was targeted. Whatever the reason was they had kept her alive and were giving her food and water.

      Samantha hugged herself as the air was chilled. To get warm, she wrapped the blanket around her and leaned forward to study the lock on the door. It was a deadbolt that could be opened with a key. She stretched out a hand while extending the chain attached to her wrist to its full length and was able to grip the doorknob. The knob turned but the door was held fast by its lock.

      She then examined the manacle on her wrist. It was secured in place with a padlock. Samantha smiled when she saw that, because she was certain she could pick the lock easily and be free of the chain. She thought about shouting to bring someone to the door so she could ask them questions but resisted the temptation to do so. They would check on her soon enough and it was to her advantage to feign grogginess when they did so. She would also play the part of the frightened teen in the hope that her captors would let their guard down. If presented with the opportunity, she would kill them and escape.

      Samantha thought about her adoptive father, Mr. White. He and Jessica would be looking for her as would Violet, and perhaps the other members of Prey.

      Knowing her father, Samantha figured he would find her first. He would have no more mercy on her captors than she would.

      She sighed. She wouldn’t sit around and wait to be rescued, and it infuriated her that she had been abducted in the first place. It didn’t matter that she had been taken by surprise and outnumbered four to one; Samantha was annoyed by her failure to escape their trap.

      She knew she had killed one of the blond hulks who had confronted her and had blinded the other. And she remembered seeing the blind man run into the path of the SUV driven by the woman that stuck her with the needle. She assumed that man was dead or severely injured. But the blade she’d tossed at Jessup’s throat had missed and wounded his shoulder instead. As for the woman in the SUV, if not for the Taser, Samantha would have gotten away from her.

      With the two blond men dead that meant that the man with the shoulder wound, and the woman were still left to deal with, although there were more people involved than just them. The wooden cage she was locked in wasn’t soundproof, and she had heard several different voices coming from outside, although they’d been too faint and distant to make out their words.

      Samantha was considering eating one of the candy bars when she heard keys jangling nearby; it seemed that someone had come to check on her. She sat on the floor and leaned with her back against the wall, to pretend to feel dizziness.

      When the lock was disengaged and the door opened, she heard the bells attached to the door ring, then the sudden increase in light caused her to blink. Standing in the doorway was the woman who had drugged her. Samantha looked up at her with a slack expression and pretended to be confused as she mumbled.

      “What’s happening? Where am I?”

      “Ah, you’re awake,” Lisa said. “That’s good.”

      “I know you… don’t I?”

      “I’m the one who drugged you. You’ve been kidnapped.”

      “I don’t feel so good.”

      Lisa walked into the cell and used the flashlight app on her phone to study Samantha. “What’s wrong with you?” She was about to step closer, close enough to grab, when a warning voice came from behind her.

      “Don’t get any nearer. She’s faking confusion to draw you in so she can get her hands on you.”

      Samantha heard those words and sat up straight. She knew the voice of the man who had spoken. She leaned forward to look past Lisa and saw the silhouette of a figure seated in a wheelchair. When Lisa turned the glow of her flashlight toward him, Jack’s smiling face was revealed.

      Samantha said, “Jack,” and looked him over. His face was more lined than she remembered, and he had gray hair, but it was his mobility that caused her eyes to widen in surprise.

      Jack laughed at her. “That’s right, I’m no longer crippled and confined to a bed. And now you are at my mercy. How much compassion do you think I’ll show you?”

      Samantha composed herself and looked at Lisa. “This woman works for you?”

      “We’re partners.”

      Samantha smiled. “Does she know how you treated your other partners and that you’re the type of man to kill a baby?”

      “That girl I shot was no baby. She was young, yes, but not a baby.”

      “Maria was my friend, and you also killed Kevin, the man who tried to help me get away from you.”

      Lisa held up a hand. “What was that you said about his partners?”

      “Their names were Harry and Cinda,” Jack said. “They were killed the first time I kidnapped this bitch. Harry was shot dead by men trying to rescue her, and Cinda…” Jack pointed at Samantha. When he spoke again, his voice was heavy with emotion. “She killed Cinda, and Cinda was the only woman I ever loved.”

      “Tell her about your other partners, Jack,” Samantha said. “The ones you had before Harry and Cinda.”

      Jack was clever and ruthless. During his kidnapping career he always worked with two partners, a man, and a woman, and he always sacrificed them to avoid capture.

      While his male partner went off to pick up the ransom money at a drop point, he’d send his female partner off to return the child, while telling her that she would be the one collecting the ransom. Once the woman reached what she believed to be the drop point, she’d release the child and grab a leather satchel that supposedly held the ransom money, but that actually contained explosives. When the child was out of range, Jack would detonate the satchel and eliminate the woman he no longer needed. Later, he would kill the man, presumably as they met to divide the ransom money. If anything went wrong while returning the child or collecting the ransom, Jack was out of reach and could avoid capture. It was an ingenious if cold-blooded method that had made Jack one of the most successful kidnappers of all time.

      “Ignore her, Lisa. The girl is a devil and she’s trying to turn us against each other.”

      “Mr. White will be looking for me, Jack. When he finds you, this time he’ll do more than cripple you.”

      “Find me? The reason you’re here is to act as bait for him. Your Mr. White is going to die a horrible death you spawn of Satan. But before that happens, I’m going to make him watch me kill you.”

      Samantha was opening her mouth to tell Jack that White would kill him first but then realized there was no point in stating the obvious. Instead, she sniffled, worked up tears, and pleaded with Lisa not to leave her alone with Jack.

      “No one is going to harm you if your father brings the ransom tomorrow,” Lisa said, while lying. She knew that Samantha had to die. The girl had seen their faces and could testify against them.

      Jack laughed and waved a hand at Samantha. “Those tears are fake; don’t let her fool you.”

      Lisa stepped out of the cell and grabbed the door to close it, and again there was the sound of bells. “Let’s go see if our other guest is awake yet.”

      Samantha cocked her head. “You’ve kidnapped someone else?”

      She received no answer as the door was shut and locked again, plunging the room into near darkness.
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        * * *

      

      John Brice’s cell was a duplicate of Samantha’s and he had one wrist chained to the wall as she did. Brice had been taken earlier than Samantha but had awakened only a short time before she had, because the drug had kept him under longer. Consequently, he awoke feeling as if his bladder were about to burst. He had put the bucket to good use then sat with his back against the wall to ponder his situation.

      They’d left him with his glasses, which was good, because he couldn’t see well without them, but the pockets of his running pants had been emptied of his wallet and cell phone. His injured knee was sore, but he was able to walk with a limp and didn’t think the damage it had sustained was serious. Still, if he got the opportunity to escape, he wouldn’t make it very far while hobbling along.

      As the sparse light seeping in beneath the door began to fade, he understood that it was nearly nighttime and knew that his wife must be worried sick about him, as well as his four children.

      He could only assume that his abduction had something to do with his past as an FBI agent. He hadn’t recognized Greg or Sean and figured they were working for someone else. He sat up straight when he heard bells tinkling from somewhere nearby, which was followed by the sound of a man and woman speaking. Their words were unintelligible, and at one point he thought he could make out a girl’s voice as well.

      He heard bells again when Lisa unlocked the door to his wooden cell. When she illuminated it with the glow from her cell phone, Brice asked her why he had been taken. Lisa stepped to the side so that Brice could see out the open doorway.

      John Brice reacted to seeing Jack with a look of astonishment. He had thought about the man from time to time and wondered about his fate. Not once had he imagined Jack recovering enough to sit up in a wheelchair and being able to move his arms. He had been aware of the seriousness of his injury and the doctors had said that Jack would be a quadriplegic for the rest of his life. His amazement at seeing Jack partially recovered surpassed the anxiety he was feeling over his own dire situation. Brice stood and gestured at Jack.

      “What’s happened to you? How have you healed from your injury?”

      “I met a doctor who’s a miracle worker. She used me as a human guinea pig and damn near made me as good as new.”

      Brice gasped. “And this is what you’ve decided to do with such a miracle, to return to your old life and cause more havoc and misery?”

      “I have debts to settle, with you, Mr. White, and that devil spawn Samantha.”

      “Samantha White? Your last kidnap victim?”

      “And my newest too.”

      “She’s here?”

      “She’s here, and when Mr. White comes here to pay her ransom, I’ll have him too. You see, Brice, you didn’t win all those years ago. It’s just taken me longer to reach the finish line.”

      Brice shook his head in bewilderment then shouted at Jack. “You ungrateful imbecile! My God, I never imagined that you were such a fool.”

      Jack was perplexed by Brice’s reaction. “Why the hell are you calling me ungrateful?”

      Brice thrust his hands out in front of him, causing the chain attached to his left wrist to jangle. “You’ve been given your life back and instead of being appreciative of such a miracle and turning over a new leaf, you decide to throw it all away in an insane quest for vengeance. You’re an idiot, Jack, a goddamn idiot!”

      Jack stared at Brice. The man’s face had grown red with anger. The ex-FBI agent should be frightened and worried about what lay in store for him; instead, he was furious.

      Jack rolled his wheelchair across the threshold and Lisa held out a hand.

      “Don’t get too close to him.”

      Jack waved her off and continued until he was near enough to touch Brice. “Why the hell are you so angry?”

      Brice reacted to the question as if it were a pin that burst the balloon containing his rage. He fell back against the wall and slid down until he was seated on the floor again. After sighing, he spoke in a quiet voice.

      “My father was a construction worker. When I was twelve, he suffered an accident at work that left him disabled and only capable of moving his left arm a little. Before that, he had been a very active man who fished and took me and my sister camping all the time. I grew up watching him waste away inside because he could no longer live as he had. He was a damn good man who never hurt anyone, but he died young because of his condition. And here you are, as worthless a human being as I ever knew, and fate saw fit to grant you the miracle my father never had. God, it sickens me just to look at you.”

      Jack opened his mouth, but no words came out. He glanced at Brice and saw that the man was staring at the floor with wet eyes. Jack backed his wheelchair out of the cell and rolled away. To say his meeting with Brice hadn’t gone as expected would be an understatement. He’d approached the cell feeling smug and triumphant, only to leave it while experiencing an emotion that was foreign to him, that of being ashamed.
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      Greg was skulking around the camp after most people had settled in for the night. While there were two men keeping watch on the road leading to the camp, there was no one patrolling the grounds and he hoped to go unobserved. He was making his way to the wooden cells where Brice and Samantha were being held.

      After Jessup and Lisa let it be known that they were the only ones to have access to the cells, it had occurred to Greg that there might be a nefarious reason for that.

      He didn’t believe their story about Mike and Bob suddenly getting cold feet and wanting to leave the group. He had spoken to the young men before they left with Jessup to grab Samantha and they had both been eager to prove their worth.

      No. Something else had happened. Whatever it was, it could have taken place before, during, or after the girl’s abduction. If it was during, Samantha White would have been a witness to it, and perhaps that was why Jessup and Lisa didn’t want anyone else to speak to her.

      Greg had a key for the locks on the cells because he had been the one to buy them along with the other hardware and the lumber that had been used to construct them. Acting as muscle and running errands was all Jessup thought he was good for, and he never involved him in making any important decisions, even though he had more experience than anyone else inside the group.

      Greg believed that the group would be better off if he led it, and he certainly never would have involved his people in a kidnapping scheme. Aaron had three years to get revenge for his father’s death. Had Edgar been his father, Greg would have gone after Mr. White a long time ago by himself and planted the man six feet under.

      But not Aaron, no, Aaron always had a reason or an excuse why the time wasn’t right or that it was too big a risk and the authorities would know that White’s death would lead the cop’s right to him as a suspect. That didn’t seem to matter anymore when Jessup saw an opportunity to get his hands on a ton of money. Yeah, when there was money involved, then Aaron was ready to go into action.

      The armored car robberies had started out as a way to gather funds for the cause. From Greg’s perspective, that money had changed Aaron. While it was true they had used some of the cash to buy weapons on the black-market, much of it had gone toward luxuries for Aaron and Lisa.

      While everyone else lived in small shacks with modest furnishings inside their compound, Aaron and Lisa had built on to Edgar’s old house and added a jacuzzi and a deck. There was also a big flatscreen TV and new furniture.

      Whenever Greg mentioned that they hadn’t struck a blow against the government since his father ran things, Aaron Jessup would assure him and others that there were plans in the works to level a crippling blow against the enemy. Greg had come to believe it was all a lie. Jessup was afraid of going to prison, liked being in charge, and had grown soft and comfortable. He’d be content to do nothing forever, and with the score they were getting from the ransom, Jessup could do just that for years.

      If it turned out that Jessup was behind Mike and Bob’s disappearance, Greg would have ammunition to use against him. Why Jessup would want to harm the two cousins was a mystery to Greg. He thought maybe the young men had decided to go into business for themselves and tried to take the girl away from Jessup and Lisa once they had her. That way, they could have kept the ransom money for themselves. It didn’t seem likely, but it was possible. And if that was the case and Jessup had killed them, then why not just come out and say what had happened?
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        * * *

      

      Greg had to walk past Jessup’s RV to reach Samantha’s wooden cell, which was positioned twenty feet away from Brice’s cell. The second motor home in the area was being used by Jack and had a wheelchair ramp built onto it.

      Beyond the two wooden cells was a forest, and miles beyond that was a road that led to a highway. There was also a secret tucked away. One that Greg wasn’t supposed to know about.

      Back when Greg was there with Jessup, Lisa, Sean, and Rafe, as they were getting it ready for more of their people, Jessup had sent Greg and Rafe off on an errand to buy more guns.

      Greg found it strange that Jessup would give him the responsibility of negotiating the purchase of weapons. At all other times, he tried to keep Greg out of the loop for anything important. Greg was aware that he had only been included in readying the lumber camp because Jessup didn’t want to leave him unsupervised at their compound, because he feared Greg would badmouth him while he was gone. And besides, it was his idea to use the old lumber camp.

      The trip to buy weapons took Greg and Rafe the better part of the day to drive to and from the meeting site, which was a seedy little biker bar on the border of Oklahoma. And despite waiting around for an hour, the contact never showed.

      Jessup shrugged it off and said that they would find another supplier, but Greg was certain that Jessup had already contacted someone. When a buy went down just a couple of days later, and money changed hands, Greg knew there was no way that Jessup had set something like that up in only two days.

      There had been no gun merchant in Oklahoma. That trip had been a deception so that Jessup, Lisa, and Sean could be alone in the camp. When Greg figured that out, he went exploring.

      It took him three days, but he found Jessup’s secret out in the forest. Hidden under camouflage was a large ATV, or rather, what was called a side-by-side. It was a form of off-road transportation that could navigate through the woods easily and be used as a getaway vehicle if the authorities came calling.

      Jessup had seen fit to place his RV closest to the path that led into the trees. If the authorities did come rolling in, Jessup, Lisa, and likely Sean as well, would use the side-by-side to escape and Jessup would worry about his people later. What Jessup didn’t know was that Greg had searched his RV while he and Lisa were out grabbing Samantha. He had found a spare key for the utility vehicle and had removed the side-by-side’s spark plug and hidden it. If trouble came, he would be the one to ride off to safety, and Jessup be damned.
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        * * *

      

      Greg was easing past Jessup’s RV when he heard a grunt of pain come from inside the motor home. There were curtains on the windows, but they were ill-fitted, and light escaped through gaps around the edges. By stepping on top of a back tire and leaning to his left, Greg was able to see past a gap in a curtain to view the scene inside the rear, where the bedroom was.

      Aaron was seated on the side of the bed with his shirt off and was facing Lisa, who was seated on a folding chair. She appeared to be tending to a nasty cut that was on Aaron’s left shoulder. Greg could see blood and it looked like Lisa was suturing the wound with thread from a sewing kit.

      Jessup hadn’t had any injuries before he’d left to kidnap Samantha, maybe he was injured while fighting with Mike and Bob. It was more evidence that Jessup had lied, and it strengthened Greg’s belief that Jessup had killed the two blond cousins.

      Lisa was speaking, but Greg couldn’t hear what she was saying. When he tried leaning closer to the window to hear her, his foot slipped off the tire and he fell to the ground; on the way down, his knee struck the side of the motor home. His impact with the dirt was loud enough to be heard inside the RV. In fact, it had been loud enough for Jack to hear too. He’d been sitting in his wheelchair by the door of his RV and opened it to look out. He was in time to see Greg rise from the ground and the two locked eyes.

      From the other side of Jessup’s RV came the sound of the metal door opening. Greg looked around and saw he had nowhere to go. If he tried to hide behind the wooden jail cells he might be spotted before he reached them, and if he attempted to circle around the RV, he might run into Jessup. In desperation, he lowered himself to the ground and slid beneath the motor home, then he sent Jack a pleading look and placed a finger to his lips.

      Jessup appeared with Lisa. He was still pulling on a sweatshirt while gripping a gun in his right hand. When they saw Jack sitting in his doorway, Jessup asked him if he had made the noise they’d heard.

      “It wasn’t me. You two had a visitor.”

      Jessup swiveled his head around. Jack spoke up again before he could move forward and be in a position to see Greg beneath the motor home.

      “It was a big ol’ buck of a deer, along with a doe he was chasing. They came out of the woods and banged into your RV. I guess it’s mating season.”

      Jessup relaxed and let his gun arm drop. “There are a lot of deer around here all right, and wild turkeys too.”

      Jack slid his eyes to the right to look at Greg. “Yeah, and maybe a jackass or two.”

      “Like a donkey?” Jessup said. “I doubt it, not the wild ones, in Africa yeah, but not here.”

      Lisa was bored with the conversation and turned to head back inside the trailer. “C’mon Aaron, and we’ll finish what we were doing.”

      “Yeah. Goodnight, Jack.”

      “Goodnight.”

      Greg waited until he heard the door on the RV open and close before he eased out from beneath the motor home. When he looked at Jack, he saw that the man was waving him over. Greg approached him and smiled, then he spoke softly.

      “Thanks for not ratting me out.”

      “Come inside; I think we need to talk.”

      Jack turned his wheelchair around and rolled deeper into the RV, and Greg walked up the ramp and joined him inside.
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        * * *

      

      John Brice’s abduction had been reported to the police and the FBI had been alerted as well. With no leads to follow and no news, Brice’s wife decided to call their friends and acquaintances to find out if anyone had seen the ex-agent or knew anything concerning his abduction.

      Jessica received such a call while she was lying in bed reading. When she hung up, she saw her husband step from the bathroom, where he had just showered and gotten dressed for bed. With Samantha missing, neither one of them expected to get much sleep. However, it was in White’s best interest to be well rested, as he was expecting to get a call the next day telling him where to bring the ransom.

      “Did I hear the phone ring?”

      “That was Mary Anne Brice; John’s been taken too, and Mary Anne sounds desperate to find him.” White sat on the side of the bed. “This can’t be a coincidence. First, Samantha, and now John, the agent connected to her earlier kidnapping. Jack Elmore must be involved and looking to get revenge on John.”

      “I think you’re right, and that this ransom drop is only a way to get you to come to him.”

      “He’ll get me all right, but things won’t go the way he expects. He’s also underestimated Samantha. Our daughter won’t be sitting back and doing nothing, and John Brice is a trained federal agent with decades of experience; he might be more than Jack can handle too.”

      “But we know this isn’t Jack working alone; what we don’t know is how many are helping him.” Jessica reached out and caressed her husband’s face. “I know how deadly you are but be very careful tomorrow. You’ll be walking into a trap set by a man who wants you dead.”

      “I’ll be careful. And I’ll bring our daughter back home.”

      Jessica groaned. “I hope they haven’t hurt her. I know she’s tougher than most, but she’s still a child.”

      White smiled. “On the outside she is, yes, but on the inside she’s a predator, and Jack and his friends volunteered to be her prey. It wouldn’t shock me if Samantha killed them all on her own.”
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        * * *

      

      Inside her cell at the old logging camp, Samantha was smiling as she had successfully managed to unlock the padlock securing the manacle to her wrist. On her other wrist was a bracelet that she had designed. It was more than an adornment and she had put one of its hidden tools to work. The bracelet had been fashioned to come apart. Within it, there were a set of lockpicks. The barrettes in her hair were also of her design, and their edges were razor sharp. There was also a knife hidden in her right boot although it only had a three-inch long blade. Samantha had been fantasizing about shoving all three inches of that blade into Jack’s throat. After freeing herself from the manacle, Samantha moved over to the door and went to work on its lock. Once she was out of her cell, she wouldn’t flee into the night and leave the logging camp. No, she had other plans.
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        * * *

      

      Inside Jack’s RV, Greg and Jack were getting to know each other while sipping on beer. Greg had just given Jack news that Jessup had been keeping from him. It concerned Samantha’s ransom.

      “Gold? How much gold?”

      “I heard there would be over three hundred ounces. That comes out to more than the half million dollars you originally asked for.”

      “Jessup and his wife forgot to mention that to me, but it doesn’t matter.”

      “Why wouldn’t it matter? It sounds like they were planning to cheat you.”

      “I’ve dealt with Mr. White before. I’m guessing that the man has no intention of paying us a dime. The last time I kidnapped Samantha, he delivered diamonds to me at a dry lake. He could have simply walked away, picked up Samantha on the other side of the lake, and been done. Instead, he risked himself while unarmed to get a chance at taking me down… and crippled me. White’s not coming here to pay a ransom; he’s coming here to kill all of us.”

      Greg smiled. “There are too many of us for him to do that. If he tries anything, he’ll be damn sorry.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right. But I know something else too, Jessup isn’t planning to share that ransom with me. It’s easier to kill me.”

      Greg had been bringing his can of beer up to his lips; he paused in midmotion and stared at Jack. “If you know that, then why are you here?”

      “The desire for vengeance is a powerful thing. It’s worth the risk to be here so I can watch White die and be able to kill Samantha.”

      “What is it with you and that girl? Why do you hate her so much?”

      “She killed my woman.”

      Greg shook his head. “I went online and read the news stories about what happened back then. That woman of yours died when a pickup truck rolled over her. It was called an accident.”

      “No. Samantha killed Cinda. She was only seven years old, but she killed her. I know she did, and I’m going to make her pay for it.”

      Greg was seated in the padded booth inside the RV’s kitchen area; he leaned back and asked Jack another question.

      “How were you planning to keep Aaron from killing you? Revenge or not, I’m betting you didn’t come here without a way to get out alive.”

      “I secretly recorded my first meeting with Jessup, the one where we planned out the abductions. That video and the directions to this place were left where someone can find them. If I’m not allowed to leave here, Jessup will have the FBI and other agencies hunting him down.”

      Greg sat up straight. “I’m on that recording too.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Aaron could torture you to make you tell us where that recording is.”

      “He could try. I spent seven long years in hell and came out the other side. I won’t break no matter how much he makes me hurt. Like I said, vengeance is a powerful thing. If Jessup double crosses me, I’ll die getting revenge against him too.”

      “And drag me down with him?”

      “Only if he tries to cheat me. Otherwise, our deal stands, and we go our separate ways.”

      “Aaron is hiding something else. Two of our people, Mike and Bob, went missing and he’s lying about it. When I was peeking through their window earlier, I saw Lisa stitching up a wound on Aaron’s left shoulder. It looked like a knife wound to me. I think he killed Mike and Bob. What I don’t know is why.”

      “You want to take his place as leader, don’t you?”

      “Hell yes, and I’d be better at it than he ever was. The only reason he’s in charge of the Patriots is because he’s Edgar Jessup’s son. But that’s not a good enough reason, and all he thinks about is getting rich.”

      “Maybe we can help each other, Greg. I’d rather deal with you than Jessup when the time comes to split up the ransom money.”

      “I don’t know if I can make that happen. Most of the guys are on Aaron’s side.”

      “They won’t be if you can prove he killed those men you mentioned.”

      “Yeah, and I might be able to do that too.”

      “How?”

      “The girl. Mike and Bob went missing during the time she was being grabbed. I’m wondering if she saw what happened. If she did, and I can get her to tell me, I’ll have ammunition against Aaron when I make my move to replace him.”

      “Samantha can’t be trusted. That girl is more than she seems. You might be able to fool her though. Tell her that if she helps you, you’ll let her go. It won’t be true, but she might believe you.”

      “Yeah, maybe I’ll do that.”

      “How are you going to be able to talk to her alone?”

      “I have a key to the cell doors that Aaron doesn’t know about. I’ll sneak in there tomorrow while he and Lisa are busy and talk to the girl.”

      “And what about those bells on the door?”

      “That won’t be a problem. If I open the door real slow, I’m betting they won’t ring.”
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        * * *

      

      Greg was right. And at that very moment, Samantha was doing that exact thing. She had managed to pick the lock on the deadbolt and was easing the door open a millimeter at a time. Once there was a wide enough space for her to slip out, she did so, then eased the door shut again. Before leaving the area, she took the time to secure the door with the lock pick. That way, when they found her missing, it would appear as if she’d had help escaping. It could only aid her to have Jessup’s people mistrustful of each other.

      She had the blanket wrapped around her to keep warm and had taken several candy bars along with a bottle of water. She was tempted to head for the trees and disappear into the darkness but knew better than to do so. There was only the sliver of a moon in the sky, and she would be stumbling along in the dark if she attempted to escape. If she twisted an ankle or fell and injured herself, she’d be easy to find. A wiser course of action would be to wait until dawn before leaving. But first, she would see what mischief she could create.

      One of the nearby RVs, Jessup’s, was dark, but there was a light on in the one belonging to Jack. Samantha was heading away from the area when she heard the door of the RV open behind her. She could no longer see the door but assumed someone was coming. Samantha ducked out of sight behind a tree and waited to see who that someone was.

      It was Greg, whom she didn’t recognize, although in the dark all she could tell was that the man had a beard. Greg stood still for a moment to let his eyes adjust to the darkness, then moved along slowly and with careful steps.

      Samantha wondered why he didn’t use a flashlight or the glow from a cell phone. Maybe he didn’t have either, or maybe he didn’t want to draw anyone’s attention to him.

      Samantha went exploring when Greg was out of sight and came upon a large log building that looked dilapidated. When she was closer, she could see that someone had recently boarded up the structure’s broken windows and mended the set of wooden steps that led up to it. Samantha crept up those steps and into the deep shadows caused by the overhanging porch roof. There were holes in the roof, and she guessed that the building had been abandoned at some point, and for many years.

      After listening at the entrance and hearing nothing, she tried opening the door. When the knob turned and the door swung inward, she was glad she wouldn’t have to pick another lock.

      The building’s interior was pitch black, but there was an electric hum emanating from somewhere within. Samantha moved about with short strides while sliding her feet along the ancient floorboards and keeping her hands out in front of her. The last thing she needed was to make a racket knocking something over.

      Her right foot hit a table leg and her hands touched something that was made of metal and had a curved surface. When she found the handle, she realized it was a cooking pot.

      Am I in a kitchen?

      Her fingers touched a huge stack of coated paper plates, then a tray containing utensils. Next, she came upon a rounded object that was made of plastic and had a thin metal handle connected to its sides. She was pondering what it could be when her thumb pressed a button and light erupted.

      A lantern.

      Samantha was about to shut it off but then changed her mind. If no light was getting in from outside, then no light from inside would leak out. And anyway, the lantern was giving off a weak glow because its batteries were dying.

      Now that she could see her surroundings, she moved about easily and realized that the humming sound she’d heard was an old refrigerator. The fridge was plugged into a solar generator and there was a small chest freezer connected to the generator as well.

      A light came on when she opened the refrigerator and she saw that there was soda inside. She opened a can and began drinking from it as she continued to look around. When she spotted a white box on a wall, she walked over to get a better look at it. It turned out to be a first aid kit. It was a large one and it had been secured with a cheap padlock. Samantha had the lock open in less than a minute and held the lantern up to see what was inside.

      There were the usual band-aids, bandages, and ointments, along with a selection of pills for various levels of pain. She noticed that the pills were of prescription strength, except for a bottle of aspirin and two labeled as ibuprofen. She was about to lock up the cabinet again when she saw another bottle that was in a bottom corner. It contained a hundred tablets and was labeled as a sleep aid. Seeing those pills made Samantha smile and a plan formed in her mind. Before spotting the first aid kit, she had found a coffee urn on a table that was plugged into another solar generator. The urn had a built-in timer that would set it to brewing at six a.m.

      Samantha opened the top of the machine and held the lantern over it to look down inside. There was a large amount of ground coffee in a metal basket and below the basket was water. Samantha emptied the bottle of sleeping pills into a ceramic bowl and looked around for something to crush them with. The best she could come up with was a hefty rock that she found near the door. Throughout the day, during warmer weather, the rock had been used to keep the door propped open to allow in natural light. It was still sometimes used during mealtimes to make it easier for people to file in and out while they got their food.

      Samantha winced when the stone connected with the side of the bowl and made a sharp noise. After that, she took her time grinding up the tablets into a fine powder. When she was done, she removed the basket holding the coffee and emptied the crushed sleeping pills inside the urn to mix with the water. She didn’t know if there was enough of the drug to kill anyone, but it should at least make them groggy or knock them out.

      She placed everything back the way she had found it, including the empty pill bottle and the stone. The lantern’s batteries gave out before she was done but she was certain she hadn’t left behind any signs that she had been there.

      Before she settled down to wait for dawn, Samantha went back to the area where she’d been locked up. She wanted to know who else Jack had kidnapped. With luck, she’d have an ally.
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      Brice had been asleep when he heard a light tapping sound coming from the back wall, near where he was chained up. He opened his eyes and continued to see nothing because there was no light. He sat up and cleared his throat, then tapped his knuckles against the rough pine board that made up the wall. To his shock, he heard Samantha’s whispered voice.

      “Who are you?”

      “It’s John Brice. Samantha, is that you?”

      “Yes, Agent Brice. Jack Elmore is the one who took us. And he’s not a quadriplegic anymore.”

      “I know, honey; I’ve seen him. How did you escape? Did you have help?”

      “I picked the locks. I’ll pick yours too.”

      “Don’t bother. I hurt my right knee and I’d only slow you down.”

      “I’ll send for help.”

      “Where are we?”

      “It’s hard to tell since it’s so dark, but I think we’re in the woods somewhere.”

      “Samantha, I know you want to get away as soon as you can, but maybe you should wait until there’s more light. Wandering around in the woods at night is a good way to get hurt, and I’m guessing they have someone watching the road.”

      “I plan to wait until dawn to take off. Do you have any idea who these people are, the ones helping Jack?”

      “No. I didn’t recognize them.”

      “I know one of them had a swastika on his neck. Maybe they’re Nazis.”

      “They’ll be looking for you as soon as they know you’re missing. Try to find a road with traffic or a house.” Brice sighed. “If only I hadn’t hurt my knee. It will be tough on you making it on your own.”

      “If I see anyone after I get away, I’ll be careful when I approach them, and I’ll keep to the trees as much as I can. My father will be here soon too. That woman said he was bringing a ransom for me. Instead of money, he’ll kill them.”

      “Your father is formidable, but it sounds like Jack has a lot of help out there.”

      “That won’t matter to my father, and I may have helped to cut down on the odds he’ll face.”

      “You did? How?”

      Samantha smiled. “Whatever you do, don’t drink the coffee.”
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        * * *

      

      Samantha headed away from the camp the moment there was a hint of daylight in the sky. The weather had grown colder overnight so she kept the blanket draped over her shoulders for warmth. Being green, the blanket had the added benefit of helping her blend into her surroundings more than the pink dress she wore would have.

      Although her lower legs were bare, she did have on boots that aided her in traversing over the uneven terrain. While she had taken Brice’s advice and stayed off the road, she had kept the winding path in sight. It had to lead somewhere, and if she stayed parallel with it long enough it would meet up with another road that might have traffic on it.

      She was nearly spotted when she passed within a hundred feet of the men who were assigned to watch the road overnight. With their shift almost over, they had abandoned their hiding place and were smoking and talking while they waited for their replacements to show.

      Samantha eased past them while moving deeper into the trees. Back at the camp, her absence was soon to be discovered.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa had awoken early from the anxiety she was feeling. Despite being confident that they had thought of everything, she had a bad feeling that something was wrong. Her bad feelings had always proven to be right in the past.

      Knowing she wouldn’t fall back to sleep, she washed her face, brushed her teeth, and got dressed. Jessup remained slumbering, and Lisa let him sleep. When she stepped out of the trailer the chilled air made her shiver and she grabbed a hoodie and put it on. There was no heat in the cells, and she guessed that their captives had experienced a cold night.

      About half of the camp was already up and headed for the mess hall for coffee. The aroma of the brew smelled delicious. Lisa got a cup for herself. She drank it black and with no sugar. It was something Jessup often teased her about. He took his coffee with milk and sugar, as most people did, and couldn’t imagine drinking the brew straight out of the pot, complaining that it was bitter by itself.

      Lisa disagreed and said that she liked the taste of black coffee, but on this morning, she had to admit her husband might have a point.

      With her first sip she had detected a bitter, almost sour taste to the brew. She caught the eye of the man who ran the mess hall. His name was Rafe. He had a stout build, curly dark hair, and there was the tattoo of an anchor on his right forearm. He’d gotten it when he’d joined the navy right out of high school, twenty years ago.

      Lisa held up her cup. “When was the last time you cleaned that urn?”

      “It hasn’t been cleaned yet, but we just got it a week ago.”

      Lisa took another sip of the coffee and made a face. “It’s bitter. Has anyone else complained?”

      “No.”

      “When you run out of coffee, clean the pot before you brew another batch.”

      Rafe shrugged. “Okay.”

      Lisa wasn’t hungry and she’d had enough of the coffee. She scooped scrambled eggs from a large pan onto a pair of paper plates along with two slices of dry toast each. The food was for Brice and Samantha. Lisa set them on a metal tray, then grabbed cartons of orange juice for them, along with one for herself. The food would be cold by the time she gave it to their prisoners, but what did it matter? If everything worked out as planned, they would both be dead by the end of the day.

      Lisa walked around the corner of her trailer to head to the cells and spotted Greg coming out of the woods behind them. He looked startled when he saw her.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing, Lisa. I was just out for a walk and checking the trees.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I was looking for dead trees. They’re common in the woods. If one of them back here fell, it might crush your RV or hit the cells. If the girl was killed by a tree before we could prove to her father that she’s alive, we’d be screwed, and he’d never pay the ransom then.”

      “Dead trees?”

      “Yeah.”

      Lisa squinted at him with suspicion, then asked him to hold the tray she was carrying so she could take out the key for the locks on the cell doors. They opened Brice’s cell first, and Lisa was careful to do so slowly to avoid making the bells ring, so her husband wouldn’t wake. Not that he would be sleeping much longer since others were stirring awake. From somewhere in the camp came the sound of someone starting up a gas-powered generator. There would be more placed in use and their combined noise would probably wake Jessup and anyone else still slumbering.

      Brice blinked at the sudden increase in light and checked their hands for signs of weapons. When he caught the scent of food, his mouth watered. He had eaten only one of the candy bars they’d left for him and was famished.

      “I hope you like cold eggs,” Lisa said.

      Brice took the paper plate she held out for him and thanked her. Greg stood in the doorway watching him. When Lisa turned to leave, Brice asked her a question. He needed to keep her from checking on Samantha’s cell for as long as he could. Every second that passed gave Samantha more time to get away.

      “Am I being held for ransom too?”

      “You’re Jack’s business. We just helped him to get you here as part of the deal we made with him.”

      “Jack can’t be trusted. He’s sacrificed partners before.”

      Lisa had been turning away again, but Brice had hit on a topic she was interested in learning more about. Samantha had also mentioned that Jack was known to betray his partners.

      “Tell me what you know about Jack.”

      Brice spoke about Jack’s past between taking bites of his food. When he was done, another six minutes had gone by. Greg had listened in too, as Jack’s newest cohort, he was just as interested as Lisa in knowing how untrustworthy Jack was. When Brice was done, Lisa smiled at him.

      “I’ll let you in on a little secret that might make you feel better. Jack isn’t going to live much longer. He’s not the only one who can be a backstabber.”

      “You plan to kill him?” Brice asked.

      “It’s cheaper than giving the man half the ransom money.”

      When Lisa headed back out the door of the small space, Brice called to her. “Please. Let me talk to my wife… one last time.”

      Lisa ignored the request and shut the door. The bells attached to it tinkled loudly. “Shit! I guess I just woke up Aaron.”

      She was right, Jessup walked into view while yawning as Lisa was about to unlock the door to Samantha’s cell to feed her.

      “Why did you get up so early?”

      “I had trouble sleeping,” Lisa said, as she set the tray on the ground to free her hands and take out the key.

      Jessup looked at Greg. “Why are you here?”

      “He told me he was back here to look around and make sure there were no dead trees about to fall on us.”

      “What?” Jessup said.

      Lisa laughed. “I know. It sounded like bullshit to me too.”

      Jessup pointed toward the land behind the cells. “Go do your dead tree check. It doesn’t take three of us to feed the girl.”

      “I’ll stay,” Greg said. “I want to talk to her.”

      “About what?”

      “Why do you care, Aaron?”

      “Only Lisa and I get to see the girl.”

      “Why?”

      Jessup’s face took on a hint of color as he straightened his back and stared at Greg. “It’s because I say so. I run things, Greg, not you.”

      The bells on the door tinkled as Lisa opened it. All three of them looked inside to find the cell empty.
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        * * *

      

      At home, Samantha’s parents had both gotten up well before the sun rose. Mr. White had lain awake for hours while Jessica hadn’t managed to stay asleep for more than a few minutes at a time. Despite knowing how resourceful Samantha was, they were both worried about her. At 3:48 a.m. they abandoned their bed and went into the kitchen to make coffee.

      Jessica studied her husband. He didn’t appear to be tired, but she knew he had been awake for close to twenty-four hours, and he likely wouldn’t get another chance to rest for some time.

      “I wish you had gotten at least a little sleep; you know Jack will run you around the way he did last time.”

      “I can sleep when this is over,” White said. “And you’re going to have a hard day too, along with Violet. I know you can take care of yourself, but I’m glad she’ll be with you.”

      “She adores Samantha. If she gets to Jack first, she may kill him before you can—or I will.”

      White ran a hand over his face. “This is all my fault. I should have killed Jack instead of crippling him, but I couldn’t resist the desire to see him suffer for what he did to that child, Maria.”

      “And suffer he did. This can’t be Jack alone, given his condition. There’s someone else behind this helping him, some unseen enemy.”

      White thumped the tabletop with a fist. “This waiting is the hardest part. Once they give me directions for where to drop the ransom, we’ll be that much closer to bringing Samantha home.”

      Jessica laid her hand over his fist and felt the tension leave him as his fingers relaxed.

      “We’ll get her back.”

      “Yes,” White said, and for them, the hours before dawn had passed with the weight of years.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the camp, Jessup was wondering what the hell was happening as he looked around. He was standing in the open space near the flagpole with Lisa and Sean. Sean had a remote ground control unit in his hand that was directing a drone skyward. The drone was to be used to track Mr. White’s progress toward the camp when the time came. Jessup was hoping it would also locate their missing prisoner.

      After discovering that Samantha was gone, the word went out for everyone to search for her. That was when people noticed that some of their fellow members were barely coherent, stumbling about like drunks, or passed out.

      One or two had thrown up their breakfast and someone wondered aloud if it was food poisoning. That was when Lisa remembered how bitter the coffee had tasted to her. She grabbed her husband by the arm.

      “It’s the coffee. I think someone contaminated it or spiked it with something.”

      “Who the hell would do that?”

      “Maybe it was the girl.”

      “On her own? And how did she get out of her cell? It was locked, wasn’t it?”

      “It was locked. But never mind how she escaped. The important thing is to get her back.”

      One of the men was passing by carrying water from the nearby creek. The young man was muscular and seemed to be handling the two five-gallon containers he was lugging along with ease. His mouth was wide open because he was yawning. Jessup called to him, as he knew he was taking the water to the mess hall, where it would be filtered before being used.

      “Gary, tell Rafe to dump out the coffee. We think there’s something wrong with it.”

      “Oh hell, I drank some before going down to the creek.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Sleepy. I’ve been yawning my head off.”

      “Go tell Rafe what I said and then start searching the woods behind the jail cells. The girl escaped and we have to find her.”

      Gary walked away while yawning again. As Lisa watched him, she felt queasy as she remembered that she had swallowed some of the coffee.

      Jessup called her name and she jumped, then wondered if she’d been falling asleep.

      “What?”

      “You said that Greg was back by the cells when you got there with the food. Do you think he could have helped the girl escape?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. But he would need a key to do it. And why would he?”

      “I think I’ll ask him that later, and he’s not the only one who might be trying to cause trouble.”

      “You mean Walt Jones?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Got her!” Sean said.

      Jessup and Lisa moved closer to him and looked down at the small video screen on the control unit. Sean had the drone flying high, but they could make out a figure moving through the trees below, a figure with blonde hair.

      “Where is she?” Jessup asked Sean.

      “She’s a few miles from here along the ridge and that old road that dead ends behind the strip mall. Another hour of walking and she would have gotten away.”

      Jessup pulled a two-way radio off his belt. “She’s not going anywhere, and when we get her back, we’ll find out who helped her.”
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        * * *

      

      Samantha heard the whine of a dirt bike’s engine and wondered if its rider had a cell phone she could use. She had been moving fast and covered miles since leaving the camp and had reached another road, only to discover that it was as seldom used as the first one.

      She took concealment behind an oak tree then stood still and listened to determine what direction the bike was approaching from. It was up above her, traveling along a ridge. She felt tempted to wave and shout to gain the attention of the dirt bike’s rider, but she had no way of knowing whether he was with Jessup’s group or not. She was about to climb the hill to get closer and investigate when a flash of reflected sunlight in the sky caught her eye. She squinted to make out what it was and saw that it was a drone. The rider of the motor bike wasn’t there by chance, he’d been directed to her position because she’d been picked up on the drone’s camera.

      The sound of another motor pierced the air and was coming from the road and behind her, as a pickup truck wound its way toward her.

      Samantha cursed the luck. She hadn’t counted on Jack’s friends having a drone. If she was to have any chance to escape, she had to get rid of it.

      The man on the dirt bike stopped moving and cut off his engine so he would be able to hear a voice coming over the two-way radio he carried. Samantha saw him look her way and knew the drone had pinpointed her location.

      When a second pickup truck followed the first one with three men riding in the back carrying rifles, she realized her odds of escaping had dwindled to nothing. She glared up at the drone and felt hatred for the device. She also knew it would later be used to track her father’s movements when he came to pay the ransom.

      She shed the blanket that had been wrapped around her so she could move faster and sprinted away along a deer trail that took her beneath the heavy cover of pine trees. Unless the drone flew lower, it wouldn’t be able to see her. She was counting on it coming closer. She couldn’t outrun the men closing in on her, but there might be a way to do something about that drone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At the camp, Sean was chuckling to himself. “She thinks she can hide from me beneath those trees. We’ll see about that.”

      Sean brought the drone down to a lower altitude until it was several feet above the ground and flying beneath the boughs of the trees. The drone whizzed past the men from the trucks who were out of their vehicles and following Samantha on foot; one of them paused to pick up the blanket she had discarded.

      Samantha was sixty yards ahead and moving along a narrow, winding trail bordered by the thick branches of fragrant evergreen trees. The drone followed, and as it grew closer to her, Sean made an observation. “She’s got nice legs.”

      “And she’s only fifteen,” Jessup said.

      Sean smiled. “What’s that matter? Nice legs are nice legs.”

      Samantha disappeared around a bend in the trail. When the drone followed, the view from the camera revealed that she had stopped running and was facing the way she had come. Both her hands were gripping a long branch, which she had bent backwards as far as she could manage, the strain on her face was obvious and she grimaced with the effort. As the drone flew closer to her, Samantha released the branch. The video screen showed a rush of green coming toward it before the drone was struck by the branch and sent spinning out of control. The screen on the control unit showed the drone rushing toward the ground. When it impacted, the camera went dead.

      “Damn her!” Lisa said. “She just destroyed the drone.”

      “That’s not the first time it’s crashed,” Sean said. “I should be able to fix it.”

      A minute later, Jessup was being hailed over the two-way radio. It was one of the men from the pickup trucks. They had Samantha and were bringing her in.

      “Good work. And bring that drone back too,” Jessup said, then he added the word, “OVER!” to use proper radio lingo.

      “There’s one more thing, Aaron.”

      “Yeah? OVER!”

      “Tyler crashed the dirt bike and jacked up the front wheel. He also hurt his arm.”

      “What happened? Did he drive into a ditch or something? Um, OVER!”

      “He said he fell asleep.”

      “Ask him if he had coffee this morning. OVER!”

      There was a pause, then the answer came. “Tyler said he had two cups of coffee.”

      “Everyone come back here; we’re having a meeting by the flagpole. And I’m going to find out how that girl got free. OVER!”

      The man who ran the mess hall, Rafe, appeared. He was holding up the empty bottle that had contained the sleeping pills.

      “Aaron, this bottle was full yesterday. I think somebody dumped the pills into the coffee urn.”

      Jessup and his wife shared a look, as they were both thinking the same thing. Someone was out to sabotage them.
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      The people in the camp were gathering around the flagpole as Jessup waited for Samantha to be brought back. Word had spread quickly about the coffee being laced with sleeping pills. Jack had driven his van over, then wheeled himself to a position on the edge of the crowd so he could take in the scene.

      One of the men shouted the question that was on everyone’s mind. “What the hell is going on?”

      “Someone is trying to sabotage us and make Aaron look bad,” Lisa said, and she was staring at Greg when she said it.

      Greg glared back at her. “Are you accusing me of tampering with the coffee?”

      “Did you?”

      “No. I haven’t been to the mess hall yet.”

      “It wasn’t him,” Jessup said. “It was his partner that tried to poison everyone.”

      Jack startled at those words, while thinking that Jessup had learned about the alliance he had made with Greg. However, Jessup had someone else in mind.

      Jessup looked at Walt Jones. “You drugged the coffee, didn’t you?”

      “What?” Jones said. “You’re crazy!”

      “For one thing, you never drink it. You’re a tea guy, right?”

      “So what if I like tea? Why the hell would I drug the coffee?”

      “I think you were hoping that it would put everyone to sleep so you and Greg could grab the girl and get the ransom for yourselves. We already know that Greg was hanging around the girl’s cell this morning. I think he let her go and it was your job to pick her up and hide her somewhere.”

      Jones was looking at Aaron as if the man had lost his mind. He pointed at Greg. “I don’t even like him, and I know he doesn’t like me. Why would we become partners in anything? And I don’t appreciate being accused of sabotage. You’re not fit to lead us, Aaron, and you just proved why. You don’t think before you speak.”

      Lisa pointed out at the road, where the pickup trucks were approaching. “The girl is back. We’ll ask her who helped her escape.”
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        * * *

      

      When Samantha saw everyone gathered by the flagpole, she worked up tears and pretended to be frightened as she hugged herself beneath the blanket that was draped over her. Jessup and Lisa charged at her as she was being removed from the truck. Lisa told one of the men to take Samantha’s jacket. Samantha slipped her arms free of the garment as the man took the blanket off her. Lisa grabbed the jacket and patted its pockets. She found three candy bars. Next, she slid a hand inside the pockets on Samantha’s dress and discovered them to be empty. Samantha was grateful that Lisa hadn’t checked her boots, where she still had a hidden knife. Then Lisa grabbed her by the arm and shouted at her.

      “Who helped you to escape?”

      Samantha sniffled before answering and noticed that Jack was nearby watching her. Her tears might fool the others, but she knew they wouldn’t deceive Jack.

      “I… I don’t know who let me go because it was still dark when they came in and freed me. All I heard was a whispered voice telling me to run away.”

      Lisa pointed at Greg. “Do you know if he had a beard like that man?”

      “I don’t know. It was too dark.”

      Greg stepped forward. “I have a question for her. I’d like to know the truth about what happened to Mike and Bob.”

      Lisa had been scowling at Greg. When he mentioned Mike and Bob, Lisa broke eye contact and Jessup swallowed hard. Walt Jones noticed their reactions and moved closer to them.

      “Why do you two look so nervous? Did you lie about Mike and Bob leaving on their own?”

      Greg leaned over until his face was inches from Samantha’s. He gave her a wide smile, as if he were her favorite uncle. “Hi honey, do you remember the two big blond guys that were with Aaron and Lisa?”

      Samantha nodded while resisting the urge to roll her eyes. Greg was talking to her like she was a six-year-old, or an idiot.

      “Tell us what happened to them.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Samantha scrunched up her face as more tears flowed, then she pointed at Aaron. “He said if I told anyone he would take a knife to my face.” Samantha gripped Greg’s hand. “Please don’t let him hurt me.”

      Lisa charged at Samantha. “Why you lying little bitch. I should take a knife to your face.” She was closing her fingers around Samantha’s throat when Jessup yanked her backwards by the arm. If Lisa got carried away, he was afraid she might kill the girl before they could offer proof of life to her parents and jeopardize the ransom.

      Greg spoke to Samantha again. “Tell us what happened to the big blond guys. And don’t worry, I won’t let anyone hurt you for telling the truth.”

      Samantha released a sob before speaking in a croaking voice. “The two blond men came out of nowhere and told me to walk with them toward the car where the woman was with the man.”

      Greg gestured toward Aaron, then Lisa. “This man and this woman?”

      Samantha nodded and continued to tell the lie that she hoped would turn the others against Aaron and Lisa. If the group was fighting among themselves, it could only help her. When she looked at the people around her, she noticed that several were yawning and appeared to be fighting the urge to close their eyes. She had to force herself to keep from smiling, and she considered it a shame that the sleeping pills hadn’t killed the lot of them. No one was wearing a mask or bothering to use code names or keep her blindfolded; it was obvious they planned to kill her once they had the ransom.

      After she was placed in the pickup truck for the drive back, she had overheard two of the men talking. One of them asked the other if he thought they would go back to robbing armored cars again or “Kidnap another kid.” The other man said that he didn’t know.

      Recalling that, Samantha built a lie around it. “The two blond men were mad that this man and the woman hadn’t given them a share of diamonds.”

      Walt Jones’ face screwed up in confusion. “Diamonds? What diamonds?”

      Samantha shrugged. “They said something about finding a courier’s pouch in an armored car and that they had kept it to themselves instead of sharing it. When one of the blond men, I think his name was Mike, when he said that he would tell someone about it if he didn’t get his share… that…” Samantha said, then paused to point at Jessup again. “That man took out a gun and he… oh God, he shot him in the face.”

      Everyone was staring at Aaron and Lisa now with suspicion or anger, even Lisa’s brother, Sean. There might not be honor among thieves, but that didn’t mean they didn’t become enraged when they thought a partner had cheated them.

      “She’s lying!” Lisa said. “Can’t you all see that? There were never any diamonds, and we didn’t kill Mike and Bob.”

      There was angry muttering going on, but Greg silenced it by raising a hand. “Let the girl finish. I want to know what happened to Bob. Go ahead, honey, tell us the rest.”

      Samantha wiped away tears. “The other man had a knife in his hand, and he cut this man on the shoulder, and then knocked him down. I thought he was going to win until—” Samantha stopped talking and closed her eyes, as if she were recalling a disturbing memory.

      “Until what?” someone in the crowd said. They were enraptured by the story. Even the ones who’d been fighting sleep appeared wide-eyed with anticipation of what Samantha would say next.

      “The woman, Lisa?” Samantha said. “She came up behind the blond man, reached up, and went like this with a knife.” As she spoke, Samantha pantomimed slitting open someone’s throat from behind. Aaron and Lisa found that everyone was gawking at them again, all except one that is.

      Jack was staring at Samantha. When she felt his gaze on her, she turned her head, looked at him, and winked.
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      Mr. White became alert as the security system let him know that someone had entered their driveway. It was early in the morning, just after seven a.m., and he wondered if maybe their visitor had something to do with Samantha’s kidnapping. When he used his phone to check the security cameras, he saw a familiar face.

      Jessica had been in the kitchen but had joined her husband after becoming aware that they had company. She stared at the phone’s screen.

      “It’s Billy. He must have heard about Samantha’s kidnapping from Thomas.”

      “Let’s go greet him,” White said.

      Billy Ortiz was a former Marine and Thomas Lawson’s limo driver; however, years ago, he’d been the chauffeur for Samantha’s late grandfather, Brendan Ryan. Billy was driving the limo when Jack, Cinda, and Harry had kidnapped Samantha the first time. Through a fluke of fate, Billy also had his two-year-old daughter, Maria, in the car.

      Jack kidnapped Samantha and took Maria with them too. As young as she was, the terrified child would never have been able to act as a witness against them, but Jack abducted her anyway.

      Later, when Brice was ordered off the case by his superiors to let a brash young FBI agent named Kyle Croft take over, a battle of wills ensued between Jack and the arrogant agent. During his first conversation with Croft, Jack had insisted that Brice be reinstated as the head agent on the case or else he would take drastic measures.

      When Jack made contact again, Croft soon learned that Jack didn’t bluff. The scene played out on a computer monitor, as Jack had been communicating by a video feed while wearing a mask. When Croft told Jack that Brice was still off the case, Jack had grabbed Maria by her throat, placed a gun to her head… and pulled the trigger.

      Thanks to that barbaric act, Jack got what he wanted, and Brice was placed back in charge of the case. That act had also earned Mr. White’s hatred and led to White’s decision to deliberately cripple Jack, to make him suffer.

      Billy Ortiz and his wife were devastated, and although they now had other children, not a day went by that they didn’t think of Maria and feel the aching loss of their first child.
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        * * *

      

      After shaking hands with Mr. White and smiling a greeting at Jessica, Billy apologized for the unannounced early visit and expressed his concern for Samantha’s welfare.

      “Is there any news?”

      “Not yet,” White said. “But we’re expecting a call soon that will let me know where to deliver the ransom.”

      “I can’t believe Samantha is going through this again, and Mr. Lawson said that you think Jack Elmore may be involved somehow. Is that right?”

      “We can’t be sure,” Jessica said, “but it seems more likely than ever. We learned last night that John Brice was also abducted.”

      “Brice? The FBI agent from the old case?”

      White nodded. “It seems to me that Jack is looking to get revenge against everyone he thinks wronged him.”

      Billy pressed his lips together into a tight line. “If that’s true, then he only wants you to bring the ransom so that he can get a shot at you. You shouldn’t go alone.”

      “That’s how he wants it, but I’m taking precautions.”

      “Please let me know when you get Samantha back safely; that girl has always been special to me.”

      “And you to her, Billy,” Jessica said. “She’s told us how you always looked out for her when she was a child.”

      Billy offered White his hand again, as they shook, Billy looked White in the eye. “If Jack is involved, he doesn’t deserve to live.”

      White gave his hand a firm squeeze. “I agree.”

      Jessica told Billy goodbye while kissing him on the cheek and then they returned inside the house after watching him drive off.

      “That poor man,” Jessica said. “This must be bringing up agonizing memories for him.”

      “Yes, and he’s worried about Samantha as well.”

      White looked at his phone again, and willed it to ring, and for the call to be from the kidnappers.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha’s story caused an uproar at the logging camp. Walt Jones said that they needed to have a meeting where everyone could discuss things. No one objected. After Samantha was returned to her wooden cell. A guard was assigned to stand outside and keep watch.

      The meeting was held inside the mess hall, where two picnic tables had been lined up in a row. The little pot-bellied stove in the corner was keeping the large room warm, while several battery-powered lanterns provided the light.

      Several people were missing. They were either sleeping off the tainted coffee or on guard duty down by the road, along with the single man watching the cells. Rafe had a fresh urn of coffee on the brew but there were no takers and most settled for soda instead.

      When Lisa attempted to tell the truth and admitted that she and Aaron had lied, and that Mike and Bob were dead, those that still supported them appeared shocked.

      “No. I don’t mean that we killed them. That story about us fighting over diamonds was all bullshit. They’re dead, yes, but it was the girl who killed them.”

      Jessup had to stop himself from burying his face in his hands. Although what Lisa said was the truth and he had witnessed it himself, it still sounded ridiculous to him. There wasn’t a man in the camp who wouldn’t have had a hell of a time killing Mike or Bob in a fight. The two neo-Nazis had been young, built like bricks, and strong as hell. To think that a girl who looked like Samantha could have killed them both was preposterous.

      A glance around the table revealed faces that wore expressions of disbelief at Lisa’s words, with one or two people smiling, as they tried to imagine a teen girl overpowering two titans like Mike and Bob.

      Jessup sighed. “I know it sounds incredible, but it’s true—the girl killed Mike and Bob.”

      “She must have had a gun,” Sean said.

      Jessup had been about to explain how Samantha cut open Bob’s throat and blinded Mike but changed his mind. It would sound so much more believable if they said the girl had used a gun.

      “Of course, yes, she used a gun. It was Bob’s gun. He had gotten careless, and the girl grabbed it from his holster, then she shot the two of them before I could knock the gun out of her hand.”

      Greg could tell that Jessup was lying. For one thing, he was sure he’d never seen Bob carrying a gun in a holster. Plus, his story didn’t explain the knife wound in his left shoulder. He grinned at Jessup.

      “Let’s pretend you two are telling the truth and the girl killed them. Then why did you lie and say that Mike and Bob quit the group and went away?”

      Jessup motioned around at those gathered. “A lot of people liked Mike and Bob. Hell, I liked them. We didn’t want someone going after the girl to get revenge. At least, until we no longer needed her.”

      “Uh-huh? And what happened after the girl killed Mike and Bob?”

      “The gun jammed, and I was able to get it away from her, and then Lisa used the syringe to knock the girl out.”

      “That’s your story?”

      “Yes. And it’s not a story; it’s what happened.”

      “Okay. The girl took a gun away from Bob and then she shot him and his cousin. Before she could shoot you and Lisa, the gun jammed and you were able to knock it out of her hand, and afterward, Lisa drugged the girl. That’s what you’re telling us?”

      Jessup nodded emphatically. “Yes.”

      Beside him, Lisa twitched, as she realized the flaw in her husband’s story. Greg had maneuvered Jessup into telling another lie and was ready to pounce.

      “The girl told us that Bob stabbed you in the shoulder. If you’re telling the truth and she’s lying, then you won’t have a wound. How about you take off your shirt and prove to us that the girl is a liar.”

      Jessup closed his eyes and silently cursed his own stupidity for forgetting his wound and not incorporating it into his lie. What was done was done, and so he decided to bluff his way out of trouble by feigning righteous indignation. He pounded the table with a fist then jabbed a finger in Greg’s direction.

      “I’ve had enough of this. I’m the leader of this group and have done right by all of you since taking over for my father. The man must be rolling in his grave watching you accept the word of that girl over mine.” He stood. “This meeting is over and we’re all getting back to work. In a few hours, White will bring us a fortune in gold, and we’ll be able to head for home.” Lisa stood to join her husband when a gruff voice shouted at them.

      “Sit down! You two ain’t going nowhere yet. Not until we see if you have a wounded shoulder, Aaron.”

      It was Walt Jones. The tall man had also stood and was glaring at Jessup. He was not alone in gazing intently at the man, and in most of the eyes there was suspicion.

      Jessup stood there unsure of what to do until Lisa took his hand and guided him to sit again. When they were settled back on the bench, she looked around the table while wearing a weak smile.

      “We lied. I admit it, but only because the truth is so damn embarrassing and hard to believe. Here’s what really happened, and I swear it’s the truth on my mama’s grave. The girl did kill Mike and Bob like Aaron said, but she didn’t use a gun, she didn’t need one. Jack Elmore warned us about her and said she was inhuman… and the man was right. She killed Bob with his own knife and then she stabbed Mike too.”

      Here Lisa paused. Despite vowing to tell the truth, she left out the part about running Mike over with the SUV because she feared being blamed for his death, and technically it was a lie of omission. Mike wouldn’t have been struck by the vehicle if Samantha hadn’t blinded him, so while it was true that Samantha hadn’t killed him, Lisa did blame her for his death.

      “After stabbing Mike twice, the girl took off running. Aaron chased after her on foot while I got the car moving. Aaron was almost on her when she spun around and threw the knife at him, and that’s when he was cut. I caught up to her with the car and used a Taser to bring her down, then I drugged her. That’s the truth, really.”

      Greg laughed. “So far, it’s the third version of the truth we’ve heard, and in my opinion, the least likely, but I would like to see this shoulder wound.”

      “Why do you want to see it?” Aaron asked.

      “Because it would match the story the girl told us.”

      “It would match my story too,” Lisa said. “I told you, she threw a knife at Aaron.”

      “Yeah, you said that, but only after Aaron forgot to mention it when he was lying. Let’s see this wound.”

      Several people asked to see it. Jessup was wearing a sweatshirt. He pulled it off and revealed the wound. It looked bad. Lisa had done a decent job of stitching it closed, but the laceration was swollen and the skin around it reddened.

      Walt Jones shook his head. “I have trouble believing that little girl could have killed Mike and Bob. Her story makes more sense than the ones you two told.”

      “I agree,” Greg said.

      “But it’s the truth!” Lisa shouted.

      Greg grinned at her. “All right. Let’s say she killed them and stabbed Aaron and that you saved the day by shocking her with the stun gun. There’s still the matter of the diamonds the girl mentioned.”

      “There are no damn diamonds,” Jessup said after putting his shirt back on. “It’s just another one of the girl’s lies.”

      “She wasn’t lying when she said that we’ve been involved with armored car robberies. And just how would she know about that?”

      Jessup looked perplexed. He hadn’t thought to wonder how Samantha knew about the robberies, but then he pointed a finger at Greg. “You told her about the robberies. You told her when you were helping her escape, and you probably helped her come up with the whole story she told.”

      Greg laughed. “You can point fingers at me all day, Aaron, but I didn’t help that girl escape. And you’ve still been caught lying to us. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I believe the girl.”

      Walt Jones nodded agreement, along with several other people.

      “Someone helped her escape,” Lisa said. “And Aaron and I have no reason to do so. That means it’s someone else, someone out to sabotage us or who was trying to get the girl for themselves to take the ransom away from the group.”

      “Aren’t you and Aaron the only ones with keys to the cells?” Walt Jones asked.

      Sean spoke up. “Greg could have a key. He was the one who bought the locks and other hardware when we were out buying the supplies for this place.”

      “And he’s sneaky enough to make keys for himself too,” Lisa said.

      “Hey Greg,” Jessup said. “I showed you my wound, now why don’t you empty your pockets so we can see if you have a key to the cells.”

      Greg had been enjoying himself. It was a pleasure to watch Jessup and Lisa keep digging while they were already standing in a hole. Sean’s big mouth had now gotten him into trouble too, but unlike Jessup, Greg knew better than to try to worm his way out of it. He took the spare key for the cells out of his pocket and held it up for everyone to see.

      “Yeah. I kept a key for myself, because I didn’t think it was a good idea to let Aaron and Lisa be the only ones to have one. And you’ll notice that I never tried to deny it. Unlike some people, my first instinct isn’t to lie to your faces.”

      “And what about the sleeping pills?” Jones asked. “Were you the one that put them in the coffee?”

      “Hell no.”

      Jones smirked. “Or maybe you do know how to lie after all.”

      A discussion followed concerning the key and the implication it represented that Greg could have been the one to free Samantha. If so, it seemed logical that he would have been behind the tainted coffee too.

      Three hours after the meeting began, they were still going at it. During that time, Jessup had lost the faith of his people, while Greg was now suspected by many of being behind Samantha’s escape for his own purposes. As for Walt Jones, he was looking more like a leader than Jessup, and a few people were saying that he should take over the group. They would have gone on for another hour arguing amongst themselves had they not been interrupted by a shouted voice from outside the mess hall.

      “Hey in there! Have you forgotten the reason why we’re all here?”

      It was Jack. He had rolled up near the foot of the steps in his wheelchair. Behind him was his van, which he had driven over. Jessup, Lisa, Greg, and Jones went to the door and looked out at him. Jack pointed to the watch on his wrist.

      “It’s past ten o’clock and we still have to contact White and give him the runaround before he gets here, which takes time. What the hell are you people doing in there?”

      “Ten o’clock?” Jessup said. He didn’t wear a watch, but Lisa did. She held her wrist up so that he could see the time, which was 10:13.

      He and Lisa were supposed to have been on the road by nine-thirty, so they could drive somewhere the burner phone would get a signal. They were running behind schedule.

      Jessup leaned back inside the mess hall and clapped his hands. “Jack is right. We’re running late. Everyone get up and get moving. We have to have this place packed up so we’ll be ready to leave before dark. And Lisa and I need to find a signal so we can call White and get him on his way here.”

      What Jessup said was correct and made sense, but Greg couldn’t resist getting a dig in. “You still think you’re in charge, Aaron, after the way you lied to us?”

      “He’s in charge, for now,” Jones said. “It don’t make sense to change horses in midstream, but when we get back home, we’ll all vote for a new leader.”

      “I’m your leader, Jones. My daddy started this group and I’ve kept it going.”

      “A quick show of hands,” Jones said. “Who here would vote for Aaron to keep leading us?”

      Hands went up, but they were few. Aaron realized his deceit had ruined his reputation, and when they returned home, he’d have to fight to maintain control.

      “I’m still your leader, and we still have White to deal with today. I know you’re all mad at me right now for lying to you, but this day is about getting revenge on the man who killed my father, our group’s founder. Let’s all do what we need to do. Okay?”

      There were nods and grunts of agreement and they began filing out of the mess hall. When Jessup and Lisa walked over to him, Jack tossed a thumb back at his van.

      “We’ll take my ride to contact White.”

      “You want to go with us?” Lisa asked.

      Jack smiled at her. “The three of us need to talk and be sure about where we stand with each other. I’ll drive.”

      “Are there seats in the back of that thing?” Jessup asked.

      “There are seats that fold down. You’ll be comfortable.”

      While Jack was getting back inside his van with aid from the chairlift, Lisa whispered to her husband. “What do you think he wants to talk about, the ransom?”

      Jessup shook his head. “No. It’s something else. And whatever it is, it’s not good. I can tell that by the way he’s looking at us.”

      Lisa groaned. “This day gets better and better.”

      Jack secured himself behind the steering wheel of his modified van and headed toward the cells. They had to pick up Samantha and take her with them, so she could talk to her parents and let them know that she was still alive.

      A glance in the rearview mirror revealed the sullen faces of his partners in crime. They were in hot water with their people because of Samantha’s lies.

      As far as Jack was concerned, the day was going fine, for he believed he was hours away from getting revenge on Mr. White.
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      While Jessup and his people had been arguing amongst themselves, Jessica and Mr. White had grown increasingly anxious.

      The day before, Jessup had said that he would call them back in the morning with instructions about delivering the ransom. Most of the morning was gone and they had yet to hear from Jessup. They were also eager to speak with Samantha, to be reassured that she was all right.

      Violet had come over early and had taken Liam and Emma to school. Later, they would be picked up by their Uncle Michael who would stay with them until someone returned home. The young twins were unaware that Samantha had been abducted and Jessica wanted to keep it that way until Samantha was back home, since there was no need to worry them.

      Violet had returned home from dropping the kids off at school hours ago and the three of them had been waiting for the phone to ring. The women were seated in the living room but White had begun to pace. He was looking forward to getting the ransom instructions, because after Jack played his games and made certain that White was alone, it would be time to let him know where to bring the gold. When he knew where Jack and his people were, he could kill them. When the phone rang at last, White answered it immediately. “Yes?”
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        * * *

      

      Jessup smiled when he heard the anxiety in White’s voice and was glad that they had called late. Any suffering experienced by the man who killed his father pleased him. He had instructed Jack to drive them out to a highway where they had stopped for something to eat at a fast-food restaurant. They all wanted coffee—someone else’s coffee—and none of them had eaten yet. Jessup left the van to get the food rather than risk a trip past the drive-thru window. They had Samantha in the back with her wrists and ankles bound and a gag in her mouth. If she were spotted, the police would certainly be called.

      Samantha wasn’t given any food and she had unnerved Lisa by continuing to stare at her. After a while, Lisa blindfolded her to avoid her eyes.

      Samantha made no move towards escape, because she knew that Jessup would kill any innocents who attempted to help her. Since they hadn’t taken her bracelet away, she still had her lockpicks. She would have another opportunity to break out of her cell.

      They ate hamburgers and French fries while talking, and Jack clued Jessup and Lisa in about the recording he had made at their first meeting.

      Jessup and Lisa reacted with anger and Jessup reached for a knife that was in a scabbard on his belt. Jack responded to the threat by laughing.

      “Harm me in any way and you’ll never learn where that recording is, Jessup. You know what I’ve been through the last eight years, do you really think I’m afraid of a little pain?”

      “It will be a lot of pain, Jack, and enough of it will make you talk.”

      “No. I’ll just add you to the list of people I need to get even with. You’ll kill White and the girl, and I’ll have my revenge against them. To hurt you, all I’ll have to do is keep my mouth shut and let the cops do the rest someday, after the recording winds up in their hands. If you stick to our deal and split the ransom money with me, then we won’t have a problem.”

      Lisa placed a hand on her husband’s arm, the one whose hand was gripping the hilt of the knife that was halfway out of its sheath. When Jessup looked at her, he saw that Lisa was staring at Jack intently.

      “I don’t think he’s bluffing, Aaron. And I believe he’s insane enough to suffer if it will mean he gets revenge. Look at all he’s gone through to get back at White and the girl. And don’t forget Brice, Brice was just doing his job as an FBI agent and Jack wants him dead. If we harm him, he’ll never tell us where that recording is.”

      Jessup cursed and let go of the knife. “All right, our deal stands. We’ll give you half of the money White brings, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

      Jack’s smile was wide. “No. What you’ll do is give me half of the gold White will be bringing.”

      Lisa gasped. “How do you know about the gold?”

      “A little birdie told me.”

      “A little birdie named Greg I’ll bet,” Jessup said. “Damn that asshole!”

      “Don’t be mad,” Jack said. “Things are going the way we planned and soon we’ll have the gold and the man who killed your father will be dead. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      Jessup made a sour face. “Not everything has gone as planned. I’ve lost two men and now my people no longer trust me.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Jack said, and he gestured at Samantha. “I warned you about her, but you ignored me and continued to think of her as just another girl. I made that mistake once… and it cost Cinda her life.”

      Samantha was gagged and blindfolded, but she could still hear. She turned her head in Jack’s direction and smiled around the gag.
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        * * *

      

      “I hope you have the ransom ready for us, White, and you damn well better not have involved the cops or FBI.”

      “I have what you want, and the authorities know nothing. Tell me where to meet you and we’ll make the exchange.”

      “One thing at a time,” Jessup said. “First, how much gold is there?”

      “Three hundred and sixty pieces; they’re all one-ounce coins. It’s worth more than what you asked for. But you won’t see any of it until I know Samantha is all right.”

      “Hold on and I’ll let you talk to her.” Jessup nodded at Lisa, giving her the signal to remove the gag. As a precaution, they had driven to the far end of a parking lot for a bowling alley, where no one could hear Samantha if she cried out for help.

      Before speaking, Samantha moved her tongue around in her mouth. She was still blindfolded because Lisa found her gaze unnerving.

      “Dad?”

      “Are you all right, Samantha?”

      “Yes. They’ve kidnapped Agent Brice too.”

      Jessup said, “That’s enough of a reunion.” Before he could pull the phone away, Samantha shouted to her father. “Jack is behind this! Make sure he dies this time.”

      The phone was in speakerphone mode. White’s cold voice came over the line loud and clear. “They’ll all die, every last one of them.”

      Samantha was smiling with satisfaction before Lisa forced the gag back into her mouth.

      Since the cat was out of the bag, Jack decided to speak. “Hey, White. I bet you thought you’d seen the last of me, hmm?”

      “I made the mistake of letting you live once. It won’t happen again.”

      “Enough of this bullshit,” Jessup said. “Listen, White. Mess around and your daughter dies, tough guy. I know you’ve taken down serial killers, but those creeps work alone. We’re not alone. There are more than twenty of us and there’s no way you’re going to win this. It’s simple. If you want the girl to live, you’ll follow our instructions and bring us the gold. Do you understand?”

      “I understand. What is it you want me to do?”

      “Good boy. When I hang up, I’ll be texting you directions. You follow them and your wife will see your daughter again.”

      Jessup ended the call, then sent the text message. The directions would lead White to the bowling alley where they were parked. Before leaving to park across the road where they would be able to watch for White’s arrival, Jessup left Jack’s van while carrying a cardboard box. The box contained items they wanted White to have, including instructions concerning what he was to do next.

      Jessup climbed back into the van, before doing so, he tossed away the cell phone he’d been using to talk to Mr. White. As a precaution, he would dispose of the burner phones each time he used one.

      “White will be on the move soon. It should take him about an hour to get here from his house.”

      Lisa shook her head in dismay. “Did you hear him? White threatened us. We have his daughter and the man still threatened us.”

      Samantha said something, but it came out as an unintelligible mumble because of the gag in her mouth. Lisa removed the gag and asked her what she said.

      “I said, my father didn’t threaten you; he was making a promise to me.”

      “You’ve seen how many people we have, you little bitch. Your father will be the one who dies.”

      Samantha smiled at her. “I’ll make you a promise.”

      “What’s that?” Lisa said.

      “That I’ll be the one to kill you.”

      Lisa shoved the gag back into Samantha’s mouth then slapped her across the face. Gag or not, Samantha managed to laugh.
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      White had received Jessup’s text and was ready to be on the move. As expected, he’d been ordered to come alone and bring the gold with him. He also had the sophisticated tracking device that he would ingest when the time came.

      Jessica had grinned when she’d heard Samantha’s voice come over the phone but hadn’t been given an opportunity to talk to her. White hugged her before leaving, as they stood in the open doorway, with Violet looking on.

      “She’s okay. As sadistic as Jack is, I’m guessing that he won’t harm her until I’m there to witness it, but things aren’t going to go the way he plans.”

      “And we’ll be right behind you, Father,” Violet said.

      “Yes, but be sure not to tail me too closely. I’m certain they’ll have someone watching to see if I’m being followed.”

      “We’ll be cautious, and I’ll watch Jessica’s back.”

      White reached out and caressed his daughter’s cheek. “Thank you, baby. And now I need to get going.”

      He and Jessica kissed and then he was out the door and climbing into his car.
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        * * *

      

      White drove fast but not at a speed that would attract the attention of a cop. He spotted the sign for the bowling alley while he was still stopped at a traffic light. The red signal seemed to last forever as he waited for it to change.

      Upon entering the lot, he veered left and headed for the rear, where there was a green dumpster. White claimed the cardboard box that Jessup had placed behind it
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        * * *

      

      Across the road and inside Jack’s van, Jessup, Lisa, and Jack were observing White as he opened the box to see what was inside. It was an emotional moment for Jack, who hadn’t seen White since the day he’d been crippled by the man.

      Even viewing him through binoculars sent a chill down Jack’s spine. As much as he hated to admit it to himself, he feared White.

      “We’ll watch him for a few minutes to see if anyone joins him,” Jessup said. “Then we’ll take off and head to the next stop.”

      “He’s very tall, isn’t he?” Lisa said. “And damn good-looking too.”

      “He won’t be looking good when I’m done with him,” Jessup said.
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        * * *

      

      White found a cell phone inside the box along with clothing: fluorescent pink coveralls and a pair of black sneakers that were a size too small. There was also a note that informed him he would be called at one o’clock with new instructions. White sighed with frustration at the delay. It meant that he would have to wait and do nothing for nearly an hour.

      He returned to his car and drove toward the front of the parking lot. When he received the call, he would be ready to get back on the highway immediately.

      He assumed that he was being watched and gazed about hoping to spot someone staring at him. He soon gave it up as a useless endeavor. There were more than a dozen businesses in view, along with two office buildings, and hundreds of vehicles were passing by him every minute. Jack’s friends could be in any of a thousand spots nearby or in a car driving past. Even if he did spot someone sitting in a car or looking out a window, he couldn’t be sure it was Jessup, since he didn’t know who the man was or what he looked like. All he knew was his voice, and the tone of antipathy it carried. Whoever the man on the phone was, this was personal to him for some reason.

      White opened the box to stare at the fluorescent pink coveralls and thought about their purpose. It would only make sense to have him discard his own clothing at some point in case he had a tracking device hidden in the fabric or in the heel of a boot, but why choose such a brilliant color for him to wear afterwards?

      He could only assume it was to make him easy to spot and guessed that wherever they were holding Samantha was in a secluded area. If it was a wooded area, he would stick out in stark contrast to the browns and greens of a forest. He would have to come up with a way to avoid that.
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        * * *

      

      Jessup told Jack to drive and gave him directions to their next stop. They would call White from there at one o’clock and be in position to observe his arrival.

      “This is really going to happen,” Lisa said. “I can’t wait to see the gold.”

      “You’ll see it soon. The next time I talk to him I’ll tell him to send us a picture of it, and I’ll send him one of his brat to keep him motivated. When he sees that we have her tied up, blindfolded, and gagged, he’ll know we mean business.”

      Lisa glowered at Samantha. “I can’t believe she threatened to kill me. The kid must be a psycho or something.”

      “She’s the devil,” Jack said. “When I was still paralyzed, she used to visit me at night and torture me. And that started when she was still only seven-years-old.”

      “Seven?” Lisa said. “But wait, how did she get inside the prison to see you?”

      “Because she’s the devil.”

      Lisa thought Jack was being dramatic, then recalled how easily Samantha had slain Mike and Bob. And now the girl had vowed to kill her. If they didn’t need her alive and in one piece to guarantee White’s compliance, Lisa would have liked nothing more than to punish the girl for making the threat. When an idea occurred to her, Lisa grinned to herself. It was a wicked idea, totally immoral, but it would teach the girl a lesson. And Samantha would learn that she wasn’t the only one capable of evil.
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      When one o’clock came and went, White thought that Jessup was delaying the call for the sole purpose of creating anxiety in him. He was right, and when the phone rang at 1:08, White answered and spoke in a calm voice.

      “What’s next?”

      “Before we get you moving again, I want to see the gold. Take several pictures of it and send them to me. To show how kind-hearted I am, I’ll send you a photo of the girl in return. Do it now.”

      White had no intention of giving the gold away, but he had brought it along in case he needed it. He was glad he had. The plastic containers the coins were in had been sent to them by Lawson inside a larger red container, what coin enthusiasts called a monster box. The box was designed to hold up to twenty-five tubes and the plastic containers held twenty coins each, for a total of five-hundred coins. Had the box been full, its worth at current prices would have been over a million dollars, the eighteen tubes White had were worth about two-thirds of that.

      He popped the tops on the tubes so the top coins could be viewed, then dumped the contents of one of the tubes into the bottom of the box. With the sun streaming in through the window, the gold glittered as bright as diamonds.
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        * * *

      

      “Ooh,” Lisa said as she viewed the photos White sent them. She felt a rush from seeing the pictures and couldn’t wait to handle the gold for real.

      “Half of that will buy you people a lot of guns and bombs,” Jack said.

      “And what are you going to do with your half, Jack?” Jessup asked. “Do you plan to hunt down the kid that bullied you back in grade school and make him pay?”

      “I was bullied, but I handled it back then by sneaking up on the boy when he was alone at a playground and hitting him on the head with a rock.”

      “You killed him?”

      “No, but he wound up brain damaged from the trauma.”

      “Did you get caught?”

      “Everyone figured he fell off the top of the sliding board and struck his head on the concrete slab it was set on.”

      “How old were you?”

      “I was eight at the time, but I’ve never let anyone walk all over me.”

      “Hmm,” Lisa said. “That sounds like something this girl would have done at that age, maybe you and she are two of a kind.”

      “There’s a difference.”

      “What is it?”

      “She’ll be dead at the end of the day; while I’ll be heading home with half of the gold and pleasant memories of her death.”

      Lisa frowned. “I’m glad I didn’t know any kids like you two when I was growing up.”
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        * * *

      

      White received the promised photo of Samantha. Seeing her trussed up, gagged, and blindfolded caused his face to redden in rage. He sent off another text.

      Who are you?

      The reply came back and perplexed him.

      I’m someone who has as much reason to want you dead as Jack does. We’ll be meeting on my terms soon, that is, unless you run off and leave your daughter to die a hard death. If you’re man enough to continue, get on the highway, turn around, and drive south to take exit 6. By the time you get there, I’ll have texted you instructions on what to do next.

      White had enemies, but most were dead or serving life sentences. He couldn’t imagine who would hate him as much as Jack and be able to act on it. He pushed the thought from his mind and got the car moving again. The answer would become clear when he reached his destination.

      As he’d sat waiting for the call to come in, White had freed the minuscule tracking device from its container. He would swallow it when the right time arrived, and that would allow Jessica and Violet to follow his trail by reading his GPS coordinates. As he merged into traffic, he noticed a vehicle that he had seen more than once since leaving his house. It was staying back quite a ways, but he felt certain it was following him. He couldn’t see the driver and wondered if it was Jessica and Violet following him. If so, they were sticking closer to him than they should be. When he made it through a green light that the other vehicle caught red, he placed distance between them.
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        * * *

      

      Jessup sent White south while heading north in Jack’s van. It allowed them the time they needed to get ahead of him and make certain that Jessup’s people had done their part for the next phase. An element of that phase would be the use of an electronic gadget that would scan the coins for evidence of a tracking device. Jack had instructed Jessup to incorporate the gadget into a lead-lined box that would further help to thwart any attempts of a hidden beacon to send out a signal indicating White’s position.

      Jack had used a similar method when White had brought him the fortune in diamonds as a ransom years ago. He’d been on the verge of becoming rich and retiring to paradise back then, and with a woman who was perfect for him.

      He didn’t expect to ever find another woman like Cinda, and his youth was gone. The best he could hope for was to remain free and enjoy pursuits and activities that pleased him until death decided to claim him someday. But first came revenge.

      Jack took the exit Jessup indicated and drove the van along a sparsely traveled road. A few miles later, Jessup told him to make a left onto a narrow two-lane road, then a right onto a dirt lane that had a PRIVATE PROPERTY: NO TRESPASSING sign posted. The wooden sign had been bleached by the sun over the years, and the white paint used to make the lettering had nearly faded away.

      With each minute they climbed in elevation, and now and then Jack could make out a view through the trees of the valley below. When the dirt road ended in a space broad enough to turn around in, Jack saw that they were at a small lake, and they weren’t alone.

      “We’ve got company.”

      There was an old and rusted truck there that was a pale blue in color, but Jack didn’t see a driver. The vehicle dated back to the sixties.

      “Relax,” Jessup said. “That’s part of the plan. It’s what White will be using to get around in once we make him ditch his car.”

      Jack pointed at the vehicle. “You chose that relic? What if it breaks down?”

      “One of my people is a mechanic. We found that truck inside an old barn at the lumber camp and he got it running again. The camp is only a few miles from here, and before that we’ll only make him run around in a circle for an hour or so. The truck will last that long.”

      “It’s got a clutch. Are you sure White knows how to drive a stick?”

      “Shit. I never thought of that. But he’s no kid; I’m sure he can handle a clutch.”

      “Is the box that will scan the coins for tracking devices inside the truck?”

      “It’s in there,” Jessup said, then he pointed to a break in the trees. “Drive that way. It’s a narrow dirt path but your van will make it. That will take us to a spot where we can keep an eye on White while he’s here.”

      “And afterwards?”

      “It will be just like we planned. I’ll send him off on a drive to give us time to get back to camp, then call him and give him the directions to the place.”

      “Don’t have him drive that truck in, make him walk the last few miles.”

      “Why?” Lisa asked.

      “Two reasons. For one, the walk will tire him. The wearier he is, the better it will be for us.”

      “And the second reason?”

      “Think about it. Do you really want White driving a three-ton mass of steel into the camp so he can use it as a weapon?”

      Jessup looked at the old truck White would be driving and imagined him speeding into the camp inside it. Anyone in its path would be killed.

      “You make a good point there,” he told Jack. “All right, we’ll have him walk the last part in. When he walks past the men we have keeping watch on the road, they’ll surprise him and tie him up.”

      “Put your best men there and tell them to keep their eyes open, White is tricky and might try to slip past them.”

      Lisa laughed. “He won’t be slipping by anyone while he’s wearing those bright pink coveralls we gave him. They’ll spot him coming half a mile away.”

      Jack drove to the location that looked out over the small lake in the distance and was surprised by how far away they were. “He’ll be hard to spot from here, even with the binoculars.”

      Lisa reached into her pocketbook and pulled out a camera. “We’ll be using this; it has a zoom lens. And this way we won’t be close enough for White to see us.”

      The narrow dirt path they had ridden on continued past their position, Jack wondered aloud where it went, and Jessup answered him.

      “It ends back out onto the road we took to get to the lake. From there, we’ll be back at the camp in twenty minutes. I figure White will show up an hour after that.”

      Samantha mumbled something through her gag. Jessup removed the cloth from her mouth and asked her what she said.

      “I asked you if you cared about your people.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Leave me here for my father to find and I’ll tell him to let them live, otherwise you’ll all die.”

      Jack smiled at her, then looked at Jessup and Lisa. “She said things like this years ago too. Like White was a superhero who could do anything.”

      “He’s a man,” Jessup said. “And he’ll bleed like one.”

      “Remember this conversation when your people start dying,” Samantha said.

      Lisa jammed the gag into Samantha’s mouth and did so with enough force to slam her head back against the side of the van.

      “I cannot wait until this kid is dead. Jack, I know you want to kill her, but I would love to do it.”

      Jack grinned at Samantha. “No. She’s all mine.”
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        * * *

      

      White received the text telling him to turn around and head back the way he had come. He was being run around in circles, perhaps so they could see if he was being followed. He had been followed, but the man tailing him had lost him when he’d caught the red traffic light signal, while Jessica and Violet were still waiting for the tracker to begin transmitting.

      White reached the small lake and spotted the old pickup truck. According to the text he received, it was to be his next vehicle. He’d gotten other instructions as well and left his wallet, phone, and keys inside his car. Then, while carrying the pink coveralls and tight sneakers, he headed for the muddy shore of the lake.

      White stripped off his clothes until he was naked, then eased into the chilled water. Before doing so, he had swallowed the tracking device, which was engineered to start broadcasting its position once it became wet with saliva.

      Up on the ridge, Lisa was smiling, having liked what she’d seen of White’s naked form through the telephoto lens.

      “He might not be a superman, but he’s one fine specimen.”

      Jessup frowned at Lisa’s pleasure in seeing White naked, but joy was building inside him, for he would soon have White where he wanted him.

      After fully submerging himself, White stepped from the water and used the shirt he been wearing as a towel to dry himself off, and his pants to wipe the mud from his feet. With that done, he slipped into the pink coveralls and zipped them up before squeezing his feet into the sneakers.

      A phone rang. It was coming from the old truck. White opened the vehicle’s passenger door and saw that the phone was on the dashboard.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re doing good. Do you see the metal box on the seat?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Remove it from the car and place it on the hood of the truck. Then put the gold inside it, but only the gold and not the tubes they came in. Do it now.”

      The box resembled a microwave oven and was a sophisticated device used to detect and disable tracking or listening devices. If the box detected that one of the coins was a fake containing a tracking device, an electrical charge would be sent through the phony coin that would fry its transmitter.

      The coins were all real, and that conclusion was sent to Jessup’s phone using an app. It made him confident that White was alone and had no way to communicate with anyone who might be helping him.

      Jessup spoke through the phone. “The keys for the truck are under the driver’s seat along with your next set of instructions. And one more thing, toss the phone into the lake. You won’t be needing it anymore.”

      White found the keys and the note listing directions. Before climbing behind the wheel of the truck, he flung the phone into the lake.

      Lisa lowered the camera. “He’s on his way. Let’s head back to camp and wait for him.” She was eager to return to put her plan in motion; the one that would teach Samantha a lesson about respect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessup wanted to scream in frustration as he watched the drone fly off into the distance above towering oaks. The damn thing was ignoring the signal Sean was giving it to turn and come back. They were standing by the flagpole, along with Lisa, and Jack, who was in his wheelchair. Sean had declared the drone fixed after he’d repaired two broken propellers, but it seemed they weren’t the only damage the miniature aircraft had suffered from its impact with the branch.

      “What’s wrong with it, Sean?”

      “I don’t know. It’s getting a signal from the controller, or it wouldn’t have lifted off.”

      “If it’s getting a signal then why won’t it fly back toward us?”

      “I don’t know, Aaron. I guess something inside it is screwed up.”

      “Inside the drone or the controller?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe the controller needs fresh batteries,” Lisa offered.

      Sean shook his head as the drone flew out of range of its signal and the camera stopped sending back video. “It’s not the batteries; I just changed them this morning.”

      “Then I’ll bet the girl broke the drone by smashing it with that tree branch,” Lisa said. “Now how are we going to keep an eye on White?”

      Sean shrugged. “I guess I could find it and see if I can fix it. Or better yet, I could drive into town and get a new one.”

      “There’s no time for either of those solutions,” Jack said. “White will be here soon.”

      “Jack’s right,” Jessup said. “Forget the drone; I’ll just have the men spread out and keep watch. If White somehow managed to get word to someone about our location, we’ll spot them coming and have time to react.”

      As Jessup plucked a two-way radio off his belt to send out new orders to his people, Lisa told her brother to follow her and began walking back to where her motor home was positioned near the wooden cells.
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        * * *

      

      Sean followed his sister into her RV, where they could talk in private. It seemed she had a job she wanted him to do. As usual, Sean was wearing black cargo pants with a denim jacket. The T-shirt beneath the jacket bore the image from an album cover of a Heavy Metal band that had been making music before Sean was born. It displayed a grinning skull that was ablaze against a black background. There was a pair of headphones around his neck. Whenever he had the chance to do so, he put them on and listened to music.

      Lisa settled into one of the captain chairs up front and spoke to her brother. “You’re going to guard the cells until White gets here.”

      Sean groaned. “Can’t somebody else do it? It’s boring as hell back here.”

      Lisa reached into her pocket and took out the key that would unlock the cells. She handed it to her brother. “You won’t be bored; I have another job for you.”

      Sean looked down at the key. “What’s that for? Do you want me to feed the prisoners?”

      “What I want you to do is what you did in Las Vegas last year.”

      Sean swallowed hard. “What are you talking about?”

      “I know you raped that hitchhiker, the sixteen-year-old that was found beaten in the desert.”

      Sean was shaking his head. “That wasn’t me! I was with you and Aaron at the time, remember?”

      “You were alone. That was the night Aaron and I and a bunch of the others went down to the casino and gambled, but you were too young to join us. You took the car out that night, came upon that girl… and had your way with her, to put it nicely.”

      “I watched TV all night and never left the room,” Sean said. He spoke in a flat voice and wouldn’t look his sister in the eye.

      “Don’t lie to me. And I’m not judging you. You might have noticed that I’m no saint either.”

      “Why are you so sure it was me?”

      “Sean, if you looked any more like that sketch the cops were passing around, I would have thought they’d taken your picture. Why do you think Aaron insisted we all leave and head for home three days early? He didn’t want you to get into trouble.”

      Sean said something that Lisa couldn’t make out.

      “What was that?”

      “She was a tease, that girl in Las Vegas. She flashed her tits at me then slapped me when I tried to touch her.”

      “This girl we kidnapped, Samantha, she threatened to kill me. I want her to pay for that, and I want you to help me.”

      Sean raised his eyes as he cocked his head. “Are you asking… you want me to rape her?”

      “She’s a miserable little bitch, but she’s also beautiful, and no one will be around back here by the cells to stop you or help her. She deserves anything she gets for threatening me. And don’t forget, she killed Mike and Bob.”

      “That really happened?”

      “It did. But don’t worry, I left her wrists cuffed when I placed her back in her cell. She’s still gagged too, so she won’t be able to scream.”

      Sean looked at the key again. “I can’t believe you’re asking me to do this.”

      “I know you like her, and she’ll be dead soon no matter what. Why shouldn’t you have some fun?”

      “That other girl… I was drunk when that happened because I raided the mini bar.”

      Lisa held out her hand. “Give me back the key. I’ll find another way to punish her.”

      Sean stood motionless for a moment, then he slid the key into his pocket and turned to head out of the RV.

      “Sean.”

      He paused in the doorway with his back to Lisa. “Yeah?”

      “Don’t mark her face up. It will be best if no one but us knows about this.”

      Sean nodded once, left the trailer, and shut the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica and Violet made good time to the area where the logging camp was because they had known that White had been directed to drive to the parking lot of the bowling alley before he left the house. They had been following behind him since he left the lake, with Jessica staying back at least three miles.

      Violet was in the passenger seat holding an open laptop. There was a map of the local area on the screen with a green flashing dot at its center. That dot represented White’s movements.

      “I think they have him driving aimlessly. He seems to be headed back toward the area he was in a half hour ago.”

      “That’s not surprising. And I would guess he’s no longer in his own car. If Jack is doing the same thing he did last time, he also had your father change out of his clothes, because they might have contained a tracking device.”

      Violet grinned. “They should have made him vomit instead.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “He’s still headed east and—oh wait. He just took the exit that will take him back to where the tracker first activated. It’s Exit 18.”

      “I think they’ll stop playing games soon, because it will be getting dark in less than two hours. If they wanted to do this at night, they could have called us later in the day.”

      “That makes sense.”

      Jessica took the exit when it came up and continued to follow her husband from a distance.

      Violet sighed, and there was frustration in the sound. “Other than Jack Elmore, we don’t know who else or how many are involved with this. Father could be facing heavy odds.”

      “That won’t matter to your father; he’ll win no matter what. I’ve seen him do it so many times, and he’ll have us helping him.”

      “I remember that scene in Mexico a few years ago. I didn’t think it was possible for one man to kill so many on his own.”

      “My husband is exceptional, and whoever is helping Jack will discover that the hard way.”

      “I think they underestimated Samantha too. That girl is one of a kind, and far deadlier than she looks.”

      Jessica smiled. “We may not be needed.”

      Violet laughed, and Jessica chuckled too, but the humor masked the dread they felt. Two of the people they loved most in the world were at risk of losing their lives, and they had no way of knowing what threat they themselves might be facing in the coming hours.

      Jessica drove on, while increasing her speed to grow closer to her husband.
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        * * *

      

      White followed the written directions he’d been given and realized that they had him traveling in one big circle for over an hour. He was back on the road that led to the lake and instructed to stay on it for seven more miles, headed north. When he arrived at the location he’d been instructed to reach, he saw nothing but trees. He wondered if Jessup was playing games, then shot a look at the truck’s glove compartment, where something inside was making a noise. That item turned out to be a two-way radio. It was tuned and locked onto the frequency they were using at the logging camp. A cell phone would have been useless because there was no signal in the area.

      White pressed the talk button and spoke. “Hello?”

      Jessup’s voice answered. “By now, you should be at the spot we directed you to. OVER!”

      By saying the word “OVER” when he was done talking, Jessup indicated that he was finished speaking. White wasn’t in the mood to observe radio etiquette, so he simply pressed the talk button on the unit again and answered.

      “I’m there.”

      “Drive a half mile more and you’ll see a dirt road on your left. I want you to drive on that road until you see another road on the right, then leave the truck and continue in on foot down that road. OVER!”

      “Will that bring me to you?”

      “It will. And I can’t wait to meet you. OVER!”

      “What about the gold?”

      “Carry the box with you. It’s heavy, but you’re a big guy; you can handle it. I’ll see you soon, White. OVER!”

      “Yes, you will.” And then you’ll be over.

      White got the old truck in gear and drove to the place where Jessup told him to abandon the vehicle. If they wanted him on foot, it was so he would be easier to overpower. And by telling him to lug along the box containing the gold, he’d have his hands full and be unable to ward off an attack.

      He had to be near the location where they were holding Samantha, otherwise, Jessup would have told him to bring along the two-way radio so they could stay in contact.

      White stepped out of the old truck and gazed toward the road on the right he was to walk on. There would be men there waiting for him, and they would have weapons to threaten him with and restraints to bound his arms behind his back. Then, they would radio in that they had him and the gold, and the man behind the voice on the phone and the two-way radio would be in control.

      But that was their plan, and White had one of his own. Having no knife or gun, he searched through the old truck looking for something that might be used as a weapon. All he was able to come up with was an old screwdriver with a wooden handle that he found in the glove box. It would have to do.

      Before leaving the truck, he took the time to walk the box containing the gold into the woods and concealed it beneath a wild bush. Before doing so, he had taken twenty of the coins out of the box, having thought of a way to put them to good use. The coins were wrapped up tight within a rag he had found in the truck. By being enclosed together tightly they wouldn’t jingle in his pocket when he moved. With that done, he was ready to begin his assault on the people holding Samantha.

      His first objective would be to locate the men who were undoubtably lying in wait for him down that final road. He would need to then sneak up on them. When he looked down at himself, and at the fluorescent pink outfit he wore, he knew his odds of remaining undetected were not good.

      White considered the situation for a moment, then grinned as the answer came to him. With the screwdriver in hand, he crawled beneath the truck.

      He emerged minutes later with the pink jumpsuit smeared with motor oil that had turned the garment a dark brown. It was a color that would help him blend in well with his woodland surroundings. Some of the oil had gotten on his face as well, and he’d needed to use his hands to smear the oil; it left him covered in the fluid, while reeking of its scent, and looking strange and fearsome.

      As he neared the road on the right, White stepped into the trees and moved as quietly as he could. Jack and Jessup wanted him, now they were going to get him.
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      Samantha had used the lockpicks inside her bracelet to free herself from the handcuffs Lisa had left her in, then she yanked the gag from her mouth. Once she unlocked the door on the cell, she was going to find Lisa and kill her. If she wandered across anyone else first, they would die too. With her father drawing near, the time for escaping was done. And with every life she took, she increased her father’s odds of survival.

      Before leaving the cell, she had to use the hated bucket again to relieve her bladder, and her bowels, then she ate two candy bars and drank a bottle of water. As she knelt before the door to pick open the lock, she heard someone coming toward the cell, then a figure blocked the light visible at the bottom of the door.

      Samantha moved back into the corner and pretended that her wrists were still bound behind her. In her right hand was the short knife she’d kept hidden in her boot.

      The sound of a key unlocking the door followed, and when it opened, the bells on the door tinkled, and Samantha saw Sean staring at her.

      “Is my father here?”

      “Not yet,” Sean said. When he continued to stare at Samantha, she understood that he was there for some purpose of his own, and it wasn’t difficult to discern what that purpose was when he began rubbing at his crotch.

      After closing the door behind him, Sean entered the cell and lowered himself to his knees beside her. “You’re beautiful, do you know that?”

      “Yes.”

      Sean laughed. “And not modest either.” He stopped rubbing himself and touched Samantha on the leg. “If you’re nice to me, I’ll help you escape.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I promise,” Sean said, and his voice had grown huskier.

      “I’ll do whatever you want if you let me go.”

      Sean stood, then began unbuckling his pants. He had them off in a flash but still wore his briefs, the fabric couldn’t conceal his erect state.

      Samantha’s hands moved in a blur and Sean released an agonized shriek as he felt excruciating pain in his crotch. Samantha had shoved the knife into his underwear and the blade sank deep into the sensitive area at the base of his penis. At the same time, she smashed a fist against his testicles. As Sean struggled with the pain while reeling in shock, Samantha stood and used her weight to push him back against the wall of the cell and slammed his head into it as hard as she could. The blow left Sean stunned and he fell to the floor. The knife was used again, as Samantha severed the femoral artery in Sean’s left leg. By that time, his state of arousal had diminished quite noticeably.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa had been walking away from her RV when she heard Sean’s cry; she assumed that it had been Samantha who’d made the sound. It pleased her to know that the girl was in pain, but she was worried that her brother might go too far and kill Samantha. If that happened, and Jack was cheated out of his chance to kill her himself, he might demand a bigger percentage of the gold.

      As she rushed toward the cells, one of the men called to her. She turned to see that it was Tyler. He had bright blue eyes and his arm was bandaged, having been injured when he’d fallen asleep while riding the dirt bike that morning.

      “I thought I heard a scream. Did you hear it too?”

      Lisa nodded. “It’s the girl. She’s a brat and keeps screaming to be let out of the cell. I’m going to see to her now.”

      “Oh, okay,” Tyler said. He held up the rifle he was carrying. It was equipped with a scope. “I’m headed off to the ridge to keep watch. I’ll see you later.”

      “Right,” Lisa said. She watched Tyler to make sure he was headed away, and then she rushed toward Samantha’s cell.

      She smelled the blood before she saw it, and in the corner lay an unmoving figure beneath a blanket, and tendrils of blond hair were visible. The pink dress Samantha had been wearing was on the floor beside the body.

      “Damn it, Sean. I said rape her, not kill her.” Lisa had been speaking to the person standing with their back to her; the person she had taken to be her brother. That person was wearing Sean’s cargo pants, T-shirt, and denim jacket, and a long blonde ponytail hung down their back, and was secured with the silver clasp Sean used. But it was not Sean; it was Samantha dressed in Sean’s clothing.

      She turned around and smiled at Lisa with a look of glee in her eyes, and in her hand was the bloody blade she had used to kill Sean.

      Lisa gasped and moved her hand toward her purse, where she kept a gun, but Samantha reached out and gripped her wrist. With her other hand, she held the knife at Lisa’s throat.

      “I made you a promise, remember?”
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        * * *

      

      Tyler paused to listen as he heard more screams coming from the area where the wooden cells were. “Damn. That girl sure can make a fuss.”

      Tyler kept moving toward the ridge, and the screams came to a sudden stop.
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      Jessica and Violet lost the signal from the GPS tracker White had swallowed once they drew nearer to the logging camp, where there was no infrastructure to support the signal being sent forth from the tracking device. With no way to contact him, they drove around hoping to spot him, or discover some indication of where Samantha might be.

      Because they knew White had been down the private road that led to the lake, they traveled along it as well. Relief swept over Jessica when she spotted her husband’s car, but then she realized it was unoccupied. Closer to the lake they found the clothing White had been wearing earlier, scattered about the clothes were the plastic containers that had held the gold.

      Jessica took in a deep breath and released it slowly. “Okay. We know he was here earlier and that after running him around they brought him back to this same general area. I say we go back to the last place we had the signal and start searching the back roads again.”

      “I agree,” Violet said.

      Eleven minutes later they made a left down a dirt road that looked no different than the rest of the roads they had explored, but then they spotted the old blue truck White had been driving—along with the message he’d left for them. It was written in oil along the side of the truck.

      J AND V – HEAD RIGHT. TRAVEL ON FOOT. BE CAREFUL!

      Jessica thumped a fist against her steering wheel. “Yes! We’re close to getting your sister back.”

      Violet checked her weapons before leaving their car, then had to catch up to Jessica, who was already out of the vehicle and walking fast. In Jessica’s hands was an Atchisson assault shotgun. The weapon was fully automatic and capable of delivering twenty rounds. If you fired it at someone they died. Violet took in the stern expression on her stepmother’s face and saw the resolve in her eyes. Up the road on the right were people who had taken her daughter from her, and they would pay for that offense with their lives.

      Her father had asked her to join Jessica to keep her safe. From where Violet stood, Jessica didn’t appear to need any help at all. The two women made the turn onto the road on the right while walking several yards apart. They were ready to kill at a moment’s notice.
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        * * *

      

      Because of the dead leaves littering the forest floor, White had to move with careful and deliberate steps as he eased closer to the two armed men Jessup had assigned to watch the road. The road itself curved five-hundred feet from where they stood. Because they were expecting him to come around the bend at any moment, they were both looking that way while leaning back against two of the wide trees that bordered the road. One of them was smoking a cigar, while the other was talking nonstop.

      As White crept closer, he could hear the conversation. The man was going on about someone named Jones.

      “I’m telling you, Hank, Jones is going to be in charge of things once we get back home.”

      “You think so, hmm? What about Greg? Some people want him running things; I’m one of them.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “I don’t know. I just like him, and you have to admit, Aaron can’t be trusted.”

      “See, that’s why I like Jones; he’s a straight shooter. If he tells you something, you can take it to the—Arrrggh!”

      The man finished his sentence with a cry of pain because White had jammed the screwdriver into the side of his neck. After doing so, he withdrew the tool and kept out of sight behind the tree. The man with the cigar gawked at his friend and moved closer, while wondering at the blood flowing from the wound in his neck. The blood would have been spurting had White jammed the screwdriver in an inch to the left.

      “Jay! What the hell happened?”

      White slipped around the tree to come up behind him but was spotted. As the man turned to face him, he went for his gun, which was holstered on his belt. White, whose strength was incredible, reached out and gripped the man’s hand. As he squeezed it, bones broke, causing the man to screw up his face and bite down hard on the cigar between his lips.

      The other man, Jay, had overcome the shock of being stabbed in the neck and was bringing his weapon up to fire. White moved behind his friend and shoved him in his direction. The men slammed into each other and landed on the ground. White disarmed them and stood with a gun in each hand.

      “Who do you work for?”

      Cigar man, Hank, spat out the tobacco that had entered his mouth when he chomped down on his stogie. Then he looked up at White and asked his own question.

      “What is that you have smeared on you?”

      “I ask the questions,” White said. As he spoke, he kicked the man in the face, and bits of a broken tooth mingled with the tobacco that remained in his mouth.

      “Jessup!” Jay said. “Our leader is Aaron Jessup. He’s the one who kidnapped your girl, not us.”

      “Jessup?” White repeated, and he recalled a memory of another man named Jessup that ran a group of fanatics that were domestic terrorists. “Is he related to Edgar Jessup?”

      “Aaron is his son. He’s trying to get back at you for killing Edgar.”

      “How do he and Jack Elmore know each other?”

      “Jack contacted the group through a former member. He’s here too. I’ll take you to them, okay? I’ll take you to them if you don’t hurt me again.”

      “What does Jessup look like?”

      The man gave White Jessup’s description; he even mentioned that he had a fresh knife wound on his left shoulder.

      “How was he wounded?”

      “He said your daughter did it, and that she killed Mike and Bob too.” Jay held up a hand. “I know. It’s crazy, right? But that’s what him and his wife said. We all think he was lying to cover up something.”

      White was willing to bet it wasn’t a lie and that Samantha had fought back when she was abducted. His daughter would not have been taken without a struggle, and Jessup should count himself lucky that Samantha’s blade hadn’t found his throat instead of his shoulder.

      “How many of you are there?”

      “There’s about twenty-five, maybe twenty-six or so of us if you count me and Hank.”

      “How far away are the others?”

      “A few miles straight up the road, at an old logging camp.”

      “And you say that Jack is here too? That must mean he has a nurse or a doctor looking out for him.”

      The man shook his head. “Nah, it’s just him, but he’s in that wheelchair. Did you really do that to him on purpose?”

      “He’s in a wheelchair? Are you saying he can breathe on his own, that he can move his arms and sit up?”

      “Yeah, and he has a special van he drives.”

      White had been aware of how grave and seemingly irreversible Jack’s condition had been. But if he was using a wheelchair, something drastic had changed.

      Hank spat again; he expelled blood that had flakes of tobacco mixed in with it, along with the pieces of his chipped tooth. He gazed up at White as he used his good hand to gently probe at the fingers White had broken. “You crushed my hand.”

      “It will stop hurting soon.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      White raised the gun that was in his right hand and fired twice. Each round was a head wound. After checking the bodies for spare ammunition and finding none, he walked back into the trees and moved parallel to the road. He had more men to kill.
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      Jessup glared at his two-way radio with disgust. He had called Hank and Jay, the two men he had assigned to meet White out on the road, and they weren’t responding. The way the day had been going, and with the mechanical difficulty with the drone fresh on his mind, he figured his radio had stopped working.

      He was still standing out by the flagpole and Jack was with him. When Jack saw that Jessup wasn’t getting a response, he wasn’t thinking about a mechanical glitch; his mind went to a different place.

      “It’s White. He killed your men.”

      Jessup held up the two-way. “These things are temperamental sometimes and they work best over flat land, and not hilly country like this. They’ll call in soon.” The unit beeped, and Jessup smiled at Jack. “See? You were worried for nothing. Go ahead, Hank. OVER!”

      “It’s not Hank, Aaron. It’s Walt Jones. I just heard two shots being fired off in the distance. OVER!”

      “Where do you think the shots came from? OVER!”

      “Given the direction, I’d say the sound came from the far end of the road. OVER!”

      Jessup’s look of confidence wavered at the news. He spoke into the radio again. “Hey, Walt. Try calling Hank and Jay on your radio. From where you are you should have no problem reaching them. OVER!”

      “I’ll give them a shout and then call you back. OVER!”

      Greg joined them while they were waiting to hear from Walt Jones again. Jessup asked him why he wasn’t headed out to the perimeter with the other men.

      “I got to thinking, what if someone already got in close before you sent them out? If so, it would make sense to patrol the camp.”

      “I told Rafe to stay in the camp, and Sean’s here too guarding the prisoners. I don’t need more men hanging around here. You should have gone out onto the perimeter to keep watch like the others. Besides, it doesn’t seem likely that anyone following White could get here before he did. How would they know where to go?”

      “If they tracked White to that lake before you made him ditch his clothes, they might assume we’re somewhere in the area. And just because your drone doesn’t work, it doesn’t mean that the Feds might not send up a drone of their own to look around.”

      Jessup gazed skyward, then squinted at the sun. “All right, you stick around camp. And have you seen Lisa?”

      “Not since earlier.”

      “She’s supposed to be here when the boys bring White in. Go see if you can find her.”

      Before Greg could leave, the radio squawked, and Walt Jones’s voice came over the speaker. “Hank and Jay aren’t answering, Aaron. Do you think that bastard White did something to them? OVER!”

      “I told you,” Jack said.

      “He’s unarmed and Hank and Jay had guns.”

      “I had a gun when I went up against White. It did me no good. He’s not invincible, but he’s not an easy man to kill either. If he was just some guy, I wouldn’t need you and your people. I would have hired a couple of thugs and handled White myself. You have one advantage, lots of bodies. Have your men get after White before he makes his way here.”

      Jessup turned in a circle while cursing under his breath and squeezing the radio in his hand. After thinking for a moment, he pushed the unit’s talk button. “This is Aaron. Listen up, everyone. White may be trying to sneak in here and rescue his daughter. Find that son of a bitch and bring him to me. Try not to kill him; I want that pleasure. And I’ll give three gold coins to the man that captures him. Hunt that fucker down. He may have killed Hank and Jay, and that means he’ll be armed. OVER!”

      Several of the men responded by assuring Jessup that they would get White. When Jessup realized Greg was still standing around, he shouted at him.

      “Didn’t I tell you to find my wife?”

      “I’m going. I was just listening to your little speech. If Hank and Jay are dead, that will be two more strikes against you, Aaron. When we came here, you told everyone that this kidnapping would go smooth as silk. It’s not working out that way, is it?”

      Jessup shouted at Greg again. “Shut up and go find Lisa! When you find her, tell her to come here. She should be in our RV. After that, relieve Sean at the cells and guard the girl and Brice.”

      Greg turned to leave without saying another word, and Jack called to him. “Hitch a ride with me in my van. I’m going that way.”

      Greg studied Jack and could tell that he had something on his mind. “All right, I’ll come with you.”

      Jack used his wheelchair lift to get back inside his van, and Greg climbed into the rear and sat in one of the fold-down seats.

      “What are you thinking, Jack?”

      “I’m thinking about White. He might make it inside the camp while armed. I don’t want to be around if that happens.”

      “So, stay in your motor home. Armed or not, White won’t get past all of us.”

      “If everything goes to hell, come find me. The two of us together will have a better chance of surviving than if we stay alone. And I’ll pay you to act as my bodyguard.”

      “Oh yeah? How much would you pay?”

      “Fifty thousand.”

      “That’s good money, but like I said, there’s no way White is getting past everyone, armed or not.”

      Jack drove slowly through the camp then parked his van near his RV. He was using the wheelchair lift to lower himself to the ground while Greg knocked on the door of the motor home being used by Jessup. There was no answer. Greg tried knocking twice more and called Lisa’s name. After deciding she must not be there, he walked over to Jack, who was wheeling himself up the wooden ramp to his own RV.

      “Great. Now I have to go and hunt her down.”

      “Think about my offer, Greg. Even if White gets killed, it’s still possible that someone followed him here, like the FBI. The last thing either of us wants is to be locked away for life.”

      Greg sent Jack a curt nod and began walking toward the mess hall, while figuring that Lisa might have stopped in there to get something to eat or gather food for the prisoners. Thinking of the cells, he realized that he hadn’t seen Sean when he’d been near them, and Jessup claimed that his brother-in-law was supposed to be on guard duty there.

      He walked back past the RVs and toward the cells. He wasn’t thinking that anything was wrong, but that Lisa might be inside one of the cells while handing out food to their prisoners, and maybe Sean was with her. That idea fled his mind when he reached Brice’s cell and realized that its door was sitting ajar. There was no one inside. The ex-Fed had escaped.

      Greg’s hand flew to his radio to sound an alert, but then he calmed himself. How could Brice have broken out? He couldn’t, and so maybe Lisa and Sean had moved him, so he’d be handy to use as a hostage.

      After walking over to Samantha’s cell and finding the door closed, he was glad he hadn’t panicked and sounded the alarm. He tried opening the door on a whim, and to his amazement, it was unlocked. As the door opened wide the bells attached to it made their musical sound, and daylight spilled into the small space, revealing the two bodies.

      Like Lisa, Greg had at first mistaken Sean’s body for that of Samantha, but after moving the blanket aside, he knew he was looking at Sean’s lifeless form. The other body was in a sitting position and propped up in a corner. It was that of a woman and had to be Lisa, since besides the girl, she’d been the only female in the camp.

      Lisa had died hard from several stab wounds, but before breathing her last, she’d suffered a final humiliation. There was a bucket on her head; it was the bucket that had been supplied to Samantha for her waste. Before leaving the cell, Samantha had turned it over and shoved it onto Lisa’s head as the woman was dying. Greg grabbed the bucket’s handle and lifted the container up, revealing Lisa’s face. Frozen onto it in death was a look of revulsion, and her hair was smeared and drenched with the filth the bucket had held.

      With his fears confirmed, Greg didn’t reach for the radio to sound an alert. Jack was right. It was time to get out while they still could.
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      After liberating herself and slaying Sean and Lisa, Samantha had used Sean’s key to open Brice’s cell and free him.

      He had been aware that she had been captured after her escape, and upon hearing Lisa’s screams he’d feared the worst may have befallen her. Samantha told him that the screams had come from Lisa and offered no more details. Brice didn’t ask for any, and the two of them headed for the woods.

      It was slow going. Brice’s knee injury had worsened overnight, and he needed Samantha’s support to hobble along over the uneven surface of the forest floor. They had traveled a quarter of a mile when Samantha pointed to a massive fallen tree that was large enough to hide behind.

      “I’ll settle you on the other side of that, where you won’t be seen.”

      “Where I won’t be seen? Are you planning on leaving me?”

      “My father is here, and I have to help him.”

      “Honey, no. It’s too dangerous.”

      Samantha locked eyes with Brice. “I killed one of them when they kidnapped me, and another two just now. I can handle myself, Agent Brice.”

      Brice was speechless for a moment, then he nodded. “I wish you would stay here and wait for your father to find us, but if you insist on going, please be careful.”

      “I will be,” Samantha said, and she handed Brice the gun she had found in Lisa’s purse. It was a loaded Glock 42. “Keep this to defend yourself.”

      Brice looked down at the weapon. “Won’t you need it?”

      Samantha answered him as she was moving away. “I can always get another one.”

      Brice propped himself up and craned his neck to watch her meld back into the trees. If she’d been any other child, he would have insisted that she stay with him, but he was aware that Samantha was… unusual.

      While involved in the case concerning her first kidnapping, Brice had learned that, remarkably, Samantha had been suspected of committing multiple murders while only six years old, those deaths included her birth parents, who died in a suspicious explosion. The allegations seemed absurd to Brice given the child’s age, and they certainly had no bearing on his responsibility to see that Samantha was returned safely.

      At the conclusion of that case, one of the kidnappers, Cinda Lyons, died when a pickup truck rolled over her. Brice saw that it was ruled an accident; however, Samantha had been there when Cinda died.

      Years later, he’d been visited by a district attorney named Rebecca Hall. Ms. Hall was a good-looking woman with political ambitions. Hall had been firm in her conviction that Samantha had murdered her grandmother, until someone confessed to committing the crime. Hall, along with a homicide detective named Al Tucci, was still convinced that Samantha was a sociopath, and that the child had no soul. She handed Brice photos that depicted dead animals. Some had been freshly killed, while others were in various states of decomposition. The photos had been found inside Samantha’s treehouse, which had been in the woods behind the Ryan Estate. There were dates written on the back of them that marked them as being several years old.

      “Why are you showing me these, Ms. Hall?”

      “I understand that you’re friends with Jessica White and her husband.”

      “Yes.”

      “They’re considering adopting Samantha Ryan. A good friend would talk them out of it. I tried to do so myself, but Dr. White ignored me. Perhaps she won’t ignore you.”

      Brice had interacted with Samantha after the ordeal of her kidnapping had been resolved. He recalled seeing her at the funeral of Maria Ortiz, and he had been touched by the affection she had shown the murdered child’s father, Billy Ortiz. Samantha had cried at graveside while holding Billy’s hand, and although Brice was aware that a sociopath could mimic emotion, the pain he’d seen etched on Samantha’s young face that day was genuine. She had known little Maria for only a short time but had come to love her. Brice told Hall that he disagreed with her opinion of Samantha and refused to interfere in her adoption. Nothing in the years since had changed his mind about the girl.

      Was she normal? No. Samantha was different from others. Her adopted father, Mr. White, was much the same. Over the years, White had killed dozens while he and his wife aided law enforcement and helped to track down serial killers and other criminals, and he had saved Brice’s life once while risking his own. White wasn’t normal either, and like Samantha, killing came easy to him. Brice was just glad that such people were on the right side.
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        * * *

      

      White crossed paths with another man. The chubby guy was walking along the road and headed toward the spot where he had left Jay and Hank. White waited until he passed his position then followed. The man came upon the bodies and pulled out his radio to report in. When he spoke into his radio and addressed Jessup by name, White had confirmation that the man was a member of the group. He shot him twice from a hundred feet away and moved in to take his weapon. It was a rifle, an AR-15.

      The man lived long enough to mumble something before gasping out his last breath. White barely noticed and moved on.

      Instead of heading straight toward the camp, White would circle around to come at them from an unexpected direction. He had to assume that Aaron Jessup had sent men out to hunt him down. When he encountered them, they would die. The more men he killed, the fewer Jessica and Violet would need to combat.

      Another opportunity arose to kill when he heard voices and the pounding of feet. At least three men were approaching along the road but were still some distance away. White ran back through the woods until he was at the road again. The sound of the running feet was louder, and he judged that they would reach his position in less than ten seconds. After setting a trap, he slid out of sight behind a tree with his rifle and waited for the men to take the bait he’d left for them.
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        * * *

      

      One of the three men White heard running toward him was Walt Jones. He and two others were heading to check on the condition of Jay and Hank. They rounded a curve at a jog with their guns and rifles held up, and they were ready to fire if needed.

      They slowed as they spotted the gleaming objects lying in the roadway. When they were closer, and realized what they were looking at, their attention was seized fully, and one man knelt to pick up one of the items. He held it up and grinned at Jones.

      “This is gold.”

      Jones wasn’t a fool. It took him but an instant to conclude that the gold coins had been scattered across the road to act as a distraction. That was an instant too long.

      White stepped out from behind the tree that concealed him and opened fire with the AR-15. Walt Jones took the first rounds, with the kneeling man getting hit last. Jones was dead, but the other two lay moaning from their wounds. White put them out of their misery before picking up the gold and moving on again.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica and Violet found Jay and Hank’s bodies along with that of the chubby man and knew that White had been the cause of them. Violet touched them and felt cold skin, which told her that they had been dead for more than a few minutes.

      The road wound its way uphill and there were many curves. It had been built that way to accommodate the heavy logging trucks that had once used the road frequently. That was a fine design for the trucks, as it forced them to slow for the curves and avoid rocketing down the hill at too great a speed and risk losing control. But those curves could prove deadly for two women on foot who had no way of knowing what lay around the next corner.

      Like White, Jessica and Violet took to the trees; however, they chose the land on the other side of the road. Eight minutes later, Violet saw movement above them, near the top of the ridge. The man was easy to spot because he was wearing a mackinaw jacket with a matching cap, the bright, red tartan pattern of his clothing was in sharp contrast to the brown and green colors around him. There was a rifle strapped to his back and he was coming down a slope while talking into a two-way radio. Because he was holding the unit to his head, he failed to see Jessica and Violet coming at him from the right side until it was too late, and Violet shot him.

      It was a leg wound, and it sent the man tumbling down the hill. Violet rushed over to him and raised her weapon to finish him off.

      “Don’t!” Jessica said. “I have an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Samantha was in the small clearing where the water tower had once been. She stood out in the open while gazing down at Sean’s MP3 player. The gadget wasn’t on, but Samantha bobbed her head as if she were listening to a tune through the earphones she wore. As she hoped he would, the man she’d seen nearby walked over to her.

      She was dressed in Sean’s clothes, was about his height, and had a blonde ponytail. The man had no reason not to believe that he was walking up on Sean.

      Although her back was turned, Samantha kept an eye on the man by using the reflective surface of the MP3 player’s plastic case like a mirror.

      The guy wore a mischievous smile on his bearded face as he moved in closer. Hoping to startle “Sean,” whom he believed hadn’t heard his approach because of the music coming out of the player. The man snuck up behind Samantha and grabbed her by the shoulder. “Boo!”

      “Boo yourself,” Samantha said, as she dropped the MP3 player and spun around.

      A look of confusion made the man’s smile fade. It disappeared altogether when Samantha shoved her blade into the soft flesh beneath the guy’s chin. With her other hand, she took away the AR-15 the man had been holding in a loose grip.

      Despite the pain his wound was causing him, the man lunged at Samantha while attempting to recover his weapon. He didn’t get the weapon, but he did regain possession of some of its bullets as Samantha pulled the trigger and a three-round burst hit the man in the chest. He died as his heart was ruptured.

      The man had been carrying a radio. It squawked as Samantha was walking away, then a voice came through.

      “This is Hal. White’s down! I repeat, he’s down. I shot him in the gut. I’m about a mile from the checkpoint on the road. Send a truck.”

      Samantha released an involuntary groan at the news she was hearing. She assumed the checkpoint mentioned was at the spot where she’d passed the two men early that morning during her first escape. It was miles away; she’d never get there in time to help her father.

      I shot him in the gut. Those words drifted through Samantha’s mind and brought moisture to her eyes. She cleared her mind of worry and thought about what to do next. The man had mentioned a truck. She would be there to meet it when it came back and attempt to steal it, then she could drive away from the camp and find a hospital.

      I shot him in the gut. And no doubt it was a serious and life-threatening wound. As a tear escaped, Samantha wiped it away.
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      Jessup breathed a sigh of relief. One of his men, Hal, had radioed in that he had shot White. It had taken over a minute before the radio chatter died down before Jessup could confirm Hal’s position. Once he had it, he sent three men off in a pickup truck to get White and bring him back.

      At least five of the men hunting White were failing to respond when called over their two-way radios. That would be something else White would need to pay for, and it would be a pleasure to administer the punishment.

      Now that the hunt was over and White was captured, Jessup left the area near the flagpole to look for his wife. Not only was she not answering her radio, but neither were Sean or Greg. It had caused Jessup to worry about Lisa.

      That concern fled his mind as he recalled that he had forgotten to ask Hal about the gold. If White didn’t have it on him, they would have to figure out what he did with it or make the bastard talk before he died.
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        * * *

      

      Two men in a pickup truck came rushing around a curve in the road. The driver slowed when he saw the mackinaw jacket and cap he knew belonged to Hal. It appeared that Hal was kneeling beside White, who was lying face down in a pile of dead leaves.

      On the hill above, more men appeared, as they moved inward from where they had been out on the property’s perimeter. The news of White’s capture had spread, and everyone was eager to get a look at him, along with the gold they knew he was carrying.

      The men in the truck parked and got out, as the other men grew closer. The driver spoke in a loud voice.

      “Hal, you’re one lucky son of a gun; I guess you’ll be the one to get the gold Aaron promised.”

      “Hal” stood, turned, and was revealed to be Violet beneath the tartan cap and jacket. Instead of gold, she began delivering lead, as she fired at the men from the truck.

      Hal was lying on the ground pretending to be White, and he had been the man they’d wounded, and whom Jessica had spared so he could be used as bait to draw the other men in closer, and with their guard down. Her plan worked better than she could have hoped.

      Violet killed the two men from the truck as Jessica emerged from behind a tree on the other side of the road and began firing her shotgun at the men who were coming down the hill. Those men were half walking and half jogging down the steep slope while carrying guns.

      Jessica killed one man with a blast to his midsection, then caught another man in the face. The pellets from her shotgun did malicious damage to his head, even though she was firing from over thirty yards away. Another man lost his balance and started tumbling, he ended up landing hard on top of Hal. Despite the leg wound Violet had given him, Hal had still been alive. Jessica told him they would let him live if he cooperated and betrayed his friends. Hal did so gladly; he wanted to keep breathing more than he wanted to be honorable. If it costs his friends their lives, then so be it.

      Jessica had kept her promise, but it turned out to be of little use to Hal. When the man who’d fallen down the hill crashed onto him, his knee struck a hard blow against the back of Hal’s neck and broke it, along with his knee. Hal was dead, but the man with the busted knee was alive and screaming loudly from the pain he felt.

      Violet removed the cap she was wearing, and her long dark hair fell across her shoulders. She took away the screaming man’s pain and his life by shooting him in the head. Including Hal’s accidental death, Jessica and Violet had eliminated a good percentage of Jessup’s men, and now they had a truck to use as well.

      Another man arrived and stood at the top of the hill beyond the reach of their weapons. He was gawking down at the scene while talking into his radio; his voice could be heard coming out of several of the two-way radios that were strapped to the belts of the dead men.

      “Hey Aaron! This is Jeff. Two women just killed Billy, Craig, and a bunch of others, including Hal. Everyone get over here and help me kill them! Hurry!”

      The man yelling into the radio was not beyond the reach of the rifle Hal had been carrying. Violet scooped the weapon up, peered through its scope, and fired. She missed her target by a foot as the round sailed over his head.

      She readjusted the scope on the unfamiliar weapon and sent off three more rounds as the man turned to seek cover behind a large oak that was twenty feet away. He didn’t make it, and it was the last shot that hit him. A spray of blood filled the air around the man like a red halo as the bullet struck him on the right side of his head.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica and Violet were in the truck and turning it around to point it toward the camp when they began taking fire. Two men were shooting from the trees on their right.

      “Keep your head down!” Violet said, while ducking herself. As she came out of her three-point turn, she pressed hard on the gas pedal, which caused the truck to lurch forward as it picked up speed.

      More men arrived and could be seen on top of the hill. One of them was firing a rifle. Judging by the cacophonous boom the weapon made each time it was fired, it was discharging something serious, like .50 caliber rounds. Three of the shots entered the truck’s engine compartment and the vehicle sputtered as several lights lit up on the dashboard. A round from a handgun flattened a front tire, then a rear side window shattered.

      “The engine is dead!” Violet told Jessica. “We’ll have to get out and try to find cover.”

      “We can use the truck for cover.”

      “That’s no good. We’re too out in the open and they’re coming at us from both sides of the road. We need to keep them all in front of us and find a place to fight from.”

      The truck coasted along on its momentum and Jessica and Violet stayed inside it until the vehicle limped around a curve and slowed to a crawl. For the moment, they were out of sight of the men who were after them, but that wouldn’t last for long. They abandoned the truck and crossed the road where the hill was lower. If they could make it up and over the crest of it before their pursuers saw them, it could buy them enough time to find cover from where they could fight. Being out in the open as they were was a death sentence.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha had gone to the mess hall to break into the first aid kit again. She didn’t know what help the sterile gauze would be for a gunshot to the stomach, but if wadded up it might be useful to press against the wound and slow the rate of bleeding.

      Rafe came in through the back door as she was about to leave. He was there for the same reason she was. He had run into Jessup as Jessup was headed to find Lisa and was told to be ready to treat White’s injury.

      “I don’t want that bastard to die before I can kill him,” Jessup had told him.

      When Rafe saw Samantha, he was stunned that she had managed to escape again, since he was sure there had been someone guarding the cells. His shock turned to fear when he noticed that she had a rifle. He went for his sidearm but was too slow and Samantha shot him once in the chest. The slug tore through an artery leading to his heart and exited from his back; Rafe bled out within a matter of seconds.

      Samantha was checking his pockets to see if he had a key fob for a vehicle when she heard an urgent voice yelling over the radio that was clipped to Rafe’s belt.

      “Hey Aaron! This is Jeff. Two women just killed Billy, Craig, and a bunch of others, including Hal. Everyone get over here and help me kill them! Hurry!”

      Two women? Samantha thought.

      Jessup came on the radio. “Women? What women? And what about White? OVER!”

      “White’s not here. I think it was all a trick and Hal sold us out. A bunch of the guys are here now, and we’re going after the women. Shit, Aaron, everything is going to hell.”

      Samantha was grinning. Her father was all right and he had help. Two women, and she could guess which women they were. They were her family, and they had come to get her and to destroy the people who’d dared to take her.

      Failing to find a vehicle key on Rafe, Samantha left the mess hall and went looking for her father on foot. If she came across Jack along the way, she would take great pleasure in putting him down.
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      Jack was with Greg. He had driven his van as far along an old logging trail as it could go before he’d been forced to stop because of the vegetation that had taken it over. The van wound up sitting at the top of a hill with a steep drop-off that led down to a narrow ravine.

      Had they tried to leave the camp by using the road, Jessup would have attempted to stop them, and Jack hadn’t wanted to risk running into White. By slipping out the rear of the property, they hoped to avoid that.

      Greg had hopped out and gone off to get Jessup’s hidden all-terrain vehicle while Jack was using his van’s wheelchair lift to get on the ground. He had a foldable walker lying on his lap. He would need to support himself with it during the time Greg loaded the wheelchair onto the back of the ATV. But when Greg returned twenty minutes later, he was still on foot, and he was holding his radio aloft and grinning. While fetching the utility vehicle, he had heard Hal’s lie about Mr. White having been injured and decided to stay.

      “I don’t think we have to leave after all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “White went and got himself gut shot. It sounds like they’ll be bringing him in now.”

      “The girl is still loose; she’s almost as dangerous as White.”

      “Yeah, I thought Aaron was lying about her killing Mike and Bob, but after I saw what she did to Lisa, I believe him. But she’ll be tracked down soon, so I think we should return to the camp and stay.”

      The radio came to life again. It carried the message that Hal’s tale of wounding White was a lie and that two women had killed several of the men.

      “Do you still want to go back, Greg? Face it, Jessup has lost control. If we don’t get out of here soon, White or someone else may find us.”

      Greg nodded. “We’d better leave. Are you sure you’ll be able to hold yourself up with that walker while I load up your wheelchair?”

      “I’m sure. My legs have improved a lot in the last few weeks.”

      “Maybe someday you won’t need this wheelchair.”

      “That’s what I’m hoping for.”

      “I’ll bet,” Greg said, then sighed. He knew that running out on the group made him look like a coward, but he’d rather play it safe than risk dying. And finding Lisa and Sean dead had shaken him up. Maybe he was getting old. As a younger man, he would have been out in the woods with the others looking to hunt down White.

      “Why are you still standing here, Greg? Are you having second thoughts again?”

      “No. I’ll be back soon with the ATV.”

      “Are you sure we’ll both fit on it?”

      “Yeah. It’s one of those big ones. What they call a side-by-side. You’ll have your own seat and there’s a small cargo bed I can put your stuff in.”

      “Don’t take too long. If White is alive, he’ll be inside the camp soon, and I’ll be on the top of his kill list.”

      “I’ll be back. And you’d better pay me that fifty thousand like you promised, or White won’t be your only problem.”

      “You’ll get paid. Don’t worry.”

      Greg grunted and headed off into the woods again.

      While he was gone, Jack heard gunshots in the distance, and one of the weapons sounded louder than the others. A few minutes later he heard one that had come from the direction of the camp. He didn’t know it, but that was Samantha killing Rafe inside the mess hall.

      Jack reasoned that if there was shooting inside the camp, that meant that White and whoever was helping him were in control or soon would be. When they didn’t find him, they would go looking for him. If the authorities became involved, they could put up road blocks, or begin an aerial search using a helicopter or a drone. Jack thought about that and grew worried.

      There were more gunshots off in the distance. Jessup’s men were dying. Jack considered his options and came up with a plan that might buy him the time he needed to get out of the area. Yeah, Jack thought. It just might work.
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        * * *

      

      Jessup’s sobs racked his body as he looked down at his dead wife. He’d gone to his RV first, found it empty, then saw that the door to Samantha’s cell was sitting open. When he stepped inside, his world came crashing in. Lisa was the only woman he ever loved, and they had been together since they were children growing up within the group.

      And as if killing her wasn’t enough, her murderer emptied the waste bucket onto her as a final insult and desecration.

      Jessup didn’t have to guess who had killed her. Samantha had promised to do so, and she had kept that vow. He looked over at Sean and felt a pang of loss for him as well, but that hole in his heart was nothing compared to the canyon that Lisa’s death had placed there.

      White was forgotten, along with the gold and everything else. Jessup’s singular desire was to find Samantha and kill her.

      He left the cell with his gun in his hand and headed for his pickup truck. Tears were running down his face and his sobs mixed with the sound of gunfire in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica and Violet had made it up and over the hill, but not before Jessup’s men had rounded the bend in the road and spotted them.

      They found cover behind a tree that had two trunks growing out of it in a V-shape. Each of the trunks was wide enough to hide behind and thick enough to keep the rounds from penetrating. The men chasing them found cover behind other trees and a firefight began.

      Whatever ammo the man with the rifle was using, although it couldn’t pierce the thick tree Jessica and Violet were behind, it was enough to blast chunks out of it. Because of that, they were forced to squat low and not risk exposing themselves to take any more shots at their attackers.

      Violet looked around and saw that the trees nearest to them were too narrow to offer protection. That meant they couldn’t risk moving. And if they stayed, it would be just a matter of time before the men closed in, or more men joined them in the fight.

      That’s what happened a moment later when a man appeared at their backs, about two hundred feet away. He was weaving through the trees and shouting to let the other men know he was there and to stop firing, lest one of their rounds hit him.

      The shooting stopped and a deep voice called out. “You ladies got nowhere to go. We’ll either shoot you or Ellis there behind you will. Throw out your weapons, or by God, we’ll kill your asses.”

      Violet thought of another option. She spun around and fired at Ellis, the man at their backs. Three of her four shots missed but the last one hit home and struck Ellis just above his crotch. He went down while screaming and the other men started firing again.

      Wounding Ellis had come at a cost. Violet’s rifle was out of ammunition; however, she still had her handguns. She looked at Jessica’s shotgun.

      “How many rounds do you have left?”

      “Six.”

      “We’ll need to make them count.”

      The deep voice called out again, and this time it was filled with rage. “They shot Ellis! Enough of this shit. Let’s charge that tree and kill them.”

      There were grunts of agreement before the blast of the shotgun tore a huge piece out of the tree trunk Violet was crouched behind. That blast was accompanied by the sounds of other weapons firing. If Jessica or Violet attempted to fire back, they would surely catch one of the rounds from the barrage that was being directed at them. Their only hope was to try to kill the men when they came into view.

      A man screamed, then another, and the boom of the rifle grew silent. Or rather, it was replaced by the sound of a different weapon. Jessica and Violet risked a glance and saw that several men were down, and another was falling. Beyond them was White and he was firing away with a rifle at the remaining man who was firing back at him with a handgun. White hit the man with a round to the face and he fell amid his companions.

      Jessica and Violet left the cover of the tree, with Jessica running toward her husband. Violet paused to fire shots that silenced the moans of three men who had survived their wounds. She also claimed the rifle that had ravaged the tree. She was pleased to see that there were four cartridges remaining in it. For a moment, she considered walking back to find the wounded Ellis, whose groans of agony carried on the wind. She decided to let him suffer and went to greet White.

      “What is that all over you, Father?”

      “Its motor oil. It’s hard to tell now, but these clothes they gave me were a bright pink.”

      Jessica was smeared with the substance, for she had hugged and kissed her husband in greeting.

      White pointed toward the road. “Let’s go find Samantha.”
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        * * *

      

      Greg returned with the side-by-side, and it was bigger than Jack had expected, and more like a miniature brown and gray pickup truck with a set of serious looking tires. Jack had already unfolded the walker and there were several items of clothing piled inside the wire basket on the front of it.

      Greg pulled the side-by-side as close as he could to make it easier for Jack. He hoped he wouldn’t need to help the man climb into the off-road vehicle’s seat, but he assumed that Jack wouldn’t be able to clamber up into the seat on his own.

      Jack transitioned to a standing position while gripping the walker’s handles. His arms trembled and he was gasping, but he was on his feet.

      Greg studied him. “Are you sure you’re going to be able to keep from falling while I pack away your wheelchair?”

      “I’m good, but hurry.”

      Greg turned to look at the wheelchair, as he did so, Jack slid a hand into the basket and removed an extendable metal baton he had hidden beneath the clothing.

      Greg was bent over while examining the wheelchair and trying to figure out how it folded up. When he heard the “Snick!” noise the baton made as Jack flicked his wrist to extend it, he straightened and turned to see what made the sound.

      Jack struck him a hard blow on the side of the head. Greg cried out and took a stumbling step to his left as he raised his hands up. Jack hit him again but was careful not to hit him too hard. He still needed Greg to stay on his feet until he could get him into position.

      Greg muttered, “What the hell?” and took a swipe at Jack. The blow was delivered with an open hand and not a fist. It glanced off Jack’s chest and then the hand came to rest on the walker. Greg was using it to keep himself upright more than Jack was.

      Jack gave Greg a shove that sent him stumbling backwards and into the wheelchair. The effort to deliver that push almost made Jack fall too, but he’d kept a tight grip on the walker and stayed on his feet.

      Greg placed his hands on the arms of the chair in preparation to stand. Jack hit him again. The baton opened a cut on Greg’s forehead and put him in a stupor. He was slumped in the wheelchair and mumbling incoherently.

      Jack used the walker to move forward, then reached out carefully and gripped an arm on the wheelchair. The controls for the machine were connected to the arm and resembled a joystick. Jack placed the chair in reverse, and it headed toward the edge of the precipice. The bottom of the ravine was thirty-six feet below.

      Greg was still conscious, but dazed. He looked up at Jack cross-eyed and slurred his speech as he asked a question.

      “Why’d you hit me?”

      “I need a body and you’re handy. When White spots you down below in the ravine with my wheelchair, he’ll assume that you’re me. Before they figure things out, I’ll be gone.”

      Greg said nothing as Jack continued to move the wheelchair closer to the edge. It was slow going, because if Jack moved along too fast, he risked losing his grip on the walker. The delay allowed Greg to regain a portion of his senses. After looking around with a dull expression, he became aware of the danger he was in. However, that awareness arrived too late.

      Jack gave the controller on the wheelchair a hard push backwards and the chair picked up speed. Greg was almost out of the seat when one of the wheels rolled over a fallen tree branch and made the chair bounce. It threw Greg off-balance, and he settled back into the chair. Near the edge, the ground slanted at an angle, and with the wheelchair picking up speed, Greg was unable to leave the chair. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the edge of the cliff approaching. He had just enough time to scream before slipping over the edge and hitting bottom.

      The screaming ended abruptly, and the impact of metal and flesh on stone was oddly muted and brief. Jack wanted to look over the edge to make certain Greg was dead, but he didn’t dare risk it while using the walker. Given the steep angle, he might wind up joining Greg.

      It was a struggle to climb into the side-by-side, and Jack hardly appeared graceful while doing it, but he managed it and got the machine moving.

      The sound of more gunshots came from back at the camp. And somehow Jack knew it was White doing the shooting. If he ever sought to get revenge on the man again, he’d be sure to bring an army with him. It seemed that nothing short of that could stop the man.
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      White, Jessica, and Violet reached the logging camp quickly after finding a pickup truck that had been left on the road by one of the men they had been fighting. When they viewed the top of the empty flagpole, they knew they were near their destination and continued the rest of the way in on foot.

      White killed the last of Jessup’s people when he came across two men who were standing by the flagpole. The pair had been on the far perimeter of the camp where the two-way radios rarely worked because of the hills in the area. They had heard Hal’s lie that White was captured, but they had not caught any of the news that came after. Consequently, they arrived back at camp expecting a celebration. Instead, they found the place looking deserted.

      White had come up behind them after scouting ahead and entering the camp through the bordering trees. One of the men sensed his presence, turned around, and gasped. His shock at seeing White was fourfold: the man was aiming a rifle at his head, was unharmed, and was covered in motor oil, but the greatest factor was White’s gaze, and its intensity.

      The other man had a similar reaction. He’d been eating an apple, but the fruit dropped from his hand, and he spat out the portion of it he had been chewing to ask a question.

      “You’re White, ain’t you?”

      “Where are you keeping my daughter?”

      Both men pointed toward the far end of the camp.

      “The cells are back there,” the first man said. “You’ll see some RVs, then keep going and you’ll see two more about a quarter of a mile beyond that. The cells are behind those two RVs.”

      “Was she harmed?” White asked, while looking around. They were standing out in the open and he had to keep watch for possible attackers.

      “No, no… no sir. Just kept locked up.”

      White’s eyes seemed to blaze brighter as he stared at the men again. “Locked up like an animal you mean.”

      “It weren’t us,” said the other man. “This was all Aaron Jessup’s idea. You know… because you killed his daddy.”

      “Where can I find Jessup?”

      Both men shrugged. They died that way, shoulders hunched, as White fired the rifle twice, both were head shots.
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        * * *

      

      Samantha had been heading toward the sound of an engine that she thought came from a vehicle when she heard the boom of White’s rifle. She changed direction to investigate and find out who was shooting.

      She was in the space between what in the old days were the barracks for the loggers. The long buildings had become dilapidated long ago and fell to ruin, then suffered a fire. At the other end of the space the way through was narrow, as there was charred rubble piled high on both sides, where it formed a passageway.

      When Samantha reached that area, she crouched and peeked out beneath a section of the debris where there was a gap wide enough to see through. She saw a figure over on the right who was dressed in what looked like coveralls that were a hideous brown color, his back was turned to her, but by his height and the way he held himself, she knew she was looking at her father.

      The engine sound grew louder, and a pickup truck appeared behind her. Samantha was aware of it peripherally, but her focus was on her father.

      She cried out “Dad!” just as White was turning in her direction. Although he’d heard her, he was still unable to see her because of the debris between them. At the same moment, Jessica and Violet stepped out of the trees directly across the way and called to Samantha. Samantha was grinning, but the grin faltered when Jessica and Violet began urgently pointing at the vehicle charging up at her rear.

      Samantha turned her head and saw Jessup behind the wheel of a pickup truck that was aimed at her like a bullet and picking up speed. His eyes looked mad, and his mouth was curved into an expression of delight as he anticipated running her down.

      Taking the time to turn and fire her weapon would do nothing to stop the truck’s momentum. And unable to go right or left, Samantha ran forward. The effort would prove to be useless. Jessup had the vehicle racing along and was seconds away from smashing into her. Samantha cleared the debris and veered right toward her father. Jessup’s truck made it through the piles of rubble, but as he turned to pursue Samantha, the truck’s rear end scraped part of an old log beam that was sticking out. It dented the truck and the vehicle’s speed lessened while making the turn; however, Jessup’s focus on Samantha was total and he barreled down on her again.

      White fired his shotgun and the truck’s windshield exploded into a thousand pieces as Jessup was hit by the round. Unfortunately for Samantha, that changed nothing. The truck roared toward her, and she was directly in its path.
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        * * *

      

      Jack was amazed at how well the side-by-side maneuvered through the woods and grew comfortable with it. He had studied a map of the area before traveling there and knew if he kept heading west, he’d meet up with a two-lane road that saw a fair amount of traffic because it was connected to a highway by an exit.

      He was right, but he hadn’t looked at the map carefully enough. There was a stream running through the woods in that area. When he came to it, he was forced to stop.

      He was in an all-terrain vehicle but was uncertain if it could make it across the stream, which was about twenty feet wide and appeared shallow. It appeared to be shallow water; that didn’t mean it wasn’t deep in spots. If he risked entering the stream and became stuck, he would be literally up shit’s creek. His wheelchair was gone, his phone still had no signal, and trying to navigate through the woods with a walker seemed a dismal idea.

      He sat there for a few moments pondering his situation. He could never go back to the cottage in California. He’d left his van behind at the camp and it would be traced back to Derek, and Derek was connected to him because Jack had involved him in Samantha’s earlier kidnapping.

      He hoped Derek wouldn’t get into too much trouble but assumed he would. Derek was also aware of the phony name Jack was using, and so that was a loss as well. Thankfully, Jack still had money in accounts that no one knew about. He could use some of it to buy a new identity and set himself up somewhere else, but first, he had to evade White and the police.

      Jack placed the vehicle in motion again and stayed with the stream. With luck, he would come across a spot where it was narrower, and he’d have more confidence in making an attempt to cross it. Sunlight filtered through the branches and made Jack squint. Looking up, he saw that the sun was lower than he remembered seeing it. A check of his watch revealed the time. In about an hour, the sun would be setting. The last thing he wanted to do was to spend time in the woods at night without food or a way to stay warm, and it was getting cold. He needed to get across the stream and connect with the road. Once there, he could flag down a passing car or a truck and get a ride somewhere.

      Jack felt a chill as the wind picked up, and the quiet gurgling of the stream was like a whispered curse in his ears. He had to get across it before his ruse with Greg and the wheelchair were discovered and a manhunt began.
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        * * *

      

      The pickup truck ran over Samantha as her family looked on in horror at the sight.

      With no time to do anything else and fearing that leaping to the right or left would result in her legs being struck, Samantha had dived to the ground and laid flat while turning her head. The truck rolled over her in less than a second and she felt the heat of the undercarriage as it did so.

      The vehicle kept going until it smashed into the metal flagpole, making a sound like a gong ringing. Although the pole had been set into the ground many decades earlier, it held its own against the impact of the modern truck, which wound up having the flagpole embedded inside its engine compartment.

      White registered the truck’s impact, but his focus was on his daughter. When he saw her rise from the ground apparently unharmed, he let out a relieved sigh.

      As Jessica and Violet ran to Samantha, White approached the truck with his rifle raised and ready to fire. When he grew closer, he used the old screwdriver he still carried to puncture the airbag that was pressed against Jessup.

      The man was bleeding from his chest where White’s round had caught him, and his left shoulder had been dislocated during the crash into the flagpole. White opened the door and saw that there was a gun on the floorboards near Jessup’s feet. He reached in and grabbed it, then unbuckled Jessup’s seatbelt, to pull him from the truck.

      Jessup offered no resistance and collapsed to the ground while releasing a deep moan. Now that he was lying on his side, White saw the bloody exit wound in his back. Jessup was dying, but strangely, he was wearing a smile.

      “You killed my father, White.”

      “And now his son,” White said.

      “Yeah, I’m dying… but at least… at least I killed that bitch of yours. Jack was right, the girl was the devil.”

      “She’s not dead.”

      “What?” Jessup said.

      Samantha walked over with Jessica and Violet. White opened his arms and she leaned into him.

      “Are you all right, Samantha?”

      She smiled. “I knew you’d come, and I knew you’d kill them. Have you seen Jack?”

      “I haven’t, but if he’s here, we’ll find him.”

      “He’s in a wheelchair now, but I don’t think he can walk.”

      Jessup was crying as he stared up at Samantha. “Noooo. You’re dead… I ran you over with the truck… you’re dead.”

      Samantha ignored Jessup and told her family about Brice, and how she had taken him into the woods where he would be safe.

      “Why are you dressed like that?” Violet asked, as she took in the sight of Sean’s cargo pants, T-shirt, and jacket.

      “Jessup’s wife sent her brother into my cell to rape me. I had freed myself of the handcuffs she’d had me in and was ready for him when he came inside the cell. These are his clothes.”

      Violet looked around. “We didn’t see any women.”

      “She’s dead, and her brother too. They never bothered to search me, and I had the knife I keep in my boot. People like them never take me seriously until it’s too late for it to matter.”

      Jessup reached out a hand and gripped Samantha’s ankle. The hand slid away a moment later as his eyes rolled back in his head, and he died.

      “Let’s go get John,” White said. “And then we need to search this place and see who’s left. If you see Jack, kill him on sight. I made the mistake of leaving him alive once; it can’t happen again.”

      As they moved out, Samantha took her father’s hand, and sent a warm smile to her mother and sister. Once they located Jack and dealt with him, it would be time to go home, and she found that she missed her younger siblings, as well as her Uncle Michael.

      Eight years earlier, while still a child, Jack had kidnapped her with the help of two people, and she’d been powerless to stop him. As a teen, Jack enlisted the aid of dozens, and she’d escaped twice while killing five, seriously wounding one, and freeing a fellow prisoner.

      Samantha ached to be as deadly as her father was. As a natural-born predator, she didn’t fear or dread conflict or confrontation with those of ill intent. On the contrary, they were her prey, and she considered pitting herself against them the best of games.

      She looked forward to being an adult and joining her parents as they hunted down serial killers and others of that ilk. And in the meantime, she would work with her sister, Violet, and the other women of Prey to eliminate child molesters and human traffickers.

      And while she loved designing clothes and all aspects of fashion, nothing got her heart racing like pitting herself against a fellow predator and coming out on top.

      Would she ever meet someone who was better than her at the game? Yes. And she already had. She called him father.
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      Brice was thrilled to see everyone and relieved as well. He’d heard all the gunfire in the area as well as the sound of someone wailing off in the distance and feared that Samantha or her father had been injured, or worse.

      Jessica assessed his damaged knee and calmed his fears that something had been broken. The knee had been sprained and would require weeks of rest, or perhaps months depending on how badly the ligaments were damaged. It would take an MRI scan to answer that question.

      Not one of Jessup’s people remained alive inside the camp and Jack was nowhere to be found. It was feared he may have escaped, and if so, it likely meant that he’d been aided by one of Jessup’s men.

      When he was certain that there was no longer a threat to them, White took one of the pickup trucks and drove to where he could get a signal to call Lawson. Before leaving, he had bathed inside one of the motor homes and changed into clothing that fit him well enough. It was a pleasure to be rid of the coveralls reeking of oil and the tight sneakers. The clothes had belonged to Walt Jones.

      While speaking to Lawson, White told him they would require a clean-up crew to dispose of the bodies of Jessup and his people and needed help searching for Jack. Lawson said he would alert Damon Stark and he would give White assistance, there would also be people sent out to scrub the camp clean. Brice accompanied him on the drive so he could call his wife and let her know that he was all right.
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        * * *

      

      Violet had news when White returned. She had noticed tire tracks leading away from one of the RVs and off along an old trail that cut through the woods. By following it, she had come across Jack’s van, which still had the wheelchair lift in the down position. She had discovered something else as well.
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        * * *

      

      White lowered himself into the narrow ravine with help from Jessica and Violet. They were feeding slack to the rope he had secured around him like a climbing harness. Violet had spotted the body and wheelchair and assumed that she had found Jack. White insisted on verifying that fact for himself.

      It wouldn’t be as easy as he’d hoped because the face of the man at the bottom of the ravine had suffered heavy damage from slamming into a pile of jagged rocks during impact. However, the man’s shoes were well-worn, and his physique was muscular. Jack may have recovered a degree of mobility, but White seriously doubted he had packed on such muscle after years of total inactivity. He called up to Samantha.

      “Did Jack have a beard?”

      “No, and his hair is gray.”

      “This isn’t Jack; it’s just his latest victim.”

      “Where could he be?” Jessica said.

      “That’s a good question,” White said, and he wondered if Jack had somehow escaped.
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        * * *

      

      Jack found a narrow section of the stream and risked crossing it in the side-by-side. He had little choice if he wanted a chance at staying free. The water was deeper than it appeared, but the side-by-side was a sturdy beast of a machine and was able to traverse the brook and make it onto the opposite side.

      Jack was laughing with relief when he should have been paying attention to where he was going, and after leaving the water, he ran over a large rock that was sticking up out of the ground. A grinding sound was heard over the noise of the motor as rock met metal. The utility vehicle lurched up on one side during the impact, causing Jack to grip the wheel tightly. It also caused his walker to flip out of the small cargo bed in the back, along with some of Jack’s clothing, and the cloth case containing his laptop. Tucked into a sleeve on the case was Jack’s cell phone.

      Jack brought the vehicle to a stop while cursing loudly. He needed that walker since he no longer had his wheelchair. The folded-up walker had bounced and landed in the stream but was too heavy for the water to carry it off. The laptop case was too weighty as well but was submerged in the stream. His clothes were lost, and he watched them drift away on the current. As for the laptop and phone, he deemed them a loss too. Even if he managed to retrieve the case, the water would have ruined the devices.

      Jack considered his options. He could reenter the stream with the side-by-side and get close enough to pluck the walker from the water. He could do that, yes, but he’d be risking getting stuck in the stream. Another possibility was leaving the vehicle after getting as close as he could, and then walking over to the stream, to reach out and try to grab the walker. That was risky as well.

      He could walk, and had done so, but his legs were as weak and fragile as those of a newborn colt, and he might slip and fall. That would be a catastrophe, especially if he injured himself, and such seemed likely given the slick surface of the ground bordering the stream. His choice made, he began backing up the utility vehicle toward the water, while being careful to avoid the rock he’d hit moments earlier.

      He saw that he had a bigger problem than retrieving the walker at the same moment his nose detected the scent. Where he’d been parked, there was a small puddle. And his nose identified it as gasoline. When he struck the rock, a sharp edge of it had punctured the fuel tank.

      Jack cursed the luck and moved forward again; when he looked back, he saw wetness on the leaves he’d driven over. Given the amount of moisture, he was losing fuel fast.

      Again, he had a decision to make. Should he invest time in recovering the walker or get moving right away and hope that he had enough fuel to reach the roadway ahead. If he could get there, he could get help, perhaps hitch a ride. But if the side-by-side ran out of fuel and stranded him in the woods, the walker would be of little use because of the uneven terrain and ground cover of vines, dead leaves, and the detestable scattered rocks.

      Jack abandoned the walker and drove forward. He looked at the fuel gauge. He had more than half a tank left, but that didn’t matter when there was a hole letting the fuel out. He pushed the machine harder and went faster while avoiding trees and other obstacles.

      A check of the fuel gauge a minute later revealed that he had less than a quarter of a tank. The puncture in the tank must be of a good size for him to be losing fuel that quickly. Fear sent tendrils of despair into his brain, and in his mind’s eye he saw himself sitting in the dark inside the machine with no way to summon help.

      He had to reach the road. Had to find someone who could help him, or he might never make it out of the woods alive.

      A truck horn sounded off from ahead; that let him know he was drawing near to the road. He sounded giddy as he laughed. That good mood was replaced by terror as the vehicle lurched. It was running out of fuel, and he was still far from the road. The vision returned to him of sitting in the dark forest and being unable to call for help, but it was made worse by the thought of being able to hear the passing traffic, and knowing he was so close to safety, yet unable to flag anyone down.

      The vehicle lurched again and the engine sputtered. However, it maintained enough momentum to take him up and over a small hill. As he crested the top, two hundred yards away was a flash of metal. It was a red SUV.

      The engine sputtered again, then coughed, then died, as the fuel ran out. The vehicle rolled along for another eighteen yards before it came to a stop.

      Jack could glimpse the road through the thicket of trees, and the setting sun beyond it. His vision of being stranded in the woods had come true. He pounded the steering wheel in frustration and watched the roadway, where a vehicle went by every ten or fifteen seconds. They might as well have been miles away.

      As he hung his head, he spied salvation. There was a button just beneath the steering wheel where someone had installed an aftermarket add-on. There were no words on the button, but there was the image of a bugle.

      “A horn! The damn thing has a horn.”

      Jack pushed the button and the horn sounded. It was loud when you were parked amid trees, but out on the roadway with the sound of your engine, the road noise made by tires, and with the radio playing, it didn’t catch anyone’s attention. Being cold outside, everyone had their windows up as well.

      Jack pressed the horn again, then stopped, realizing how useless it was. Another idea struck him, and he found the switch for the headlights. They were bright, but they were also aimed right at a pair of trees. Still, it was getting dark, and someone would see the glow. Yeah, they would see it, but would they investigate? Would they park on the side of the road, leave the warmth of their car, and traipse out into the woods at night to appease their curiosity? Maybe. And maybe the lights would wear down the battery in a matter of hours, and then he’d have no way to power the horn or the headlights.

      Jack looked up at the sky and estimated that it would be dark in thirty minutes, possibly less. He eased himself out of the side-by-side and used the door for support to help him stand. There was a fallen tree branch within reach; it was thick and about four feet long. As he held on to the door handle, he bent over and managed to grab the tip of it. After breaking off the smaller branches along its trunk, Jack let go of the door and used the branch like a crutch to support himself. Then he took a step. Another step. A third step.

      With the walker, he’d never taken more than six steps, nor had he pushed himself to do more. His physical therapist, Ramon, had always warned him to take things slow, and to not overdo it.

      “The hell with that,” Jack muttered. Using the branch, he kept taking small steps, and when he paused to rest and looked up, he saw that the road was closer.

      He kept going, and he didn’t try to rush. All his concentration was focused on moving forward, ever forward. Out on the road, vehicles had begun to turn their headlights on, and where he was, under the cover of the trees, the light was fading.

      “Closer,” Jack said. “Closer.” And he was smiling, because damn it, shuffling hobble with the aid of a stick or not, he was walking again. Something he once feared he’d never do.

      “Closer,” Jack said again. “Closer.” And with every step, the road grew nearer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      When White was out of the ravine, they went back to the mess hall where they’d left Brice sitting by the fireplace. Rafe’s body had been dragged outside earlier by Violet, who dumped him next to a hole that had been dug in the ground to contain the camp’s garbage. The man had been a member of a group that kidnapped her sister; in Violet’s view, the trash deserved more deference.

      When White mentioned to Jessica and Violet that he had spotted them earlier, shortly after leaving the parking lot of the bowling alley, and that they had been driving a black sedan. He was surprised to hear them say that he was mistaken.

      “We weren’t there that early,” Jessica said. “We didn’t want to risk being spotted. We were also using my car.”

      “Hmm, then maybe it was one of Jessup’s people keeping an eye on me. Whoever it was, I didn’t see them after they caught a traffic light that I had slipped through as it was turning red. They might have risked running the light, but there was a police car there.”

      “Jessup wouldn’t have had any need to follow you, would he?” Brice asked. “After all, he was the one telling you where to go.”

      “That’s true,” White said. “But I’m certain I was being followed. I wonder who it was.”
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        * * *

      

      Billy Ortiz was angry at himself. He’d been the one tailing White. He would have trailed the man into hell to get a shot at Jack Elmore, the monster who murdered his precious little Maria.

      As White explained, Billy had caught a red light while a cop was nearby. Getting pulled over and issued a ticket would have taken much longer than waiting for the light to change. Still, it was enough of a delay to let White slip away, and Billy had spent the last few hours searching the area near the bowling alley, including back roads.

      Unknown to him, he’d been near the camp, but by then, the shooting had stopped. Had he heard the gunfire, he would have followed it to its source.

      Now that night had fallen, Billy admitted to himself that he had blown his chance to get revenge. He wondered about Mr. White, and Samantha, and said a silent prayer for their safety.

      When he returned home, he would call Thomas Lawson and ask him if he had news. He would leave out the part about following White, which he knew he shouldn’t have done, because Jack or the people who were helping him might have mistaken him for the law and done something drastic.

      Billy adjusted the heat to a higher setting, then turned on the radio, hoping there might be good news about Jack’s capture, or even better, word of his death. As he looked up from the radio, he saw a glow coming from the woods on his right, then he spotted a man standing along the edge of the road with one arm raised to flag him down… and what was that he had? Was that a tree branch?

      He drove past the strange sight, then slowed and pulled over, as he realized the man may have been using the branch as a crutch. That combined with the lights in the woods made Billy wonder if the man hadn’t lost control of his vehicle and crashed into the trees. Then again, those lights were a fair distance from the road. It didn’t seem likely that a car could have traveled that far into the woods.

      Whatever the reason, the man looked as if he needed help. Billy placed the car in reverse and lowered his window on the passenger side.
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        * * *

      

      Yes! Jack thought. Yes! Finally!

      It had taken him thirty-eight minutes to travel less than six hundred feet and he was worn out from the effort. As tiring as the walking was after so many years of immobility, having to remain standing afterwards was just as taxing.

      A truck had driven past him, then twelve cars, and finally a hearse of all things. The drivers all ignored him while giving him strange looks. The driver of the black sedan also gave him an odd look, but then he pulled over and was backing up. When the car was even with him, Jack offered a smile and a weak explanation.

      “Hi. Listen, I was walking along the road here when a car clipped me as they were going by. It was a hit and run and I hurt my leg.” Jack laughed. “That’s why I’m using this branch to support myself. It was better than nothing.”

      The man behind the wheel remained silent. He just stared at Jack, as if he were seeing a ghost.

      “Um, can I get a lift? I’ll pay you if you want.”

      The man kept staring. Then his hand moved, and after shutting off the radio, he pressed a button that would unlock the doors.

      Jack backed up a step and felt pain shoot through his legs and hips. It seemed that Ramon had been right about overtaxing oneself. With room to do so, Jack opened the door and used it to support his weight while he tossed the tree branch onto the car’s back seat.

      “I’m keeping that branch. I might even have it bronzed,” Jack said, and laughed. He felt exhilarated being on the verge of escaping White’s vengeance. And the events of the last hour had proven to him that he could be whole again someday, and maybe even lead some semblance of a normal life. Of course, he knew he’d have no peace until he killed White and Samantha, and someday, he would try again.

      Being seated felt wonderful and the warm air blowing out of the car’s vents soothed his aching legs and alleviated the chill he’d been feeling.

      When the car didn’t move, Jack turned his head and studied his benefactor, who just kept staring at him.

      “Is something wrong, buddy?”

      “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      “Remember you? I don’t think I’ve ever laid eyes on—wait. Yeah, there is something familiar about you. It’s been a while though, right? I haven’t been out and about much the last few years.”

      “We met briefly, but I’m sure you know my face. Think about it.”

      Jack stared. And yeah, there was something memorable about the guy, and it had something to do with a car, because in the flash of memory teasing him, he could see the guy sitting behind the wheel of a vehicle, just as he was now.

      A uniform! Jack thought. Yeah, the guy was wearing a uniform. Shit! Is he a cop? No. Nah, not a cop, a chauffeur. The dude was a chauffeur.

      Jack had met a few chauffeurs and had killed all but one of them while he had been plying his trade as a kidnapper. By killing the chauffeur, he had demonstrated his willingness to be ruthless and shown that he had a disregard for the law.

      It let the parents of his victims know that he was serious, and that they should pay right away unless they wanted to see their child die. It had worked like a charm. The only time he let the chauffeur live was when he’d kidnapped Samantha while with Cinda. Cinda had had a soft heart, and she’d asked him to leave the chauffeur alone.

      Jack’s hand gripped the small gun in his pants pocket. If the guy gave him any trouble, he’d kill him and take the car.
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        * * *

      

      Billy thought he was imagining things when the strange hitchhiker turned out to be Jack. The man was older, thinner, but Billy knew the face of the man who killed his daughter.

      “You remember me now, don’t you, Jack.”

      “Yeah, you drove for old man Ryan back in the day. I’m surprised you recognize me. Hell, half the time I don’t recognize myself.”

      “You took her from me that day.”

      “Samantha. Believe me, I regret it more than you know.”

      Jack took out the gun and showed it to Billy. “Do what you do best and drive.”

      Billy ignored the gun and kept staring at Jack.

      “I wasn’t talking about Samantha. I was talking about my daughter, my sweet Maria. And you, you monster, you snuffed out her life like she was worthless.”

      Jack’s eyes grew large. Of course, Ryan’s chauffeur was the father of the girl he’d killed. He thought about Maria from time to time, but only because other people would bring her name up. He’d never given a damn about her parents, or how his callous murder of the child had affected them.

      Billy’s fist shot out and hit Jack on the side of the head. Jack reeled from the blow but still had a grip on the gun. He fired it at Billy and heard the side window on the car shatter. Then he was hit again, and the gun was wrenched out of his hand. He regained possession of it though, because Billy shoved it past his lips and into his mouth.

      “This is for my daughter, you son of a bitch.”

      Billy pulled the trigger, and a monster died.
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      Thomas Lawson made certain that Billy’s actions were never a part of a police investigation. That extended to the violence that had gone on at the lumber camp, although police had been called to the area to investigate reports of gunfire.

      The small-town cop sent to check it out wrote two tickets for illegal parking. He placed one under a windshield wiper on the old truck White had been driving, and the other on Jessica’s car. Had the cop driven a little farther and made a right, he would have found the dead bodies of three men. But it was cold out, and he was hungry, and the local diner was serving fried chicken, along with those garlic mashed potatoes he liked so much.

      Ten minutes after he left, Damon Stark and his team arrived. With them was a forensics crew that specialized in scrubbing crime scenes. Within hours, no sign remained of the violence that had gone on in and around the lumber camp.
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        * * *

      

      Jack had been right when he speculated that his van would reveal his connection to Derek Heller, whom the world knew as the movie star Deke Harper. When Damon Stark confronted Derek at his home in the Hollywood Hills, and revealed what Jack had been doing, Derek fell into a chair and hung his head. He feared Jack had done something stupid after he’d gone to the cottage and found it empty.

      “Why was there nothing in the news about Jack if he was captured?” Derek asked.

      Stark took out his phone and began filming Derek. “You’re being given one chance to come clean about your role in this, Mr. Harper. Refuse, lie, and I promise you that the man I work for will bring holy hell down on you and anyone else involved in freeing Jack Elmore. You can start by telling us how Elmore regained the use of his limbs.”

      Derek confessed everything, and he informed Stark that Dr. Mira Lambert had passed away two days earlier.

      “Punish me all you want, but don’t let her genius go to waste. And please, Agent Stark, please don’t let Jack’s involvement with Dr. Lambert taint her memory in any way.”

      “That’s not up to me. Tell me something, Mr. Harper. Why would you help a man like Jack Elmore? You knew what he was; he held you hostage once and threatened to kill you.”

      Derek gestured at his surroundings. The home was fabulous and worth millions. “I wouldn’t have any of this if not for Jack. He left money for me in my old trailer, and that allowed me to come here and take a shot at stardom that paid off. I know he was no saint, but he helped me, so he couldn’t have been all bad.”

      Stark stopped recording and sent Derek a curt nod. “Someone will contact you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      When the call came, the man on the other end of the line was Thomas Lawson. Derek’s involvement with Jack would remain a secret, and a team of top doctors was being assembled to study Dr. Lambert’s research. Jack’s role in the doctor’s success would never be mentioned. As far as the medical world knew, he would be Test Patient Number One. And he would never cast a shadow over Samantha’s life ever again.
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