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      It was as beautiful a Saturday afternoon as Tyron and Kelly Ruiz could remember. The afternoon sun was sinking behind the distant mountains, and the streaks of cirrus clouds glowed in hues of bright orange, crimson and deep pink in the slowly darkening sky. The nearby woods were rich with the sounds of life, and for the moment, Tyron’s stressful office job in the nearby city was a hazy memory at the back of his mind.

      “I’m glad we decided to move out here, honey,” Kelly said, slowly sipping on her glass of red wine. Although she had celebrated her fortieth birthday two weeks prior, Tyron thought she looked just as beautiful as she had when he had first met her seventeen years ago.

      “I’m glad we came here, beautiful,” he said, swigging on his beer. “It’s only a half-hour drive to the city, but it feels like we’re much farther away. And the girls have had a much nicer and fuller childhood growing up out here than they would have had we stayed in that apartment downtown.”

      They smiled as they watched their two daughters—one nine, the other seven years old—chasing each other around the expansive yard, shrieking with glee as they squirted each other with water pistols.

      Tyron slipped his fingers through his wife’s and squeezed gently, leaning back into his deck chair as they watched the sun set from the wraparound porch of their large house. Suddenly, though, the tranquility of the moment was shattered by a piercing scream. This was no squeal of amusement from the girls—this was a howl of sheer terror.

      “Eloise! Madison!” Tyron yelled, spilling his beer as he sprang up from his deck chair. “What’s wrong?”

      The girls came sprinting toward the house, their faces white, their eyes wild with fear, screaming with terror as they ran.

      “What happened?” Kelly gasped, scrambling up from her chair. “Girls, what happened? Are you hurt?” She rushed over to them, running across the lawn with her husband close behind her.

      “Mommy, Daddy help!” screamed Eloise, the older of the two. “There’s a man! A scary man! He chased us!”

      “Help, Mommy, help!” Madison screamed, clearly terror-stricken. The girls weren’t making this up.

      “Get them into the house and call 9-1-1,” Tyron said, his heart thumping in his chest. “I’m getting my shotgun.”

      “Honey, no, let’s all just get inside and lock the place up and wait for the cops to get here,” Kelly said, hugging her daughters close. “If there is someone dangerous out there, we should let the police deal with them.”

      “I’m not going to cower behind a locked door and allow some creep to come onto my property and terrorize my kids,” Tyron said firmly. “I’ll deal with him, and then the cops can take him away. Quickly, get the girls inside and get on the phone to the sheriff.”

      From Tyron’s tone, Kelly knew that there was no point in arguing; he had made up his mind. She carried Madison inside, with Eloise, who was still terrified, rushing along behind her. Tyron, meanwhile, ran into his bedroom and grabbed his pump-action shotgun from under his bed.

      “Girls, where’s the scary man?” he asked. “Tell me where you saw him.”

      “He was b-b-by the a-apple trees,” Eloise stammered. “He y-yelled at us and s-started chasing us!”

      “Don’t worry, baby girl,” Tyron said. “You’re safe now. I’ll protect you.”

      He jogged out of the house with his shotgun in his hands and locked the front door behind him. “Lock the back door, too, Kelly!” he yelled over his shoulder.

      He jogged out to the backyard, where the fruit trees were, and raised the shotgun to his shoulder as he slowed down to a walk. His heart was beating in deep, booming thuds in his chest, and he could hear the heavy thump of every beat pulsing in his ears. He never had so much as been in a fistfight, and now he was out here about to confront a potentially violent and dangerous stranger in his backyard. He swallowed a dry gulp of fear and tried to inject some confidence into his veins.

      “Who’s out here?” he yelled, trying to sound as intimidating as he could. “Show yourself. Come out with your hands where I can see them, or I swear to God I’m gonna start shooting!”

      There was no response but the gentle rustling of the apple tree leaves in the warm evening breeze. Dusk was falling, the shadows beneath the trees were growing thicker, and the woods on the border of the property began to look ominous and threatening. Tyron wondered if his daughters had been imagining things or had made up the whole story. But they couldn’t have—the fear on their faces had been absolutely genuine. They had seen someone—or something—out here. A bead of cold sweat inched its way down Troy’s spine as he walked slowly toward the apple trees, and he swallowed a dry gulp of fear.

      “Dammit, you son of a bitch!” he yelled. “I know you’re there! Come out! Just come out, and I won’t hurt you!”

      “What the hell are you doing in my house?” a man roared from behind the trees, startling Tyron so badly that he almost fired a shot.

      “What?” Tyron spluttered after he had gotten over the shock of the bizarre statement. “Who on Earth are you? This is my house, you crazy son of a bitch! Get off my property! The cops are on their way, and you’d better leave if you don’t want to get taken in for trespassing.”

      “You’re crazy! Where are my mom and dad? This is my house!” the man insisted.

      He sounded more frightened than aggressive, and Tyron lowered his shotgun and changed the tone of his voice to a gentler and more sympathetic one. The man sounded as if he was middle-aged. Tyron wondered if he was someone who had some sort of mental disability who had forgotten to take his medication.

      “Look, I don’t know who you are, but if you just come out where I can see you, we can talk things over, okay? I’m lowering my gun. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “You’re a crazy person … this is my house, this is my house. Why are you saying it’s your house?” the man whimpered, sounding as if he was on the verge of tears. “Get my mom and dad, please. Tell them to come out; I’ve come home….”

      “Listen, man,” Tyron said, now feeling far more confused by the bizarreness and surreality of this situation than frightened, “if you just come out and talk to me, we can figure out what’s happened here. I promise I’m not going to hurt you, okay? Please, just come on out, and we’ll talk things over.”

      “You’re not gonna hurt me?” the man asked warily.

      “I promise, I’m not going to hurt you. You just scared my daughters, I thought you might be a robber or a criminal or something, but now I see that I was wrong. Please, just come on out.”

      “Okay, okay, I’m coming out. Don’t hurt me, okay? You promised you wouldn’t.”

      “And I won’t. I just want to talk,” Tyron said.

      The man stepped out from behind one of the apple trees. He was shrouded in shadow, but as he walked toward Tyron and emerged from the darkness beneath the tree, Tyron let out a gasp—not of recognition but of shock and surprise. The man was in his late forties; he was balding, with a tangled mess of graying hair hanging around his shoulders and a bushy, unkempt beard. He was thin, and his face was gaunt, his eyes hollow—with the wild, crazed look of him, Tyron wasn’t surprised that his daughters had caught sight of this man and been terrified. But what was most surprising about this man’s appearance was his clothes. They were clean and looked quite new, but they were vintage clothes that a trendy teenager would have worn in the late 1980s.

      “These apple trees … how’d they get so big so fast?” the man murmured, his face a scrunched-up bundle of confusion. “They were so small yesterday, but now they’re twice the size.”

      “What’s your name?” Tyron asked slowly. “I’m Tyron Ruiz.”

      “I … I … I don’t know,” the man said, shaking his head and frowning deeply with intense confusion.

      “You don’t know what your own name is?”

      He shook his head again. “I … I’m sorry, I just don’t know.”

      “How did you get here?” Tyron asked. He could hear the wail of police sirens in the distance, and he knew the cops were coming. “Where did you come from?”

      “I … I don’t know,” the man murmured. “I just know that … this is my home.”

      Tyron’s phone rang in his pocket, and he took it out to see who was calling. Kelly’s name was on the screen, and he figured she was calling to tell him that the cops were on their way.

      “What … is that thing?” the man gasped, staring in awe at Tyron’s phone. “Is that some kind of walkie-talkie or something?”

      “It’s a … phone,” Tyron answered, slowly slipping the phone back into his pocket. Things were stranger with every passing second, it seemed. “Do you have any ID on you?” he asked. “You must have something on you. Do you have your wallet, with a credit card, maybe a driver’s license?”

      The man laughed. “I’m not old enough to have a driver’s license, man,” he said.

      Tyron’s frown deepened. Not only was the man dressed like a teenager from the late 80s, but it also seemed that he thought he was a teenager, too. This wasn’t a case for the cops, he decided—it was a case for a shrink. This guy, he figured, had possibly escaped from some sort of mental institution. He didn’t seem dangerous, but Tyron decided to keep a grip on his shotgun just in case.

      “Look, could you just check your pockets for me?” he asked. “I think we’d both feel a little better about … whatever is going on here if you could produce some sort of ID.”

      The man dug around in his pockets and produced a card. “Here!” he said triumphantly.

      “Let me take a look at that, please,” Tyron said.

      In the background, the sirens were getting louder. The cops would be here in a minute, maybe sooner.

      “Sure,” the man said, handing the card he’d found in his pocket to Tyron.

      As soon as Tyron took a look at the card, he almost dropped it, and he gasped with shock. “Holy shit,” he murmured. Then he looked up at the middle-aged man, then down at the card, then up at the man again. “My God, this can’t be possible…. This seriously, seriously can’t be possible, but somehow … it is.”

      The card was a local high school library card, and the issue date on it was August 1989. The student’s name was Dale Ramsey, and the photograph matched—although Dale Ramsey had clearly aged by over thirty years since the photograph had been taken.

      However, what was most shocking about the whole thing was that Tyron knew exactly who Dale Ramsey was. In fact, everyone in this city who had been here in the late 80s knew who Dale Ramsey was. Along with some other teenagers, Dale had been kidnapped in 1989, and none of them had ever been seen again.

      Yet here he was, alive and well, and looking as if he had put on the same clothes he had been wearing when he had been abducted … and had somehow returned from the grave, for he had been presumed dead for the last thirty years. And what was more, he was right about this being his house. Tyron had bought the house from Ramsey’s parents when they had sold it ten years ago.

      “Holy shit,” Tyron murmured. “You’re Dale Ramsey. As insane as it is, you really are … Dale … Ramsey….”
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      Blake Hines jumped up and punched his fist into the air with gleeful triumph. “Touchdown!” he yelled, the roar of the crowd from the TV echoing through his modestly sized living room, the multicolored lights from the big LED screen dancing across his well-worn sofa.

      Next to Blake on the sofa, his companion—an elderly doberman named Buster—sighed and closed his eyes, not sharing his master’s enthusiasm for the football game on TV.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” Blake yelled joyfully, jumping around his living room. This touchdown would secure his team’s victory in the game; there was no way the opponents could come back now, not when they were down this badly.

      “Blake Hines, do I need to remind you that you’re seventy, not seventeen?” a familiar voice called out from the kitchen, from which the delectable scent of blueberry pie in the oven was wafting. The voice was laced with sternness, but underlying it was the undeniable warmth of loving affection. It was also a voice that had been in Blake’s life for almost fifty years now.

      Despite being close to seventy-one, Blake was fit and healthy; a lifelong marathon runner, he still jogged every day. Tall and slim, he had a runner’s wiry physique, and he kept his full head of white hair neatly trimmed.

      “All right, all right, Hannah,” Blake called out to his wife. “Can’t a guy get excited when his team is winning?”

      Before she could answer, the phone in the kitchen started ringing. Buster looked up from his nap on the sofa, pricking his ears. Hannah, meanwhile, took off her oven mitts and answered the phone. “It’s for you,” she called out.

      “Dammit, just when there are five minutes of play left!” Blake grumbled. “Find out who it is and tell ‘em I’ll call back in five minutes.”

      “He says it’s urgent,” Hannah said. “It’s your friend, Tommy.”

      Blake frowned, his curiosity piqued. Tommy Padilla was the captain in charge of the police station Blake had worked at as a detective for most of his life. Although Blake had retired a number of years ago, he and Tommy still kept in touch as friends. Tommy, however, would also often call Blake to get advice and help for cases that had the regular detectives stumped.

      “Well, I guess the game’s won. There’s no way these guys are coming back from being this many points down,” Blake muttered to himself, reluctantly tearing himself away from the TV. He shuffled through the living room and kitchen and picked up the phone. “Tommy, how are you doing, my friend?”

      “I’m good, Blake, I’m good.”

      “What can I do for ya? I’m guessing that this ain’t a simple social call.”

      Tommy chuckled dryly on the other end of the line. “Blake, you’re not going to believe what I’m about to tell you. Seriously, brace yourself.”

      “Uh, okay,” Blake said. “Well, go on, don’t string me along here, spit it out.”

      “I’m sure you remember the one case you never solved, right?” Tommy said.

      Blake sighed. “The Pied Piper Cult and those kidnapped teens, 1989. Sure, what about it? Don’t tell me you’ve got a new lead after all these years….”

      “Not just a new lead, my friend, but one of the kidnapped teens,” Tommy said. His tone told Blake that he was absolutely serious and that as crazy as it sounded, this was no joke.

      Blake let out a gasp of shock, and he felt as if his knees were about to buckle beneath him. “You’ve gotta be kidding, Tommy. Seriously, you’ve gotta be kidding.”

      “As insane as it sounds, I’m not,” Tommy said. “Look, you’d better come downtown and see this for yourself.”

      “Uh, yeah, yeah, of course,” Blake said, still overwhelmed with just how crazy this whole thing was. “I’m on my way.”

      Half an hour later, he walked through the familiar front doors of the police station at which he’d spent the majority of his working life. Everyone there, except for the very newest recruits and members of staff, still recognized him and treated him like a minor celebrity. At this time, most of the cops had gone home for the evening, though, and there was only a skeleton night staff on duty. Most of them greeted Blake with enthusiastic cheer when he entered the station, though.

      Captain Tommy Padilla was waiting in his office for Blake. The captain was a heavyset former high school football star with a shiny bald head and a thick ginger walrus mustache, and although he was in his late fifties and had packed on a few pounds, he was still fast and strong enough to manhandle far younger men.

      “Blake, it’s good to see you,” he said. “Look, you’d better come and see this. We’ve got him in a holding cell for now, but he’s going to be moved to a psychiatric ward once you’ve taken a look at him.”

      “You’re sure it’s him?” Blake asked, still incredulous.

      “We’re going to do a DNA test so we can be one hundred percent positive,” Tommy answered, “but seriously, Blake, you just need to look at the guy to know it’s him. My eyes don’t lie, and neither, I’m guessing, will yours.”

      Blake followed Tommy down to the station’s holding cells, which usually housed drunks and other minor offenders. Blake gasped when he saw the man in the first cell. He didn’t need a DNA test to tell him that the man was, against all odds, one of the kidnapped teens he had spent over a year of intense work trying to track down.

      Dale Ramsey was sitting on the floor in the corner of the cell, hugging his knees against his chest, looking terribly confused and frightened.

      “I’m guessing you’ve already tried questioning him,” Blake said.

      “We have, and we’ve got exactly nothing. He’s suffering from some pretty intense amnesia. He can’t remember his own name and seems to know nothing at all about what happened to him or where he’s been for the last thirty-something years. He can remember some stuff about his childhood, and he showed up out of the blue this evening at his childhood home, a house on the outskirts of town now owned by a family by the name of Ruiz.”

      “I’m guessing he thought it was still his home,” Blake said.

      “Yeah and was very distressed to find a whole new family living there.”

      “Does he know his parents died a couple years ago and his sister is living in the UK?” Blake asked.

      “We tried to explain these things to him,” Tommy said, “but it’s difficult to get him to accept the reality of the situation. Honestly, I think he still thinks it’s the late 80s. He can’t seem to wrap his head around the concept of smartphones and other modern tech.”

      “So it’s like his mind got frozen in ’89, somehow, and everything from that point until now got wiped clean, huh?”

      “That’s right, as crazy as it sounds,” Tommy said, nodding grimly.

      “Those are the same clothes he was wearing when he was kidnapped in ’89, aren’t they?” Blake remarked. “But they look almost brand new!”

      “They pretty much are, and we checked the labels—they’re genuine ’89 items. It’s almost like he came through a freakin’ time machine or something, which I’d almost believe if his face and body hadn’t clearly aged by thirty years.”

      “And nobody knows how he arrived at the Ruiz property?” Blake asked. “Nobody saw him wandering around town or being dropped off by someone? I mean, last we heard, Ramsey and the other kids who were kidnapped were smuggled out of America and ended up disappearing into the jungle deep in Colombia. All the evidence we have pointed to them all dying there, including the head kidnapper and the cult leader. Now we know that at least one of them survived and somehow returned to the place he was originally kidnapped from thirty-two years ago. But how did he get back into the country?”

      Tommy shook his head slowly and let out a long, slow sigh. “That’s why I called you in, Blake. You know more about this case than anyone. I mean, it’s a dead case, right? It’s been a closed case for decades. But now, with Dale Ramsey seemingly returning from the dead or traveling through a time machine or something, I’ve got no choice but to reopen the case. And I know you’re retired, but Blake, you know more about this case than anyone on the force. Than anyone, period. If you’d consider coming out of retirement, just for this….”

      “There’s no need to ask twice, Tommy. This was the one case I didn’t solve, the thorn in my side throughout my long career here. If there ever were a case to bring me out of retirement, it’d be this one.”

      Tommy grinned and clapped Blake appreciatively on the shoulder. “I’m glad to have you back, even if it’s only temporary, my friend. What’s Hannah gonna say about you coming out of retirement, though?”

      Blake chuckled and shook his head. “Oh, she’s not going to be too happy about it, I can tell you that. But I’ll break the news to her gently and sweet-talk her into accepting it. I mean, it’s just one case—”

      “One case that could be the biggest case in this state, possibly even the whole country, depending on how deep this goes,” Tommy said.

      “I don’t intend to mention that particular detail right out of the gate,” Blake said with a grin. “We’ll make it sound like—”

      Before he could finish this sentence, Tommy’s phone began to ring.

      “Hold that thought, will ya?” Tommy asked. He took the call, and as he listened to the voice on the other end, his mouth opened, his jaw dropped, and his eyes grew wide with surprise.

      “What was that about?” Blake asked when Tommy put down the phone.

      “You won’t believe this, Blake,” Tommy said, “but a teenage boy has just been kidnapped, and the way he was kidnapped was almost identical to how Dale Ramsey and the other teenagers were taken back in ’89. As insane and impossible as it sounds, somehow, it looks like the Pied Piper Cult has come back from the dead.”
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      “What do you have on the victim’s parents and family?” Blake asked. He was in the passenger’s seat of Tommy’s police cruiser, and they were on their way to the scene of the kidnapping: the victim’s house.

      “The victim is Maurice Windrow, sixteen years old. Good kid, from what we’ve heard, no trouble at school, certainly no brushes with the law or anything like that.”

      “And he’s into music, presumably,” Blake remarked. “If this really is the Pied Piper Cult returning, as insane as that seems.”

      “He’s a budding DJ, yeah,” Tommy said. “His parents are William Windrow and Anne Windrow, fifty-two and forty-seven respectively. The father’s a plumber, mother works as a bookkeeper for some firm in town. They’ve got another two kids, one older than Maurice, one younger. Perfectly average suburban family.”

      “It certainly is sounding bizarrely similar to the whole Pied Piper case, and if that’s true, this whole situation is starting to feel pretty ominous. The last thing we need is a man like Ebenezer Burke returning. He’s supposed to be dead, and it’d be far better for every living soul in this city if he stayed in the ground.”

      “Damn straight,” Tommy muttered as he turned a corner. “Let’s hope that evil son of a bitch really is rotting in a shallow grave somewhere in the jungles of Latin America and this is just some bizarre coincidence. Burke returning is the absolute last thing we need here.”

      They pulled up outside the Windrow house, where a number of police cruisers were already parked, with their red and blue lights blazing bright swathes of color into the dark night. As Tommy had said, the Windrow family’s house was about as average as they were in terms of suburbia. In front of the modern, three-bedroom house, there was a broad, neat lawn, two new cars in the driveway, and some kids’ bicycles on the porch.

      Also on the porch were the Windrows. Anne Windrow, teary-faced, was hugging her two children while William Windrow was talking to two young police officers, who were taking notes.

      “All right, let’s do this,” Blake said, exiting the cruiser.

      He and Tommy walked up to the porch and greeted the other cops and the Windrows.

      “Could Blake and I have a word with you, Mrs. Windrow?” Tommy asked.

      “I, uh, I already told the other officers everything I know,” Anne answered, sniffing and wiping away tears.

      “I understand that,” Tommy said, “but those two are rookies, and they don’t have the background info that Blake and I do. As strange as this may sound, your son’s kidnapping may be connected to a series of kidnappings that took place here over thirty years ago. We need to get a few details from you to either confirm this theory or to shoot it down—which I hope is what will happen. Have you heard of the Pied Piper Cult?”

      Anne shook her head slowly. “I’ve never heard of that, no,” she answered. “We’re Canadian, by the way; we moved to the States five years ago.”

      “Ah, that would explain why you’ve never heard of the Pied Piper Cult. I’m guessing you’ve never heard of Ebenezer Burke, either?”

      Anne shook her head again.

      “That’s okay. I’ll let Blake explain it to you. He worked on the case back in ’89 and knows more about it than anyone.”

      “It’s good to meet you, Mrs. Windrow, although obviously, I wish it was under better circumstances than this,” Blake said. “Let me just ask you a few questions before I tell you about what happened here back in the late 80s. Your son is an aspiring DJ, correct?”

      “Maurice loves his music, yes,” she answered, which brought on another flood of tears. “You’re, you’re going to find him, aren’t you? You’re going to get my boy back, right?” she sobbed.

      “We’re going to do everything in our power to get him back, yes,” Blake said gently. “And the more information, the more details you can give us, the faster we can get to the bottom of this whole thing and get your son back. So tell me, was he offered a free concert ticket or something of the sort? Forgive me, as you can see, I’m no spring chicken, and I don’t know what the youth of today do in terms of experiencing live music. Back in ’89, it was rock concerts.”

      Before Anne could answer, the older child, an eighteen-year-old girl, whose pretty, tear-streaked face looked remarkably similar to her mother’s, spoke up. “My brother got a message on Instagram yesterday about winning tickets to an outdoor DJ festival he’s been saving up to go to,” she said.

      “Thank you, missy,” Blake said. “And what would your name be?”

      “I’m Isabelle,” she said.

      “Great, Isabelle. If you could get us the name of the account the message came from, any other details, anything at all, that would be perfect,” Blake said. “The more information, the better. Did Maurice tell you what this message said?”

      “Sure,” Isabelle answered. “He forwarded it to me. He was really excited.”

      “Would you mind showing it to us?”

      “No problem,” she said, and she took out her phone, tapped on the screen a few times, and then showed Blake and Tommy the message Maurice had received.

      Both men muttered and shook their heads grimly when they read it.

      “What’s wrong? Why are you acting like this? What do you see in that message that the other cops didn’t see?” Anne asked, the tone of her voice becoming frantic.

      “Those youngsters,” Tommy said, jerking his head toward the young cops who were talking to William Windrow, “were toddlers when the whole Pied Piper thing was going down. They don’t know anything about it. But this message, almost word-for-word, is the same message the kidnapped kids received in 1989. Of course, back then, there was no email or social media or anything, and the messages were delivered by mail. They were made to look like they were all official, coming from some big record company or radio station, but they were fakes, of course, designed to prime the kidnapping target.”

      “Dear Maurice, it’s your lucky day,” Blake said, reading the message on Isabelle’s screen out loud. “You’ve been selected from hundreds of thousands of fans to win one of the one hundred runner-up prizes in this summer’s biggest music giveaway contest: a pair of free tickets to this year’s Mega Bass Fest. The tickets will be personally presented to you by our promotions and contests manager, Hayley Preston, who will deliver them to your door tomorrow. Make sure you’re at home in the evening. We’ll give you a call when we’re outside.”

      “And that message is what was sent to kids in the 80s with this Pied Piper Cult thing?” Anne Windrow asked.

      “Yes, with a few minor details changed, of course,” Blake said. “The message in the postcards the kids received then was almost identical to this. I should know; I studied every single one of those damn postcards. They even used the same name: Hayley Preston. There’s no such person, of course. The Hayley Preston mentioned in this message doesn’t exist.”

      “And they did the same thing they did to my boy?” Anne asked, more tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “I’m afraid so,” Blake said. “They’d give them a call shortly before arriving. Of course, it was to the kid’s landline in those days. Then they’d ask him or her to go wait outside and look for a particular car. Back then, it was a black Mercedes sedan with tinted windows, the kind of car that important people in record companies drove. The person would tell the kid to approach the vehicle when they saw it, making up something about this Hayley Preston person being late for a meeting. The kid would see the car and think that they were about to get this wonderful prize, and they would approach the vehicle only to be grabbed, shoved into the car, and driven swiftly away.”

      Anne burst into tears, and Isabelle started crying, too.

      “That’s what they did to Maurice,” Isabelle sobbed. “I saw it. He approached this car he thought was coming to give him the tickets, but two men jumped out, grabbed him, shoved him into the back, and sped away.”

      “Did you ever find out who was doing these terrible things?” Anne asked, still sobbing.

      “We did, but we never managed to catch him,” Blake answered. “There was a cult behind the kidnappings. The head of the cult was a charismatic, crazy guy named Ebenezer Burke. In many ways, he was like Charles Manson, who I’m sure you’ve heard of. Burke was a real piece of work. Got all of his cult followers to do his dirty work, kept his hands so clean we couldn’t touch him, not legally anyway.”

      “He was a real slippery son of a bitch,” Tommy muttered. “Believe me, we did everything in our power to try to arrest him, but he hired some expensive lawyers, and we couldn’t touch him.”

      “By the time I finally got enough evidence to link him to the crimes and get an arrest warrant issued,” Blake continued, “he and his followers—and, presumably, taking with them the teens they had kidnapped—fled the country. Some people smugglers got them across the border into Mexico, and from there, they supposedly flew into Colombia, where Burke had bought some rural land in the jungle. Colombian law enforcement and Interpol reported that Burke and his followers disappeared into the Colombian jungle, which is on the edge of the Amazon rainforest, and that was the last that was ever heard of them. The Colombian Army searched for them, but no trace of their presence was ever found, dead or alive.”

      “Why were they called the Pied Piper Cult?” Isabelle asked.

      “Oh, they called themselves by a different name,” Tommy answered. “The Children of Celestial Light or some bullshit like that. Burke told his followers he had been sent by beings from another dimension or something completely insane. It was us cops who coined the nickname ‘the Pied Piper Cult,’ on account of their method of kidnapping by using music to lure their teenage victims to them, like the Pied Piper in the old fairytale.”

      “And … none of the children they kidnapped were ever found?” Anne asked tearfully.

      Blake sighed; he wanted to give her hope, but he couldn’t tell her an outright lie. As painful as it was, he had to tell her the truth. “No, none of them were ever found,” he said. “It was the biggest disappointment of my long career as a detective. Well, none of them were found until earlier this evening. Believe it or not, one has returned, and he’s alive and healthy, if not well.”

      Just then, Tommy’s phone rang. “Excuse me,” he said and walked off to take the call.

      “You think that somehow, this is the same person, the same people as those in 1989 who kidnapped my son?” Anne asked, sobbing and sniffing.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but … it could be,” Blake said. “But it could also be a copycat, a fan of the original Pied Piper Cult who’s now trying to replicate their crimes, for whatever sick reason he or she might have. Personally, I think—”

      “It’s the Pied Piper Cult,” Tommy said grimly, shoving his phone into his pocket as he walked back over to them. “You’re not going to believe this, Blake, but I’ve just had a call informing me that not only is Ebenezer Burke alive and well … he’s back in town. The Pied Piper Cult is back.”
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      “Are you serious?” Blake asked. “Where did you get this information?”

      “A journalist named Chase Davies just called me, asking for information,” Tommy answered. “Have you heard of him?”

      “I feel like I’ve seen his name in the papers before,” Blake answered.

      “You will have. He’s an up-and-coming writer. He’s always after the hottest crime stories. Usually, when he calls me for confirmation of information, the info is correct.”

      “And he’s asking if you can confirm that Burke is back in town?” Blake asked.

      “Yeah, sort of,” Tommy said. “He said he’s got video footage of Burke from a security camera downtown. He’s asking if we know Burke is back and if we’re planning to launch a manhunt for him, considering he’s still a wanted fugitive from justice.”

      “And are you?”

      “Are we what?” Tommy asked.

      “Planning to launch a manhunt?” Blake asked.

      “I’ll have to take a look at this footage myself first,” Tommy said. “I can’t just launch a manhunt without solid evidence, and we don’t want people panicking for no reason. We need to confirm that it’s Burke in the footage.”

      “We’d better do that, then,” Blake said. “Hell, I’ve got a sixteen-year-old granddaughter, and I’d be worried as hell if I knew Ebenezer Burke was back in town, along with his Pied Piper Cult. And with this copycat kidnapping—or whoever or whatever it is that’s behind the kidnapping of Maurice Windrow—I’m already starting to worry about her.”

      “I know, I know, and if my kids were still in their teens, I’d be worried, too,” Tommy said. “Trust me. I’ve arranged a meeting with Davies later tonight, where he’s gonna show me the footage. You’d best come along, Blake. You know Burke’s face better than anyone.”

      “I will.”

      An hour later, after they had wrapped up interviewing and taking statements from the Windrow family, Tommy and Blake went to a dive bar downtown to meet Chase Davies, the journalist who claimed he had evidence that Ebenezer Burke was back in town.

      The dive bar was the sort of place Blake hadn’t been in since his days on the force, and he hadn’t missed coming to spots like this. The lighting in the cramped basement bar was dim and dingy, the rock music blasting from the speakers too loud and raucous, and the patrons were surly degenerates, mostly.

      “This guy could have picked a more civilized meeting spot,” Blake grumbled over the noise of the rock music as he and Tommy entered the bar.

      Tommy shrugged. “This is Davies’s favorite watering hole, and he’s always paranoid about safety and anonymity. He always insists we meet here.”

      They grabbed some soft drinks from the bar, and then Blake followed Tommy over to the spot where he frequently met Davies, a table in a dark corner. Chase Davies was already seated there, sipping on one of the craft beers he was a great fan of. He was young, barely pushing thirty, and possessed the nervous, fidgety energy of a teenager overdosing on caffeine. He was dressed in a gray trench coat, and his jet-black hair, long on top but buzzed to a fade on the sides and at the back, was slicked back. He wore thick glasses but did not look the least bit nerdy. Instead, he had a naturally athletic build, enhanced by gym-built muscle. In short, he appeared entirely out of place in a dive bar like this, although he seemed comfortable enough in his dingy corner.

      With a white flash of teeth, Chase beamed a smile of recognition as Tommy and Blake approached. He stood up and offered his hand to Tommy, and then, after he shook hands with Tommy, he offered it to Blake. Blake gripped Chase’s hand and gave it a firm, respectful shake, which was returned in kind.

      “Captain Padilla, it’s good to see you,” Chase said. “And you must be retired detective, Blake Hines. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Hines. I’m a big fan of yours.”

      “I didn’t realize I had any fans,” Blake said with a surprised chuckle. “Anyway, it’s good to meet you, Mr. Davies.”

      “Call me Chase, please,” Chase insisted.

      “And are you kidding? There’s no need for modesty, Mr. Hines—”

      “Just Blake is fine, Chase.”

      “Blake,” Chase continued, “I’ve done my research, as any journalist worth his salt does. I know you’re one of the best detectives this town has ever had. You came so close to cracking the Piper Pied case back in ’89, which no other cop was able to. It’s just a pity that Ebenezer Burke managed to skip the country before you could take him down.”

      “The biggest regret of my whole career,” Blake said. “But anyway, speaking of Burke, you told Tommy that you’ve got footage showing that he’s back in town—let’s jump straight to that, shall we? I’m not as young as I used to be and the hour is getting late.”

      Chase chuckled, taking a swig of his beer. “Of course, of course. Yes, let’s cut straight to the point. That’s right, I’ve got security camera footage of a man I’m almost one hundred percent certain is Ebenezer Burke. I’ve been putting together a really big story about human smuggling in this state—mostly young immigrant girls who are trafficked into prostitution rings—but anyway, I’m not going to get into that right now. The point is, I’ve got some sources I’m working with on this story who have set up security cameras for me around the city, cameras I’m hoping to get some incriminating footage from. Because my sources say it’s not just gangsters who are involved in this human trafficking thing—there are corrupt city officials involved, too, but again, that’s beside the point. The point is, on one of these cameras earlier tonight, I got footage of Ebenezer Burke.”

      “You’re going to have to show it to us before I can even begin to think of launching any kind of manhunt, Chase,” Tommy said.

      “And that’s exactly why I asked you to come here to meet me tonight,” Chase said excitedly. “And, what’s more, my sources informed me that there was a kidnapping this evening … a kidnapping eerily similar in modus operandi to the Pied Piper Cult kidnappings of ’89.”

      Tommy frowned. “How the hell did you get that information? Which one of my men blabbed to you?”

      “A good journalist doesn’t reveal his sources, Tommy. You know that as well as I do,” Chase said, grinning. “Anyway, here, take a look at this and tell me that this isn’t Ebenezer Burke. If you pause it and zoom in at the fifty-three-second mark, you can even see the distinctive scar across the left side of his face.”

      He reached into his messenger bag, took out an iPad, brought up a video on the screen, and handed the device to Tommy. Blake put on his reading glasses and leaned in closer to get a better look at the screen as the security camera footage started to play.

      “Where’s this?” Blake asked as he watched the video.

      “It’s an alley off 32nd Street,” Chase said. “That door in the background is the back door to a motorcycle workshop we think is used as a cover for the trafficking operation. Anyway, watch closely.”

      On the iPad screen, a man emerged from the shadows. He was wearing a long trench coat, and he had his hands jammed into its pockets. His face was disguised by shadows until around the forty-nine-second mark when he stepped into a pool of light.

      And when he did, Blake let out a gasp of surprise. The face on the screen—like that of Dale Ramsey—had aged by thirty years, but he was almost certain that it was the same face he had pored over in so many photographs over thirty years ago: the face of Ebenezer Burke. “Holy shit,” he murmured. “If this isn’t Burke, it’s his identical twin or something.”

      On the screen, Burke stepped back into the shadows.

      “What’s he doing?” Tommy asked.

      “He seems to be meeting with someone,” Chase answered. “Unfortunately, I don’t know who. You’ll see the guy step into the frame in a few seconds.”

      As Chase had said, another man appeared, but he stayed in the shadows. He and Burke talked for about a minute, both mostly shrouded in darkness, and then they both turned and walked away in opposite directions, disappearing off the screen.

      Blake and Tommy rewatched the footage a few times.

      “What do you think?” Chase asked. “It’s him, right?”

      “It defies all logic and reason, but yes, it sure as hell does seem to be Ebenezer Burke,” Blake said. “I can’t believe that he’s seemingly risen from the grave like this.” He looked up at Chase and frowned. “How did you know that this guy was Ebenezer Burke anyway? I mean, you look like you must have been a baby back when Burke and the Pied Piper Cult were operating.”

      “I’ve done plenty of research on most of the major crimes in this city over the past fifty years,” Chase said. “Come might go so far as to say I’m obsessive. I prefer the term ‘thorough,’ though. A good journalist has to be well-informed, and he has to be thorough.”

      Blake nodded. “Yeah, that’s true, that’s true indeed.” He had to admit that he liked Chase Davies; the young man had a certain self-assured charm and energy to him, and he was clearly intelligent, hard-working, and extremely driven. He wondered if he might be useful as an ally in the unfolding investigation. He decided not to tell the journalist about Dale Ramsey just yet, since Chase didn’t yet seem to know about his strange arrival in the town because Tommy had been quite insistent that they keep the Ramsey thing quiet for the time being, at least until DNA tests had confirmed that the confused man who had shown up in 80s clothing in Tyron Ruiz’s backyard really was Dale Ramsey.

      “So what do you guys think, is the Pied Piper Cult back?” Chase asked eagerly. “I mean, come on, look at the evidence, right? A teenager gets kidnapped in, from what I’ve been told, an eerily similar manner to the ’89 Pied Piper kidnappings, and then the leader of the cult, Ebenezer Burke, shows up in town one the very same day? There’s no way this is a coincidence … it can’t be, it seriously can’t be.”

      “Don’t go writing any articles about this just yet, please,” Tommy said. “I mean, you can have your exclusive when it’s the right time, Chase, and of course, I really appreciate you coming to us with this footage before you go off and publish any stories, but could you keep this under wraps for now, please? At least until we have more evidence. We don’t want to cause any unnecessary panic here.”

      Chase sighed. “All right, all right, I won’t write any stories just yet. But you guys really need to get on this, and you need to get on it fast. If Burke is back, you need to take him down before we have a repeat of 1989.”

      “Believe me, we will,” Blake said. “Anyway, it’s getting late, and I have to get home. I’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow, from the look of things.”

      He said his farewells and left. On the way home, his head was reeling. Could Ebenezer Burke really have come back from exile and possibly death? Was the Pied Piper Cult back and about to destroy another set of promising young lives, like they had over thirty years ago?

      Blake prayed that they weren’t and that this was all just one big coincidence and a case of mistaken identity.

      But in his heart, he knew it wasn’t—it couldn’t be.

      Ebenezer Burke was back, and so was the Pied Piper Cult and all its evil.
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      “We had roadblocks manned all night, checking every vehicle that came out of town, especially black sedans matching the witness’s description,” Tommy said, speaking on the phone to Blake the next morning. “Nothing, I’m afraid. We didn’t find a thing.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Blake muttered. “Ebenezer Burke always was a sly and slippery son of a bitch. There’s no way he’d allow himself to get caught that easily.”

      On the other end of the line, Tommy sighed. “So what do we do now, Blake? We’ve got a missing kid. We’ve got Ebenezer Burke on camera, walking around this city very much alive, after thirty years of supposedly being a rotting skeleton in a Colombian jungle, and we’ve got one of the original kidnapping victims—who we also thought was dead—showing up out of the blue. This is a mess, Blake, a serious mess. And although Chase has agreed not to write anything just yet, who knows how long he’s going to stick to his word. A story this juicy could blow up headlines all across America, and he’s going to find it harder and harder to resist blowing the lid on it.”

      “Let me do some sniffing around on my own,” Blake said. “No offense to you, Tommy, you’re a great cop and an even better friend, but I’ve always worked more efficiently on my own.”

      “None taken, my friend. You do what you need to do; I’ve cleared your temporary rehiring with the top brass, and it’ll be made official at midday today, so from that time, whatever police resources you need will be at your disposal.”

      “Thanks,” Blake said. “I still haven’t told my wife I’m officially going to be a cop again. I can tell you one thing, she’s not going to be happy about it, even though it’s temporary.”

      “You’d best just get it over with and rip that Band-Aid straight off,” Tommy said with a chuckle. “The longer you leave it, the more pissed she’s gonna be when you do eventually break the news to her.”

      “I know, I know. I’ll do it this morning. By the way, when do you get the results of Dale Ramsey’s DNA test? Have you heard anything else about him?”

      “Later this afternoon. Ramsey—if that’s who he really is—is currently in a psych ward. The doctor looking after him says he’s fine, but the amnesia is still there; he can’t seem to remember a single thing about where he’s been or what happened to him over the past thirty years.”

      “I’m almost one hundred percent certain that man is Dale Ramsey,” Blake said. “And he could be an immensely valuable asset if he starts to regain his memory. Get a cop or two out to the psychiatric ward to keep an eye on him.”

      “I don’t think he’s going to try to escape, Blake—” Tommy began.

      “No, not to keep him in the ward,” Blake said. “To protect him. If that amnesia goes away and his memory comes back, he could be the key to taking down Burke. Burke surely knows this, and I have no doubt in my mind that he’ll try to kill Ramsey to protect himself.”

      “Ah, yeah, you may be right,” Tommy said. “I’ll make sure I’ve got people watching Ramsey twenty-four hours a day.”

      “Good. Chat later, Tommy. And remember to keep me informed of any new developments.”

      “Honey, breakfast is ready!” Hannah called out cheerfully from the kitchen. “I made pancakes, just how you like ‘em!”

      Blake shoved his phone into his pocket, then got up and groaned. “Rip off the Band-Aid,” he muttered to himself as he shuffled toward the kitchen, pausing along the way to pet Buster. “Just rip it right off.”

      “What are you muttering to yourself about?” Hannah asked.

      “Uh, there’s something we need to talk about, sweetie.”

      The conversation with his wife went better than he had thought it would, although she remained disapproving of his plans to temporarily rejoin the police force. However, Hannah understood that Blake was the man who knew the most about Ebenezer Burke and the Pied Piper Cult and that he was the police’s best asset in terms of catching Burke and rescuing the kidnapped teenager—and for preventing any more teenagers from being kidnapped.

      Blake’s first stop in his investigation wasn’t exactly too far from his well-worn sofa. He headed up to his attic, where he kept a box of newspaper articles, interview tapes, and a bunch of other information from his Pied Piper investigation from 1989. The material was all over three decades old, and he knew that most of it would be irrelevant now, but he figured that there might be one or two gems hidden in there that may be applicable to the current case.

      Just after he had hauled out his box of records, his phone rang. Annoyed, he took it out to see who was calling. It was a number he didn’t recognize. “Hello?”

      “Blake, it’s Chase Davies. I hope you don’t mind; I got your number from Captain Padilla.”

      “Not at all, Chase. What can I do for you?” Blake asked.

      “Actually, I thought I might be able to help you if you can help me.”

      Blake frowned. “Why? Do you have more footage of Burke or any more information about him?”

      “Not yet,” Chase answered. “But if I can find out more about Ebenezer Burke and the Pied Piper Cult—and I’m talking about stuff that maybe only you know since you know more about them than anyone else—then it might help me to give more detailed info to my sources, who in turn would know better where to look for Burke.”

      “Well, I don’t mind answering questions,” Blake said, “but this whole broken telephone thing, I have to admit that I’m not too crazy about it. How about you introduce me to your sources, and I work with them directly?”

      “I agree that would make the most sense,” Chase said, “believe me. But some of my sources are engaged in, let’s say, less than legal activities, and it’s taken me years to build relationships of trust with them. As an ex-cop, you surely know that kind of trust can be shattered in an instant. I know you’re a good man, but they don’t, and they won’t trust any cop, even an ex-cop, no matter how much I vouch for you. I know how frustrating the whole ‘broken telephone’ thing is, but if I lose these sources, they’re gone forever, and that’s a vital line of information and communication destroyed. Are you really willing to throw that away?”

      Blake sighed. “All right, I get your point. I do know how long it takes to build relationships of trust with certain characters and how quickly that trust can be destroyed. So, are you trying to tell me that you want to work on this investigation with me?”

      “You’re sort of a hero of mine, Blake,” Chase admitted. “You came closer than anyone to taking down Ebenezer Burke. And outside of that case, there were a great many others you solved that nobody else could. I would be honored to work with you … if you’ll allow me to.”

      “I really do prefer to work alone.”

      “I understand that. But can I at least meet up with you and talk to you, pick your brain about Burke and his cult?”

      “All right, yeah, we can do that,” Blake said. “I’m actually sifting through my old records right now. If you want to talk, we can meet up later today.”

      “That’s perfect,” Chase said. “You have my number now. Give me a call when you’re ready to talk. My day is wide open.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      The first newspaper Blake pulled out of the box had a headline that dredged up a flood of old memories and sent chills scurrying down his spine.

      Third Teenager Kidnapped by Maniacal Cult in Two Weeks—Will Victims Ever Be Saved?

      “They never were saved,” Blake murmured, feeling an old and deep sadness tightening in his throat and squeezing his heart. “And now it’s started again. Now it’s started all over again. I can’t fail these kids again. I can’t.”
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      Blake met Chase at a burger joint near his house for lunch. As soon as they sat down at a table, Chase got straight into it.

      “I’m not gonna waste your time with small talk, Blake,” he said. “Let’s do what we need to do to rescue this kid. If we both put our heads together, I think we stand a really good chance of taking down Burke before he gets the chance to grab another kid. First off, how about you tell me everything you know about Ebenezer Burke. I’ve done my own research on him, of course, but you have a more comprehensive picture of him than anyone else does, and I want to hear about him from you.”

      “All right, sure,” Blake said. “Can we just order food before we start, though? I like to get all the little details out of the way before I do something, and once I get started on something, I don’t like being interrupted.”

      “Of course,” Chase said, beckoning to a nearby waitress.

      They ordered, and then Blake began to divulge everything he knew about Ebenezer Burke.

      “So, Burke is now sixty-three years old—if we’re assuming that he’s still alive, of course.”

      “What do you mean ‘assuming he’s still alive?’” Chase asked, frowning. “You and I both saw him in my hidden camera footage.”

      “We saw someone who looks remarkably like him,” Blake said. “And sure, there’s a ninety-nine percent chance it was him, given what’s happened with this kid being kidnapped the same way others were back in ’89,” he added, “but we have to leave some room for the possibility that the man in the footage wasn’t Ebenezer Burke, and that there’s some other explanation. Even if those odds are only one percent, we have to allow for that chance.”

      “All right, fair enough,” Chase said. “Anyway, go on.”

      “Burke was in his late twenties when he started the cult, which he named the Children of Celestial Light,” Blake said. “As you’ve no doubt heard, he was very much a Charles Manson kind of character; he was good-looking as a young man, had a magnetic personality and a lot of natural charm. He was very, very good at manipulating people, at convincing people to do things for him. Very smart too; my research indicated that he had a genius-level IQ.”

      “Now that’s something I didn’t come across in my own research,” Chase said.

      “No, it wasn’t exactly widely known. And we didn’t want this creep getting fans and publicity the way Charles Manson did, so we didn’t exactly want to make public any information that could be seen as glorifying or glamorizing him. He may have been charming and may have had a genius-level IQ, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t a psychotic monster.”

      “Of course. I read that he had grown up partly in a cult himself, which may have played a part in getting him to start his own cult?”

      “Yeah, sort of,” Blake said. “I discovered that when I did some digging into his background. He was raised in a hippy commune until he was eight or nine years old, at which point his mother took him and left. They were one of the many New-Age communes of the sixties, free love and dropping out of society and all that crap. He modeled his own cult on a sort of dropping-out-of-society and a ‘free love’ theme, although love had nothing to do with it. It was all about controlling people—and emptying out their bank accounts.”

      “And the teenagers who were kidnapped, it’s believed that they were used in occult rituals of some sort performed by the cult, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s what we think,” Blake said. “But because we never managed to rescue any of the kids and we never found their bodies, we can’t be certain.”

      “And none of the adults who joined the cult of their own free will ever left and came to you, either?” Chase asked.

      “None. Every last one of them skipped the country when we were closing our net around Burke. He had them completely brainwashed, but he wasn’t a complete conman. He did actually believe in some of the crap he preached, as crazy as their beliefs were. He believed it enough that he used a lot of his members’ savings that he stole to buy a huge tract of land deep in the Colombian jungle. He and his cult had planned to set up a commune there, but nothing was ever built. They picked up some basic building supplies when they got to Colombia, headed into the jungle, and were never seen again. No bodies were ever found, although the Colombian Army did find some crude structures on the land the cult had purchased. There was no evidence that anyone had ever lived in them, though.”

      “So neither Burke nor any of the cult members and the kidnapped teens was ever confirmed dead, then?” Chase asked. “I mean, that’s what all the information I’ve found says. I was just wondering if you knew a little more. I know one of their key beliefs was that aliens were going to pick them up from the jungle and transport them to another dimension. Weirdly enough, it almost seems like that happened.”

      Blake raised an eyebrow. “You surely don’t believe that, Chase, do you?”

      Chase chuckled. “No, no, I’m a rational, logical man, but you have to admit that their complete disappearance from the jungle, with no bodies ever discovered, is … eerie.”

      “It’s disconcerting, sure, but there’s nothing supernatural or otherworldly about it,” Blake said. “There’s a perfectly rational explanation for what happened. It’s just that we haven’t yet discovered it.”

      “True, true,” Chase said. “But until then, at least some people may well believe that it was aliens. But, I think the fact that Ebenezer Burke has shown up here again thirty years down the line proves that he was never whisked away on a spacecraft to another dimension.”

      “Yeah, exactly,” Blake said. “Like I said, there’s a rational explanation behind the strange disappearance.”

      “Anyway, tell me more. I believe you were part of the investigations that took place in Latin America?”

      “Yes. I’ve been in contact with multiple agencies in Colombia,” Blake said. “I speak Spanish fluently so that made communication with them easy enough, anyway. And believe me, I pestered them for years to put together more expeditions, to penetrate deeper into the jungle. They did—and they worked with Interpol, too—to find out if Burke and his cult members had somehow skipped the country and popped up elsewhere in Latin America or some other place in the world, but ultimately, nothing was ever found. Not a single bone, not one scrap of clothing. It was as if Burke and everyone with him had simply vanished into thin air.”

      “I don’t know about you, but that sends a cold shiver running down my spine,” Chase said. “Despite everything we just said about there having to be some sort of rational explanation, it really is almost as if there’s something … supernatural about it.”

      “There’s definitely nothing supernatural about it at all,” Blake said flatly. “I may not know the answer yet, but I do know that it’s not that.”

      “I know, I know. My parents were very superstitious, though—I’m descended from gypsies on one side of the family—and try as I may, I just can’t erase all traces of superstition and belief in the supernatural from who I am.”

      Blake smiled sympathetically. “I know how you feel. My parents were also very, very superstitious. I do the whole throwing salt over your shoulder, avoid walking under ladders, and a couple other things, even though I know there’s nothing to it.”

      Chase laughed. “Looks like you and me have more in common than either of us likely suspected, huh?”

      “Maybe so, maybe so,” Blake said, grinning. “Anyway, let’s get back onto the topic of Ebenezer Burke. Let’s switch things up—why don’t you tell me what you know about him, and I’ll see if there are any gaps in your knowledge that I can fill in.”

      Chase began to list everything he knew about Ebenezer Burke, but as he was talking, Blake’s phone rang. Blake got it out and saw that it was Tommy calling.

      “Hold on a sec, Chase,” he said. “Captain Padilla is on the line.”

      “Sure thing,” Chase said.

      “You got news for me, Tommy?” Blake asked when he answered.

      “I do,” Tommy said. “We got the results of the DNA test. The man who showed up in Tyron Ruiz’s backyard, looking like he’s just stepped out of the late 1980s, is Dale Ramsey. There’s now no question about it. Somehow, one of Burke’s kidnapping victims has made it home alive after more than thirty years.”

      “Damn,” Blake murmured. “And have you been back to the psychiatric ward? Has there been any progress with Ramsey’s condition?”

      “I just called them and talked to the doctor who’s looking after him. No changes there—he still can’t remember a thing about where he’s been or what happened to him for the last thirty years.”

      “Okay. Well, we’ll keep digging. Something’s gotta turn up sooner or later, especially with Burke back in town. Any progress on finding that car witnesses saw Maurice Windrow get abducted in?”

      “Nothing yet,” Tommy answered glumly. “But we’ve got units all over the city and the county keeping an eye out for it.”

      “Hopefully, something turns up. Keep me updated,” Blake said.

      “Excuse me, Blake,” Chase said, frowning and staring intently at Blake. “But you just said Ramsey to Captain Padilla—surely you can’t mean Dale Ramsey, one of Burke’s kidnapping victims from ’89?”

      Blake let out a sigh. “I need to know you’re on our side, Chase, before I tell you anything else. There are certain things that need to be kept out of the media spotlight for now, things that could cause a major feeding frenzy for the media sharks. And that kind of publicity and attention will only hurt our efforts to rescue Maurice Windrow; it won’t help them … not at all.”

      “I’m on your side, Blake,” Chase said in a reassuring tone. “Yeah, I’m a journalist, and my career is incredibly important to me, but more than anything, I want to find this kid. I would never write anything or do anything that would jeopardize our chances of rescuing him.”

      “I need you to go on record and say that you won’t write anything about what I’m going to tell you,” Blake said. “I like you, Chase, and I want to trust you, but I’ve been burned by journalists before.”

      “You want me to get my lawyer to write up a contract or something?” Chase said, laughing.

      “No,” Blake said. He wasn’t smiling. “But I’m going to record a video of you, and you’re going to state in this video exactly what I’m asking you to do. I may be an old-timer, but I know how damaging the right video uploaded to social media can be. My granddaughter knows her way around all the social media apps and all that. So if you tell me that you swear on your mother’s life that you’re not going to write about this, but then you go ahead and do it anyway, at least I’ve got something to come back at you with.”

      “Fair enough,” Chase said. “And you’re right—video evidence on social media of me lying like that would destroy my reputation and my career. So, to show you that you absolutely can trust me, I’ll do it. Get your phone out, and let’s make this video.”

      They did, and once Chase had sworn that he wouldn’t exploit the information Blake was about to divulge, Blake agreed to tell him.

      “So, you know how Ebenezer Burke seems to have risen from the grave and reappeared here after having vanished from the face of the earth for the past thirty years?” Blake said. “Well, he’s not the only one connected with the Pied Piper Cult who’s back in town.”

      Chase listened as Blake explained how Dale Ramsey had shown up out of the blue. His jaw dropped, and his eyes grew wide with surprise, but he said nothing. Instead, Blake could see that he was deep in thought.

      “I know how to do it,” Chase eventually said after a few moments of intense contemplation.

      “How to do what?” Blake answered.

      “I know how to get past Dale Ramsey’s amnesia,” Chase said, both determined and confident. “I know how to get past his amnesia and unlock the secrets in his head.”
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      “Are you serious?” Blake asked. “If you could, we’d be able to rescue Maurice Windrow, solve this case, and solve the whole unsolved mystery of what happened to the Pied Piper Cult, too.”

      “I can’t make any guarantees,” Chase said, “and it may take a while, but an old college buddy of mine, his aunt is a psychiatrist and researcher who specializes in amnesia. She’s Canadian, and she’s based in Toronto, but I think a case like this one could get her to come down to the States. If anyone can get past that mental barrier in Dale Ramsey’s mind, it’d be her. My friend always spoke very highly of her, and from what I know of her reputation, she absolutely is one of the best in her field in the entire world.”

      “If you could somehow get her down here to work with Dale Ramsey, that would be incredible.”

      “I’ll call my friend right now,” Chase said.

      He got out his phone, searched through his contacts, and dialed his friend, drumming his fingers impatiently on the table as the line rang. While he was on the phone, the waitress came and brought them their food. Blake dug in right away while Chase waited for an answer. When it went to voicemail, he left a message for his friend.

      “John is a busy guy,” Chase said, “but he’s a good friend, and he always gets back to me as soon as he can. He’ll get hold of me later today, I imagine. I’ll call you as soon as he does and let you know what he says.”

      They continued to discuss the case over their lunch, and afterward, Chase insisted on paying the bill. He and Blake parted ways and headed back to their cars. When Blake got back to his vehicle, he found that a leaflet had been put under his windshield wiper, as well as under all the other vehicles’ wipers. Taking it out, he saw that it was promotional material for one of the mayoral candidates in the upcoming election.

      When he saw who the candidate was, though, he let out a gasp of surprise. “It can’t be,” he murmured, staring at the smiling face on the leaflet. “But it sure as hell looks like it.”

      He peered more closely at the face on the leaflet. The man—a clean-shaven, good-looking guy in his early forties, with a strong jaw and broad forehead, neatly cut red hair with a few gray streaks, and piercing blue eyes set beneath bushy ginger eyebrows—looked a lot like his father, who Blake had known many years ago. And the fact that their surnames were the same was a dead giveaway.

      “Now that I think about it, Garth Leyland did have a son,” Blake murmured to himself, his eyes still locked on the smiling portrait on the leaflet. “And this guy, Dwight Leyland, it’s gotta be him. He looks just like his old man.”

      He wondered who he should tell first, Chase or Tommy. Like everything else that had happened, this couldn’t be a coincidence. There was no way that Dwight Leyland’s mayoral campaign, which was happening at this moment in time, with the apparent return of Ebenezer Burke and the Pied Piper Cult, could be a coincidence.

      Just then, he saw Chase’s car driving his way. Chase smiled and waved as he drove past Blake. Blake, however, beckoned to him to stop and come over. Chase pulled over to a parking spot on the side of the road and got out of his car, and then walked over to Blake with a frown of consternation on his face.

      “What’s going on, Blake?” he asked. “Is something wrong?”

      “This is what’s wrong,” Blake said, handing him the flyer.

      Chase looked at it and shook his head, a look of puzzlement on his face. “The mayoral election is coming up, and this guy is one of the candidates. I don’t know much about Dwight Leyland, except that he was some sort of special ops military guy, and that doesn’t have a chance of winning. I don’t see what this has to do with anything we’ve been talking about.”

      “Then maybe you didn’t dig deep enough when you were doing your research on everything,” Blake said.

      “You think Dwight Leyland has something to do with the kidnappings?”

      “I think he might, as strange as that might seem to you,” Blake said.

      Frowning deeply, Chase shook his head. “I … I’m not sure what to say about that, Blake. I mean, this guy’s a decorated veteran, squeaky-clean image—”

      “Trust me on this,” Blake said. “Like father, like son, I’m willing to bet. If you do a little digging—which you should do, if you’re a journalist worth his salt—you may find that there’s more than a little dirt behind that wholesome exterior. But what’s more, Dwight’s father, Garth Leyland, was a mayoral candidate at the time of the original kidnappings in ’89. The mayor at the time, Sam Green, was really popular, and everyone was sure he’d be reelected. Leyland was a nobody at the time, with no chance of winning.”

      “Okay … but then something changed, right?”

      “Yeah,” Blake said. “The Pied Piper Cult—which at that time was still just called the Children of Celestial Light—started kidnapping teenagers. Sam Green bungled the whole thing; he initially refused to believe that the Children of Celestial Light had anything to do with it, and his delays cost us the whole case. Public opinion of him changed drastically due to his terrible handling of the case. He ended up losing the election, and the underdog, Leyland, became mayor.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, hold up,” Chase said. “Actually, I think I sort of remember something about that. Wasn’t there some sort of controversy with Leyland taking bribes from the mob in the early 90s and being involved in a bunch of other shady stuff?”

      “Yeah. But there’s more to it than that,” Blake said. “I believed Leyland was actively involved in the kidnappings, or at the very least was assisting Ebenezer Burke to hide out and evade justice. The whole Pied Piper kidnapping thing and Sam Green’s complete bungling of it helped Leyland to go from being bottom of the table to being mayor. Unfortunately, I was never able to prove that Leyland was involved; I need to catch Burke to definitively prove that, and as we all know, Burke escaped. Leyland did eventually end up doing a few years behind bars for the mob bribes, but we were never able to prove he had anything to do with the Pied Piper kidnappings.”

      “But you’re quite certain that he was?” Chase asked.

      “Very sure. And now, look at this: another teenager is kidnapped in almost the exact same style as the old Pied Piper kidnappings, Ebenezer Burke shows up after thirty years, as does one of his former victims, and now this! The son of the man who I’m convinced was helping Burke and his cronies back in ’89 is running for mayor! There’s no way in hell this is a coincidence. Not a chance in hell.”

      “I agree,” Chase said. “I guess we’re going to have to do some digging into Dwight Leyland’s past and background.”

      “Definitely,” Blake said.

      “I’ll get on that. Anyways, I’d better get going. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “Keep me updated. I’ll do the same,” Blake said.

      He watched as Chase walked away, got back into his car, and drove off. The young journalist was proving to be a valuable ally in the battle against the kidnappers, and Blake was grateful for his assistance.

      When Chase had driven off, Blake looked down at the picture of Dwight Leyland on the flyer and stared at the man’s obviously fake smile.

      “So,” Blake murmured, “the Leyland family is back in politics … and probably back in the ‘assisting known cult leaders and kidnappers’ game, too. Well, Dwight Leyland, your father served time behind bars—unfortunately not for as long as he should have considering everything he did—and it looks like the apple hasn’t fallen far from the tree. If you’re involved in the latest kidnappings, I’m going to find out, and I’m going to make you pay. Mark my words … I’m going to make you pay.”
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      Although Blake didn’t have any definitive leads as of yet, it appeared that a number of threads were starting to come together. It was just a matter of being able to connect all of them and weave them into one cohesive tapestry.

      Blake had considered going to his own sources to ask about the possibility of Ebenezer Burke being back in town, but he figured that first, he would do some digging into Dwight Leyland’s background. And before he went off to do his research, he wanted to meet the man in person and see if he was as slimy as his father … or if he simply hid it better.

      Since Dwight Leyland was running for public office, it wasn’t much of a challenge to arrange a meeting with him in person. Blake simply pretended that he was the head of his local residents’ associations and that he wanted to have a word with Leyland about a few topics affecting his neighborhood.

      Plus, the fact that he was elderly helped; few people suspected kindly looking old men of having ulterior motives when they made requests. Thus, Blake went straight over to Dwight Leyland’s office and requested a meeting with the mayoral candidate.

      Leyland’s secretary, a pretty young blonde who came off as something of a bimbo, seemed to be a little taken aback by Blake’s request, but he laid on his grandfatherly charm and put on a mask of light-hearted innocence. That was enough to get the young woman at least to agree to ask Leyland if he would be okay with having a quick meeting with Blake.

      Blake grinned to himself as the young woman scurried into Dwight Leyland’s office. She came out a few moments later and said he could go on in; Leyland wasn’t particularly busy at the moment, but the meeting would have to be quick, as he did have a meeting to get to in the next half hour.

      “Fifteen minutes is all I need with Mr. Leyland. Thank you kindly, miss,” Blake said.

      He walked up to Leyland’s door and knocked on it.

      “Come on in, sir,” came a deep, gravelly voice from within.

      Blake walked into Leyland’s office. Dwight Leyland was sitting at his desk with his feet up on it, but he got up when Blake entered. Like his father, Dwight was a strongly built, imposing man. He walked over to Blake and offered him his hand, which Blake took. Blake gave him a firm shake, which was returned in kind.

      “Have a seat, sir,” Leyland said with a smile, pointing to a chair in front of his desk.

      The office was an impressive space, with ornate wood-paneled walls, bookcases stacked with books, and Dwight’s sports trophies and military service medals displayed prominently in display cabinets.

      “You served our country, I see, Mr. Leyland,” Blake said, nodding in the direction of Leyland’s medals as he sat down.

      “I did indeed, and I’m proud to have done so,” Leyland said. “Two tours in Iraq, one in Afghanistan. Did you also serve, sir?”

      He was doing his best to come across as wholesome, but Blake’s well-honed sixth sense—one that had served him well during his long career as a police detective—was telling him that Leyland wasn’t nearly as squeaky-clean as he was pretending to be. There was an unmistakable hint of rot behind that too-white smile.

      “I did. One tour of duty in Vietnam,” Blake answered. That was true; as a young man, he had served in Vietnam in an infantry regiment after being drafted. He still had a scar from an AK-47 bullet to prove it and a Purple Heart and a few other campaign medals in a box in his attic.

      “It’s an honor to be speaking to a fellow veteran, then, sir,” Leyland said, continuing to beam out a dazzling smile. Blake wondered how much he had paid to have his teeth whitened.

      “No need to keep calling me sir, Mr. Leyland. Mr. Hines will do.”

      “Of course, Mr. Hines. So, what can I do for you? My PA mentioned that you’re head of a local residents’ association?”

      “Yes, and we’ve been having some real problems with a spike in crime in our neighborhood,” Blake said. “This is a problem I’m hoping that you would be able to sort out, if I could convince my fellow residents that you’re the candidate to support, of course. I’m old-fashioned, you see, and all this social media stuff just confuses me. I like to hear from candidates in person as to why I should support them. And, well, I don’t like to blow my own horn, but I’m a well-respected man in my community, and if I suggest to my fellow residents that they should support a particular candidate … they likely will. So it’s in your own interest to convince me that you’re the best man for the job, Mr. Leyland.”

      Leyland grinned and rubbed his hands together. “So, an increase in crime in your area is your major concern, is it, Mr. Hines?”

      “It is.”

      “You’re in luck because ‘tough on crime’ is one of the major slogans of my campaign,” Leyland said. “You know what the current mayor is like. He’s all about rehabilitation, lighter sentences, and all that bullcrap. I’m sure you know, Mr. Hines, that none of that garbage works. It just emboldens criminals. They know they can get away with nothing more than a slap on the wrist, so they just go ahead and commit whatever acts they feel like because they’re not scared of getting caught.”

      “You’re right about that,” Blake said.

      “Of course I am! And that’s one of the reasons I decided to run for mayor. I’m sick of the crime in this city. I’m sick of seeing criminals getting away with a slap on the wrist. Nobody’s doing anything about the increasing corruption, so I figured I’d have to do it myself. And mark my words—crime is going to go up before it starts going down. Under the current mayor’s watch, I think we’re going to see a dramatic increase, far worse than anything we’ve seen yet.”

      “You may be right; things may get worse before they get better.”

      “That’s right, Mr. Hines, I’m afraid that’s right,” Leyland said, shaking his head sadly. “Did you know that a teenager was recently kidnapped in the eastern suburbs? Just brazenly grabbed and shoved into a car and whisked away. And the cops have no leads, nothing. That would never have happened if I was mayor; I can tell you that much.”

      Now Blake was intrigued; how did Dwight Leyland know about the kidnapping of Maurice Windrow? The cops had been doing everything in their power to keep the incident quiet. Was Leyland involved in the crime, just like his father had been back in ’89? Blake knew that if he wanted to get any answers, he would have to keep his approach subtle … very subtle.

      “I hadn’t heard about that,” he said. “It sounds terrible. Are you sure it isn’t some rumor or urban legend, though? Where did you hear about this kidnapping?”

      Leyland suddenly seemed to become slightly flustered, which Blake made a mental note of, but the younger man quickly regained his composure. “I have friends on the police force,” he said calmly. “A good mayor should have connections on the force, especially if he truly does want to get tough on crime.”

      Blake noticed that Leyland was looking at him with a slight gleam of suspicion in his eyes now, suspicion which seemed to have been brought on by his discussing the kidnapping. He made another mental note of this but decided to change the topic before Leyland became too suspicious of his intentions.

      “That’s true, and I’m glad that you have a good relationship with the cops. I’ve heard the current mayor doesn’t.”

      “No, he doesn’t, not after all the budget cuts he’s made to the police force,” Leyland said.

      They chatted about a few other issues that Blake pretended to be interested in, and after some time, Leyland’s pretty secretary came into his office and told him that he needed to get to his meeting.

      Leyland stood up and offered Blake his hand again. “It was a pleasure speaking to you, Mr. Hines,” he said. “I hope I’ve convinced you that I’d be the best candidate to represent the interests of you and your residents’ association.”

      “I think you have, Mr. Leyland,” Blake said, smiling warmly as he shook Leyland’s hand. “Good look for the election. It’s a few weeks away, but I think you’ll do much better than the polls are suggesting you will.”

      “Let’s hope so, Mr. Hines, let’s hope so! You have a good day now.”

      Blake left the office and headed back to his car. While the many threads linked to this case were definitely still separate, they were getting closer to slowly becoming linked. After what Blake had picked up in his conversation with Leyland, he was now quite certain that Leyland—as his father had been in the original Pied Piper Cult kidnappings—was somehow involved in the kidnapping of Maurice Windrow.

      Another burning question was glowing with prominent brightness in Blake’s mind, too, however. Back in 1989, five teenagers had been abducted before Ebenezer Burke and his cult had fled across the border.

      Now, one teenager had been kidnapped…. Would another four be abducted, too? Blake prayed that wouldn’t be the case, but a sense of mounting dread and worry percolating in his gut told him that Maurice Windrow would not be the only teenager to be kidnapped in the following days and weeks.
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      “This has to be one of the most interesting cases I’ve come across,” said Dr. Catherine McKenna. “Thirty-two years of complete amnesia may be the longest I’ve personally encountered. Of course, it’s no world record; there was a man who lost forty-six years of his memories in a work accident in which he hit his head.”

      Catherine McKenna, a slim and attractive woman in her early fifties, who looked at least ten years younger than that, was the person Chase had told Blake about—his old college buddy’s aunt, a Canadian psychiatrist who specialized in amnesia. Shortly after Chase had left his lunch with Blake, his friend had called him back and given him Catherine McKenna’s number. As soon as Chase had called her and told her about Dale Ramsey, she had agreed to fly down on the next available flight. She had arrived at dawn the following day and had spent most of the morning with Ramsey.

      “It’s quite mind-blowing when you think about it,” Blake said. He, Tommy, and Chase were at the psychiatric ward with Dr. McKenna. “This guy has lost over two-thirds of his memories.”

      “And the consequences of that to one’s psyche are nothing short of catastrophic,” McKenna said. “Our memories make us who we are; our sense of our selves is derived from an endless reel of memories, playing like a movie throughout our lives. To have most of that ripped away from you would be like losing all your limbs in an accident … but even worse. You’re left not only helpless but incredibly confused. Nothing makes sense to you anymore. It’s as if you’re living through a nightmare from which there is no awakening.”

      “Does Ramsey genuinely think he’s still a teenager in the 80s?” Tommy asked.

      “It’s complicated,” Dr. McKenna said. “Obviously, his senses are clearly telling him that he certainly isn’t a teenager. When he looks down at his hands, he sees the hands of a middle-aged man. When he looks in the mirror, he sees a face that he barely recognizes: the face of a man in his forties, with gray hair and wrinkles, not the youthful face of a teenager his brain is expecting to see. It’s an incredibly traumatic thing to have to come to terms with. He knows, logically speaking, that he’s in his forties—but he can’t remember anything about how he got to his forties. The last thing he can remember clearly was listening to Bon Jovi on a boombox in his room—the room at the house that now belongs to the Ruiz family—and studying for a math test, while his parents were watching the second-ever episode of Seinfeld, as it aired, in the living room.”

      Chase let out a low whistle and shook his head slowly. “So it really does feel to him like he’s traveled through time and arrived in some sort of strange and terrifying sci-fi future?”

      “Yes,” Dr. McKenna answered. “As difficult as it is for those of us with normal, functioning memories to understand, that’s exactly how Dale Ramsey feels: as if he’s literally traveled through time to a future he doesn’t understand and doesn’t fit into.”

      “How do you explain the fact that he’s not only wearing the same clothes he was abducted in but that the clothes themselves have barely aged?”

      Dr. McKenna shook her head and shrugged. “I’m a psychiatrist, Chase, not a detective. That’s a question for the police to answer. My only guess—which I’m sure is the same as those you’ve made—is that whoever kidnapped him in 1989 took off those clothes and stored them somewhere where they wouldn’t decay. And then, when he escaped or was released by his captor, he either found those clothes and put them on because they were the only familiar garments he could see, or his captor made him put them on. Either way, I’m afraid I have no explanation as to why.”

      “My question is one that you might be able to answer, Dr. McKenna,” Blake said. “Will Dale ever regain the memories that he’s lost?”

      “Well, the fact that his amnesia is a dissociative amnesia, rather than amnesia brought on by physiological means like a bump to the head, is both a good and a bad sign,” Dr. McKenna answered. “Good, in the sense that there’s a chance that the lost memories could be coaxed from wherever they’ve been hidden in his brain, but bad in that it’s going to take a lot of time and a lot of gentle effort to get them out.”

      “You’re saying it can be done, though?” Blake asked.

      “Yes, it definitely can be done,” Dr. McKenna answered. “I’ve spent most of my career working out how to do this with patients with amnesia. I’ve developed a method, and it almost always works but only to a degree.”

      “Only to a degree?” Blake asked.

      “Many of the memories lost to amnesia, whether it’s dissociative amnesia or amnesia brought on by a blow to the head, are lost forever,” Dr. McKenna answered gravely. “And there’s nothing I or anyone else can do to retrieve them. I refer to those as memories that are down the drain. Think of the patient’s mind as a bath, in which much of the water has been contaminated with an opaque liquid like ink. A normal person’s mind would be like a bath of clear water, with the memories swimming around like little fish. They’re easy to see and catch with a proverbial net.”

      “But not so with the amnesia patient’s mind,” Chase said.

      “No, not at all. How do you catch a fish with a net when the water is black and you can’t see a thing?” Dr. McKenna said. “Now, to add to that difficulty, imagine that someone has pulled the plug out, and the water is slowly draining away, with a lot of those little fish—the lost memories—being sucked down the drain, lost forever.”

      “I see, I see,” Chase said. “But you are able to rescue some of those fish in the ink-stained water before they’re all sucked down the drain?”

      “Yes, with my methods, I am,” Dr. McKenna said. “But it takes time and effort, and, what’s more, there’s no guarantee exactly what memories I can pull out. It’s as if those fish are all different colors; you can’t ask me to only pull out, say, red fish. I’m essentially fishing blindly with a net, hoping to catch something. It may be a red fish, or a blue fish, or a green fish, or a yellow fish … it’s very difficult to extract a very specific memory.”

      “Which means that essentially we’re going to be relying on luck,” Blake said grimly, “hoping that whatever memories you’re able to extract from Ramsey’s mind will be memories that could help us catch Ebenezer Burke and his buddies and to figure out what the hell happened to Dale Ramsey over the past thirty years.”

      “I’m afraid so,” Dr. McKenna said. “I’ll do my best, but there’s no guarantee that the memories I can extract from Dale Ramsey’s mind will be memories that will help your case.”

      “I hope they help Ramsey to come to terms with his situation, at least,” Chase said. “The poor guy deserves that much after everything he’s been through.”

      “That, at least, is something I can guarantee,” Dr. McKenna said. “Well, almost. His condition will improve with my methods and my therapy. Most of my patients do. And rest assured, if anything comes out that I think will help your investigation, I’ll let you know right away.”

      “Is there any point in us asking Ramsey any questions?” Tommy asked.

      Dr. McKenna shook her head sadly. “I’m afraid not,” she said. “If anything, it will only make him more scared and confused than he already is. Leave it to me, though; like I said, if anything emerges from his mind, I’ll let you know right away.”

      “Thank you for coming all the way down here to help out with this case, Dr. McKenna,” Blake said. “We all really appreciate it.”

      “Well, I can’t deny that much of my motivation is somewhat selfish,” Dr. McKenna said. “A case of amnesia as extreme as Dale’s is exceptionally rare, and it is a specialist psychiatrist’s dream. This case could do wonders for my career. Of course, however, Dale Ramsey’s mental welfare is a motivating factor, too, and I want to do my best to help this poor man who’s had so much of his life stolen from him.”

      “Regardless of why you’re doing this, I’m happy that you are,” Blake said. “Thank you.”

      The men said their farewells to the doctor and then made their way to their respective vehicles in the parking lot. As Tommy was getting into his police cruiser, however, a voice came crackling through his police radio.

      “Captain Padilla, are you there?”

      “Reading you loud and clear.”

      “We’ve got an attempted kidnapping here—and it sounds like it was the same guys who abducted Maurice Windrow.”
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      The three men raced to the scene of the attempted kidnapping, which was on a quiet suburban street only two miles from where Maurice Windrow had been abducted. When they got to the victim’s house, they found two police cruisers parked outside, with their lights flashing, as well as an ambulance. Paramedics were attending to the victim, a fifteen-year-old boy, Arthur Dent, who was sitting on the sidewalk, having his arm bandaged. He looked very shaken.

      His best friend, Steve Kempton, who also happened to be his neighbor, was next to him. Steve had called the police. He had an aggressive-looking rottweiler on a lead. Blake noticed that some of the dog’s fur was wet and matted with blood. He also spotted a lot of blood on the street and the sidewalk. Two cops were talking to Steve. Blake, Chase, and Tommy went over to join the conversation.

      “Hi, guys,” Steve said to the three of them. “I’m Steven Kempton; you can call me Steve. And this is Bubbles,” he said, pointing to the rottweiler.

      Blake chuckled. “He doesn’t exactly look like a ‘Bubbles’ to me, kid,” he said with a grin. “And he seems to be bleeding.”

      “Those jerks cut him like they cut Arthur,” Steve said, petting Bubbles’s head. “But they didn’t get him too bad; I checked the cut. I’m still gonna take him to the vet when we’re done here, but I’m pretty sure he’ll be okay.”

      “Do you want to tell us what happened?” Tommy said. “It seems like you and Bubbles were involved.”

      “We sure as hell were!” Steve said proudly. “Bubbles saved Arthur’s life! When those creeps grabbed Arthur and tried to shove him into their car, I heard Arthur yelling for help, so did Bubbles. All I had to do was open the door and let Bubbles out … he did the rest.”

      “Your dog attacked the kidnappers and prevented them from taking Arthur?” Tommy asked.

      “He bit the shit of ‘em!” Steve said, grinning. “Oh, uh, excuse my language, Officer.”

      Tommy laughed. “No problem, kid, no problem. Lucky Bubbles was around to save the day, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Steve said. “He’s five years old, and he’s known Arthur since he was a puppy. Since Arthur is over at my place, playing video games and stuff most days, Bubbles regards him as family—and he’s very protective over his family.”

      “How many assailants were there?” Tommy asked. “And how much of what happened did you see?”

      “I was in my living room, over there,” Steve said, pointing at a large bay window in the house next to Arthur’s, “playing video games. Bubbles was sitting on the sofa with me, like he always does. Arthur was supposed to come over and play video games, too, so I was waiting for him to show up. He told me something about picking up some free tickets for a DJ festival and that he would come over after that. When the incident happened, I heard Arthur screaming for help in the street, and I heard a man yelling something like ‘I’m gonna kill you,’ or something like that. I didn’t bother to try to figure out what was happening; I knew right away Arthur was in serious danger. So did Bubbles; he jumped off the sofa and ran over to the door, barking like crazy.”

      “What happened next?” Blake asked.

      “I threw open the front door and saw these two guys trying to wrestle Arthur into the back of a car.”

      “Could you describe the men and the car they were driving?” Tommy asked.

      “I can’t tell you much about the men,” Steve said. “They were both, I guess, a little taller than average height, I guess average build. White guys, from what I could see—but I couldn’t see much because they were dressed in all black, with black balaclavas and gloves.”

      “And the car?” Tommy asked.

      “It was a black Mercedes sedan, late model, but I can’t say what exactly, ‘cause I don’t know that much about cars. It had very dark tinted windows all around; I couldn’t see inside.”

      “Did you get the license plate?”

      Steve shook his head. “There wasn’t one. The guys had taken it off for their mission, I guess.”

      “I’m not surprised to hear that,” Tommy said grimly. “All right, what happened when you let, uh, Bubbles out?” He glanced down at the rottweiler, who was sitting obediently next to Steven, looking as placid and happy a dog as any.

      Steven’s face glowed with pride. “Bubbles kicked ass!” he exclaimed. “He didn’t even think twice; he saw those jerks shoving Arthur into their car, and he charged, flying at them like a freakin’ missile. They’d almost gotten Arthur into the sedan when Bubbles smashed into them. He grabbed the one guy’s arm and threw him almost like a ragdoll. He bit the other dude’s leg, and that guy—he was the one who had a knife out—he tried to stab Bubbles. With the two men off him, Arthur was able to fight his way out of the vehicle. He landed a solid punch on one of those assholes, but then the guy cut his arm. Bubbles, meanwhile, he was totally savaging the man on the ground.”

      “How did the men escape?” Blake asked.

      “I grabbed the baseball bat my dad keeps by the door and ran out to help. The guys saw me coming, and I guess they figured the fight was lost. The knife guy threw his knife into the car, grabbed Bubbles by the neck long enough to pull him off his buddy, then they both jumped into the Benz and sped away.”

      “The blood on the street, is some of it theirs?” Blake asked.

      “Some of it is Arthur’s; his arm was bleeding pretty bad until the paramedics stitched it up, and some of it is Bubbles’s, but I’m also sure some of it is from those creeps. The one Bubbles got on the ground and tore apart, he looked like he was cut up pretty bad.”

      Blake looked at Tommy. “We’d better make some calls to all the doctors, clinics, and hospitals in the city. No, make that the whole county; these guys aren’t stupid, and they sure as hell don’t want to be caught. See if any dog bite victims have come in and tell the hospitals that if any do surface to call us right away.”

      “Definitely, I’ll get HQ to do that,” Tommy said. “And I’ll get some guys up here to take samples of the blood on the street to preserve. I doubt we’ll be able to use it, but you never know, it might be useful in the court case when we eventually bring these scumbags to trial.”

      “Is Bubbles gonna get a medal or something?” Steve asked eagerly. “He totally should. And uh, he should be on TV or something, too!”

      Tommy chuckled. “You know what, he does deserve a medal. I’ll speak to a few people and see what I can do. But for the moment, we want to keep this whole thing as quiet as possible. I know we can’t stop it from blowing up in the press,” he continued, pausing to stare intently at Chase, “but I want to at least delay the inevitable media storm for as long as possible.”

      Chase raised his hands. “Hey, hey, don’t look at me. Yeah, I’m a journalist, but I’m not going to jeopardize Maurice Windrow’s life by trying to cash in on this story … as juicy as an exclusive piece would be. But seriously, don’t worry about me. I’m not gonna do anything like that.”

      “Word is eventually going to get out, though,” Blake said. “We can’t keep everyone quiet. And we do need to warn young people about the danger that’s facing them. Chase, I think it actually might be time for you to write an article. Teenagers need to know that if they get any sort of message on social media telling them they’ve won free concert or DJ tickets or whatever, that they need to call the cops right away.”

      Chase nodded. “If you guys think that’s the best thing to do, I can certainly put a piece together.”

      Blake and Tommy looked at each other, and Tommy nodded reluctantly, sighing. “Yeah, Blake’s right. We need to get the word out about the danger teenagers are in. I just don’t want there to be a whole bunch of panic and hysteria.”

      “I’ll make sure the tone of the piece is a professional one,” Chase said. “Don’t worry, I’m not some sensationalist tabloid hack trying to stir up fear and panic. I’ll write responsibly, I promise you that.”

      “Good, good,” Tommy said. “All right, well, thank you, Steve, and thank you, Bubbles, for saving Arthur’s life. I’ll see what I can do about getting this heroic mutt the medal he deserves. My friends here,” he said, pointing to the other cops, “will take a statement from you. And now, gentlemen, let’s go have a word with the young man who was almost kidnapped.”

      They walked over to Arthur. The paramedics had just finished treating him.

      “How’s he doing?” Blake asked one of the paramedics, a young woman.

      “He got a nasty cut on the outside of his forearm,” the paramedic answered, “but it wasn’t deep enough to sever anything major. We’ve cleaned it, disinfected the wound, and stitched it up. He’s also got a few contusions from being hit and kicked in the scuffle, but again, nothing major. Bruised knuckles from the punch he threw. He’s also very shaken up, but I’ve given him something to calm him down. He’s going to be just fine, luckily.”

      “Good,” Blake said. “Thanks for helping out.” Then he turned to Arthur, a pale, skinny, and nerdy-looking young man. “How are you feeling, kid?”

      “I’m … I don’t know,” Arthur stammered. “I feel … weird. Everything seems kinda … surreal. My arm hurts, but the paramedic says it’s gonna be okay.”

      Blake smiled sympathetically. Arthur didn’t look like the type who played contact sports. He probably hadn’t even been in a playground fight or anything like it before. “Fighting for your life will leave you feeling like that, Arthur,” he said. “But don’t worry, things will soon start to feel normal again. Tell me, how did these scumbags set up this whole thing?”

      “I got a message on Instagram saying I’d won tickets to this outdoor DJ festival I’d been hoping to attend. I checked the page the message came from, and everything looked legit. They had a couple thousand followers … but I guess those might have been bot accounts or something. I dunno; I guess I wasn’t thinking. I was too excited about winning those tickets. I feel like a complete idiot.”

      “Don’t worry, kid,” Blake said. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. These people are very smart, very devious, and you aren’t the first one they’ve duped. Would you mind letting me take a look at the message they sent you?”

      “No problem, here it is,” Arthur said. He took out his phone, opened Instagram, and showed Blake and the others the message he had received.

      “It’s pretty much exactly the same as the one Maurice Windrow got,” Tommy said grimly. “I guess what we need to do is get a PSA out there, informing every teen in the county, maybe even the state, that if they get a message like this, they need to call us immediately.”

      “You’re right, but I don’t think these guys are going to try the same tactic again, not after this,” Blake said.

      “I know, but I’m going to take that precaution anyway,” Tommy said.

      “Did you get a look at the guys’ faces or the face of the driver?” Blake asked Arthur. “Did you notice anything about them that might help us to identify them? I know, of course, that when you’re in a literal fight for your life, it’s difficult to notice such things, but I thought maybe you may have picked up something … anything we could use.”

      Arthur shook his head. “I’m sorry … the car’s windows were totally blacked out with a real dark tint. I couldn’t see inside the car, and when I got up close to it, the guys jumped out and took me by surprise. They had balaclavas on, and they were dressed all in black, so I couldn’t exactly pick up any details about them. I can tell you that judging from their voices and how strong they were, they were probably youngish men, maybe late twenties or thirties.”

      “All right, that’s no problem, kid,” Blake said. “And you didn’t get a glimpse of the driver at all?”

      “Just a brief glimpse,” Arthur said, “but he was dressed the same as the jerks who were trying to get me into the car. He had on a face mask, too.”

      “Okay. And there’s nothing else you can remember, no details that might help us?”

      “Sorry,” Arthur said. “There really isn’t anything else I can think of.”

      They asked Arthur a few more questions, but he wasn’t able to give them much information that was particularly useful.

      “Do you, uh, do you think they’ll come back and try to get me again?” Arthur asked nervously when the police, Blake, and Chase were preparing to leave.

      “I don’t think so, but we’re not going to rule out the possibility,” Tommy said. “I’ll make sure there’s a cruiser watching this street twenty-four-seven until we’ve caught these guys. Also, we’ll make sure you have a police escort when you’re traveling anywhere. I’m sorry if that’s going to be a little disruptive, but we have to make sure you’re safe.”

      “No, no, that’s not a problem at all,” Arthur said, looking relieved. “Thank you, I appreciate that. There’s one more question I have, which I don’t know if you can answer.”

      “Go ahead, shoot,” Tommy said.

      “Why me?” Arthur asked. “Why specifically me? What is it about me that made these guys want to target me?”

      “I’m not sure, to be honest,” Blake said, answering the question before the others could. “There’s a lot more to this case than you may initially have realized.”

      He went on to explain how it seemed that the current kidnappings were exactly like those done in 1989 and how back then, it appeared that the victims were targeted quite randomly, with the only qualifying criteria seeming to be that the victims needed to be teenagers, male or female, between the ages of fifteen and seventeen.

      “So,” Blake said, “I’m afraid we can’t really tell you why exactly these guys targeted you specifically. It’s just being in the right age bracket and plain old bad luck, I think. And probably the fact that you responded quickly and eagerly to their message, more than anything else. I’m sure they must have sent out a bunch of them, and you likely responded faster than any of the other intended victims.”

      “I guess I’d better be more careful about who I trust online from now on,” Arthur said sheepishly.

      “Online and in real life, kid,” Blake said. “There are some real sickos out there. Be very careful about who you trust, period. Get some rest now and be safe.”

      “I’ve had units looking out for a black Mercedes sedan with tinted windows for the last half-hour, ever since I got word of the kidnapping attempt,” Tommy said as he, Blake, and Chase walked back to their cars. “Nothing’s been found yet; the creeps have either dumped the car somewhere, or they’re hiding out nearby. I’ll get my men to do a foot patrol of this neighborhood and check in people’s driveways and backyards.”

      “Don’t hold your breath,” Blake muttered. “These guys know what they’re doing, and they’re not going to allow themselves to be caught that easily.”

      “We have to try,” Tommy said.

      “I know, I know,” Blake said.

      “Do I have a green light to get a story out there now?” Chase asked the two of them when he got to his car.

      “You do, Chase,” Tommy said. “Just keep things calm, though, please. No sensationalism, no panic-inducing—”

      “Come on, Captain Padilla, surely you know me better than that by now? I’m not gonna turn around and stab both of you in the back by writing some sensationalist pile of garbage. I just want to make people aware of what’s happening and ensure no other kids fall prey to these creeps’ messages.”

      “I trust you, Chase,” Blake said. “Do what you need to do.”

      Chase nodded. “Thanks, Blake. Don’t worry; the big scoop I’m shooting for is when we finally take down Ebenezer Burke and whoever is helping him with these heinous crimes. That’s the big piece I’m aiming to write.”

      “Well, hopefully, it’ll be a piece you get to write a lot sooner rather than later,” Blake said. “See you later, guys. I’ll keep you both updated if I discover anything—you do the same.”

      The men went their separate ways, but after Blake had driven only a few blocks, his phone started to ring. He looked down and saw that it was Chase calling.

      “Hey, Chase, what’s going on?” Blake said. “Did you remember something you forgot you wanted to tell me a few minutes ago or something?”

      “No, not at all,” Chase said. “I need to speak to you alone … without Captain Padilla knowing.”

      Blake frowned. “About what?”

      “The case, of course. I’ve got some information, but because of the source it comes from, I can’t mention it in front of Padilla or any other cops. Now, technically you’re back on the force, but I feel like I can trust you and that you’re a little more okay with, how should I say … bending the law … than the others. Am I right?”

      “You’re not wrong,” Blake said. “Look, you can trust me. Go ahead and tell me what you need to tell me. It’ll stay between you and me; you have my word.”

      “I’d rather talk to you in person than over the phone,” Chase said. “You never know who’s listening in.”

      “Fair enough. Where and when do you want to meet?”

      “Remember the bar where I first met you and Captain Padilla? Meet there, just after five.”

      “All right,” Blake said. “I’ll see you there.”

      He cut off the call and continued driving, wondering exactly what secret information was going to be revealed to him later that day…
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      “Whiskey on the rocks,” Blake said to the bartender. Behind him, the dive bar was quiet; only two other people were here, seated at a table near the bar. Most of this establishment’s usual patrons started filtering in off the street at a much later hour.

      As the bartender handed Blake his drink, Chase walked in. “I’ll have the usual, Ed,” he said to the bartender.

      “Coming right up, Chase,” the guy said with a smile.

      “You’re quite the regular around here, huh?” Blake remarked.

      Chase grinned. “One of my favorite spots in the city. But we’re not here to talk about my drinking habits and hangouts. Let’s go take a seat at that table near the back.”

      The bartender handed Chase a gin and tonic—his regular drink at this establishment—and then Blake and Chase headed over to the table at the back.

      Blake sipped on his drink, then shot a piercing stare into Chase’s eyes. “All right, let’s get to it because I’m not a fan of beating around the bush and all that bullshit. What’s this important piece of info you have, and why can’t Padilla and his officers hear about it?”

      “The answer to the second question is because the information comes from a drug dealer who’s high up on their wanted list,” Chase answered, sucking down a gulp of his gin and tonic. “If they find out he’s a source of mine, well, I’m pretty sure they’re going to put pressure on me to give him up. He’s on the run from the cops right now. He’s one of my most valuable sources, and if I lose him, I lose out on a ton of great leads.”

      “And these leads are important enough to you to allow a notorious drug dealer to walk free and to continue to ply his trade on these streets?” Blake asked somberly, raising an eyebrow and locking a probing stare into Chase’s eyes.

      “It’s a bit of a moral conundrum, I’ll admit,” Chase said. “But he’s not some hardcore criminal. He sells weed and coke, mostly. He’s not involved in gang activity, and he doesn’t sell the really bad stuff like crack and heroin—”

      “But you’re okay with him selling cocaine, huh?” Blake muttered.

      “It’s mostly businessmen and lawyers who buy that stuff,” Chase said. “They know what they’re doing. It’s not like he sells drugs to high school kids or anything. Look, like I said, it’s a moral conundrum. I know he’s not a good guy, but he hasn’t committed any violent crimes, he’s not involved with any of the gangs in this city, and he doesn’t sell to kids. I’m not here to argue about whether I should give him up or not, so let’s skip that issue. If you want to be like Padilla and his boys and force me to give up my source, then I think it’s best that we end this conversation right here because that’s not going to happen. At least not until Ebenezer Burke and whoever is helping him is behind bars. And without my source staying free and out of prison, it’s going to be a whole lot harder to track down Burke and his friends.”

      “All right, all right,” Blake said. “I can’t say I approve of letting this creep roam free, but if he’s as valuable as you say he is when it comes to capturing Burke, I guess he can walk free a little longer, at least until we’ve got Burke in a cage. So, what is it your source has told you?”

      “Leyland is involved in the kidnappings.”

      Blake raised an eyebrow. “Your source is certain of this?”

      “One hundred percent, Blake, one hundred percent,” Chase answered confidently.

      “It does make sense, given the fact that his father was involved in the original ’89 kidnappings,” Blake said, furrowing his brow. “But would the son be that brazen? He surely knows how close I was to putting his father behind bars for his involvement in the Pied Piper Cult kidnappings. I’ve already talked to the younger Leyland, just doing some subtle probing. His campaign is based on being tough on crime—so the kidnappings could be a setup to smear the current favorite in the mayoral race and elevate Leyland’s standing among the voters. Same tactic his father used in ’89 to get elected. That’s a risky move on his part, though, considering the fact that it came very, very close to backfiring on his father. Still, I know that he’s nowhere near as squeaky clean as his public image makes him out to be. I picked that up readily enough. He’s hiding something, but is it something as big as this?”

      “My source swears that Dwight Leyland is involved in human trafficking,” Chase says.

      “And he has proof of this? Hard evidence?” Blake asked.

      “Well … not hard evidence, nothing concrete. Yet.” Chase said. “But he says he’s seen stuff, stuff that makes it pretty certain Leyland is involved.”

      “If there’s no hard evidence, there’s nothing much we can do about Leyland,” Blake said. “Can your drug dealer buddy get something that we can actually use?”

      “I think he could,” Chase said. “Given a bit of time. And maybe, if we could cut a deal with him that would keep him out of jail for the crimes he’s currently wanted for, he might even be willing to go undercover and get all the hard evidence we need to put Leyland behind bars, as well as to catch and convict Burke and whoever else is helping him.”

      “Whoa, whoa, you’re getting a little ahead of yourself here,” Blake said. “That’s not how it works in real life, despite how movies and TV shows make it out. Look, you may not think that you’re buddy is doing any serious harm to society by slinging marijuana and cocaine, but the law looks upon those crimes very differently. Especially coke. I can’t see the authorities being willing to let this guy off the hook for whatever charges he’s got against him, even if he can get the evidence we need to convict Leyland and to catch Burke and his associates.”

      Chase frowned and took a long swig of his drink. “Well, I’m sorry you feel that way, Blake,” he said. “This guy is our best shot at bringing this whole kidnapping ring down. And why are you asking me all these questions and making all these demands? It was you who first suggested that Dwight Leyland might be involved, and now that I have evidence of it, you seem to be doubting everything.”

      Blake sighed and shook his head. “I appreciate the fact that your source could be a valuable asset, but this has nothing to do with how I feel and everything to do with how the law works. I spent my entire professional career in law enforcement, and believe me, I know how things work. No judge is going to let your friend off the hook if he’s a wanted criminal on the run.”

      “I don’t think he’s going to help us without an offer of a deal.”

      “The best we could do is offer him a reduced sentence,” Blake said. “Two or three years in the slammer instead of eight to ten.”

      “I don’t think he’s going to want to go for that,” Chase said glumly. “Dammit!” he suddenly yelled, slamming his fist into the table. “We’ve got the key to bringing the whole ring down right here! All we have to do is use this guy! But you’re saying the law is so short-sighted that they can’t—that they won’t—even consider doing that?”

      “I know it’s frustrating, Chase, but this is how things work.”

      “Well, it sucks,” Chase muttered. “What if Maurice Windrow is already dead? Then the law has his blood on their hands for their obtuseness. What if another kid gets kidnapped and killed? Hell, it almost happened to Arthur Dent today! And do you think these guys are going to stop just because Arthur Dent escaped and they almost got caught? This is Ebenezer Burke we’re talking about, a crazy fucking cult leader!”

      “All right, look, just calm down, calm down, kid, you’re getting yourself way too worked up here,” Blake said. “Believe me, the last thing I want is for another teenager to get kidnapped, and God forbid they murdered the one they already have. I want to solve this case as badly as you do, Chase, seriously. You have to believe me. I’m just telling you, though, that trying to get your buddy off the hook in exchange for evidence is simply not going to work—and if he’s not willing to get that evidence in exchange for a reduced sentence—not no sentence at all—then he’s about as useful to us as a boat anchor made of polystyrene.”

      “So what the hell do we do?” Chase cried, almost yelling. “This guy swears that Leyland is involved, and I have every reason to believe him and to trust what he says. Leyland could be the key to bringing the entire kidnapping ring down!”

      “You’re certain that we can trust this guy and that he’s telling the truth?” Blake asked.

      “He has no reason to lie about this at all,” Chase said. “I trust what he’s saying—and you yourself said you’re certain Leyland is hiding something. And then there’s his father’s involvement in helping Ebenezer Burke back in ’89—it seems like a no-brainer.”

      “All right,” Blake said determinedly. “Well, then there is something we can do.”

      “What?”

      “You and I are both okay with, let’s say, bending the law a little,” Blake said, sipping slowly on his drink.

      “What exactly is it you’re saying we should do?” Chase asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “It’s simple. We go after Leyland ourselves. Off the books, of course.”
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      Blake and Chase put together a plan to stake out Dwight Leyland’s place that evening. Before doing this, however, Blake insisted on speaking to Chase’s source directly.

      “He’s not going to talk to a cop,” Chase said as they left the dive bar. “It took me a long time and a lot of effort to win this guy’s trust. The only reason he’s not behind bars yet is because of the fact that he’s smart, he keeps his mouth shut, and he doesn’t trust anyone.”

      “I realize that, but I need to speak to this guy before we start risking our necks by setting up an unauthorized surveillance operation on someone like Dwight Leyland. Come on, are you telling me he won’t even have a conversation on the phone with me?”

      “There’s no way he’ll talk to you in person, but I guess I can try to get him on the phone,” Chase said. “Let’s step into that park across the street, and I’ll give him a call. Before I do that, though, just tell him you can maybe get the charges dropped against him if he cooperates. I know that it’s impossible, but if he at least has a shred of hope, it might make him more willing to at least partially cooperate.”

      “All right, I’ll do that,” Blake said.

      They walked across the street into the park and ventured into the dark, silent space until they were far away enough from the street that nobody would be able to overhear their conversation. Chase then dialed up his source and tapped his foot impatiently on the ground as the phone rang.

      “Kenny J,” he said when his source answered the phone. “It’s Chase. I’m calling about that deal we talked about … Well, look, I can’t make any promises, but I’ve got a cop with me right now … No, no, he’s more like an ex-cop, really, and he doesn’t know who you are. He’s got a ton of influence with the cops and the law, though,” Chase continued, winking at Blake, “and he says he can maybe get those charges dropped if you’re able to get some good, solid evidence that’ll prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that Dwight Leyland is involved in kidnapping and human trafficking.”

      Blake watched carefully as Chase continued to try to convince his source to talk to him on the phone.

      “Yeah, yeah … Uh-huh … Well, here’s the thing, my man, this cop wants to have a word with you before he goes to his friends and sets up a deal. I know, I know … Look, you know you can trust me. I’ve never ratted you out before, and I’m not going to do it now. This guy doesn’t know your real name or your street name. He doesn’t know what your charges are. He just wants to have a few words with you to make sure your info is legit. Yeah … Yeah, that’s right … You’re totally safe. Sure, no meetings in person; he knows that. Okay, yeah, just a few words, that’s all … Okay, here he is.”

      Chase handed his phone to Blake.

      “So I should call you ‘Kenny J,’ huh?” Blake asked.

      “Sure, call me ‘Kenny J,’ man,” a gravelly voice muttered on the other end of the line. “So, you gonna cut me a deal or what?”

      “That depends on what you can give us,” Blake said. “Chase tells me you have proof that Dwight Leyland is involved in human trafficking. That’s a big accusation to make about someone who’s running for mayor, and you’re going to need some very solid evidence if you want any kind of a deal; I can tell you that. So, what do you have?”

      “I’ve seen it with my own eyes,” Kenny J said.

      “I’m afraid you may not be seen as the most reliable of witnesses in a court of law, Kenny,” Blake said gravely. “You’re going to have to do better than that if you want a deal in which all charges against you are dropped. What exactly are these charges, by the way?”

      “Hey, man, I ain’t stupid. If I tell you the exact charges, you’ll be able to figure out who I really am. Let’s just say they’re not for any violent offenses.”

      “Okay, fair enough,” Blake said. “But I’m serious here. You really are going to have to give us more solid evidence than you claiming to have seen Dwight Leyland trafficking people. What exactly is it you saw, by the way?”

      “I went to a party in a certain underground venue,” Kenny said, “to sell Leyland and his friends some coke. They had some hookers at this party—like most parties at this venue do.”

      “All right, well, as shady as this party sounds, you haven’t given me any evidence of Leyland being involved in human trafficking,” Blake said.

      “You didn’t give me the chance to explain yet,” Kenny said.

      “Go ahead, I’m listening.”

      “So, there were hookers at this party but not local girls. These were all Latin American girls, very young—I’m sure a few were underage. They all looked frightened; most were heavily drugged. They were all brought there in a black van by a certain Mexican gangster with very close ties to Leyland. That’s something else I can get you evidence for if you can get my charges dropped.”

      “All right, well, this is sounding more promising now, so go on,” Blake said.

      “Anyway, I knew there was something wrong with these girls. I managed to get one alone for a minute—their handlers were watching them like hawks, so it was difficult, but I did it. Anyway, she could barely speak a word of English, and she was zonked out, probably Valium or something like that. But I speak Spanish fluently, and I was able to have a quick conversation with her.”

      “And what did she tell you?”

      “She was crying, despite being so drugged up that she could hardly stand; she said she wanted to go back home to Guatemala, that the people who smuggled her into this country promised her a good job as a caretaker in a rich man’s mansion. She said they had lied to her and the other girls and had forced them into this hell, taking away their passports and threatening to kill any of the girls who tried to escape. I asked her who had done this to her.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She said some of the men who had smuggled her and her friends, some of the big bosses of the criminal organization, were in the room. She pointed out the Mexican gangster, Dwight Leyland, and another guy, a local mobster. She said they were all involved,” Kenny said.

      “You said this girl was heavily drugged,” Blake said. “Can you be sure she comprehended everything she was saying, that she wasn’t hallucinating or making this up?”

      “Why would she?” Kenny said. “What would she have to gain from telling me, some small-time drug dealer, all this stuff? She wasn’t aware that there was any way I could help her or the others. She knew if I tried anything, the big guys would put a few holes in me and dump my body in the river. She only told me because I asked her, because I made the first move.”

      “Okay, sure, that makes sense. And you’re sure that Dwight Leyland was one of the people she pointed out?” Blake asked.

      “Absolutely. She specifically said, ‘that red-haired gringo is one of the big bosses,’ and she pointed at Leyland.”

      “I see. Well, I gotta say, this does sound pretty convincing. You said these were all foreign girls—were there any local teenagers there? I totally forgot to ask when this party took place.”

      “It was last weekend, in the early hours of Saturday morning,” Kenny said.

      “That’s before the incident I’m interested in took place, so never mind the question about local teenagers. But did you hear anyone mention kidnapping local teens at all?” Blake asked.

      “I didn’t hear anything like that, no,” Kenny answered.

      “Did you see a guy at the party, an older guy in his sixties, long, gray hair, long beard, very striking eyes—the kind of eyes that are hypnotic. If you saw this guy in person, you’d know exactly what I meant.”

      “No, man, I didn’t see nobody like that at the party.”

      “Hmm … okay,” Blake said. “Obviously, we want to take down anyone who’s involved in as heinous and horrendous a crime as human trafficking and forced prostitution, so I think we can cut you a deal. But we will need some more solid, concrete evidence than just the story you told me. I mean, no offense, but you’re a wanted felon with a stack of charges against you—you have every reason to lie. For all I know, there are no Latin American girls and you just made up this whole story. Can you get us concrete proof of everything you’ve told me?”

      “If you can get me like, some sort of hidden camera or a wire or some shit, I can get you proof. These guys have parties all the time in the place I’m talking about, and they always call me to bring in my wares.”

      “How about you just tell us where and when the next party is?” Blake said. “Then we can go in and nail these guys in a sting and rescue the girls.”

      Kenny laughed humorlessly on the other end of the line. “I ain’t no idiot, man. If I give that information away, I lose my bargaining chip, and I go down for ten years when you assholes eventually catch me. No, I’m doing this my way, and you’re getting my charges dropped. Either you agree to that, or I cut this call off right now, and I never speak to you or Chase or anyone any of you know ever again.”

      “All right, all right, calm down,” Blake muttered. “I’ll arrange some equipment for you.”

      “You do that. And make sure you go through Chase. I refuse to meet any of you cops directly. I only trust Chase.”

      “Sure, pal,” Blake said. “It’ll all be done through Chase.”

      “He can call me when you’ve got everything ready on your side. You’d better make your move quickly because they’re having another party tomorrow night,” Kenny said, and then, without waiting for Blake’s response, he hung up.

      Blake handed the phone back to Chase.

      “Is he still there?” Chase asked.

      “He hung up,” Blake answered, “but he’s agreed to help us, as long as everything is done through you.”

      “I told you he was a good source,” Chase said. “And he can get hard evidence of Leyland’s involvement, right?”

      “Involvement in human trafficking of foreign women into America for the purpose of forced prostitution, yes,” Blake said, “but nothing about Maurice Windrow or any other local kidnapping victim … yet. And it didn’t sound like Ebenezer Burke was at this party he was talking about. But anyway, we need to take these guys down even if they’re not involved. And if Dwight Leyland is involved in something as reprehensible as trafficking young women for forced prostitution, then there’s a very good chance he’s involved in Burke’s kidnapping of teenagers, too.”

      “He’s gotta be,” Chase said. “So, how is Kenny proposing to get us the evidence we need?”

      “He wants to wear a wire and a hidden camera to obtain footage,” Blake answered. “He’s adamant that’s the only way he’ll do this. And he says these people are having another party tomorrow night, so time is of the essence.”

      “Are you able to make this happen?” Chase asked.

      “I don’t think Tommy will be too eager to work with this guy, if he really is as high up on the department’s wanted list as you say he is, so I don’t think I can go to him and get police equipment. But technology has come a long way these past few decades, and we can easily buy civilian stuff that’s as good as anything the cops use. We can do this ourselves, get all the equipment we need.”

      “Perfect,” Chase said. “I’m happy to chip in toward the cost.”

      “All right. I know a bit about all this stuff; I’ll send you an email link to the exact camera we’ll need. I’ll buy the audio equipment. We can get the stuff delivered next day; it’ll be ready for tomorrow night. You’ll need to set up a meeting with Kenny; he says he’ll only trust you. When we get hold of the equipment, I’ll show you where to place it to keep it hidden and ensure it works optimally. Then you can do that for Kenny when you meet him.”

      “Sure thing,” Chase said. “Let’s get going.”

      The men said their farewells to each other and then left the park, each heading back to his own vehicle. Just as Blake started his car, though, he felt his phone buzz in his pocket. When he got it out, he saw that he had just received a message from Dr. Catherine McKenna.

      Hi, Blake. I’ve got some exciting news. With the aid of my techniques, I’ve been able to help Dale Ramsey to recover some of his missing memories. And, what’s more, I think I can recover far more with the continued application of my technique. You and your friends may want to come talk to him tomorrow.

      Blake typed out a reply that he’d be at the psychiatric hospital in the morning, and then he grinned to himself. Everything was starting to come together now. Maurice Windrow would soon be rescued, and Ebenezer Burke, Dwight Leyland, and whatever accomplices were working with them would be arrested and thrown into prison.

      Or a nagging thought at the back of Blake’s mind asked, would they?
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      Blake did as he had said he would and showed up at the psychiatric hospital early the next morning, accompanied by Tommy. He had informed Chase about the latest development with Dale Ramsey, but the journalist had other commitments that morning and wasn’t able to attend. The two of them were standing in the hospital’s waiting area, where Dr. McKenna was going to meet them.

      “I wonder what Ramsey’s going to be able to tell us,” Tommy asked. “I gotta say, I’m pretty excited to take a peek into his past.”

      “I know,” Blake said. “Thirty years of memories wiped clean, but now some are returning. I think we’re on the cusp of finally solving the mystery of what really happened to the Pied Piper Cult, and hopefully, whatever information Ramsey is able to give us will also help us to track down Burke and rescue Maurice Windrow.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Tommy said. “Ah, here’s Dr. McKenna.”

      Dr. McKenna approached the men with a warm smile; she was just as excited about this breakthrough with Dale Ramsey as they were.

      “Morning, gentlemen!” she said enthusiastically. “I’m sure you’re both very eager to talk to Dale, so I won’t waste any time on chitchat. Let’s go straight through to see him. By the way, we’ve managed to get hold of his sister in the United Kingdom. She’s flying out tomorrow to come to see him. As you both know, she’s the only member of his immediate family who’s still alive. We’ve also tracked down two uncles, who are also driving here tomorrow from neighboring states, and a set of cousins, who will be coming to see him in a few days. We’re going to limit his interactions with visitors, though; we don’t want to overwhelm him.”

      She led them through to the ward in which Ramsey was currently living. He was now dressed in modern clothes and had had a shave and a haircut. Although a quick glance at him seemed to indicate that he was perfectly fine and healthy, a closer look into his eyes revealed that his mind was still largely a mess of pain and confusion.

      He recognized Blake and Tommy right away and remembered their names. He stood up from his chair and put on a smile, trying to come across cheerfully as they entered the room. “Captain Padilla and Detective Hines, it’s good to see you again,” he said.

      “How are you feeling now, Dale?” Tommy asked.

      Ramsey shrugged. “I don’t know, to be honest. There’s still a lot of confusion in my head. Everything feels kind of … surreal. And it’s like there’s this war going on in my brain. It’s … it’s difficult to explain. There’s a huge hole in my mind, this gigantic black hole. I know that it’s supposed to be filled with memories of the last thirty-odd years, but I just can’t access them. Dr. McKenna has helped me a lot, though, and some of the memories hiding out in that giant void are starting to surface, which is why I assume you’re here to see me?”

      “That’s right,” Tommy said. “What can you tell us?”

      Ramsey sighed and sat back down in his chair. “I hope you’re not too disappointed, but I’m not sure if anything I can tell you will be of any use to you. It’s all very … blurry and fragmented. Very little of it feels like it makes much sense.”

      “Don’t worry, Dale,” Dr. McKenna said gently. “Any progress, however small it may seem to be, is good. And like I said to you, even though these memories may feel disjointed and fragmented now, they’re going to become clearer and clearer in your mind, as long as you keep practicing the techniques I’ve taught you.”

      Ramsey nodded. “All right, I know.”

      “It’s okay, Dale,” Blake said with a sympathetic smile. “You just tell us whatever you’re able to remember. Even if you think these fragments of memories aren’t going to be helpful, you never know. Tommy and I are used to picking up pieces of clues and putting them together into something more coherent. Any memories you have, just tell us and don’t worry about whether you think they’re useful or not. And if it’s okay with you, I’m going to record what you say.” Blake got out a tape recorder.

      “That’s fine,” Ramsey said.

      “All right. Whenever you’re ready,” Blake said.

      Ramsey inhaled a long, deep breath and then released it slowly from his lungs. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll try to tell you what I can remember. Forgive me if nothing makes sense to you; very little of the patches of scenes and images that I remember make much sense to me.”

      “That’s okay,” Blake said. “Just tell us whatever you can.”

      Ramsey drew in another deep breath and closed his eyes. “It’s dark in here,” he whispered. “And it’s hot, real hot. I can’t see anything … salty smell. The ocean. Everything’s rocking all the time, pitching and rolling in the dark. There’s someone else here, but I don’t know who. I’m scared. I don’t know where they’re taking me. My stomach is twisted in knots. God, I’m seasick, feel like puking … Someone’s yelling in Spanish. I can barely hear them over the roar … big diesel motor.” He opened his eyes and shook his head. “That’s all I can remember from that fragment.”

      Blake glanced across at Tommy. “It seems clear to me that Dale was transported on a ship, in the cargo hold, from the sound of it.”

      “That sounds like what happened,” Tommy agreed. “You don’t remember anything else about that experience, Dale?”

      Ramsey shook his head. “I’m sorry, that’s all I can remember. I can’t tell you when it happened either; it may have been a couple days ago, or it may have been thirty years ago.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Blake said. “Do you have any other memories or pieces of memories you’re able to recall?”

      “Yeah, there are a few,” Ramsey said. “Unfortunately, they’re all about as disjointed as the one I just recounted.”

      “That’s okay. Just tell us whatever you can,” Blake said gently, shooting a sympathetic smile in Ramsey’s direction.

      Ramsey closed his eyes again. “I’m in the jungle,” he murmured. “It’s night, everything is dark, but there’s a big bonfire in front of us, giving off bright firelight. It’s hot, humid. There are mosquitoes and bugs everywhere. My skin is sweaty and itchy, and I’m getting bitten all the time—these damn insects are buzzing in my ears, the smoke isn’t enough to keep them away. The others are here, too … and Ebenezer. I hate him. We all do—us kids, though, not the grownups. The grownups—they love him, worship him like a god, but he’s going to kill them. He’s going to kill all of us. Us kids know it; we can see it, but the grownups can’t. They think he’s something he’s not, but they won’t listen to us.”

      Ramsey paused there, and his hands started to tremble. His breathing grew more rapid, almost to the point at which he was hyperventilating.

      Dr. McKenna glanced at Blake and Tommy with a worried look on her face. “He didn’t tell me that one,” she whispered to them. “That memory must be returning right now, at this very moment.”

      “They’re singing that horrible song again,” Ramsey murmured, his voice croaky. “I hate it, I hate it, I hate it so much because I know what comes after it. Don’t pick me, don’t pick me, please, please, please God, don’t pick me.”

      “Dale, you don’t have to continue. If this is traumatic for you, you can stop,” Dr. McKenna said to him, gently placing her hand on his forearm.

      Ramsey, however, seemed to neither hear her voice nor feel her hand on his arm. It was as if he had put himself into some sort of trance. “Ebenezer is walking around the circle,” Ramsey continued, his voice barely clearing a whisper. “He’s putting his hands on our heads, asking them to tell him which of us will be transported to the new dimension tonight. We all know what that really means, what being ‘transported to the new dimension’ is…. It’s who’s going to die, who he’s going to kill tonight.”

      Ramsey’s trembling was in danger of becoming violent convulsions. He was shaking madly and looked as if he would fall off the chair and have a fit.

      “Dale!” Dr. McKenna said, gripping his arm tightly now. “Dale, come back to us, shut this memory down! Dale, stop!”

      “He’s stopped in front of me,” Ramsey continued, tears oozing from his tightly shut eyelids, his body shaking violently. “No, no, no, please God no. He’s putting his hands on my head. Don’t let it be me, don’t let it be me. I don’t want to die; I don’t want to die.”

      “Should I get a nurse or an orderly in here or something?” Blake asked, staring with alarm at Ramsey as he continued his seemingly irreversible descent into a fit.

      At that moment, Dale Ramsey let out a bloodcurdling scream, his eyelids popping open, his eyes bulging with raw terror, and then his head slumped onto his chest and his body became limp as he passed out.
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      “I need to get a nurse,” Dr. McKenna said. “Keep an eye on him, please.” She hurried out of the room.

      “Do you think he’s gonna be okay?” Tommy asked, staring worriedly at Dale Ramsey’s limp body.

      “I think so,” Blake said. “He didn’t survive everything he has up to this point to get taken out by a bad memory.”

      “Speaking of memories,” Tommy said, “it’s pretty clear that the second one—the one that sent him over the edge—was from soon after he was kidnapped as a teenager, all those years ago. But what about the first memory, the one that seemed to be from a ship? Do you think that one is maybe more recent?”

      “I was actually thinking that it’s likely a lot more recent,” Blake said. “I think he was smuggled back into this country by sea.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “It has to be the case,” Blake said. “We’re not far from the coast, and although it’s difficult for boats to land illegally, it’s not impossible. Of course, there are other ways to use ships to illegally smuggle people into countries; he might have been concealed inside a shipping container or something. But anyway, I’m sure that particular memory is very recent.”

      “It may be, it definitely may be,” Tommy said. “Still, though, neither of these memories help us much in terms of the current kidnappings. Well, one kidnapping and one attempted kidnapping, I mean.”

      “No, unfortunately, they don’t. But I do have a feeling that the closer we get to solving the mystery of what really happened to Ebenezer Burke and his Pied Piper Cult, the closer we’ll get to solving the current case.”

      Dr. McKenna returned with some nurses, who tended to Ramsey, who was beginning to come to.

      “I don’t think it’s wise to push Dale to try to remember anything else right now, gentlemen,” Dr. McKenna said. “Perhaps I was being a bit too hasty and ambitious in trying to get his memory moving again. I’ll keep working with him, but I’m afraid things are going to have to move a lot more slowly from this point forward. I don’t want to risk even more emotional and psychological damage to this poor man, who has already suffered so much.”

      “Don’t worry,” Blake said, “we’re not going to push either you or him at all. You just take your time—both of you.”

      “Thank you, Blake,” she said. “Like I said, I’ll keep working with him. Hopefully, we’ll make more progress and we won’t suffer any more incidents like this. I’ll keep both of you updated.”

      “Thanks, Dr. McKenna,” Tommy said. “We really appreciate what you’re doing here. Blake, let’s get going.”

      The two of them left the psychiatric hospital and chatted for a while in the parking lot outside. Blake kept quiet about the whole Kenny thing and the drug dealer’s plan to get evidence of Dwight Leyland’s involvement in human trafficking and, potentially, the current kidnappings and the reappearance of Ebenezer Burke. He knew Tommy wouldn’t approve of what he was doing, even if the end did justify the means.

      After Tommy had left, Blake gave Chase a call. He told him what had happened with Dale Ramsey and asked Chase if he had managed to get hold of the equipment they needed for Kenny to conduct his undercover evidence collection operation.

      “Yeah, I ordered the thing you told me to get,” Chase said. “What about you? Did you get what you needed?”

      “I’m heading over to the store right now,” Blake said. “I called ‘em earlier. They’ve got what I need. When’s your item coming in?”

      “Should be delivered before five this afternoon,” Chase said.

      “Good. You’d better give your buddy a call and set this thing up.”

      “I’ll do that. You can drop by my apartment later with your item. I’ll be home from around three o’clock,” Chase said.

      “Where do you live?” Blake asked.

      “Downtown, in that big building on Fourth,” Chase answered. “I’ll send you a message with directions. The place is really easy to find, though. And Bus 358 stops right outside my place if you don’t wanna deal with the hassle of driving downtown; the whole area around Fourth Avenue gets to be a bit of a nightmare with traffic around rush hour.”

      They met up later that day, and Blake showed Chase how to use the hidden camera and audio recorder.

      “Let’s give it a test run,” Blake suggested. “You need to be one hundred percent comfortable with operating this stuff so you can make sure that your drug-dealing buddy is good to go and doesn’t screw things up with his operation.”

      The tiny camera was disguised as a shirt button and recorded video by sending footage to an app on the user’s phone, which ran in the background and couldn’t be picked up on Wi-Fi or by anyone casually examining the phone. The audio equipment consisted of a mic powered by a tiny battery, which operated on the same principle, also recording via a hidden app on the user’s phone.

      “Man, it’s amazing how far technology has come since my first days as a detective,” Blake said, marveling at the devices. “You know, back when I first started, you needed a freakin’ engineering degree to operate stuff like this, and the equipment was way bigger and bulkier and much harder to hide. Operations like this one were a lot harder to pull off. Now, any bozo with a phone can stick a little camera in his buttonhole, tape a mic to his chest, and off ya go.”

      “And I, for one, am very grateful that things have become much easier,” Chase said with a grin. “I love technology! I thought this was going to be a lot more difficult than it is, and I was a little worried that Kenny would have some trouble with it. But hell, even a little kid could get the hang of this in minutes.”

      “Don’t allow that to let you become complacent or careless,” Blake cautioned. “And make sure you tell your buddy that, too. That’s the problem with technology and the fact that this stuff is so easy to pull off these days; people get complacent, they rely too much on tech … and then they make mistakes. And when you’re dealing with the kind of people involved in as heinous a crime as kidnapping and human trafficking, I’m sure you know what the stakes are when it comes to slipping up. This guy is our only direct link to these people and our best chance at getting some solid evidence of what they’re doing. We don’t want him getting killed.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he knows exactly how much is at stake here,” Chase said. “Kenny may be a bit of a jerk, and he’s certainly no upstanding citizen, but he does value his own hide. He’s not going to mess around when he knows a mistake could end up with him getting a bullet through his skull.”

      “Well, you just emphasize that, okay?” Blake said. “Seriously—make sure he knows that he’s got one shot to get this right, and he’d better not screw around.”

      “I’ll do that. Let’s give this equipment a quick test run before I call him,” Chase said. “I want to see just how well it picks up audio, especially in a crowded and noisy place. There’s a café downstairs that always gets busy around this time; let’s get in there and try to pick up some conversations. Once we know how accurately it can do that, I can tell Kenny just how close he needs to be to his marks to pick up some real juicy evidence.”

      “Good idea. I haven’t actually tried out these models myself,” Blake said.

      The two headed down to the café below Chase’s apartment, which was bustling with activity.

      “You want a latte or something?” Chase asked Blake as they stepped inside.

      Blake shook his head. “I can’t have caffeine late in the day; I find it hard enough to get a good night’s sleep as it is, and too many coffees in a day are guaranteed to keep me up all night. You go ahead and grab whatever you want, though. I’ll be at that table in the corner.”

      Blake took a seat, and Chase ordered a latte, then he made his way to Blake’s table. Blake, meanwhile, had been surveying the crowd in the café to pick out a few suitable test subjects for their trial run of the surveillance equipment.

      “All right, we’ll start with that young couple over there in the booth just across from us, the pretty redhead and her boyfriend,” Blake said. “Turn in their direction for a while; I can pretty much hear what they’re saying right now, so I think it’s a guarantee that the mic will pick it up. After that, try that biker-looking guy and his buddy two booths down. I can’t really hear them, but the mic may be able to pick up what they’re saying. Then we’ll try to get that group of young hipsters in the corner there. I can’t hear a word they’re saying, but they’re quite loud where they are. It’s supposed to be a directional mic with the ability to really focus on specific conversations. If you point it in the right direction, theoretically, it should pick up what those people are talking about, even though we can’t actually hear ‘em over here.”

      “Sure, I’ll do that,” Chase said, sipping on his latte. “How long for each group of people?”

      “Give it two minutes or so per group, I think.”

      Chase angled his body in the direction of the young couple nearby. Then, two minutes later, he turned to face the biker and his friend, who were a little farther away, and then, finally, he faced the hipsters in the corner. After that, he finished up his latte.

      “All right, all done,” Chase said.

      “Good. Let’s go back upstairs and see what you picked up.”

      They headed back up to Chase’s apartment and transferred the audio and video to his computer. As Blake had predicted, the couple’s conversation turned out loud and clear, and despite the dim lighting in the café, the camera picked up their faces very clearly, too.

      “Wow, the resolution and image clarity is way better than I would have guessed it would be from such a tiny device,” Chase remarked, clearly impressed. “And the audio is crystal clear! This stuff is amazing.”

      “My friends who recommended these items really know their stuff,” Blake said. “Anyway, let’s move on. Let’s see how well it picked up that biker’s conversation.”

      As it turned out, the device had picked up the biker’s conversation fairly clearly.

      “Even though I know this equipment is good, that’s a lot better than I had expected,” Blake remarked. “We can hear most of what those guys are saying, and we can see ‘em quite clearly, too, despite the bad lighting. Now for the real test, though. Let’s see if it picked up anything the hipsters were saying.”

      They watched with eager anticipation as the footage moved on to the last group, whose conversation the men hadn’t been able to decipher at all in the café. In the footage, the conversation was mostly inaudible, but a handful of words could be picked out.

      “Actually, even though we can’t hear everything they’re saying, it’s quite amazing that this thing picked up a handful of words,” Chase said. “I think we’re going to get some very juicy evidence when Kenny conducts his operation.”

      “We certainly will, as long as he doesn’t do anything stupid,” Blake said. “Are you sure he’s going to cooperate with us, though?”

      “I think he will. It’s in his best interest to do so,” Chase said.

      “All right. Call him and set this thing up,” Blake said.

      Chase called Kenny and arranged to meet him that evening to give him the equipment and show him how to use it.

      “It’s on,” he said with a grin when he cut off the call. “It’s on, and we’re gonna take that asshole, Dwight Leyland, and his human trafficking, teen kidnapping, scumbag friends down.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Since the party Dwight Leyland and his friends were going to be at was that very evening, Blake called his wife and said he’d be home late.

      “I guess I’ll have a latte after all,” he said to Chase. “Since I need to stay awake for the next couple hours. You want anything while I’m down there?”

      “I’ll have another latte, thanks. When you come back up, we can order dinner. There are plenty of good takeout places around here. You like Chinese? There’s a great Chinese restaurant just around the corner. There’s also a good pizza joint two blocks away.”

      “I’ll think about it while I’m downstairs,” Blake said.

      He headed down to the café to pick up a latte, and while he was down there, he found himself thinking more about the larger details of the case. One thing, in particular, was bugging him, he found. It had been lurking at the back of his mind, but now it seemed to be coming to the forefront of his thoughts.

      Was Ebenezer Burke actually back in town? Was the man even alive, or were his bones rotting in the dark heart of the Colombian jungle? Chase was convinced that Burke was somehow back—and the fact that Dale Ramsey had reappeared after being presumed dead for over thirty years seemed to back up the case for Burke being alive and well, too—but a niggling doubt remained in Blake’s mind about it. He couldn’t say exactly why, but somehow, he felt as if Ebenezer Burke may not be the man behind the kidnapping of Maurice Windrow and the attempted kidnapping of Arthur Dent. But if it weren’t Burke, who was it, and why on Earth were they replicating the exact methods Burke had used over thirty years ago?

      One thing he was certain of now, however, was the fact that Dwight Leyland had his grubby paws in this mess.

      “Like father, like son,” Blake muttered. “I wonder if that idiot really thought he could get away with pulling the same stunt as his crooked dad did back in ’89. Not on my watch, Leyland, not on my watch.”

      He wondered if he should try to track the elder Leyland down for questioning. After being released from prison, Leyland had retired in Florida, no doubt using dirty money that had somehow slipped through the net when he’d been convicted for his other crimes. Blake was certain, though, that questioning the elder Leyland would likely prove fruitless. He was probably even better at stonewalling interrogators now than he had been in ’89, and in those days, he had been an absolute master of the practice.

      “We’ll see what this drug dealer’s surveillance operation produces,” Blake said to himself as he headed back up to Chase’s apartment with two hot lattes in his hand. “I suspect that whatever this guy dredges up will get the younger Leyland in a lot of trouble.”

      “Thanks for the latte. You made a decision about dinner yet?” Chase asked when Blake got back.

      “Sure. Chinese is good,” Blake said. “You heard anything else from Kenny?”

      “He says the party will only get going around midnight, so it’s going to be a long night,” Chase said. “Forget about that, though. Come take a look at this.”

      Chase handed Blake a copy of the local newspaper. On the front page was an article he’d written about the kidnapping of Maurice Windrow and the attempted kidnapping of Arthur Dent. Blake read through it, nodding with approval.

      “Nicely written, Chase,” he said. “There’s no sensationalism in here, and it’s certainly not going to set off any hysteria or panic. At least nobody else is going to fall for the ‘you’ve won free tickets to some DJ thing’ scam now.”

      “It’s on social media, too, and online news,” Chase said. “And yeah, you’re right, these guys aren’t going to be able to abduct any more teenagers, at least not with the same method they’ve been using up to this point.”

      “Let’s hope not,” Blake said. “There’s always someone who falls through the cracks, though. But yeah, good job.”

      “I told you guys you could trust me,” Chase said. “I just wanted to make sure no more kids got grabbed by these clowns. Speaking of kids, you got any?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got two. A son and a daughter. Three grandkids, too. The oldest, Sarah, is sixteen; she’s my daughter’s kid. My son’s two kids are only two and four years old. Cutest little things you’ve ever seen, I tell ya what.”

      “I can see by the smile on your face that that’s no exaggeration,” Chase remarked with a warm smile of his own. “You really must love them.”

      “You’ll know the feeling when you have kids of your own,” Blake said, still smiling. “Ain’t nothing like it … and nothing can prepare you for it, either. You aren’t married, I know that much, but you got a girlfriend or anything?”

      Chase chuckled and looked around his apartment. “Does it look like any women ever spend time in this dump?”

      Blake laughed. The apartment was quite a mess. “I didn’t wanna say anything when I first stepped in here, but you’ve committed a dozen offenses that in my house, my wife would have me sleeping on the sofa for weeks.”

      Chase chuckled. “My last ex was a neat freak. You wouldn’t have recognized this place six months ago.”

      “And is all this mess around here your way of sticking it to her?” Blake asked with a grin.

      “It wasn’t the most amicable of breakups,” Chase admitted. “Ugh, just thinking about that stuck-up bitch makes me want to down a bottle of whiskey.”

      “Hey, at least you didn’t marry her,” Blake said. “And there’s plenty more fish in the sea, as they say. You’re young; you got plenty of time. Don’t rush into anything right away. Take that piece of advice from this old guy. You want to make sure she really is the one before you get out the diamond ring and get down on one knee, trust me on that.

      “I almost married the wrong one … I think my life would have turned out to be miserable if I had. Thankfully, I called the whole thing off a week before the wedding. Man, did that ever get me in trouble with my ex-fiancée and her family … but my sixth sense, it never lies, and it was sending me all sorts of warnings. Then a year after that, I met Hannah. We were married six months later, and it’s been fifty years of happiness since that day.”

      “Wow, that’s quite a story,” Chase remarked. “Not many marriages make it to the fifty-year mark, especially not these days.”

      Blake shrugged. “What can I say? I got lucky, I guess.”

      “Real lucky! But I’m sure it’s more than just luck that’s allowed your marriage to thrive for so long. So your kids and your grandkids, do they live here?” Chase asked.

      “My son and his kids moved to Texas; he got a good job there. So I only see ‘em two, maybe three times a year, unfortunately. My daughter and Sarah, though, they’re here. Sarah’s a real smart kid; she’s great. She’s a really talented artist, too. She doesn’t get that from my side of the family, I can tell you that! Jokes aside, though, I’ve been pretty worried about her since this whole kidnapping started, since she’s right in the age bracket that these Pied Piper scumbags go for.”

      “Well, now that my story’s out and all over media and social media, I don’t think she’s going to get taken in by any fake messages.”

      “No, no, I warned her about all that the instant I found out how Maurice Windrow got kidnapped,” Blake said. “But even though we’ve prevented the kidnappers from using the methods that worked for them previously, we can’t get complacent and assume that they’re not going to try another method. Remember, in the original Pied Piper kidnappings in ’89, five teenagers were kidnapped. Somehow, I don’t think these guys are going to stop at just one, even though we’ve made it a lot harder for them to pull off their nasty stunts.”

      “You’re right,” Chase said. “I think they’re probably going to come up with another method of snatching kids. But hopefully, Kenny will get some good footage tonight, footage we can use to take down Dwight Leyland, as well as whoever else is working with him. Hell, we might even be able to bring the entire kidnapping ring down, smash those sons of bitches with one mighty blow, you know what I’m saying? Rescue Maurice Windrow, who’s hopefully still alive, put ‘em all behind bars, and—”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here,” Blake cautioned. “Don’t get your hopes up, kid. It’s better to keep your expectations low. That way, you’re not totally devastated when things don’t work out exactly as you planned.”

      Chase let out a sigh and nodded. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Even so, I really do think that Kenny’s going to come up with something tonight that’s going to seriously change this entire game. His footage may not be able to take these guys out completely, but I really do think that it’s going to do some very significant damage to them.”

      “We’ll see, Chase, we’ll see. All we can do now is wait, though. There’s still a whole night to get through.”

      For some reason, the nagging doubt in Blake’s mind about Ebenezer Burke was something he just couldn’t shake. After taking a long sip of his latte, he turned to Chase. “Say, Chase … aside from that one grainy piece of security camera footage you have that supposedly shows Ebenezer Burke in that alley a few days ago, do you have any other evidence that he’s back in town? Has anything else come up?”

      Chase frowned. “Why are you asking me this? Isn’t the video enough evidence already? I mean, we’ve all seen it, and I thought we had all agreed that the guy in the footage is Ebenezer Burke.”

      “I know, and it sure as hell looks like Burke, and with the whole resurgence of Pied Piper-style kidnappings, everything seems to point toward it being him. But I don’t know why; I just have this doubt that I can’t seem to shake. That sixth sense I was telling you about earlier. For some reason, it’s telling me that … I don’t know … that something just isn’t quite right with this whole Ebenezer Burke thing.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Chase said. “We all saw him in the footage, and the kidnappers are clearly using his exact methods; every single sign we have is pointing to him being the mastermind behind everything. I don’t understand why you’re having doubts about this. The evidence is right there.”

      Blake found it a little odd that Chase was so insistent about Ebenezer Burke being behind the kidnappings. However, he knew the journalist was right, and the evidence pointed to Burke being back in town, as strange as this was. He shrugged. “I don’t know, Chase. I can’t really explain it and don’t have a logical reason for thinking this. It’s just a feeling I have.”

      “Well, from time to time, we all have strong hunches that end up being incorrect,” Chase said, “so maybe don’t focus too much of your energy and attention on this. I don’t see what the point of raising doubts about Burke at this point is.”

      “Yeah, I guess it’s not worth something worth dwelling on right now. Let’s keep our eyes on your buddy, Kenny. Let’s hope he can produce something worthwhile tonight and that he doesn’t end up getting himself killed in the process.”

      “Kenny may be a bunch of things, but he’s no moron,” Chase said. “He’s been moving through the criminal underworld for many years, and he hasn’t ended up dead in an alley yet. He’ll be okay.”

      The men continued to talk, getting to know each other better as the night went on. As it turned out, they had more in common than either of them had previously thought, and Blake found that he was growing to like Chase more and more. Although he had always been somewhat distrustful of journalists for most of his life and his career as a detective, Blake discovered that he was finding Chase to be quite a trustworthy person, and he was enjoying his company.

      Shortly after midnight, Chase got a message from Kenny, letting him know that he was at the party and his equipment was recording.

      “Our mole is in,” Chase said. “Now, all we have to do is sit back and wait.”

      Blake rubbed his hands together with eager anticipation. “I’m hoping we get some juicy evidence here … some real, real juicy evidence. If we could take this whole operation down with one shot, then—”

      Blake was interrupted by his phone ringing. He had no idea who would be calling him after midnight, but he had a feeling it wasn’t good news. This feeling was only amplified when he picked up the device and saw Tommy calling him.

      “Tommy, what’s going on?” he said as he answered the call.

      “You’re not going to believe this, Blake, but another teenager’s been kidnapped.”
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      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Blake gasped. “Who, how, when?”

      “This sixteen-year-old girl named Bella Hutchinson,” Tommy said. “It happened sometime tonight—”

      “Hold on one sec,” Blake said. He turned to speak to Chase.

      “What’s going on?” Chase asked, noting the grim look on Blake’s face.

      “Send your buddy, Kenny, a message,” Blake said. “Tell him to listen out for the name Bella Hutchinson and to look out for any new teenage girls who show up at that party.”

      “Shit, okay. You got a physical description of the girl?” Chase asked.

      “One second. Tommy, can you give me a physical description of the girl?” Blake asked.

      “Caucasian, five foot eight, around one hundred and forty pounds, black, shoulder-length hair with neon-pink highlights, gray eyes, that’s what we’ve got here.”

      Blake repeated this to Chase, who made a note of it. “All right, Tommy, so exactly when did this happen, where was she kidnapped from, and how did it happen?”

      “These assholes have upped their game, Blake,” Tommy muttered. “Now that word is out about their ‘free DJ tickets’ scam to lure kids in, they’ve changed their approach. They’ve got a hacker working for them now, it seems, because the messages on Bella’s phone came from her best friend’s Instagram account.”

      “And you’ve questioned the friend?” Tommy asked.

      “That’s how we figured out her account was hacked. The friend, Yvette Delacroix, also sixteen years old, same school and class as Hutchinson, was down and out with an illness. She missed school today and has been sleeping off a bad fever most of the day. However, Hutchinson got a message from Delacroix telling her that she was just faking the illness and that her parents were out for the evening—which was true. She invited Hutchinson over to raid her parents’ liquor cabinet. Hutchinson left home and hasn’t been seen again.”

      “Are you sure she didn’t end up changing her mind and going somewhere else?” Blake asked.

      “She lives four blocks away from Delacroix, and neighbors saw her walking in the direction of Delacroix’s house. And, more ominously, two different neighbors reported a black Mercedes sedan speeding through the neighborhood shortly after Hutchinson was seen walking down the street.”

      “And Delacroix doesn’t know anything about any of this?” Blake asked.

      “Delacroix last logged on to her Instagram account in the morning, and she hasn’t been out of the house all day. She’s been passed out sick for hours by her own account. We got her phone company to track her phone movements to confirm this. We’ve been in touch with the tech support team at Instagram, who confirmed the account was accessed from another location late in the afternoon.”

      “Where’s this other location?”

      “They couldn’t give us an exact location,” Tommy said, “but it was somewhere in Arizona, thousands of miles away. There’s no question that her account was hacked, and this person in Arizona posed as Delacroix to lure Hutchinson into a kidnapping trap.”

      “Dammit,” Blake muttered. “These sons of bitches are always one step ahead of us! But there’s more to this; someone has clearly had their eye on both Bella Hutchinson and Yvette Delacroix. They must have been watching them for a while to have been able to set this up. When they spotted an opportunity—Yvette Delacroix staying home sick today—they pounced. Ruthless and efficient … these are no idiots we’re dealing with.”

      “I know,” Tommy said grimly. “And, what’s more, it’s very likely that these are not the only teenagers they’ve been watching. They must have a couple teenagers on their watch list. And who knows who they’re going to target next.”

      This last sentence sent chills down Blake’s spine and got his blood running cold. What if his granddaughter, Sarah, was on the kidnappers’ list? What if they were watching her at this moment and plotting to take her? The thought made him physically ill with worry, but it also galvanized his will and injected fiery determination into his veins. The kidnappers had now made three attempts to abduct teenagers and had been successful in two of these attempts. He couldn’t allow them to succeed a third time, much less a fourth or fifth.

      He debated over whether to tell Tommy about what he and Chase were up to right now, with their unauthorized undercover footage operation, but decided against it for the moment.

      “I trust you’ve got all units in the area looking out for this black Mercedes sedan?” Blake asked.

      “Yeah, every available cruiser has been keeping an eye out,” Tommy answered, “but nothing’s come up yet.”

      “All right, well, I guess there’s not much else we can do right now. We’ve got precious little to go on in terms of information and clues. Is there any way we could track down the hacker in Arizona?”

      “We’ve spoken to the tech people at Instagram,” Tommy said. “The guy was using a VPN to make it look like he was in Arizona, but in reality, he could have been anywhere; there’s no way to find the bastard. He could be right next door to you, or he could just as well be in freakin’ Australia or something. I think that’s a dead end. We have to focus on catching the guys in the black Mercedes, them or Burke. Preferably both. I mean, for all we know, Burke could have been the driver. When we spoke to that kid who almost got shoved in the car, Arthur Dent, he said the guys who grabbed him, who his buddy’s dog bit, were younger men. But the driver could have been an elderly guy like Burke; he was wearing a balaclava, so there was no way to tell.”

      “Speaking of dog bites, have any hospitals, doctors, or clinics reported anyone coming in for bite wounds?” Blake asked.

      “Only an old lady who got bit by a neighbor’s poodle,” Tommy said glumly. “The guys who got bit trying to abduct Dent likely stitched themselves up. I guess someone in their crew has some medical training. It would make sense if it was Burke; he had to have learned a few things about performing simple medical procedures without modern medicine, the way he grew up in hippy communes in the sixties.”

      “Yeah, I guess he knows how to stitch up a wound and a few other things, I’d expect, after his years of surviving in the Colombian jungle,” Blake remarked.

      “I don’t think we’re going to find those guys via that avenue,” Tommy said. “Anyway, I’ll keep you updated. I’m about to head out on patrol with one of my cruisers to see if we can find this damn Mercedes. Something tells me our search is gonna be fruitless, though.”

      “I hope you guys find something. Keep me updated if you do,” Blake said.

      “So, another kid has been abducted, huh?” Chase asked after Blake ended the call.

      “Yeah,” Blake answered, sighing glumly. “These guys are smarter than we thought.” He went on to explain how the kidnappers had clearly been watching Bella Hutchinson and Yvette Delacroix for a while, and how they had quickly pounced on the opportunity to hack Yvette’s Instagram account when she stayed home sick from school, and how they had used this to lure Bella out in the evening to abduct her.

      “Man, they really are sharp, as well as ruthless,” Chase said. “That makes me even more hopeful that my man, Kenny, is going to come up with something tonight that’ll shut the whole thing down.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Blake said. “But we can’t afford to pin all our hopes on this one shot.”

      “I know, but right now, it’s looking like the only shot we’ve got.”

      “Keep in contact with Kenny,” Blake said. “I’m gonna go do some mapwork while we wait, with the latest kidnapping.”

      “Mapwork?” Chase asked.

      Blake smiled and took out a large piece of paper from his coat pocket. He unfolded it to reveal a huge, detailed roadmap of the county. “You got a big table I could lay this out on?” he asked.

      “Let me clear the dining table,” Chase said. “Give me a minute.”

      He hastily cleared everything off the dining table, and Blake spread the massive map out over it. It ended up covering the entirety of the table. Two red circles had already been drawn onto the map, and Blake texted Tommy to get the location of the latest kidnapping. When he got a reply, he found the location on the map, got a red marker out of his pocket, and marked it on the map.

      “Wow, this is a seriously old-school method,” Chase said.

      Blake shrugged. “It worked for me for the entirety of my career as a detective. Just because we’ve got all these online maps and stuff now, I don’t see any reason to retire a method that’s always worked. My brain just relates better to these old paper maps than to the new online, interactive ones. Something to do with getting old, I guess.”

      “I like it. It’s a refreshing change from doing everything on computers and screens,” Chase said. “What’s the blue circle over there?” he asked, pointing at another spot on the map. “And the purple one?”

      “The purple one is where Dale Ramsey was picked up. The green one is where the sighting of the guy who’s alleged to be Ebenezer Burke took place,” Blake answered.

      “Alleged to be? I thought we’d agreed that it was a waste of time to keep doubting that,” Chase said, frowning.

      “Sure, whatever, that’s where Ebenezer Burke was seen,” Blake said, feeling a little annoyed with Chase’s insistence on this matter but not wanting to get into an argument about it. “Don’t worry about that location at this moment, though. Let’s focus on this triangle of red circles right here: the locations of the spots from which Bella Hutchinson and Maurice Windrow were abducted and the location of the attempted kidnapping of Arthur Dent.”

      “I didn’t realize it was such a small area,” Chase said, focusing on the triangular area between the three red circles.

      “This tells us that these guys are operating locally,” Blake said. “We still don’t know exactly how they’re picking their targets, but I think it’s no coincidence that all of the kids were abducted from within this area of only a few square miles.”

      “You think they’re maybe cruising around the area during the day, looking for targets?” Chase asked.

      “They could be, they could very well be,” Blake said. “I’ll message Tommy, get him to station a few more units in this specific area. I’ll also get him to get some plainclothes guys to walk around, set up a few innocuous-looking vehicles for low-key stakeouts of streets, particularly near middle schools and high schools in the area.”

      “Good thinking. You know, with all these steps we’re taking, there’s no way Burke and his goons can keep getting away with this. The net’s tightening around them, and soon there isn’t going to be a single gap for the sons of bitches to slip through. It’s only a matter of time, Blake, it’s only a matter of time.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Blake said grimly. “But don’t get your hopes up too high. Burke is very smart, very devious, and very slippery. He managed to evade justice once before, and you can bet that he’s not going to make this easy for us.”

      “I know. I just can’t wait to see him and his accomplices behind bars. And man, what a story it’s gonna be. It’ll be the story of my career, I can tell you that much. ‘Cult leader responsible for spate of kidnappings in late 80s returns from the dead to attempt to kidnap teens once again—foiled by the same detective who almost caught him in ’89.’ It’s a long headline, but man, the story will be beautiful. It’ll be on the front page of every newspaper from coast to coast and all over social media. I’m telling you, Blake, it’ll be the biggest scoop of my entire career.”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Blake cautioned. “We haven’t even come close to catching these guys yet, and they managed to snatch another teenager from right under our noses. They took five kids last time, and you can bet your ass they’re going to try to do the same. If they manage to pull it off and disappear off the face of the Earth like they did in ’89, we’re gonna have egg all over our faces.”

      “I think the evidence Kenny is going to gather tonight is gonna change that, trust me.”

      At that moment, Chase’s phone buzzed. He picked up the device with eager fingers and read the message. Then he looked up at Blake, grinning with eager anticipation.

      “He’s in,” he said. “Kenny’s at the party, and he’s recording. It’s on.”
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      The man who called himself ‘Kenny J’ waltzed into the party, which was taking place in a dimly lit basement under a hardware store downtown. From outside in the street, there was no indication that anything out of the ordinary was going on. The hardware store was shut and locked, the storefront secured by a steel rolldown security barrier. Everything was dark inside.

      However, a few minutes earlier, Kenny had walked up the dark, narrow alley behind the hardware store, and there he had knocked on the backdoor in a very specific rhythm. This code prompted a gruff voice from within to demand the passphrase. Kenny had given the man the correct phrase and the door had opened.

      Two massive, tattooed men armed with submachine guns had been standing there with menacing scowls on their faces. However, they knew and recognized Kenny and had stepped aside to allow him in.

      He had gone through the hardware store’s stockroom, through the door to the basement, where another musclebound goon was standing guard. This thug also knew Kenny, and he had opened the door for him.

      As Kenny descended the stairs, he heard the telltale thumping of a heavy bass beat growing louder with every step he took. Before he opened the door at the bottom of the stairs, he drew in a deep breath and did his best to calm himself. Despite the chill of the night, he was sweating profusely.

      It wasn’t because of the illegal drugs, with a street value of around twelve thousand dollars, that he was carrying in the pockets of his long leather trench coat. It wasn’t because he knew that the men who were behind that door had murdered people in an incredibly brutal manner and would kill at the drop of a hat without a second thought. Not Dwight Leyland and his gringo buddies—they were dangerous, too, but not nearly as dangerous as the Mexican gangsters.

      It was because of what those Mexican gangsters would do to Kenny if they knew what he was about to do that was making sweat pour off him in buckets. If they found the secret camera in the top buttonhole of his trench coat or the little microphone that he had taped to his chest under his T-shirt, they wouldn’t just put a bullet through his skull. That would eventually happen, yes … but not before they had cut off each of his fingers and toes, one by one, and then his hands and feet too.

      Kenny didn’t want to do this, but he had run out of options. The list of charges against him was now long enough—and backed by enough evidence—that when he eventually got arrested, and it was only a matter of time before that happened, he would be facing fifteen to twenty years behind bars.

      He had already done a two-year stint in prison, and there was no way he was ever going to allow himself to go back. As risky as what he was about to do was, he had thought as he gripped the doorknob of the final door, it was his only chance.

      Putting on his usual shit-eating grin and walking with as much easygoing confidence as he could fake, Kenny had opened the door and waltzed into the room.

      The music was loud but not deafening. The bass beat was monotonous, pulsing like a dark, huge heart in this place.

      “Rodrigo, gimme a bump, man,” a drunk gangster muttered to Kenny.

      Kenny was known to this crowd as Rodrigo; he had about a dozen different aliases.

      “No problem, my man,” Kenny said with a grin, dropping a little plastic bag of cocaine into the gangster’s tattooed hand.

      The gangster muttered something else and stumbled away toward the toilets at the back of the basement. Kenny scanned the murky room, seeking out the gringos. He knew that he had to get some incriminating footage of them with the trafficked girls from across the border—that would be his golden ticket, his get-out-of-jail-free card.

      The problem was, although two of the Americans were here, the man he really wanted to get on camera—Dwight—was not. Neither were the trafficked girls. There were hookers here, as there always were at these parties, but they were adults, local women who were doing this willingly. As the minutes trickled by, Kenny began to grow more nervous. This was the last party that would be thrown for a while; after this, the gang would be going back across the border for a few weeks. If he couldn’t obtain any good footage, he was sure he would end up in prison before the month was out.

      Putting on as casual an act as he could, Kenny sauntered over to the two American men, two middle-aged friends of Leyland’s. They were sitting on a sofa, drinking beers and smoking joints, cackling with obnoxious laughter, with two scantily clad hookers hanging all over them.

      “What the hell do you want, Rodrigo?” one of them growled as Kenny approached, the wasted grins vanishing from the men’s faces. “We’re good here. We don’t need none of your shit; go bug someone else.”

      “Sorry, my friends, I didn’t mean to bother you,” Kenny said. “I was just wondering when Dwight’s gonna show up? We all know how much he loves powdering his nose with my wares, and I brought a special something along just for him tonight.”

      “He said he was coming later; I don’t know,” the man muttered. “Now get the fuck outta my face.”

      “Okay, okay,” Kenny said. “Enjoy yourselves.”

      “Fuck you.”

      The men went back to their drinks and hookers, laughing riotously as they made crude jokes and felt up the young women, and Kenny walked away. As he was walking, he turned and looked over his shoulder at the two Americans and then ended up walking straight into one of the gang leaders.

      The man—Gonzalez—was a burly, muscular man, and it was like walking into a brick wall. Kenny went down, while Gonzalez only stumbled back a step. Although Gonzalez remained on his feet, his drink went flying and smashed on the floor.

      While Kenny was scrambling around on the sticky floor, Gonzalez lunged forward and grabbed Kenny’s lapels, hauling him to his feet. The gangster shoved his face into Kenny’s, his bloodshot eyes bulging with rage.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Rodrigo?” Gonzalez snarled. “You made me spill my drink, you little prick! I’ll rip your fuckin’ head off your shoulders with my bare hands, man! I’ll rip your skull right off your skinny little neck, you piece ‘a shit! Do you understand what the fuck I’m saying to you?”

      “I’m s-sorry Gonzalez, I’m s-sorry,” Kenny stammered, his blood running cold with pure terror. “It was an a-a-accident, I wasn’t l-looking where I was—”

      “Motherfucker!” Gonzalez snarled, slapping Kenny across the face with such force that it almost knocked him out cold. “Look where the fuck you’re going! You do that again and I’ll fucking kill you!”

      “I’m s-sorry. I’m sorry,” Kenny whimpered.

      “Get the fuck outta my face,” Gonzalez snarled, shoving Kenny away from him and walking away disdainfully. “Worthless pile of garbage.”

      Kenny gulped down a dry mouthful of fear and then wandered over to the bar to grab himself a whiskey to calm his nerves. He was one of the few drug dealers who never used his own products; all he did was drink and smoke the occasional joint.

      Just as he picked up his tumbler of whiskey, he saw Dwight Leyland and a gangster enter the basement—and they were with the trafficked Latin American girls. This was it … this was the moment he’d been waiting for.

      Kenny subtly reached up and touched the buttonhole camera, but icy panic blasted through him as he realized it was no longer there. It must have fallen out when he had collided with Gonzalez.

      Doing his best to appear nonchalant even though his heart was racing, Kenny backtracked over to the area where he had collided with Gonzalez. He couldn’t very well drop down onto his hands and knees and scrabble around on the floor, looking for the tiny camera without arousing suspicion—and possibly getting himself killed. He walked casually around the area, shooting repeated subtle glances down at the floor, but in the gloomy space, he couldn’t see a thing.

      Before lingering long enough to arouse suspicion, he walked over to a sofa with some gangsters and hookers on it and offered them some of his wares. They partook, and then he walked back over to the area where he had dropped the camera and continued to search for it.

      Relief surged through him when he caught a glimpse of something shiny on the floor, but that relief turned immediately to dismay when he got a better look at the object. It was the camera, but it had been stepped on and crushed, completely destroyed.

      That was it. Kenny’s golden ticket had just gone up in smoke.
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      A million thoughts rushed through Kenny’s mind, and for a few moments, he was almost paralyzed with panic and indecision.

      “What the fuck are you doing standing here, bitch? You wanna get your stupid head torn off or something? Get the fuck outta my way!”

      Gonzalez’s harsh voice snapped Kenny out of his stupor. He mumbled a hasty apology and hurried over to the bathroom, where he locked himself in a stall and whipped out his phone. He called Chase.

      “Chase, man, we got a big problem. The camera broke!” he said in a panicked voice as soon as Chase picked up.

      “Shit, did you get any footage at all?”

      “Yeah, a little before it fell off.”

      “Any of Leyland?” Chase asked with an undeniable urgency in his voice.

      “No man, he only just got here … and he’s got the trafficked girls with him. But I didn’t get any video of him! Nothing man, jack shit!”

      “Okay, okay … this is not ideal, obviously,” Chase said, “but is the audio device still on you and still working?”

      “Yeah, it’s okay,” Kenny answered.

      “Try to get an audio recording of him. If you can get him talking about the trafficked girls, voice analysis software will be able to prove in court that it’s his voice.”

      “How the fuck do I do that?” Kenny spluttered. “I can’t just go up to the motherfucker and say, ‘Hey, man, are you directly involved in the trafficking of underage girls across the US border?’ or some shit!”

      “Can you use your phone camera to try to get some footage, or even a photo or two?” Chase asked.

      “Are you insane? I’ll get my brains blown all over the nearest wall if anyone sees me trying to take even a single picture inside this place!”

      “Well then, I don’t know Kenny; I have no idea what you can do,” Chase said flatly. “But I’m telling you, if you don’t figure out some way to get Leyland talking about these girls, you’re up shit creek without a paddle. If you can’t get us any solid evidence, you’re going down for at least ten years.”

      “You think I don’t know that? Shit, dammit, fuck, shit!”

      Someone bashed on the bathroom door. “Hey, what’s taking so long! Hurry the fuck up!”

      “I gotta go,” Kenny hissed. “Shit, I’ll figure something out.”

      He hurriedly shoved the phone back into his pocket, flushed the toilet, and then unlocked the door.

      “Sorry, man,” he said to the glowering gangster waiting outside. “Damn whiskey, it always goes straight through me.”

      “Get outta my way,” the man growled as he shoved past Kenny to get into the bathroom.

      Kenny continued to smile apologetically until the gangster closed the door. Then the fake smile melted immediately from his face, and it was replaced by a tight look of anxiety. He glanced across the room at Leyland, who had joined his two fellow Americans on the sofa. The men shooed their current prostitutes away to make space for the new arrivals—the sixteen and seventeen-year-old girls from Latin America.

      Kenny had never been much of a smooth talker. In fact, he had never really been good at anything, and he’d always been lazy and ill-suited to anything involving hard work and perseverance, which was why he’d gotten into drug dealing in the first place. He did, however, possess a certain amount of cunning, as well as the ability to think on his feet—two traits essential for survival in his world. He put these two things into play and sauntered over to the sofa where the Americans were lounging.

      Leyland saw him coming, and, unlike his friends, he welcomed Kenny’s presence. Leyland enjoyed his cocaine, and since Kenny was his main provider of this illicit substance, Kenny was one of his favorite people at these parties.

      “Rodrigo, buddy, what have you got for me?” Leyland asked with a grin, using the alias Kenny went by in this circle.

      “Whatever you want, amigo,” Kenny said with a broad smile, opening his trench coat to show off the wares he had in his inner pockets.

      “You know what I enjoy, Rodrigo,” Leyland said. “Do me two lines on the table to get me started. It’s been a long, tough day, and I’m ready to kick back in style.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” Kenny said, setting up two lines of cocaine on the glass coffee table near the sofa. “There you go. Enjoy!”

      Leyland got out a hundred-dollar bill, which he rolled up to use as a snorting tube for the coke. He did the lines, then handed the cash to Kenny as payment. Kenny, however, refused the hundred-dollar bill.

      “What’s this?” Leyland asked, grinning, already looking high from the drugs he had just snorted. “You giving me a freebie or something?”

      Kenny chuckled and shook his head. “No, man, no … I mean, I like you and everything, Dwight, you and me, we’re good buddies, but you know me, I don’t never give out nothing for free, not even to my best friends.”

      “So you want something else then, is that it?” Leyland asked, sniffing and wiping his nostrils with the back of his hand.

      Kenny looked one of the Latin American teenagers up and down with a suitably salacious gaze. “These are your girls, ain’t they, Dwight? I wouldn’t mind ten minutes with one of ‘em. This one here, she’s catching my eye, man. She’s been catching my eye from the moment she stepped into this place. Mm, foxy, foxy lady!”

      “They’re not my girls, Rodrigo,” Leyland said. “I just helped them out with a few ‘issues’ with Uncle Sam’s border guards is all … and my reward is … well, just look at these tight, tasty little bodies, you know what I’m talking about, hehehe.”

      “You can’t get me a piece of that action, Dwight? C’mon man, I done you enough favors in the past. Don’t keep them tight lil’ asses all to yourself now.”

      “I told you, they’re not mine. I just paid a few people in the right places to look the other way when these little beauties came across the border. You want a few minutes with Manuela, you’re going to need to talk to Guzman about it.”

      “The big boss, huh? They’re his girls?” Kenny asked.

      “Yeah, talk to Guzman if you want some of this,” Leyland said. “He said for this week, though, they were just for my buddies and me to enjoy, so I don’t know if he’s going to be down with letting you put your grubby little paws on any of them.”

      Kenny figured he had at least a modicum of evidence against Leyland now. The mayoral candidate had openly admitted to being involved in smuggling underage girls into America for the express purpose of illegal prostitution. He remembered, however, that Chase and his cop buddies were also trying to link Leyland to some kidnappings of local teenagers and figured he may as well fish for information while they were on this topic.

      “You ever thought of getting your own girls, man?” Kenny asked. “You know, maybe some local girls. I seen some smokin’-hot teenage girls walking around the malls here, you know what I’m sayin’? It’s a lot easier to get a girl from around the block than from a few thousand miles away, ain’t it? You could make a lot of money, homeboy, a lot of money. We could even work together; you know what I’m saying?”

      Dwight chuckled, flashing Kenny a wolfish grin. “Oh, believe me, I’ve seen ‘em. I’m not blind. There are some fine teenagers walking around this town. Funny you say that, Rodrigo, funny you should propose this idea, because actually—”

      “Dwight, come here,” a gruff voice said, interrupting their conversation.

      Kenny turned around and saw Gonzalez standing there, his muscular arms folded across his barrel chest, his broad face twisted into a mean scowl.

      Dwight sighed and rolled his eyes. “What is it, Gonzalez?”

      “Guzman wants to talk to you,” Gonzalez grunted. “Now.”

      “Dammit, Gonzalez, can’t you see that I’m busy?” Dwight muttered. Unlike the scrawny drug dealer, he wasn’t afraid of the brawny thug.

      “You must be forgetting who’s in charge here, gringo,” Gonzalez snarled menacingly. “Geraldo Guzman may be slipping money into your pockets right now, motherfucker, but if you cross him, he’ll be putting bullets through your chest. Get your useless white ass up off that sofa and go see him. He’s waiting upstairs for you—and you know he don’t like waiting.”

      “All right, all right,” Dwight said, heaving himself up off the sofa. “I’ll go right up.”

      Kenny watched Leyland walk away, and a sense of growing urgency and desperation was blooming within him with every step the mayoral candidate took. He didn’t think he had nearly enough evidence to keep himself out of prison. He had to get more—he had to get Leyland back onto the conversation they had been having prior to Gonzalez interrupting them.

      “Hey, uh, Gonzalez, could I go speak to Guzman, too?” he asked, his voice cracking with nervousness.

      Gonzalez spun around, and his eyes were popping out of their sockets with fury. He lunged forward, clamped a meaty hand around Kenny’s throat, and shoved him forcefully against the nearest wall. “You’re really, really starting to piss me off, you little fuckin’ weasel,” Gonzalez snarled. “Get the fuck out of this building before you push me over the edge and force me to blow your skull wide open. Get out, now. I don’t wanna see your ugly little face around here again.”

      “B-but Gonzalez—” Kenny stammered, struggling futilely and gasping for breath against the big man’s steel grip around his throat.

      “Are you deaf, stupid, suicidal, or all three, motherfucker?” Gonzalez hissed through clenched teeth. “Get your ass out of here now before I fucking gut you! This is your last fucking chance! You say another word, you even look at me again, and I swear to God—”

      “S-sorry, s-sorry, I’m going, I’m going,” Kenny stammered.

      Gonzalez threw him roughly to the floor and gave him a solid kick in the ribs to drive his message home. “Go!” he roared. “Get your stupid ass out of here before I change my mind about killing you!”

      Without another word, Kenny scrambled to his feet and made a beeline for the door. He raced up the stairs and burst into the storeroom, his heart hammering in his chest. This was now his last chance. If he couldn’t get the evidence he needed, he was sure he would soon be sleeping in a prison cell for a significant portion of the rest of his life.

      Gonzalez had told him to leave immediately or face some very severe consequences. Kenny was certainly not a brave man, but in this situation, with this much at stake, he was prepared to take the risk. Instead of continuing through the storeroom to exit via the alley, he turned and headed over to the small kitchen area, which he knew was where Guzman would be talking to Dwight Leyland.

      He knocked on the door and walked in, his heart pounding, his body rigid with fear. And then he joined the conversation, welcomed into the kitchen, to his surprise, by the big man, Guzman himself. And as the conversation continued, a subtle smile began to spread across Kenny’s face. The evidence he was gathering on his audio recorder was priceless.

      After a few minutes, he made up an excuse and departed the meeting and then practically danced his way out of the hardware store, brimming with joy.

      He had almost lost his golden ticket, but now he had it gripped firmly in his hand. And without a promise from the governor of the state himself that he wouldn’t be doing any prison time, he wasn’t about to hand over this priceless evidence to anyone.

      As soon as he was a safe distance away from the hardware store, he called Chase.

      “I’ve got what you guys need, man,” Kenny said coolly. “I’ve got exactly what you need. Now it’s time to talk about how much you’re willing to give me for it.”
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      “He says he’s got everything we need,” Chase said to Blake. “But he wants total immunity from prison time in exchange for it.”

      “What exactly is ‘everything we need?’” Blake asked. “Did he give you specifics about the evidence he’s collected?”

      “He refused to go into any details,” Chase said. “He just said that he’s got definitive proof that Dwight Leyland, as well as two local businessmen who have been bankrolling his mayoral campaign, are involved in human trafficking.”

      “Yeah, but is he talking about these girls from Guatemala or wherever, or the local teenagers who have been abducted? Don’t get me wrong, Leyland and his friends need to be thrown in the slammer regardless. Those poor foreign girls need to be rescued immediately. But I’m specifically trying to find Maurice Windrow and Bella Hutchinson, as well as track down Ebenezer Burke and the men who have been helping him. If those men turn out to be Leyland and his buddies, then I want to know about it now, not after we’ve arranged some deal between the judge and your drug-slinging buddy.”

      “Well then, we’ve got ourselves a bit of a catch-twenty-two situation here, Blake,” Chase said. “He’s not going to give us anything, not even a scrap until we give him what he wants.”

      Blake sighed and shook his head. “Drug dealers,” he muttered. “I’d prefer to see the scumbag tossed into a prison cell and have the key thrown away, but I guess we have no choice here, not with these kids’ lives at stake and those foreign girls being held as pretty much sex slaves. Okay, I’ll talk to Tommy first thing in the morning and then see if we can get a judge who’s willing to work with us.”

      “I know this whole thing isn’t particularly palatable to you, Blake,” Chase said sympathetically, “but right now, this is our biggest chance to solve everything with one shot.”

      “If Kenny’s evidence is everything he says it is,” Blake muttered. “And that’s one crucial detail we’re still not entirely certain of. Anyway, there’s nothing we can do about any of this now. I need to go home and get some shuteye.”

      “I could use some sleep, too,” Chase said.

      “Thanks for setting this whole thing up,” Blake said as he walked over to the door and grabbed his coat and hat. “Let’s hope it pays off.”

      “I think it will,” Chase said. “In fact, I’m certain of it.”

      Blake drove home with a number of questions bouncing around his head. It seemed as if this was the key to the whole case; if Kenny had indeed gathered crucial evidence on Leyland’s involvement in both the trafficking of girls across the US border and the kidnapping of local teenagers, it could close the case and wrap everything up very neatly.

      Why then did Blake have a feeling that not only was nothing about to be solved anytime soon but also that things were only going to get a lot more complicated? His sixth sense rarely lied, and right now, it was sounding out major alarm bells.

      Chase’s apartment was downtown, and the journey back to Blake’s house in the suburbs meant driving back through the city. He hadn’t been on a drive through the city at a late hour such as this one for many years, and he wasn’t surprised to see that much of downtown had gotten shabbier and seedier.

      A few street corners had prostitutes plying their goods openly, while in dark alleys, Blake caught glimpses of shadowy figures who were most certainly involved in nefarious activities of some sort. On his own, though, he wasn’t about to stop and try to bust anyone. Even though he had his trusty pistol on him, he was beyond exhausted and half asleep, and his reflexes were way slower than they usually were. All he cared about now was getting home and getting some sleep so that he could tackle the case with fresh energy in the morning.

      As he was driving, though, he went past an alley just as two figures emerged from it, and out of the corner of his eye, as he passed them, one of the figures grabbed his attention. He turned his head, and in the gloomy lighting, caught a fleeting glimpse of one of them … and as he saw this man, his eyes almost popped out of their sockets, and his pulse began to race.

      It was Ebenezer Burke.

      Blake was sure of it. He slammed on the brakes, getting the tires screeching and smoking, and he looked up in the rearview mirror as he brought his car to a rapid stop. He couldn’t see the two men clearly now—he could only see their silhouettes, as they had stepped out of the patch of light—but they had certainly noticed his car slamming on its brakes.

      “Shit, son of a bitch, it was him; it had to be him!” Blake muttered to himself, his heart hammering in his chest, adrenalin racing through his veins as he fumbled to get his seatbelt off.

      The glimpse he had caught of the man had been a very brief one, but in that half-second, Blake was utterly certain the figure in that dim patch of light under a streetlamp had been Ebenezer Burke himself, the key to this entire case.

      And he wasn’t about to let him escape.

      Drawing his pistol, he scrambled out of the car, leaving it in the middle of the street, for there was no time for parking; the urgency of this situation was far too great. Blake was around fifty yards from the two figures, and he raised his pistol as he began to run toward them.

      “You two, freeze!” Blake yelled. “Get on the ground with your hands behind your heads! Do it now! I’m a cop!”

      Burke and the other man, who Blake couldn’t see at all, froze with momentary panic at this completely unexpected turn of events, but they quickly overcame this initial reaction and fled.

      “Stop, you sons of a bitches!” Blake yelled, breaking into a sprint. “Stop, dammit!”

      The two men raced into the alley they had emerged from when Blake had driven past them. Blake surged down the sidewalk, his heart booming in his chest, adrenalin coursing through his veins. It had been many years since he had had to chase down a suspect like this, and at that moment, he was grateful he had gone to great lengths to maintain his physical fitness during his retirement.

      For as fit as he was, though, Burke and his companion had a significant head start on him. By the time Blake got to the alley, they were already disappearing around the corner at the end of it.

      “Shit!” Blake muttered, and he barreled down the alley, hot on their heels.

      Just as he was about to round the corner after getting to the end of the alley, his sixth sense screamed out a silent warning in his mind. He skidded to a halt, then stuck his hand out around the corner.

      Someone fired a gunshot at him as he did this, blowing a chunk of plaster off the wall just below his hand, which he hastily retracted.

      “I’m a cop, you sons of bitches!” Blake roared. “You fire on me again and you’re going to get into a world of pain!”

      The response to this was a barrage of shots. Blake pressed himself against the wall, with the shots tearing off chunks of masonry and plaster just a few inches to his right. With his pulse racing, Blake popped his pistol around the corner and blindly fired off two shots in what he thought was the men’s direction. Right after this, he heard their footsteps racing away—they were on the run again.

      “Assholes!” Blake growled, and then he burst around the corner with his pistol at the ready.

      He only managed to catch a half-second glimpse of the back of one of them as they rounded the corner at the bottom of the alley and disappeared into another alley. Blake surged after them but stopped at the corner of the alley again and stuck his hand out before rounding the corner.

      That time, there was no barrage of gunfire that greeted him. He listened carefully, but over the hum of the city, he couldn’t hear the men running down the alley. Either they were waiting to ambush him, or they had gone into one of the buildings.

      He was so close to Burke now, and he couldn’t allow him to escape. But what if he was gunned down in a hail of bullets the instant he stepped around that corner? Blake couldn’t deny that along with the adrenalin and excitement racing through his veins, there was a strong current of fear too. He wanted to catch Burke more than anything, but he didn’t want to get killed while attempting to do it.

      He drew in a deep breath, doing his best to calm himself and think rationally. This, he realized, could be his only chance to catch Burke. He couldn’t afford to let the man slip through his fingers. It was now or never.

      He swung out around the corner, his pistol aimed ahead of him, expecting to have a storm of bullets blasted at him, but there was nothing. The alley he found himself looking down culminated in a dead-end around twenty yards down, with three tall buildings hemming the entire alley in. Burke and his friend were nowhere to be seen; they had to have gone into one of the buildings.

      Blake advanced cautiously down the alley, keeping his pistol aimed ahead of him, his finger hovering a sliver of an inch above the trigger, ready to squeeze off a shot in the blink of an eye if necessary.

      “Where are you Burke, where are you?” Blake whispered to himself as he advanced down the dark, narrow alley.

      There was nothing the men could have hidden behind—no dumpsters or piles of garbage bags or old tires or stacks of crates; the alley was completely empty, with only two backdoors leading out into it.

      Blake got to the first door, tried the handle, and quickly discovered it was locked. He then moved across to the opposite door. That one was unlocked. They had to have gone into this place, whatever it was.

      Keeping his back pressed against the wall, Blake pushed open the door and quickly drew his body back in case a hail of bullets came blasting out from within. Nothing happened, however. He chanced a peek into the darkness within the building but couldn’t make out anything, nor could he hear anything from inside.

      Unless the men had a key to the other door, they had to have gone into this building. And, Blake realized, the longer he hesitated, the better the men’s odds of escaping grew. He had to go into this place, whatever it was, and try to catch Burke before he escaped.

      Blake stepped into the darkness, now moving with slow, cautious steps, keeping his footfalls as light as he could and doing his best not to make a single sound. With his heightened senses, though, it felt to him as if even his breathing and the beating of his heart were loud enough to shatter the silence within this place.

      He didn’t want to use a light, for that would certainly give the men a nice clear target to shoot at if they were planning to ambush him, but without one, he had no idea where he was going or what, even, this place was.

      He got out his phone and brought up the flashlight function. Gripping his cell in his left hand, using it to light his way, and keeping his pistol gripped in his right, he flipped on the flashlight.

      Its cold, white glow immediately illuminated his surroundings, revealing that he was in some sort of machinist’s workshop. There was heavy machinery all over the place, as well as a lot of steel shelves full of tools, buckets of nuts and bolts, and other items. Several heavy chains hung from the ceiling, and a sudden tinkling of metal links a dozen or so yards away caused Blake to swing around, aiming both his light and his pistol at the source of the sound.

      “Who’s there?” he demanded. “Give yourselves up now, you sons of bitches! I’ve got you cornered! I don’t want to have to shoot you, but I will if you don’t surrender, I swear to God!”

      Blake’s light revealed nothing, but something—or, rather, someone—had brushed up against those chains a few seconds earlier.

      A sudden crash of steel, almost as loud as a gunshot, from the rear of the large workshop almost gave Blake a heart attack. He swung around, aiming his pistol in the direction of the loud noise. He saw a bunch of bolts and washers rolling across the floor—Burke and his friend had either knocked over a tub of them or had thrown it there deliberately as a distraction.

      “Quit playing this stupid game!” Blake yelled. He kept himself in a position of cover behind a large steel shelf. “I’ve got you both trapped! There’s no way out of here! Give yourselves up now, or the only way you’ll be leaving this place is in body bags!”

      The men tossed something else in Blake’s direction, but this object was much heavier. It hit the concrete floor a dozen or so yards away from him with a loud clunk, and then it began rolling toward him.

      Blake saw that it was a large gas canister—and then, when he realized what the men’s plan was in terms of hurling it in his direction, fear and panic gushed through his veins.

      “Oh shit,” he gasped.

      Then someone shot the gas canister. The bullet punctured it, and the gas began to escape with a loud hiss. Blake sprinted for the door, but the men shot the canister again, and this time there was a spark from the bullet hitting the metal—one spark was all it took.

      The gas ignited, and there was a tremendous explosion, the force of which hurled Blake’s body against the wall.

      Then everything went black.
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      “Hang in there, buddy, you’re going to be okay. Just stay calm. You’re okay, no major damage.”

      Blake could barely hear what the young paramedic was saying; all he could hear was a shrill, monotonous whine deep in his ears, a persistent sound that drowned out all other sounds with its terrible volume.

      Red lights were flashing, and a young man in a green uniform held an oxygen mask over his mouth and nose. He was in an alley, on a stretcher, and paramedics and cops were walking around.

      For the first few seconds after he had woken up, Blake was awash with confusion. He had no idea where he was, how he had arrived here, or what was going on.

      It quickly began to come back to him, however. The workshop. Burke and his friend. The canister of flammable gas rolling toward him. A spark … a mighty explosion.

      “Burke and his friend,” Blake gasped, trying to get up from the stretcher he was lying on. “Where are they?”

      “Sir, you need to stay calm and keep still, please,” the young paramedic said sternly. “We haven’t finished checking you over yet.”

      “Two men … were there two other men in the workshop?” Blake rasped.

      “They’re gone … no trace of the bastards.” This time it was a familiar voice that spoke.

      Blake turned his head and saw Tommy walking over to him. “Tommy.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re still with us, Blake. That was a close call. You should have called for backup before charging in here on your own.”

      “I had no time to call for backup,” Blake gasped. His entire body was aching, and his ears continued to ring. He could smell the unpleasant odor of burnt hair. “I saw Burke, and I had to go after him. I couldn’t let him escape.”

      Tommy sighed and shook his head. “You gotta stop acting like a thirty-year-old, Blake. You’re very, very lucky to have survived that explosion. Not to mention the fact that you could have been shot multiple times.”

      “I know, I know, but what would you have done in my shoes?” Blake asked.

      Tommy chuckled. “Exactly the same thing you did, my friend, exactly the same thing you did. It’s the closest anyone has come to catching that bastard, Ebenezer Burke, in over thirty years. Are you one hundred percent certain it was him, though?”

      “I’m sure,” Blake said. “I mean, I only caught a brief glimpse of him, if I’m being honest, but the second I saw his face, I felt this surge of recognition. I’m sure it was him.”

      “And you were saying something about his friend—there was another person with him?” Tommy asked.

      “Yeah. Just the one guy. I didn’t get much of a look at him, though. All I can tell you about his friend is that he was a man of roughly average build and average height,” Blake said. “I couldn’t see any details beyond that. And, obviously, one or both of ‘em was armed.”

      “It’s unfortunate they got away,” Tommy said, shaking his head and sighing. “Not that I’m blaming you or anything! Don’t take what I just said the wrong way, Blake. You went above and beyond the call of duty, and you put your own life on the line trying to catch those two. There’s nothing else you could have done.”

      “Could I butt in here?” the paramedic asked.

      “Go ahead,” Blake said.

      “You’re extremely lucky, sir,” the young man said. “The fact that there was a heavy shelf between you and the explosion saved your life. We’ve checked you over pretty thoroughly, and you’re okay to go. You’ve got a mild concussion, though, so be very careful not to bump your head over the next few days, and go to the hospital right away if you start bleeding from your ears, if you feel randomly nauseous, or anything else out of the ordinary.”

      “Thanks,” Blake said. “Don’t worry, when my wife finds out what happened to me tonight, she’ll probably never let me out of the house again and force me to walk around in a helmet and football armor.”

      Tommy chuckled, as did the paramedic, and he and Tommy helped Blake up from the stretcher onto his feet. He felt a little dizzy when he stood up, and he knew that he was covered in bruises, but he was otherwise okay.

      “I can drive you home,” Tommy said. “I don’t think it’s such a good idea for you to drive right now. I moved your car out of the street into a parking lot a couple minutes ago, by the way, so you don’t need to worry about that.”

      “Thanks, I’d appreciate that,” Blake said.

      They walked slowly over to Tommy’s cruiser, with Blake hobbling along behind Tommy.

      “Blake, there’s something you haven’t told me,” Tommy said as they got into his cruiser.

      “What’s that?” Blake asked.

      “What the hell were you doing driving through this part of town at this time of night?” Tommy asked. “As far as I remember, you’ve been in bed by ten o’clock every night for the past decade. Yet tonight, here you are, driving through the city at two in the morning. Is there something you wanna tell me?”

      For a few moments, Blake weighed the pros and cons of telling Tommy about what he and Chase had been up to in the covert operation they had organized with Kenny. Since Kenny had supposedly obtained what he described as “game-changing evidence,” Blake figured it was about time to let Tommy in on the secret.

      “You’re right to be asking questions, Tommy,” Blake said as Tommy began to drive. “There’s something I gotta tell you.”

      He went on to explain everything about the operation he and Chase had put together with Kenny.

      “I think I know who this ‘Kenny J’ guy really is,” Tommy said when Blake finished talking. “And yeah, he’s got a long list of charges. But none of them is anything violent or incredibly egregious, so perhaps a judge could be talked into cutting a deal with him. The issue, though, is just how solid the evidence he’s collected is. When are you going to find out about this?”

      “Kenny refuses to give us the evidence, or even tell us exactly what it is until he can get a guarantee from a judge that he’s not going to see the inside of a prison cell,” Blake said. “I don’t know where he is or how to find him; the only person he trusts is Chase.”

      “Under any other circumstances, I doubt any judge would be willing to consider this jerk’s conditions,” Tommy said. “But I think given the circumstances, with two teenagers missing and in serious danger of losing their lives, a judge might offer ‘Kenny J’ the kind of deal he wants. I’ll speak to a few people first thing tomorrow and see what I can do.”

      “I hate making deals with scumbags as much as anyone else,” Blake said, “but if that’s what’s needed to save these kids’ lives and put the men who kidnapped them behind bars, then that’s what we’re going to have to do.”

      A short while later, they pulled up outside Blake’s house.

      “Thanks for the ride home, Tommy,” Blake said as he got out of the car.

      “No problem, my friend. Get some rest—you need it. And I hope Hannah doesn’t slap a big ol’ ball and chain around your ankle when she finds out what happened to you tonight!”

      Blake chuckled. “I’ll take my chances with her. Have a good night, Tommy. See you tomorrow.”

      Although he hadn’t been seriously injured, the next morning, Blake awoke to a host of aches and pains. “Oh man, I feel like I’ve been hit by a bus,” he groaned when he opened his eyes.

      He got a very stern lecture from his wife when he told her what had happened the previous night, even though he did his best to downplay the seriousness of the event and made it seem like his life was never in any danger. Although Hannah was upset, she didn’t attempt to ban him from continuing to work on the case; she knew he was far too strong-willed and stubborn for anything like that.

      Shortly after he had finished his breakfast, Blake got a call from Tommy.

      “What news do you have, my friend?” Blake asked, after assuring Tommy that aside from the expected aches and pains, he was okay.

      “Good news,” Tommy said, and Blake could hear from the tone of Tommy’s voice that it was very good news indeed.

      “Well, go on, spill the beans, don’t leave me hanging here,” Blake said.

      “I’ve found a judge who’s willing to help us out. He said he’s willing to offer Kenny a deal: three years of community service and a suspended sentence of five years. As long as he can stay on the straight and narrow for five years—and I mean not get so much as a freakin’ parking ticket—he won’t have to spend a single night in prison. You think he’ll go for that?”

      “I think he’s going to have to go for that. No judge in the world is going to give him a deal that’s anywhere near as generous as that. I’ll call Chase and get him to pass the news on to Kenny. If Kenny’s got more than two brain cells rolling around his head, he’ll grab this deal with both hands.”

      “That’s what I think, too,” Tommy said. “He’d have to be a real moron to turn this down.”

      Blake called Chase and relayed the message from Tommy. Chase sounded excited; he was sure that Kenny wouldn’t turn down such a generous deal. He said he would call him right away, then get back to Blake as soon as he had an answer.

      It turned out that Blake didn’t have to wait very long. After around five minutes, Chase called him back.

      “What’s the word?” Blake asked.

      “He’s going to take the deal,” Chase said.

      Blake punched his fist into the air with triumph, then winced immediately from the pain that gesture sent through his arm and shoulder. Even so, he didn’t allow the pain to damper his spirits.

      “That’s excellent news, great news!” Blake exclaimed. “If the evidence really is as ‘game-changing’ as Kenny says it is, Burke, Leyland, and everyone else involved in the kidnappings could be behind bars by the end of the day, and Maurice Windrow and Bella Hutchinson could be safely back with their families by tonight.”

      “I know! This is amazing!” Chase said.

      “When are you meeting up with Kenny to get the evidence?” Blake asked.

      “In about an hour, so we don’t have long to wait,” Chase answered. “This whole thing could be wrapped up soon … very soon.”

      “Fingers crossed, Chase, fingers crossed,” Blake said. “At least this gives me the chance to relax this morning. I need that after what happened last night.”

      “Yeah, it’s a miracle you survived that explosion,” Chase said. “Anyway, you won’t need to put yourself in any more danger after today. I’m certain that everything is going to be wrapped up after we get our hands on that evidence.”

      “Let’s hope so. Call me back when you’ve got it. I’m very interested to see exactly what it is,” Blake said.

      Blake limped over to his favorite armchair and eased himself into it, grimacing as pain shot through his joints and muscles. He may have survived the explosion and escaped serious injury, according to the paramedic, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still in a fair deal of pain.

      “Would you like an aspirin or two with your morning coffee, honey?” Hannah asked as she walked into the living room.

      Blake smiled. “I’d appreciate that, thank you.”

      “Tut, tut, tut,” she said, shaking her head disapprovingly. “I’d say something a lot more acerbic, Blake, but I know it wouldn’t penetrate that thick skull of yours! No sound advice ever does!”

      Blake chuckled and shook his head. “You know me too well, Hannah; you know me too well.”

      “Fifty years of marriage and you still haven’t grown up!” she said. “Anyway, I’ll go make your coffee for you. By the way, I hope you haven’t forgotten that it’s your granddaughter’s art exhibition at that café later today. You know how excited she is about it.”

      “Oh, yes!” Blake said. “I’d almost forgotten. With everything that’s going on with this case, I don’t know if I’ll be able to make the opening this afternoon. I’ll give her a call, though. She should be up by now, even though it’s a Saturday, right?”

      “Sarah’s always been an early riser. I’m sure she’s awake.”

      Blake dialed his granddaughter’s number. He was eager to speak to her, and not only about the exhibition. He had talked to her just a few days earlier to warn her about the danger of the Pied Piper kidnappings and to tell her to tell all her friends not to respond to any social media messages that claimed they’d won free tickets to any music event.

      “Grandpa Blake!” Sarah said cheerfully when she answered.

      Blake had always been her favorite grandparent.

      “You’re coming this afternoon, right?”

      “That’s the thing, sweetheart,” Blake said. “To be honest, I’m not sure that I’m gonna make it. Something big has come up in the kidnappings case.”

      “Oh wow, have you caught the guys? I mean, that’s awesome and everything, but I still wish you could come to my exhibition.”

      “We haven’t technically caught them yet, no,” Blake said. “But we’re pretty much on the verge of it. If everything goes according to plan, there will be a whole bunch of arrests today. We might have the whole thing wrapped up by this evening, in fact. How late does that café stay open?”

      “They close at five,” Sarah said.

      “Ah, shoot, well, I can’t promise I can make that, sweetheart. I hope you understand. I’d love to be there, more than anything, but I’ve gotta catch these guys and get those poor kids back to their parents.”

      “Of course I understand, Grandpa. I mean, I can’t say I’m not a little disappointed, but I know you’re doing some really important work. And the exhibition is gonna be open all weekend. You can meet me at the café tomorrow and check out my paintings.”

      “That sounds perfect,” Blake said. “Even if I can’t make it today, I’ll definitely come along tomorrow.”

      “That’s great! I might see you later today then, and if not, definitely tomorrow, right?”

      “Definitely,” Blake said. “Best of luck with the exhibition opening, sweetheart. Although you don’t need luck—you’ve got more than enough talent. You’re gonna blow everyone away with your paintings; I just know it.”

      “I hope so, Grandpa, I really hope so! I’ll see you later or tomorrow. Bye! I love you.”

      “I love you, too, sweetheart.”

      Blake spent the next hour relaxing, watching sports on TV, and enjoying not having the case occupy his thoughts for every waking moment. After the hour had passed, though, he began to become a little impatient. Chase had said Kenny would be meeting him in an hour with the evidence, yet he hadn’t heard anything. Another half an hour passed, and there was still no word from Chase. Then a full two hours passed, and there was still nothing.

      Blake dialed Chase’s number, tapping his fingers impatiently on the armrest as the phone rang.

      “Blake,” Chase said as he answered, and right away, Blake could hear something was wrong. “I was just about to call you.”

      “What’s going on? Where’s Kenny? Where’s the evidence?” Blake asked.

      “I don’t know, but I think something bad has happened. I think something really bad has happened. I can’t get hold of Kenny, and he never showed up at our meeting spot. His phone just goes straight to voicemail. He’s just disappeared, and I don’t think he disappeared of his own volition.”

      “You think Burke or Leyland got him?” Blake asked.

      “I don’t know, but my gut feeling is telling me they might have. I hate to say this, but this is what my gut feeling is screaming out. I think Kenny might have been murdered.”
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      “Shit, that had better not be what happened to him,” Blake muttered. “Have you tried every method you know of to get hold of him?”

      “I’ve only got one number, Blake, and I sure as hell don’t know where he lives,” Chase said glumly. “He wanted this as much as we did—for us, it’s rescuing those kids and solving this case. For him, it’s a get-out-of-jail ticket, getting him out of what would have been at least ten years in the slammer. This wasn’t a meeting he would have just casually missed.”

      “Is being late or missing meetings something he’s done before?” Blake asked.

      “Never. He may be a drug-slinging scumbag, but he’s never more than fifteen minutes late for a meeting, and his phone is always on twenty-four-seven. This is the first time I’ve ever called him and heard it go to voicemail.”

      “Shit,” Blake muttered. “I can’t believe it. We were right there; we were so close!”

      “I know. I could barely sleep last night. I know it sounds kinda weird, but I felt almost like a kid on Christmas Eve,” Chase said.

      “Hmm … wait, all might not be lost,” Blake said.

      “How so?”

      “Give me his number. Tommy got the phone company to track Bella’s friend’s movements, so I’m sure they could do that with Kenny’s number. I know part of the whole thing with him trusting you is that you don’t ever give his details up, but we’re in a bit of a unique and desperate situation now.”

      “Yeah. Usually, I wouldn’t do it, but you’re right; this situation is pretty desperate. You give Tommy a call and explain what’s happened, and I’ll message him the number. I hope the phone company can track Kenny down.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Blake said grimly.

      After that, Blake called Tommy and explained the situation. Now there was little any of them could do but wait. Fortunately, after around half an hour, Tommy got back to Blake with some news.

      “I spoke to the same guy at the phone company as I did last time, and he was more than willing to help. He tracked the movements of Kenny’s phone, and we’ve got the last known location.”

      “Last known location?” Blake asked.

      “The sim card was taken out of the phone and destroyed at that point, so the tracking ends there,” Tommy answered. “But we’ve got the location where the phone was for most of the night, and I’m guessing that’s where Kenny lives. So, we’ve at least got a few places to try. We’re heading out to his apartment right now. I’ll send you the address.”

      “I’ll meet you there right away.”

      Half an hour later, Blake and Tommy, along with some other cops, met up outside the apartment building they assumed was Kenny’s residence. It was in a rough part of downtown, and none of them were surprised to discover that this was the sort of place a man like Kenny would live.

      “All right,” Blake said to Tommy outside the building. “Which apartment?”

      “That’s what we’re going to have to find out,” Tommy said. “The phone company was able to pinpoint the location of the phone as being in this building, but they can’t tell us which floor he was on. Only that it’s on the righthand side of the building.”

      “You got a picture of our man Kenny?” Blake asked.

      “If he’s who I think he is, I do,” Tommy said. He took a black and white mugshot out of his pocket. The image was of a thin Hispanic man in his thirties, with a thick mustache, a head of thinning, greasy, black hair that hung limp around his shoulders, and tattoos on his throat. “Eduardo Rico,” he said. “Wanted on several counts of possession of Schedule 1 narcotics with intent to distribute, as well as a few counts of petty theft.”

      “Hmm, so this is ‘Kenny,’ huh?” Blake asked.

      “I’m ninety-nine percent sure this is him. He’s got a bunch of different aliases. I think he mostly goes by the name Rodrigo.”

      “We’ll soon find out. Let’s ask some people around here if they’ve seen him,” Blake said.

      They entered the apartment building, which looked even worse inside than it did outside. The gloomy entrance hall, in which all the lights were broken, was covered in graffiti, and there were used syringes, blackened spoons, and other drug paraphernalia on the floor in one corner. It smelled of stale urine and vomit, and both Blake and Tommy wrinkled their noses and grimaced as they entered the building.

      “No surprises that there’s no doorman here,” Blake muttered. “We’ll have to ask some of the residents of this place if they know him.”

      “I’m guessing that nobody who lives in this kinda dump is particularly fond of cops,” Tommy said. “Half of the residents are probably wanted felons themselves. But we’ll see if anyone will talk.”

      As they had expected, the elevator was broken, so they had to take the stairs. They bashed on the first door they got to, but there was no response. When they tried this on another door, an eruption of crazed screaming and aggressive expletives exploded from within.

      “Something tells me whoever’s in there isn’t in the mood for some light conversation,” Blake said, shaking his head and chuckling.

      They moved onto the third door, out of four on this floor, and tried again. This time, however, they received a civil response.

      “Hello, who’s there?” a young woman asked from within.

      “It’s the police, ma’am, but this has nothing to do with you or anyone who lives with you,” Tommy said. “We just want to ask if you recognize a man who may live in this building. You’re not in any trouble at all; all we need is a few seconds of your time.”

      The request was met with a few moments of silence, but finally, the young woman responded. “Hold on,” she said.

      A few moments later, the door opened a few inches. The young woman, who was heavily pregnant, kept the door-latch chain on and peered out at the two men with a look of suspicion in her eyes.

      “We’re sorry to bother you, ma’am,” Blake said in a kind and gentle tone. “All we want to know is whether you’ve seen this man in your building.” He showed her the photo of Kenny.

      “Yeah, he lives here,” she said warily. “I don’t know his name or nothin’ about—”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Blake said. “I really appreciate your help. The only other thing I’d like to ask you is if you know which apartment is his.”

      “The last one, end of the hall,” she said, pointing down the hall at the first door they’d knocked on. “I’ve seen him go into that one once or twice.”

      “Thank you so much, ma’am. You’re a star. Have a lovely day,” Blake said, smiling.

      The woman gave an awkward nod, then hastily shut the door.

      “Looks like we’ve got it,” Blake said to Tommy. “Let’s go.”

      They went back to the first door and knocked on it a few times. They didn’t expect a response, and they certainly didn’t get one. Tommy called one of his officers on his walkie-talkie and requested they bring up a battering ram.

      Two cops came up with a battering ram, and it didn’t take very long to smash open the flimsy door. A quick inspection of the apartment revealed that nobody was there. There were no signs that Kenny had packed up and left, though; it looked as if he had been planning to come back. The TV was on, and a mug of cold coffee sat on the kitchen counter. He had a suitcase in his bedroom, but it was tucked under his bed and was empty, as was a backpack hanging behind the door.

      “He clearly wasn’t planning on going anywhere,” Blake remarked. “And that doesn’t bode well for us. I’m starting to think Chase’s guess may have been right. I think Kenny may have been ambushed and murdered before he could get the evidence to Chase.”

      “There’s no signs of violence or a struggle in here,” Tommy said, “so it must have happened between here and the place where he was supposed to meet up with Chase. Where were they supposed to meet?”

      “I’ll message Chase and find out.”

      They got the address of the planned meeting spot a few minutes later, and when they checked on the map, they found that it was only a ten-minute walk away.

      “You check the route he would have walked,” Blake said. “I’m going to do something a little different.”

      “What are you gonna do?”

      “I have a hunch that he didn’t go to that spot where he was supposed to meet Chase,” Blake said. “I can’t tell you why; it’s just a gut feeling I have.”

      Tommy had known Blake long enough to know that it was usually a good idea to trust his hunches, however odd or inexplicable they sometimes seemed to be. “All right, sure, do what you wanna do,” he said. “We’ll go check the main route. Meet downstairs by the cruisers in around half an hour?”

      “Sounds good,” Blake said.

      They headed downstairs, and while Tommy and the cops went off in one direction, Blake went in the opposite direction. As he walked, he scrutinized the stores he passed. They were the usual types of places one found in rundown neighborhoods: liquor stores, pawnshops, convenience stores—that mostly sold liquor and cigarettes—and other such establishments.

      One thing all the stores had in common, though, was the fact that being prone to crime and robberies, they all had a lot of security. Most of them had security cameras, and as Blake walked past each store, he took a good look at the direction in which their security cameras were aimed. Most were, for obvious reasons, aimed at the interior sections of the stores, but a few had additional cameras focusing on the sidewalk and the street outside the store.

      Blake headed into a pawnshop with a camera setup like that. The owner, who looked like a biker—a big, burly man wearing ripped jeans and a leather vest, with a long, gray beard and colorful tattoos all over his heavy arms—stared with suspicion at Blake as he entered the store.

      “What can I do for you today, sir?” he growled, and there was no hint of a welcome in his menacing tone.

      Blake took out his police badge and showed it to the big man. “Just a little cooperation from you, my friend,” he said, beaming a friendly smile at the man. “Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble. I was just wondering if I could take a look at the footage from the CCTV camera in front of your store. I’m investigating a possible murder, and your camera may have picked up something that could help me.”

      “Hmm, all right, sure,” the man said. “Come over here behind the counter. I’ve only got footage from the past twenty-four hours, though.”

      “The past two hours is all I need, really,” Blake said.

      They went over the footage, and soon enough, Blake caught a glimpse of a man who looked very much like Kenny. “Stop there, please,” he said. “Rewind a few seconds, then play it back at half speed.”

      The man did, and Blake was able to get a closer look. He was certain the man in the footage was Kenny—and, as he had suspected, Kenny appeared to be walking in the opposite direction he should have been headed if he was going to the meeting spot with Chase.

      “Thank you, you’ve been very helpful,” Blake said to the man. “I’d appreciate it if you could save a copy of that footage.”

      “That’s all you need?” the man asked.

      “That’s all, thanks.”

      As soon as Blake was outside, he called up Tommy. “You didn’t find anything, did you?” he asked.

      “Not a single clue,” Tommy answered.

      “That’s because Kenny didn’t go that way,” Blake said. “I’ve got footage of him moving in the opposite direction. And according to the timestamp on the video, he was going that way exactly five minutes before he was supposed to meet up with Chase.”

      “Why do you think he was heading that way?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question,” Blake said, frowning. “We all know Kenny wanted—and needed—this meeting as badly as we did. He gives us his evidence; he keeps himself out of prison. He had no reason at all to run, to try to escape. Everything was set for him; he had his golden ticket. So why, at the last minute, would he suddenly change his mind and back out of the meeting? We can also be pretty sure from looking at his apartment that he didn’t pack anything; he wasn’t planning to skip town or go on any long journeys.”

      “It’s very weird,” Tommy said. “He didn’t call Chase before the meeting or send him any messages?”

      Blake shook his head. “Chase would have told me if there had been anything odd. No, he said everything was set to go according to plan. Kenny simply didn’t show at the meeting. No calls, no messages.”

      “Then you know what this means,” Tommy muttered darkly.

      “Yeah,” Blake said, frowning deeply and sighing. “I’m almost one hundred percent certain that Kenny was lured into a trap … a trap that was very likely fatal for him.”
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      “If he was murdered, and it happened around two hours ago, there’s gotta be some evidence nearby,” Tommy said.

      “The problem is, there’s a lot of different places he could have gone,” Blake said. “The place he intended to go to could have been ten minutes away, or it could have been forty minutes away. However, one thing I think has to be a fact is that he thought he was going to meet Chase. Whoever set up this trap for him had to have been impersonating Chase.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too,” Tommy said. “Eduardo—or ‘Kenny,’ rather—wouldn’t have missed that meeting for the world. Getting his evidence to Kenny was literally his only chance of staying out of prison. He wouldn’t have thrown away that opportunity, not for anything.”

      “So then,” Blake said, furrowing his brow, “we have another question to ponder. Who knew that Kenny had the evidence in the first place? And how did they know Kenny was planning on handing it over to Chase? They had to have known these things in order to have set this trap for him. So who was it, and how did they know?”

      Tommy shook his head, releasing a long sigh from his lungs. “This whole affair just keeps getting darker, murkier … more sordid. And the digger we deep, the more questions we unearth but no answers, not a single damn answer.”

      “The only person who’s involved in all of this whose location we can definitely pinpoint is Dwight Leyland. I think it’s about time to pay him a visit,” Blake said.

      “We don’t have any solid evidence against him, though. Hell, we don’t even have any weak evidence,” Tommy muttered. “All we have to go on right now is an accusation made by a wanted felon, a slimy drug dealer. That’s not enough to get a warrant.”

      “It may not be enough to make any arrests or haul him downtown, but I’m sure it’s enough to at least ask him a few questions,” Blake said. “I’ll go talk to him. I was able to achieve a measure of trust with him when I spoke to him before; he thinks I’m head of a local residents’ association. He won’t suspect I’m up to anything until I start firing questions at him. His reactions to the questions I ask will be enough for me to judge whether he’s guilty or not. In a few decades of detective work, you learn to spot a guilty liar very quickly.”

      “All right, you do that,” Tommy said. “I’ll get my boys to search this neighborhood and see if we can find any evidence anywhere of what happened to Kenny.”

      “Check all the CCTV cameras facing the street, like I just did in that pawnshop,” Blake said. “You may find something.”

      “Will do,” Tommy said. “But there’s something else I’m worried about now, too.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We thought we’d have this whole thing wrapped up by tonight, with the kids rescued and the suspects behind bars,” Tommy said. “But now, we can see pretty damn clearly that that’s not how things are gonna be. We assumed the teenagers of this town would be safe by this evening, but now they’re in danger. Teenagers are going to be out and about since it’s a Saturday and the weather’s looking like it’s gonna be real nice. You know these guys aren’t going to stop kidnapping kids, at least if they’re following the old Pied Piper ways. They’re going to try to get three more, and what better day to do it than a day like today?”

      “Shit, you’re right,” Blake muttered darkly. “We’d better get a warning out there to both parents and kids. This thing, unfortunately, is far from over. Very far from over. If we don’t find out what happened to Kenny and the evidence he had, we’re going to find ourselves in serious trouble. If another kid gets abducted, or, God forbid, another two or even three, this town is going to break out into full-blown hysteria. We didn’t have the internet back in ’89, but now, with social media and everyone checking it every five minutes, it doesn’t take long for a panic to spread. And that’s the last thing we want.”

      “Absolutely,” Tommy said. “We’d better get moving. You go find Dwight Leyland. I’ll get my boys to comb this area for clues.”

      Blake headed back to his car, which was parked down the street, in the direction they’d seen Kenny walking on the security camera footage. Just as Blake crossed the road, he saw a bus pull up at a stop in front of him. It was bus 358, which rang a bell of recognition in his mind, although he couldn’t quite remember why. Brushing it off, he headed back to his car and traveled to Dwight Leyland’s office.

      Leyland’s personal assistant recognized him from before. “Good morning, Mr. Hines,” she said with a cheerful smile, although there was an element of confusion concealed behind her pretty features. “I don’t remember scheduling a meeting with you and Mr. Leyland this morning.”

      “That’s because no meeting was scheduled,” Blake said. “Even so, I was wondering if I could have a quick word with Mr. Leyland. It’ll only take two minutes.”

      “Um, well, Mr. Leyland isn’t in right now,” the young woman said. “He’s not coming in until the afternoon.”

      Blake’s first guess was that Leyland was suffering from the aftereffects of the debauched party he’d attended. However, another thought entered his mind—what if Leyland had indeed murdered Kenny, and now he had fled the city, and possibly the state or even the country, to evade justice? He hoped that wasn’t the case because if Leyland had fled, then everyone else involved in the kidnappings may also have departed, along with the teenagers they had kidnapped. And if that were the case, Blake knew nobody would ever see those missing teenagers alive again.

      “Can you tell me exactly when he’ll be in?” Blake asked. “Is there a specific time?”

      The young woman frowned and shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t know, Mr. Hines.”

      “I see,” Blake murmured. “Well, anyway, thank you for your time.”

      “I’m sorry you weren’t able to see Mr. Leyland, Mr. Hines. If you give me your number, though, I can give you a call when he’s here.”

      “Sure, I’d appreciate that,” Blake said. He gave her his number and then headed back to his car.

      He gave Tommy a call and explained what had happened. “Can you get me Leyland’s home address? The only way we’re going to find this son of a bitch is to go straight to his residence and start from there.”

      “I’ll get the boys back at the station to find it and message it to you,” Tommy said. “My mission, by the way, has been pretty fruitless. We haven’t found a single trace of what might have happened to our buddy, Kenny.”

      “Keep looking; something will turn up,” Blake said.

      A few minutes later, he got a message with Leyland’s address. Blake smirked and shook his head when he saw where it was: one of the city’s most expensive suburbs. “You’re not the brightest spark in the dark, are you Dwight?” he muttered as he began to drive. “You should have learned a few more things from your old man. The first rule of avoiding suspicion from the law is to keep a low profile and not flaunt your ill-begotten wealth. I bet I see a freakin’ Lamborghini or something parked in your driveway, you moron.”

      When Blake got to Dwight Leyland’s residence, he wasn’t surprised to see that it was a typically tasteless mansion. It wasn’t particularly gigantic or ostentatious, compared to the mansions of some of Leyland’s neighbors, but Blake had no doubts in his mind that this house was far larger and more expensive than a man of Leyland’s means, age, and status could theoretically afford.

      “Just like I thought,” Blake muttered as he took in the sight of the house. “No Lambo in the driveway, though, but maybe in the garage, huh?”

      The house was surrounded by high walls, and an imposing steel gate barred the driveway. There was a video intercom near the gate, so Blake went and pushed the button. He waited for a few moments, but there was no answer, so he pressed it again. Again, there was no answer; either Leyland was passed out with a bad hangover, or he had skipped town. Blake hoped it was the former rather than the latter.

      “Hmm. I wonder if he’s got any dogs,” Blake mused as he peered up the driveway. The gate, although tall, would be easy to climb over. However, he guessed that a man like Leyland would have measures in place to deter intruders. There would certainly be an alarm system and maybe a pack of vicious guard dogs.

      Blake thought about going in anyway but managed to talk himself out of it after a while. Entering Leyland’s property illegally, without a warrant, would cause more trouble than it was worth and would likely cause problems when it came to eventually charging and convicting him. Reluctantly, Blake got back into his car and called Tommy.

      “No success with Leyland, I’m afraid. Either he’s hiding in his home, or he’s fled. Either way, it doesn’t look like I’m going to be talking to him this morning or finding out where he is unless you can get a search warrant in the next couple hours?”

      “I wish I could, Blake, but you know how it works,” Tommy said. “We have to have some sort of evidence, beyond suspicion, that he’s involved in a crime. And right now, we just don’t have that. We would have if our buddy Kenny had come through for us, but that didn’t happen.”

      “But what if we say it did?” Blake said, feeling a lightbulb flicker on in his mind.

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “Look, we’re not charging Leyland with anything … yet. All we need is a warrant, and it’s pretty unlikely that he’s going to start some high-level investigation into how that warrant was obtained. Plus, if he did murder Kenny, he couldn’t exactly admit that Kenny was no longer around. So, if we say we did meet up with Kenny, and Kenny handed us evidence that Leyland was involved in kidnappings and human trafficking, then what’s Leyland gonna say? ‘That’s impossible because I murdered Kenny before he could give the evidence to you guys?’ He can’t say anything.”

      On the other end of the line, Tommy chuckled. “I like the way you think, my friend. Bending the law, but not to the point of breaking it. Sure, we can do that. I’ll get a warrant organized as quickly as possible. Let me make a few calls. Oh, hold on, I have an incoming call from one of my boys on the kidnapping case. Maybe he’s found something. Let me call you back in a second.”

      Blake waited with bated breath for the return call, which arrived around two minutes later.

      “So, what do you have?” he asked eagerly. “Have they found Kenny, Leyland, or, even better, both?”

      “Neither,” Tommy muttered grimly, and from the tone of his voice, Blake immediately understood that what he was about to hear was not good news. “A hiker found something in the woods, the site of what looks like an occult ritual, complete with blood—human blood. And, what’s worse, the ritual was set out in the exact same way the Pied Piper Cult used to conduct their rituals back in ’89. I think one of the kidnapped teens may be dead, Blake.”
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      “Oh no,” Blake groaned. “Listen, are your men on the scene certain the ritual was a Pied Piper one? It wasn’t, I dunno, Satanists or something else?”

      “They’ve already sent me images and a video clip of the scene, Blake,” Tommy said. “It’s the same as the ones we found in ’89, down to the smallest details.”

      “Shit, dammit,” Blake muttered. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “You said before that you had some doubts about Ebenezer Burke actually being back in town. Well, if you needed any more proof to believe that, I’m pretty sure you’ve got it now. That and almost being blown to pieces by that sack of shit in that workshop a few nights ago.”

      “Believe me, I stopped having doubts about Burke ever since I saw him on the street that night,” Blake said. “Right now, though, I’m more concerned with finding Leyland. If we find Leyland, I’m pretty sure we’ll find Burke, too. Leyland is the key to this whole thing. That’s what my hunch is telling me.”

      “So you want me to go ahead with getting the warrant?” Tommy asked.

      “Yeah. How far out of town is the site of the ritual? I want to investigate it in person. Depending on how far it is and how quickly you can get a warrant, I’ll either stay near Leyland’s place or head over to the site.”

      “Getting the warrant is gonna take at least two hours, maybe more,” Tommy said. “It’s probably best if you head on over to the ritual site now and go back to Leyland’s place afterward. The site is about an hour from where you are. By the way, have you heard anything from Chase at all?”

      “No more updates,” Blake said. “I think we all know by now that Kenny isn’t gonna turn up for the meeting with Chase—ever.”

      “Yeah, I figured that much. All right, I’ll send you the location of the ritual site, and I’ll meet you there in about an hour.”

      Around forty-five minutes later, Blake was hiking through the woods just outside town. The hike, as light and as easy as it was, brought back unpleasant memories from over thirty years prior. This was roughly the same area they’d found the first ritual site all those years ago. Blake recalled a hike just like this, through the dark and gloomy woods, his nerves on edge after reports of terrible screams were heard in the depths of the woods the night before and glimpses had been caught by a terrified homeless person who lived in a tent in the woods of strange figures dancing around a bonfire and chanting.

      Back then, in ’89, Blake had been the only cop who had thought the homeless man’s story had any truth to it. The other cops had all dismissed the disheveled drifter’s report as the ramblings of a lunatic. Blake, however, had seen past the man’s rough exterior and had noted the glint of truth in the frightened man’s eyes. The homeless man had led him through the woods to where he claimed he had seen and heard the frightful spectacle, and Blake had discovered that the man had not been lying. That had been the start of his investigation into the Pied Piper Cult and the first link that he had been able to create between them and the spate of teenage kidnappings in 1989.

      Now he found himself walking through those woods again, except this time there was no question about the veracity of the report. Now the ritual site was there, and the only questions were who had been harmed there and who had done the harming?

      Soon enough, Blake reached the site, a clearing in the woods surrounded by police tape. Some cops were still on the scene, and they greeted Blake and showed him around.

      “You’ve seen a site like this before, haven’t you, Detective Hines?” one of the cops, a burly young man, asked Blake.

      “Yeah, it’s like déjà vu,” Blake said, taking in the grisly sight of his immediate surroundings. “After ’89, I’d hoped I would never see a scene like this again in my life, but here we are.”

      In the center of the clearing were the remains of what had been a large bonfire set the night before. The burned logs were still smoldering and smoking; the fire had likely been burning until recently.

      Around the bonfire, seven boulders, each about the size of a football, had been arranged in a peculiar pattern. Each of these boulders had an arcane symbol painted in white paint. Then, outside this pattern, a larger circle had been created with smaller rocks, each painted white with a black symbol.

      Then, at the edges of this ring of white stones—at the twelve o’clock and six o’clock positions from the bonfire—there were the butcher’s blocks. Each of these large hardwood cubes was also painted white, and they also had obscure symbols all over them.

      However, these symbols were not rendered with paint. They were rendered with blood.

      Each of the white butcher’s blocks was drenched in blood. It was dark and congealed now, but it clearly hadn’t been there for too many hours.

      “Looks like this was done only a short time ago, huh?” the cop remarked. “Probably just before dawn, I’d guess. Man, there’s a lot of blood there. I don’t even want to think about what was done to whoever got put on those things. You know about what happens at these rituals, though, right, Detective Hines?”

      “I have an idea, but aside from the old homeless guy who first reported seeing something weird in the woods back in ’89, nobody’s ever seen what goes on at one of these things. We’ve only found the aftermath like we have here. When we detained members of the cult in ’89 and questioned them, they denied partaking in such rituals, even though their literature contained the same symbols you see painted on these rocks. We knew the cult members were involved and that Burke was the ‘head priest’—if you want to call him that—in charge of these rituals. But we couldn’t ever prove anything conclusively, and Burke had a lot of money, so he was able to hire some very expensive lawyers. Those scumbags kept his ass out of prison by twisting the law, and by the time we were able to get the judge to reopen the case, Burke and his buddies had all fled the country and disappeared into the Colombian jungle.”

      “Did they kill the kids they abducted at these rituals?” the young cop asked.

      “We honestly don’t know,” Blake answered, sighing and shaking his head grimly. “There’s a lot of blood, as you can see here, and the ritual sites looked the same back in ’89. But as a cop, I’m sure you’ve seen some horrifically bloody crime scenes where everyone involved actually survived. We never found any bodies, and because Dale Ramsey—one of the original kidnapping victims— recently showed up alive, we do know that at least one of those kids survived. The others might have as well. I know it’s wishful thinking, but I do hope that the bloodletting that went on at these rituals—including the one that happened here—didn’t result in anyone’s death.”

      The cop stared at one of the blood-covered butcher’s blocks and frowned. “Man, I can’t see whoever lost that much blood surviving. You’re right about having seen some crime scenes where people lose a lot of blood but end up surviving, but I’ve never seen anyone lose as much as there is on that block and not die.”

      Blake nodded grimly. There seemed to be more blood here than he remembered at the ritual sites thirty years prior. While they had never conclusively proved that anyone had been killed at the rituals in ’89, it certainly looked as if someone had been murdered here a few hours earlier.

      Blake wondered how much he should tell Chase about what had happened here. While he did trust the young journalist, this would be too juicy a story for any journalist to resist. With the residents of this city, and indeed, this entire county, already on edge about the teen kidnappings, a story in the media about a bloody murder at an occult ritual could unleash a widespread panic, and that was the last thing anyone needed.

      As Blake was thinking about this, Tommy showed up.

      “What a mess,” Tommy muttered as he walked over to Blake.

      “It’s grisly, yeah,” Blake said.

      “No, the entire situation,” Tommy said. “I mean, of course, this ritual site is disgusting, horrifying, even, but the whole damn situation … I just can’t believe how much of a mess it is. A few hours ago, we were all excited about how everything was probably going to be over by the end of the day, with Leyland, Burke, and their accomplices behind bars and the teenagers rescued. Now look at what’s happened!

      “We’re in a worse position than we were before! Our inside source has disappeared and is probably dead, whatever evidence he was gonna give us is lost forever, the only suspect whose whereabouts we knew has taken off, Burke is still roaming around free, and now on top of all of that, we find this disgusting site, where all the evidence is pointing to one of those poor kids probably being murdered! This is a disaster! It’s just going from bad to worse, and we really are up shit creek without a damn paddle in sight!”

      “I know it’s bad, Tommy, but don’t give up hope yet,” Blake said stoically. “I feel like we’re on the verge of a major breakthrough. I know how things seem right now, but I really do feel as if we’re about to make a pretty damn huge discovery. That’s my gut instinct talking, and you know that’s something you can trust.”

      “I sure as hell hope so,” Tommy said. “And I don’t think I need to tell you what sort of a disaster we’ll have on our hands if the press gets hold of this story. Can you imagine what sort of panic will break out if images of this ritual site start spreading on social media?”

      “I’ve just been thinking about that,” Blake said. “We need to search this scene thoroughly, efficiently, and fast, and then get it cleaned up before the press has a feeding frenzy. And make sure none of your officers decide to take photos with their phones and send ‘em to their buddies. Social media is as bad as traditional media. Oh, and I’m not planning on telling Chase about this just yet, in case you were wondering.”

      Tommy exhaled a sigh of relief. “Good. I was worried he might have gotten word of it. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a good kid. I know he’s on our side, and I trust him completely, but I don’t think that even he would be able to resist a juicy scoop like this.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking. Come on, we’d better help these boys search the scene. I’m not too optimistic about finding any clues, but we have to try. By the way, how did things go with the request for a warrant to search Leyland’s place?”

      “It’ll be ready shortly,” Tommy said. “Let’s take care of this first before worrying about that.”

      They joined the other cops in conducting a search of the crime scene. However, despite a thorough investigation of the site, no evidence that could help them pinpoint any suspects was found.

      After around an hour of searching, Tommy got a message on his phone. He read it, then looked up at Blake and grinned. “The warrant’s ready, my friend. Let’s go pick it up and then go straight to Leyland’s place and beat down that son of a bitch’s door.”

      Blake chuckled; at least something had gone right for them this morning. “Let’s go,” he said. “It’s about time we started kicking ass and taking names.”
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      When they arrived at Leyland’s place, Blake decided to try the intercom—just in case Leyland answered this time. As expected, though, there was no response. Blake glanced behind him at Tommy and the other officers, dressed in SWAT gear and carrying M-16 rifles. He briefly reflected on how much more confident he felt when backed up by a squad of trained professionals wearing body armor and carrying rifles than his earlier plan of climbing over the gate and entering this property alone. Then he gave the signal.

      The team split up into three groups. Two of them would enter the property from the rear, while the third squad—the one Blake and Tommy were accompanying—would go over the front gate and approach the front door.

      “You ready for this, old man?” Blake joked, shooting Tommy a wink as he prepared to scale the tall, ornate steel gates.

      “Look who’s talking!” Tommy quipped with a grin. “Let’s do this. I’ll race you over.”

      Blake and Tommy climbed over the gate along with the two cops in SWAT gear who were with them. Once they were inside, Blake and Tommy drew their pistols and the four men approached the front door.

      With the two cops covering the front door with their rifles, Blake and Tommy pressed themselves up against the wall on either side of the door. Using their communication system, they waited for confirmation that the other two teams were in place at the rear of the mansion. Once word came through on their walkie-talkies, Blake hammered on the door.

      “Dwight Leyland, if you’re in there, you need to open this door right now! This is the police, and we have a warrant to search these premises! If you do not open this door, we’re breaking it down!”

      There was no reply, so Blake waited for a few seconds and then repeated this. Again, there was no response, so Blake looked at Tommy, who gave him a nod.

      “Take it down, boys,” Tommy said to the other cops. He issued the same instruction over his communication system to the other two teams.

      They ran back to the gate, retrieved the battering ram, and then brought it to the door. With a few hefty swings of the heavy device, the door smashed open. A burglar alarm immediately began to wail with an ear-piercing howl, causing the men to wince.

      “Call up the security company, get them to shut that shit off!” Blake growled.

      Tommy made a quick call to the company and got the alarm system turned off. The sound of breaking glass from the back of the house indicated the other teams had entered the property.

      “Let’s go,” Tommy said.

      The four of them stormed inside with their firearms at the ready.

      “Leyland!” Blake yelled. “If you’re in here, you need to get down on the floor, face down, with your hands behind your head! If you come at us with a weapon in your hand, you will be shot, I repeat, you will be shot! That goes for anyone else in here, too!”

      The teams split up and swept through the house. What quickly became apparent was that Leyland was not there and had left in a hurry. They found evidence of hasty packing and a quick getaway.

      After they’d finished a preliminary search of the house, Blake, Tommy, and some of the other cops gathered in the living room.

      “If this doesn’t prove Leyland’s guilt, I don’t know what does,” Tommy said. “It’s clear that the scumbag knew we were onto him, and he made a hasty exit. I’ve put an APB out for his BMW, but I’m guessing he ditched it somewhere and got on a Greyhound or something. I’ll have HQ check airline records and see if he’s flown out anywhere over the past few hours or if he’s booked tickets.”

      “Do you think it was him that made Kenny disappear?” Blake asked.

      “It sure as hell looks that way,” Tommy answered. “Even if he didn’t do it himself, I’m sure he probably had a hand in it.”

      “What about the missing teenagers?” one of the cops asked.

      “I haven’t seen any evidence that they were ever held here,” Blake said, “but as dumb as Dwight Leyland is, I don’t think he would have held them here. Still, we’ll get the forensics team to come in and do a proper, thorough sweep of this place. They may be able to pick up something we missed. Right now, though, we need to get a manhunt underway. Leyland needs to be found and apprehended before he disappears for good. If he’s still in the state, in this county, even, we need to stop him from getting any farther away.”

      The cops dispersed, and Blake and Tommy had a chat on their own.

      “What do we do now?” Tommy asked. “We’re running out of options, and every path we go down turns out to be a dead end. And speaking of dead, one of the missing kids might have been murdered by these psychos in that ritual last night. Things are looking bad, Blake. They’re looking really bad.”

      Blake grimaced and shook his head. “You don’t need to tell me that, Tommy. It’s plain enough to see. As for what we’re going to do, I’m not sure yet. I know there’s a way to find the kids—or the remaining kid, God forbid—I just know it. I just have to figure it out. Let’s take a rest now; it’s been a crazy morning. I’m gonna call Chase and see if he’s discovered anything. If he hasn’t, then I guess we have to just sit down and think for a while.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s all we can do for the moment,” Tommy said with a disappointed sigh. “Remember, don’t mention the whole ritual and potentially dead teenager thing to him yet.”

      “I’ll keep that quiet for now,” Blake said.

      Blake contacted Chase, who reported that he, like the others, had made no headway that morning. There had still been no word from Kenny, and that seemed to confirm to everyone that he was dead.

      Just before Blake was about to hang up, though, a completely different idea popped into his head. As badly as he wanted to make some headway into the investigation, things were proving to be increasingly more difficult and frustrating. He figured that all of them could probably do with some sort of temporary distraction.

      “Hey, Chase, before you go, are you free later today?”

      “Uh, yeah, I don’t have any plans,” Chase said.

      “Well, listen, my granddaughter is having this art exhibition at a little café later,” Blake said. “She’s a painter, a really good one—and that’s a fact, not the biased opinion of a loving grandparent! I was thinking, I know it’s probably not at all what you usually write … but if you could get a little piece in one of the local papers about her art and her exhibition, it’d make her world, I can tell you that.”

      Chase chuckled warmly. “It’s definitely not what I usually write about, but for a friend, I’m willing to pull a few strings. Let me call up a buddy of mine who’s a photographer for one of the local papers. We’ll come to your granddaughter’s exhibition and put together a little article.”

      “That would be amazing!” Blake said. “I told her earlier I was gonna miss the exhibition, but I’ll surprise her not only by showing up but by also bringing a reporter and a newspaper photographer along with me. It’ll at least be a minor silver lining to what’s been a very dark day.”

      “Hey, can I come along, too?” Tommy asked after Blake ended the call. “I could also use a distraction from all these dead ends and failures.”

      “Sure thing, my friend,” Blake said. “We could all use a distraction. But for the time being, let’s get back on the search for Leyland.”

      They spent the rest of the morning trying to track down Leyland and Kenny. Tommy called the phone company Leyland had his main phone with, but when they tracked the device, they found it had been abandoned in Leyland’s yard.

      “No surprises there,” Blake said. “I’m sure he’s been using a burner phone for his more nefarious activities. This phone will only have been used for legit purposes, and now that he’s on the run from the law, he has no further use for it.”

      They also called all of Leyland’s known contacts in the area, from friends to relatives to business associates and some of his old military buddies. None of them knew where he was—or, if they did, none were willing to admit that they were helping him.

      It didn’t take too long to find Leyland’s BMW, though—it had been abandoned at a gas station twenty miles out of town. Tommy contacted the gas station owner and asked if he could check his security camera footage, but it turned out that Leyland had parked just outside the field of vision for the camera and couldn’t be seen in any of the footage.

      “The sneaky bastard probably got one of his Mexican gangster buddies to pick him up near the gas station,” Blake remarked. “Now he’s definitely gone.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Tommy muttered, exhaling a disappointed sigh. “Another dead end.”

      “Get your boys in the area to search the car thoroughly,” Blake said. “I feel like Leyland has gotta slip up at some stage. Sure he’s smarter than we gave him credit for, but he’s not that smart. I’m sure we’re going to find something sooner or later.”

      “Do you think we should call his father?” Tommy asked. “I mean, his old man was involved in the original ’89 kidnappings, even though we couldn’t convict him. That whole fiasco got him elected as mayor before all that dirt came up on him, and he got thrown in jail. Dwight must have taken some inspiration from his father. There’s no way that the whole resurgence of the Pied Piper Cult and the kidnappings don’t have something to do with the fact that this degenerate is now running for mayor like his father did thirty years ago.”

      “That piece of garbage won’t say a word,” Blake growled. His hatred for the elder Leyland had never grown dimmer, not even after all these years. “He’ll just do what he’s done for the last three decades—deny, deny, deny. He’ll tell us that he has no idea where his son is and will say, like he did in ’89, that he had nothing to do with the kidnappings and that his son doesn’t have anything to do with the current kidnappings. No, we can’t pin any hopes on the elder Leyland being of any assistance.”

      “Then it’s time to start probing our underworld contacts,” Tommy said.

      “I hope you’ve got some, Tommy, because the ones I used to know are all either dead or in the slammer,” Blake said.

      Tommy chuckled. “Yeah, I know the ones you’re talking about. Don’t worry, though. I know a few guys on the streets. I’ll call ‘em up, see if they know anything. I’ve already tried ‘em for information about the kidnappings and Ebenezer Burke, but nobody on the streets seems to have heard anything about that. But with Leyland being involved with Mexican gangsters, there’s gotta be something my contacts will know.”

      “Let’s hope so. We’d better get busy because time is running out for the kids who are missing …. If it hasn’t already run out for one of them, judging by all the blood at the site of the ritual. And my sixth sense is telling me something, Tommy … something I don’t want to hear, but something that I can’t deny in terms of the intensity of the message.”

      “And what’s the message it’s sending you, Blake?” Tommy asked.

      “That another kid is gonna be taken soon, and there’s nothing we can do to stop it from happening,” Blake murmured grimly.
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      Although Tommy spoke to a number of his underworld contacts, none of them was able—or willing—to provide any information that would be helpful to the investigation. At the end of the day, they both reluctantly gave up on trying to find anything, at least for a few hours. Blake invited Tommy to accompany him to Sarah’s art exhibition, but Tommy already had plans to attend a birthday dinner with his wife’s family. Blake went home, picked up Hannah, and then drove downtown to the café where Sarah was having her exhibition.

      Sarah—a tall, pretty teenager who, with her dark-chestnut hair and gray eyes, looked strikingly similar to Hannah at her age—was surprised and overjoyed when her grandparents walked into the café. She ran over to Blake and Hannah and wrapped her arms around them in an enthusiastic embrace.

      “Grandma, Grandpa! You came! I’m so happy to see you!”

      Blake chuckled, wearing a broader and warmer smile than he had for quite some time, considering the dark events of the past few days and weeks. Joy sparkled in his eyes. “Did you really think I was gonna miss this, kid?”

      “There are so many people here, Sarah!” Hannah exclaimed. “I’m sure they’re all going to love your artwork. Come on, show us your new paintings!”

      Sarah took them to see her new pieces—beautiful, moody oil paintings of cityscapes and everyday city life—and both of her doting grandparents marveled at her talent. Blake, meanwhile, kept surreptitiously checking his phone to see when Chase and his photographer friend from the newspaper would arrive. Finally, he got a message from Chase saying they would be there in a minute or two.

      Shortly after, Chase and his friend arrived. His friend, a well-built young man with curly red hair and a short beard, looked about the same age as Chase. He was carrying a professional camera and a camera bag with the logo of one of the local newspapers. Blake smiled; he knew this would make his granddaughter’s day.

      Chase, also smiling warmly, walked up to Blake and introduced the photographer.

      “Blake, this is Matt Jurgen, an old friend of mine. Matt, this is Blake Hines, one of the detectives working on the Pied Piper kidnapping case. He actually worked on the original Pied Piper kidnappings back when we were little kids. He came extremely close to catching Ebenezer Burke and almost managed to convict Garth Leyland of being involved in assisting Burke … almost.”

      “Close, but no cigar,” Blake said as he shook Matt’s hand. “I’m gonna get ‘em this time, though.”

      He noticed that Matt’s left hand was bandaged and that Matt was walking with a limp. Matt noticed Blake staring at his bandaged hand.

      “Motorcycle accident,” he said. “I ride dirt bikes in the woods on weekends. It’s nothing serious. And don’t worry, it won’t affect my ability to take a decent photograph of your granddaughter’s artwork! And speaking of that, I don’t mean to be rude, but could you get her over here to get the photo done? I have another assignment I have to get to.”

      “No problem, I’ll go get her,” Blake said. “And thank you so much for doing this. It’ll make her day.”

      “It’s my pleasure!” Matt said with a warm smile, studying the closest painting. “She certainly does seem to be an extremely talented young woman. If she’s putting out work this good, she deserves some free publicity.”

      Sarah came over to the three of them, and when Blake told her who they were and why they were here, she was overjoyed. Matt took a few photos of Sarah with her best paintings, bid the others farewell, and left.

      “Sarah, do you want to sit down with me for a few minutes so I can do an interview for the write-up I’m going to do on your exhibition?” Chase asked.

      “I’d love to!” Sarah exclaimed, still giddy with excitement. “I can’t believe there’s going to be an article in the paper about me! I can’t wait to share it on my Facebook and Instagram!”

      She and Chase went and sat down at one of the tables, and he conducted a short interview with her. When he was done, he came over to Blake to chat about the case.

      “I’m sorry to bring this up at a cheerful celebration like this event,” Chase said grimly, “but I feel like we’ve gone backward in this damn kidnapping case. Kenny has disappeared, and so has Leyland, and whatever evidence Kenny was going to give me that would have linked Leyland to the kidnappings is probably gone forever.

      “I’m also really worried there are going to be more kidnappings. Burke took five kids in ’89, and I’m sure he’s going to try to take five kids again this time. From what I’ve read about the Pied Piper Cult—or, as those maniacs called themselves, the Children of Celestial Light—five was a sacred number to them. Another few kids are going to go missing, Blake; I can feel it in my bones. And it feels like there’s nothing we can do to stop it or to save the kids who have already been taken. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this angry or this frustrated in my life.”

      “I know how you feel,” Blake said, shaking his head. “The clock is ticking, and these guys just keep staying one or two steps ahead of us.” He wondered if he should mention anything to Chase about the ritual site or the fact that one of the teenagers may already have been murdered. He did trust Chase; there was no doubt in his mind about that, but could Chase be trusted not to write a story about it? He decided to withhold the information for the time being, even though he felt a little guilty about doing so.

      “There’s gotta be something we could do,” Chase said, frowning deeply as he racked his brain for ideas. “What if we … what if we set up a sting or something?”

      “A sting? And how would we do that?” Blake asked.

      “We could go online, pose as a teenager, try to attract these guys, to get them to set up a kidnapping, then go in and grab them, catch them in the act.”

      Blake shook his head. “Come on, Chase, I think we both know that that’s a pretty far-fetched idea. First of all, we don’t even know how these guys are targeting teens, what attracts them to a certain kid. We do know that they’re operating within a certain area—or, at least, they were operating within a certain area, but with Leyland’s cover blown, you can be damn sure that they’re going to be a lot more cautious from now on. They’re probably going to move to a different area.

      “Don’t forget that I know a lot about my old nemesis, Ebenezer Burke. He’s a slimy creep, but he’s no idiot. He’s the only criminal I’ve ever had in my crosshairs who ended up getting away. He’s smart, very smart, and he’s also very cautious. He only makes a move when he’s certain about something, and he doesn’t take unnecessary risks. He’d see right through any sort of sting operation we attempted to set up; I can tell you that with absolute certainty.”

      “Ah … sorry, Blake, I just, I thought it might work,” Chase said, looking deflated.

      “Sorry, kid, I didn’t mean to shit on your idea or anything,” Blake said. “I’m just telling it like it is. You can’t outsmart a guy like Burke by using standard tactics.”

      “No, no, I guess you can’t,” Chase said. “No offense taken, Blake. I’m not thinking straight. I didn’t get much sleep last night. I’m feeling pretty exhausted, to be honest. Not exactly the best time to be coming up with ideas, I suppose.”

      “I didn’t want to say anything, buddy, but you are looking pretty beat,” Blake said. “Look, you’ve done me a huge favor by coming out here and doing this for my granddaughter. I really owe you one. And about the kidnapping case, there’s not much more we can do at this moment but keep looking. Tommy’s been speaking to some of his underworld connections—you’re not the only one who’s got sources on the wrong side of the law, you know. They haven’t picked up anything yet, but I think they will—soon. Leyland is mixed up with Mexican gangsters, and those guys aren’t that good at keeping their mouths shut. I think we’re going to pick up a lead soon—real soon. And I have some ideas about where to look. I’m going to go do some digging of my own after this exhibition. As for you, though, I think you need to go home and get some rest.”

      “I feel like I’m failing you, Tommy, and the abducted teens if I don’t keep pushing on, though,” Chase said with a look of guilt on his weary face.

      “Trust me, I understand,” Blake said, putting his hand on Chase’s shoulder. “It’s one I had many times in my long career as a detective, particularly when people’s lives were on the line. But you have to realize there comes a point when you have to rest. When you go without sleep or rest, you lose efficiency. And when you lose efficiency, you get slow, you miss clues, you slip up. And in my line of work, what may initially seem like a simple slip-up can result in a felon escaping justice. It can result in lost or missed evidence. Or, at worst, it can result in someone getting killed. Trust me, kid, you need to get some rest. Don’t beat yourself up for feeling weary. You’re only human.”

      Chase nodded slowly. “Yeah, you’re right. Thanks for putting it like that, Blake. I do need some rest. I need a good, long night of sleep; I seriously do. I’m gonna go home and do that right now. I’ll give you a call in the morning. Good luck with whatever research you do later.”

      “Have a good rest, my friend,” Blake said.

      Chase departed, and Blake got back to enjoying the rest of the evening with his wife and his granddaughter.

      “He’s a really nice guy,” Sarah remarked to her grandfather. “He seemed really interested in me and my art when he was interviewing me. I can’t wait to see the story he’s gonna write in the papers. I still can’t believe you got someone to do that, Grandpa!”

      “He’s a good kid, yeah, and I’m sure he’s going to write a very flattering piece about you in the newspaper,” Blake said.

      “You absolutely deserve it, sweetie pie,” Hannah said, beaming with pride. “You’ve always had a wonderful talent for art, ever since you were little, but this last year you’ve made some incredible progress. You really have outdone yourself. I know you’ve been dreaming of going to art school for a long time now.”

      “If I could spend a semester studying in France or Italy,” Sarah said, gushing with excitement, “it would be beyond a dream come true. But, I know Mom and Dad can’t exactly afford to pay for something like that, and even though I’ve been saving up my tips from waitressing, it’s a drop in the ocean compared to what a semester in Europe would cost.”

      “Well, I wanted it to be a surprise for your eighteenth birthday, but I can’t keep it bottled up for another two years,” Hannah said, smiling warmly. “Your grandfather and I have been putting little bits of money into a fund for you for a few years now, and I think by the time you’re eighteen, there will be more than enough in it to cover a semester at art school in Europe. In fact, it may even be enough for a year or two.”

      Sarah’s mouth dropped open with surprise. She turned to Blake. “Grandpa, is she serious? Have you guys been doing this?”

      Blake grinned and gave her a nod. “It was supposed to be a surprise, but after tonight, we couldn’t resist telling you.”

      Sarah threw her arms around both of them and hugged them tightly, and when she disengaged from this embrace, there were tears in her eyes. “Thank you, Grandpa and Grandma, thank you so, so, so much! I-I don’t even know what to say!”

      “You don’t need to say anything, Sarah,” Blake said, his heart swelling with love and affection. “Just keep working hard. You’re gonna be a big name one day; we can all see that. Just keep making us proud, sweetie.”

      As welcome a respite as the exhibition was from everything, Blake soon had to return to the grim reality of the kidnappings. When he went home later, he dug up some files, got onto his computer, and started doing some research.

      After an hour or two, though, his research was interrupted by a knock on the door. Feeling a tinge of suspicion stirring within him, he retrieved his pistol and flipped the safety switch off before he went to answer the door.

      “Who’s knocking on our door at this hour?” Hannah gasped, worry and fear writ plain across her face.

      In the living room, their old dog Buster hopped off the sofa and let out a low growl.

      With his heart thumping and his finger poised a hair of an inch above the trigger of his pistol, Blake opened the door. Relief—but also dread—flooded through him when he saw Tommy standing on his porch.

      “Sorry to intrude on your Saturday night like this, pal,” Tommy said, looking haggard. “But I was in the area, and I thought I’d better tell you in person rather than calling you on the phone.”

      “Tell me what?” Blake asked, frowning.

      “My boys just found Leyland, but he’s been shot multiple times.”
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      “Oh shit,” Blake muttered. “Is he dead?”

      “He’s still alive, but he’s barely clinging to life,” Tommy said. “He’s undergoing emergency surgery as we speak. We don’t know much about his condition yet—the doctors at the hospital said it’s touch and go. They told me that even if he survives the surgery, he may be in a coma when he comes out of it, and there’s no telling how long the coma will last.”

      “Dammit,” Blake said, sighing and shaking his head. “Just when we thought things couldn’t get any worse.”

      “Believe me, I know,” Tommy said grimly. “I feel like finding whoever shot Dwight Leyland and asking them to put a few bullets through my own head. It feels like we just can’t catch a damn break here.”

      “How long is this surgery gonna take? And how much can you tell me about the circumstances surrounding Leyland’s shooting?”

      “My boys found him on the side of the road,” Tommy answered. “Or, rather, his car. He’d crashed it into a tree a few miles outside town. A passerby saw the wrecked car and called 9-1-1, and we got a patrol car and an ambulance out there right away. Leyland wasn’t in the car when my men got there—he had somehow managed to drag himself through the woods, crawling on his belly, with a punctured lung, one ear blown off, and two bullets through his torso. His car was riddled with bullet holes, too, but they were of a different caliber to what he was shot with. He was shot with a 9mm pistol, but the holes in his car were from a larger caliber weapon, probably an AK or an AR-15. The driver’s seat was soaked with blood.”

      “I thought you guys found his abandoned BMW earlier?” Blake asked.

      “Yeah, we did. Sorry, I should have been saying, ‘the car Leyland was driving’ rather than ‘his car,’ to be more accurate. The vehicle he was found in was a stolen truck, originally from California, with fake plates on it, probably supplied to him by his Mexican gangster buddies to help him escape from us.”

      “Ah, I see. So, from what you’ve told me so far, it would seem like he was shot with a pistol prior to getting into the truck. After being shot, he got into the truck and tried to flee. His attackers continued to shoot at him, perhaps pursuing him in their own vehicle and firing at him during a high-speed chase. When he finally got too weak to retain full control of his vehicle, he hit a tree at speed. Somehow he was still alive, and he got out of the wrecked vehicle and tried to crawl to safety … at which point a passerby saw him and called 9-1-1.”

      “That seems to be what happened, yeah,” Tommy said. “The question now is, who shot him?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question, all right,” Blake said. “Could have been his Mexican gangster buddies, or it could have been Ebenezer Burke or his associates. Outside of those two groups, I don’t know who else would have a reason to want Dwight Leyland dead—unless one of the foreign girls he trafficked got away and wanted revenge or one of the kidnapped teens got hold of a gun and tried to make a break for freedom.”

      “Out of those, I’m thinking the most likely suspect is Burke.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too,” Blake said. “Leyland isn’t enough of an idiot to have tried to screw over people as capable of violent brutality as Mexican cartel gangsters. I doubt there’s any chance the girls or the teens would have got their hands on a gun, much less two different guns. It has to have been Burke.”

      “Not that that helps us much,” Tommy said with a sigh. “We still have no idea where he might be hiding, and my underworld contacts either can’t or won’t give up any information about him. I suspect that it’s more the former, though. They really seem to have heard absolutely nothing about Burke, which does strike me as a little weird.”

      “Burke is smart, don’t forget that, and he’s secretive. I doubt he would be associating with any petty criminals just for the hell of it. That would explain why your buddies don’t know anything about him.”

      “When you almost caught him the other night—and when he almost blew you up with that gas canister—you said he was with another guy, right?” Tommy asked.

      “He definitely was, but I really didn’t get much of a look at the guy he was with, unfortunately,” Blake said. “But now, come to think of it. I can’t help but feel that there was something almost familiar about Burke’s companion. I’m not sure what it was, exactly, but there was something.”

      “Undefined ‘somethings’ aren’t going to help the investigation, I’m afraid,” Tommy said. “Anyway, I’ll keep you updated about Leyland, whether he lives through the night and whether he ends up being a vegetable in a coma for the rest of his days, or—”

      Just then, Tommy’s police radio crackled with an urgent report in his cruiser, which was parked in Blake’s driveway. “I’d better go check that out,” Tommy said. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Blake. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

      “You have a good evening, too, pal. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like you could use some rest!”

      Tommy chuckled as he turned and walked hurriedly toward his cruiser. “You know what they say, Blake, no rest for the wicked!”

      Blake laughed and shut his door, but before he was able to sit down again, Tommy was back at his front door, knocking frantically on it. Blake didn’t like the sound of this, and a feeling of cold dread was now swirling around his belly. He went back to the front door, opened it, and knew right away that Tommy was about to give him another dose of bad news.

      “I’m sorry, Blake, but you aren’t going to have much rest tonight,” Tommy said darkly, his face pale. “Another teenager has just been kidnapped.”
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      For a few moments, Blake was too stunned to speak. He simply stared at Tommy, his mouth hanging half-open. “I can’t believe it,” he finally murmured. “Just when I thought today couldn’t be any more of a disaster.”

      “I know. Believe me, my friend, I almost had a freakin’ stroke in my cruiser when they told me,” Tommy said.

      “Hold on, I’m getting my coat,” Blake said, with a fresh surge of fierce determination plowing through his initial surprise and shock.

      “What?”

      “I said I’m getting my coat. You and I are going straight to the scene of the latest kidnapping, Tommy. I ain’t sleeping tonight, not until I’ve got a solid piece of evidence or at least a fresh clue. This is it; this is the last freakin’ straw. I can’t rest, I can’t take a moment’s rest, not until I’ve got something solid. No more stabs in the dark, no more half-baked theories, no more guesses. I’m going to comb the scene with a freakin’ toothbrush if I have to.”

      Tommy’s frown, dark and foreboding, morphed into a boyish grin. “Now that’s the Blake Hines I remember from back in the day! I’ll get the cruiser started.”

      Blake grabbed his coat, pistol, and other items and then climbed into the police cruiser alongside Tommy.

      “Who got taken this time, where from, and at what time?” Blake asked as Tommy started to drive. “Give me all the details.”

      “The latest victim is another girl, a fifteen-year-old named Roberta Chang. She went to the same school as Bella Hutchinson, so there’s that. She was taken from a house party.”

      “A house party?” Blake exclaimed. “With a whole bunch of other people around? These assholes are getting seriously bold now. It’s like they’re rubbing it in our faces! How the hell did they manage to kidnap a teenager from a house party?”

      “Well, she wasn’t kidnapped directly from the house,” Tommy said. “She was kidnapped from about a block away from where the party was going on. She was walking home—the party was only about a mile from her house—when she was grabbed and thrown into the back of a car.”

      “The same black Mercedes sedan?” Blake asked.

      Tommy shook his head, his eyes locked on the dark road ahead as he drove. “No, this time it was a silver Toyota SUV. It has to have been the same guys, though. I figure they switched cars since they knew we were looking for the Benz.”

      “I take it we have at least one witness since we have a description of the vehicle?”

      “Not exactly,” Tommy answered. “But we’ve got something better. Security camera footage from the house across the street from where she was taken.”

      “All right, that’s good. That’s something that’s working for us instead of against us for a change,” Blake said. “And what time did this happen?”

      “Roberta texted her parents around two hours ago, saying she was on her way home. That was the last thing they heard from her. The walk to her house shouldn’t have taken more than twenty minutes or so. After an hour and a few calls that went straight to voicemail, the parents went to the party. Some of Roberta’s friends told them Roberta had indeed left when she said she had. That was when they called the cops.”

      “And when did your boys discover this security camera footage?” Blake asked.

      “Only around fifteen minutes ago. They were searching the streets in the area and found fresh tire tracks on one of the streets, from a car stopping in a hurry. They spoke to some of the residents in the immediate vicinity and found out that one of them has a security camera pointed at the street, right where Roberta was taken. I haven’t seen the footage, obviously, but my boys have told me it’s pretty clear. We’ll be able to take a look at it ourselves when we get there.”

      “Have you spoken to Roberta’s parents or her friends?”

      “No, not yet,” Tommy answered. “I’ve got an officer with Roberta’s parents at their house. Some of her friends are there, too. We’ll take a look at the security camera footage after we go speak to the parents and friends.”

      When they arrived at Roberta’s house, they found her parents in a state of distress, which was completely understandable given what had just happened. Her weeping mother—who, like her father, was in her mid-forties—was being comforted by her eldest son, Roberta’s older brother, while her father, who seemed to be numb with shock and disbelief, was speaking to one of Tommy’s officers. Everyone was on the porch of the large, good-looking suburban house.

      Tommy and Blake walked over to Roberta’s family and introduced themselves. Blake immediately got the sense that Roberta and her older brother, the lanky, nerdy-looking eighteen-year-old who was comforting the weeping mother, were close, so he asked the young man if he could speak to him alone for a few minutes. The young man, named Johnny, agreed to talk. He, Blake, and Tommy walked over to where Tommy’s cruiser was parked in the driveway.

      “Do you know if your sister recently got any strange messages on any of her social media accounts?” Blake asked.

      Johnny shook his head. “No, she definitely didn’t. She and I are always sending each other stuff over Instagram and Twitter, and we always tell each other about any weird messages we get from strangers. Obviously, being a pretty girl, she gets way more of those than I do. But she definitely didn’t get any in the last few days.”

      “And you haven’t had any weird phone calls at your house, haven’t seen any strange cars parked outside, strangers hanging around and watching your place?” Blake asked.

      “Nothing like that. And believe me, my dad would have noticed something like that. Our house got broken into last year when we were on vacation, and they stole some really valuable stuff. Ever since then, my dad has been super paranoid about security. We’ve got eight or nine cameras set up all around the house and the yard, and he checks them obsessively. No, Officer, we honestly haven’t noticed anything suspicious at all. And before you ask, Roberta doesn’t have any weird stalkers or crazy ex-boyfriends or weirdos with crushes on her. This just came out of nowhere.

      “I can’t think of anyone who would have had any reason to abduct her, and there were certainly no signs or red flags that anything like this was coming. I mean, of course, we all know about the whole Pied Piper kidnappings going on, but those were all done by catfishing people on Instagram and stuff, saying that they’d won tickets to some music festival or something. Roberta never got any messages like that. None of us did.”

      “All right, son,” Blake said. “I understand. Personally, from what you’ve just told me, I don’t believe Roberta was targeted specifically. Instead, I think she was grabbed opportunistically. I think someone was watching that party she was at, and when they saw her leaving on foot, alone, they pounced. Were you there?”

      “No, I’ve been here all night, playing computer games online with my buddies. I … I feel so guilty,” Johnny said, suddenly breaking down and sobbing. “Before she left the party, she, she messaged me and asked if I could walk her home because she was feeling sketchy about walking on her own, even though it was less than a mile, because of all the kidnappings. And I-I was too absorbed in the stupid game to help her. I just, I got annoyed. I told her she would be fine to go on her own, that nothing would happen to her. Now she’s gone, now she’s been kidnapped, and I don’t know if I’ll ever see her again, and it’s, it’s all my fault, it’s all my fault.”

      Blake put a sympathetic hand on the weeping young man’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Don’t blame yourself, kid,” he said. “It’s definitely not your fault. In fact, if you’d have gone to walk with her, those guys may have shot you or something for getting in their way. Don’t blame yourself; once these guys zero in on a target, they’re ruthless in the pursuit of getting that target. There’s nothing you could have done.”

      Blake didn’t quite believe in everything he was saying—maybe it would have made a difference if Johnny had gone to escort his sister home from the party—but he didn’t want the young man to be burdened with this terrible feeling of guilt.

      He turned to Tommy. “I don’t think there’s much more we’re going to learn here,” he said. “Let’s go to the scene of the kidnapping and take a look at that footage.”

      They drove down to the scene—just two blocks away—where Roberta was abducted. Two police cruisers were parked here, their flashing red and blue lights illuminating the quiet suburban neighborhood. Most of the residents were outside, staring at the cruisers and murmuring among themselves.

      A police officer was talking on the sidewalk to a portly, bald man in his fifties, who had a thick mustache and coke-bottle glasses.

      “I think that’s the guy with the footage,” Tommy said to Blake. “Let’s go have a word with him.”

      As they approached the man, who was wearing a colorful Hawaiian shirt, he smiled cheerfully and extended a chubby hand to each of them in turn, shaking hands firmly and enthusiastically.

      “Ray Lindstrom at your service, gentlemen,” he said. “I’m guessing you’d like to take a look at my security camera footage?”

      “We’d definitely like to have a look at it, Ray,” Blake said.

      “Come on, follow me,” Ray said.

      He led the men into his house. His wife, who was watching television, waved to them and said a friendly hello. Ray took them to his office, where he had a few computer screens set up on a large desk. The footage was being fed to these screens from several security cameras on the property.

      “Please, take a seat,” he said, pointing to two chairs in front of the desk.

      “You have quite a few cameras set up here,” Blake remarked.

      “Yeah, well, you can thank the asshole teenagers of this neighborhood for that,” Ray said with a smirk. “My wife really loves her yard ornaments, you know, garden gnomes and figures of bunnies and deer and stuff like that. Anyway, the neighborhood kids thought it was funny to steal my wife’s garden gnomes and smash their heads off, and then they’d put ‘em back a few days later, all broken up and vandalized. It happened a few times, so we put up security cameras to determine which of these little bastards were doing it. Anyway, we did end up catching them, and by God, I made their parents cough up for every single yard ornament those punks vandalized.”

      “Lucky for us, those kids decided to mess with your yard ornaments, huh?” Blake said with a chuckle. “Anyway, let’s see this footage.”

      Ray showed Blake and Tommy the footage. They were pleased to see that Ray’s cameras were high-quality items, which provided clear, high-resolution footage even at night. They watched as, on the largest of the screens in front of them, a lone and unsuspecting teenage girl walked down the sidewalk.

      Roberta Chang was slim and petite and walked with the quick, nervous steps of someone who lacked physical confidence. Blake and Tommy knew right away that she wouldn’t have been able to put up much of a fight, even against a weak kidnapper.

      Just after she entered the frame from the right, there was a blaze of headlights that shone brightly from behind her. She stopped in front of Ray’s place and half-turned, clearly hearing a sound that had given her a fright. There was no sound accompanying the footage, so the men couldn’t hear anything.

      They watched as she raised her hands to her face.

      “This was when I heard a scream outside,” Ray commented. “You can see her yelling in the footage. I also heard screeching tires. I didn’t know what was going on, but I ran and grabbed my 9mm pistol from my nightstand. By the time I got to my front door, though, the car was already speeding away. I didn’t know that a teenage girl had been abducted at the time, but I knew that something bad had happened.”

      The men watched as, on the screen, a car skidded to a halt in the middle of the street, just a few yards from Roberta. She stood on the sidewalk, rooted to the spot with fear and panic, and two men in black clothes and balaclavas jumped out of the Toyota SUV and sprinted over to her.

      They kidnapped her with ease; she was too shocked and terrified to run or resist. The men grabbed her, carried her over to the back of the SUV, and tossed her into the back seat before climbing into the car and speeding off.

      “The kid just didn’t seem to have any fight-or-flight response,” Ray said, shaking his head and sighing sadly.

      “In cases like this, it’s not always only that,” Blake remarked. “There’s a third instinctive response, just as common as fight or flight, and that’s freeze. In situations like this, many people find themselves completely unable to do anything. They can’t run, they can’t fight—they just freeze up. That’s clearly what happened here. Ray, could you go back a few seconds and play it again—and zoom in, if you’re able to?”

      “Sure, I’ll do that,” Ray said.

      Blake had noticed something—something about the kidnappers. Although their faces and bodies were completely concealed by their clothing, he couldn’t help but think something vaguely familiar about the men.

      Tommy noticed how intently his friend was staring at the screen. “What’s up, Blake? Have you noticed something?”

      “I have, I think, but I’m not entirely sure what it is,” Blake said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, there’s something almost familiar about the kidnappers. I can’t put my finger on what it is, though. It’s not as if we can see their faces or anything.”

      Tommy replayed the kidnapping scene and watched the men closely. “Now that you mention it, Blake, I agree there’s almost something familiar about those men. But like you said, I’m not entirely sure what it is.”

      “I sure hope you guys can catch these scumbags,” Ray muttered. “I can’t believe something like this happened right in front of my house. I can’t imagine what that poor girl’s parents are going through.”

      “Believe me, we’re doing everything we can to nail these bastards,” Tommy said, “but they’re as slippery as anything.”

      Blake got up from his chair. “Thank you, Ray,” he said. “This footage has been very valuable for our investigation. I’ll give you my email address; if you could email a copy of the footage to me, I’d be very grateful.”

      “Of course, I’ll send it right away,” Ray said. “And if there’s anything else I can do to help you guys, let me know.”

      Tommy and Blake went out to the street, where they assisted the other cops in their search of the crime scene. Aside from a button that had been torn off Roberta’s jacket when the men had grabbed her, though, there was no evidence to be found.

      “What do we do now, buddy?” Tommy asked Blake as they trudged back to his cruiser. “They’ve got three kids at this point. We know from what happened in the past that when they get five, they disappear, and at that point, we never see them again. The clock is ticking, and we still don’t have anything.”

      “Wrong,” Blake said as he climbed into the passenger seat.

      “Wrong? Unless I’ve missed something obvious, Blake, we really don’t have jack shit,” Tommy muttered as he started up the cruiser.

      “The key is in that footage we just watched,” Blake said. “I can feel it. My sixth sense is tingling like something else. We’re on the cusp of a major breakthrough. And I have an idea, something I didn’t think of doing before. I’m pretty damn beat right now, but I’m going to get a good night’s sleep and then dive right into it first thing tomorrow.”

      “And what’s that?” Tommy asked. “What’s this big new idea of yours?”

      “If Ebenezer Burke is still alive—and we know that Dale Ramsey is—how many other victims and followers of the Pied Piper Cult are also still breathing?” Blake asked as they drove away. “I think that finding the answer to this question could be the key to solving this whole mystery.”
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      From the first moment he had heard about Dale Ramsey’s mysterious return after being missing for over thirty years, Blake had, as a matter of course, done extensive searches on the names of each and every person associated with the Pied Piper Cult back in ’89. These preliminary searches had not yielded any results, so Blake hadn’t pursued the matter any further.

      Now, though, he returned to this initial search, but he approached the task in a very different way. Instead of looking for the names and identities the cult members and kidnapping victims had left the United States under, he searched for reports of John and Jane Does showing up dead in the last few years, or, even better, alive.

      He found a few John and Jane Does who had turned up alive seemingly out of nowhere, with no past and no records, all across the country over the past few years. After spending the morning painstakingly investigating the details of each case—both of living and dead John and Jane Does—Blake concluded that most of them had nothing to do with the Pied Piper case from ’89.

      However, there was one John Doe—a woman who was still alive and now living only three hours away—who seemed to bear a remarkable resemblance to one of the women who had occupied a position of power in the Pied Piper Cult.

      “Amanda Rigby,” Blake murmured, staring at the face on his computer screen. “Is that you? It sure as hell looks like it.”

      He clicked between the last known pictures of Rigby, taken in early ’89 when she had been a twenty-five-year-old, and the grainy newspaper photograph from the newspaper article from 2017. The article described a strange woman, in her late fifties or early sixties, who had shown up in a small town without any identification, documents, or money—only a duffel bag full of clothes. According to the article, she suffered from amnesia and couldn’t tell anyone who she was, where she had come from, or why she was there.

      There had been an extensive media campaign to find out who she was, but despite everyone’s efforts, nothing had been discovered about the mysterious stranger. Neither her fingerprints nor her dental records nor her DNA matched anything on record.

      This made sense to Blake; before joining the cult in ’89, Rigby had been part of a somewhat reclusive and eccentric family of hippies who lived on a ranch outside town. The parents only believed in “natural” medicine, and they had never taken their children to see any sort of official doctor, so the kids had no medical records. Also, before joining the Pied Piper Cult, Rigby had never been involved in any criminal activity, so her fingerprints weren’t on file. She also never got a driver’s license or anything else that would have had her prints or anything else on record.

      While there was a thirty-year age gap between the faces in the two photographs, Blake was certain he could see a resemblance. One particularly obvious difference was the fact that the older Amanda Rigby was missing her right eye; all that remained was a hollow, heavily scarred socket.

      Aside from this one minor difference, though, Blake was sure he was looking at the same person. While the passage of the years had changed much about Amanda Rigby’s face, it seemed that this was almost certainly her.

      After convincing himself that he was indeed staring at Amanda Rigby—who, like Dale Ramsey and Ebenezer Burke, seemed to have risen from the dead after over thirty years—Blake looked up her family.

      Her parents, it seemed, had both since died, and there was little record of her many siblings, who appeared to have continued to live as their whole clan had in the eighties—as much outside of normal society as they could. According to property records, the clan had vacated the ranch outside town they had inhabited in the early 2000s.

      “No chance of finding any sort of sample I could match her DNA to, then,” Blake murmured to himself. “Then I guess there’s only one way I can find out if my theory is correct.”

      He hadn’t heard from Chase or Tommy throughout the morning; he assumed neither of the men had picked up any leads. He hadn’t explained to either of them exactly what he was doing, but he didn’t feel as if he needed to. He didn’t really need any help with this sort of research, and it was the type of digging he preferred to do on his own anyway. He figured if they made any major discoveries throughout the day, they would call him right away.

      Gathering his things, he headed out of his study to the living room, where Hannah was relaxing with Buster, watching a game show on TV.

      “You gonna join us and have some downtime, honey?” Hannah asked. “You’ve been working yourself ragged in recent days; I think you need a rest. You haven’t even had time for your daily jogging sessions, and I know how much those mean to you.”

      Blake sighed and shook his head. “I wish I could, Hannah, believe me, but I’ve got work to do. I’m gonna be going out for a couple hours. If Tommy or Chase or anyone else comes by, just tell ‘em to give me a call.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m going on a long drive to find a ghost from the past,” he murmured, staring off into the distance. “And hopefully, this phantom will be able to help me solve this case.”

      Around three hours later, Blake pulled up outside one particular place he hadn’t ever imagined he would set foot in—a Catholic convent. The convent was populated exclusively by nuns, and before Blake got out of his car, he watched a few of them scurrying around in their black-and-white habits.

      “I always did think they looked like penguins,” Blake murmured with a chuckle.

      He got out of his car and entered the main building. His presence drew a few curious stares from the nuns, and one of them, an elderly nun with a petite frame but a loud and somewhat strident voice, came over to talk to him.

      “Excuse me, sir, can I help you?”

      “Perhaps you can,” he said, flashing her his police badge. “I’m Detective Blake Hines. I’ve come to speak to one of the nuns who live here about an urgent police matter.”

      “I assure you, sir, none of our sisters are involved in anything illicit, and—”

      “She’s not a suspect, Sister, and she’s not in any trouble, but she may have valuable information from her past that could assist me in my investigation. Please, three children have been abducted by some truly evil people, and I believe this nun could help us find out where those children are—and her information could also prevent more kids from being abducted.”

      The nun looked Blake up and down with a stern, analytical gaze, her face cold and unreadable. Finally, however, she gave him a curt nod. “Very well, sir. Who exactly is it you’re looking for?”

      “Sister Helen Goodman,” he said, using the name Amanda Rigby had taken after her true identity could not be found. “I believe she’s been here since late 2017.”

      “That’s correct. Do you know something about her past, about who she was prior to appearing in this town with a terrible case of amnesia?” The nun’s expression had now changed completely; the sternness had vanished from her face and had been replaced by an expression of genuine curiosity and intrigue.

      “Maybe,” Blake said. “But I’m going to have to talk to her first to see if my theory about who she really is holds any water.”

      “And just who is it you think she really might be?” the nun asked, seeming to grow increasingly curious.

      Blake guessed that nuns loved juicy gossip just as much as anyone else did—perhaps even more so, although most of them would obviously never openly admit to such a thing.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t really say anything else until I’ve spoken to Sister Goodman,” Blake said.

      “All right, I understand,” the nun said, looking a little disappointed. “Sister Goodman is currently in her room, resting. She’s … well, I suppose I should tell you the truth about her current condition. She’s dying, Detective Hines. She’s suffering from late-stage pancreatic cancer. She won’t live to see the end of the year, I’m afraid.”

      “I won’t distress her, I assure you, Sister,” Blake said.

      “Very well. Follow me.”

      The elderly nun led Blake through the convent. They headed over to the residential section, which reminded Blake of a cheap but cheerful hotel, somewhat, rather than the somber and grave setting he had expected. They stopped in front of one of the doors, and the nun knocked on it.

      “Sister Goodman, you have a visitor,” she said. “Are you awake?”

      “I’m awake,” a weak voice croaked from within.

      “Do you mind if I talk to her alone?” Blake asked. “She’s only likely to give me the information I need if she can be assured of complete confidentiality. I’m guessing that she may not want the rest of you to know the details about her past.”

      “Regardless of what she did before she came here, sir, God has forgiven her, as have we.”

      “Even so, I think she’s going to want to keep whatever she tells me confidential,” Blake said.

      The nun nodded, looking somewhat reluctant and disappointed. “All right,” she said. “You can talk to her alone.”

      Blake opened the door, entered the room, and closed the door behind him. The room was small but cozy and tastefully decorated. A large crucifix was mounted on the wall above the single bed, and in that bed was a woman who looked far more frail and elderly than she should have at her age. Indeed, her body was so ravaged by cancer that she looked emaciated, hollow, and almost skeletal.

      She looked up at Blake with her single remaining eye, yellowy with jaundice, and there was only confusion in her gaze.

      “Who … are you?” she managed to gasp.

      “I’m someone from your past … Amanda Rigby.”
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      As soon as Blake uttered this name, the woman in the bed stiffened, and her jaw dropped open with shock. She quickly clamped it shut, though, and did her best to feign ignorance.

      “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she muttered weakly, her voice thin and raspy. “You’ve made a mistake. I’m Helen Goodman. Not … what did you say? Alice someone?”

      “You know who you are, Amanda, so don’t play dumb,” Blake said sternly. “I saw it in your face, the way your whole body tensed the moment I said that name,” he continued. “Amanda Rigby. There’s no use in denying it.”

      “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she murmured, but her voice was shaky now, and it looked as if she was on the verge of tears.

      Blake sighed, and when he spoke again, his tone was far more gentle and sympathetic. “Listen, Amanda,” he said, moving the chair from her small desk and putting it next to her bed before taking a seat on it. “I haven’t come here to cause any trouble, to try to arrest you, or do anything like that. I’m speaking to you under conditions of strict confidentiality, off the record. I’m not going to let anyone know who you really are; I promise you that.”

      “I don’t even know who you are,” she said. “How do you expect me to believe a single word you’re saying?”

      Blake handed her his police badge. “My name is Detective Blake Hines, and I think you may remember my name from the events of 1989, involving Ebenezer Burke and the Pied Piper Cult.”

      The instant he said that, a look of panic came over her haggard face, and she gripped the sheets tightly with her skeletal hands. Blake now knew without any shadow of a doubt that he was talking to Amanda Rigby.

      “Ms. Rigby, please, believe me. I’m not here to cause you any sort of trouble,” Blake said. “The fact that you’re Amanda Rigby and not Helen Goodman will never leave this room. Your secret is safe with me.” He picked up the Bible on her nightstand and placed his right hand on it. “See here? I swear on the Bible, before God, that I won’t tell another living soul who you really are. All I need from you is some information. That’s it. Just some information.”

      “All right,” she said, still not willing to completely admit the truth but not denying it, either. “If, hypothetically speaking, I was to admit to being this Amanda Rigby person you’re talking about, how would that help you? You’re talking about things that happened over thirty years ago. What’s the point of dredging all of that up from the depths of the past?”

      “It all started two weeks ago when Dale Ramsey—another name I’m sure you know, even if you won’t admit it—showed up, wearing the exact same clothes he was abducted in back in ’89. He’s alive and well, Amanda, but he’s got a terrible case of amnesia. A real case of amnesia, not like your pretend case of amnesia. I’m quite sure that, unlike Dale, you remember everything about your past. The only way you could return to this country and not spend the rest of your days in prison, though, was to pretend that you were someone else. The little amnesia story you spun when you wandered into this town a few years ago worked very well … until now.”

      “I don’t know what you’re—”

      “Spare me, Amanda. We both know the truth,” Blake said. “Listen, I’ve already sworn on the Bible that I’m not going to reveal the truth about who you really are to anyone. As far as I’m concerned, Amanda Rigby is a ghost—a ghost I just happen to be talking to right now. But the moment I leave this room, Amanda Rigby will return to the grave of the past, and you can live out the rest of your days as Helen Goodman. Nobody will ever be the wiser, I swear to you. All I want from you are some honest answers to my questions. Can you do that, please? For the sake of innocent lives that have already been lost and more innocent lives that will certainly be lost if you don’t help me.”

      “I-I don’t … I’m,” she stammered, her will clearly weakening.

      “Look, Amanda,” Blake said, more firmly now. “I’m offering you the easy way right now. But if you don’t cooperate, we can do it the hard way. I can get a court order, forcing you to submit to a DNA test, and that will prove without a doubt that you are, in fact, Amanda Rigby. And then there’ll be a media storm, reporters will be banging on this door day and night to harass you, your name will get dragged through the mud, you’ll be exposed in every newspaper and on every news channel as a liar—believe me, you should take the easy way. With the easy way, your secret stays between you and me, and I’ll never breathe a word about it to another living soul as long as I live. But if you force me to take the hard way, you’ll live out the rest of your days in true misery.”

      A tear rolled down Amanda’s cheek, and she nodded. “All right … all right, let’s do it the easy way,” she croaked, choking on the words. “You’re right. I am Amanda Rigby.”

      Blake wanted to punch his fist into the air with triumph; his bluff had worked. However, he restrained himself from doing that and instead nodded slowly and smiled warmly at her. “Thank you, Amanda. I really do appreciate your help. And I swear on everything that I hold dear, I’ll never tell a single soul about who you really are.”

      “All right. Go on then, ask me whatever questions you want to ask me,” she said, tears still rimming her single remaining eye.

      “I want to know about Dale Ramsey, what you know about him, and how he came to return from the dead after over thirty years,” Blake said. “But first, I need to talk about a far more urgent matter. Some teenagers have been kidnapped. It appears that Ebenezer Burke is back in town and that he’s behind the kidnappings.”

      “Impossible,” Amanda said.

      “What’s impossible?”

      “The fact that Burke is back. He isn’t, I assure you, Detective Hines.”

      “How can you be so sure of that?” Blake asked.

      Amanda looked him straight in the eye. “Because Ebenezer Burke is dead. I know that without a doubt … because I killed him myself.”
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      If Blake hadn’t already been sitting down, he certainly would have had to sit down after Amanda dropped that bombshell. He stared at her for a few moments, too surprised to say anything.

      “What’s the matter, Detective Hines?” she asked. “You don’t believe I’m capable of doing what I just said I did?”

      “I’m just … we were absolutely certain that Burke was back. We even have some video footage of a man who looked incredibly similar to him. And now you’re saying he’s dead and that you killed him—when exactly did this happen?”

      “Soon after we entered the jungle in Colombia,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone of voice. “I’d been thinking about doing it long before then, though, even when we were still here in America. The fact is, I loved the Children of Celestial Light—the group of devoted, enlightened people you so ignorantly refer to as a ‘cult,’ using that stupid ‘Pied Piper’ moniker—and Burke ruined the group. He destroyed it with his madness, and that madness only grew as time went on. He spiraled out of control and truly lost it when we journeyed to Colombia.”

      “That group of ‘enlightened people’ you’re talking about abducted and murdered innocent teenagers, Amanda,” Blake said sternly. “That doesn’t sound too ‘enlightened’ to me.”

      “I remember you, Blake Hines,” Amanda hissed, and a measure of defiant strength seemed to have returned to her emaciated, cancer-riddled body. “You were always harassing us, always spreading lies about us, trying to arrest the very people who could have saved the world!”

      “Do you deny, then, that your group abducted teenagers against their will?” Blake asked, ignoring her accusations.

      “We needed virginal blood,” Amanda said. “Pure, untainted virginal blood. So we had to ‘borrow’ some children, yes. Teenagers, not prepubescent children, because they needed to be sexually fertile, you understand, but virgins. Despite what you may think, the bloodletting was minimal, and the teenagers weren’t harmed. We never took enough blood from them that it would seriously harm them, and we took very good care of them. We intended to return them to their families once we’d finished with our series of rituals, but you and your police friends, you couldn’t simply accept what we were doing and allow us to be free. You had to try to arrest us all and do your utmost to put Burke in jail.

      “If you people could have just opened your minds and seen the cosmic importance of what we were trying to do, you would have fallen on your knees before us and begged for forgiveness for what you did to Burke, what you did to all of us. You would have given thanks that we used that virginal blood—which, again, was only taken from the teenagers in small quantities—to work on saving this wicked world from chaos. We could have changed history, Hines, if you and your friends hadn’t interfered and spread lies about us!”

      Blake realized shortly after Amanda began this tirade that her mind was still controlled by Burke, that she was still completely brainwashed by the madness of the cult even after all these years. He decided that if he wanted to get the information he needed from her, he had to play along with her instead of arguing with her and getting her to see the truth.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, feigning remorse. “I was ignorant back then. We all were. I’m sorry that we disrupted your, uh, cosmic mission. Tell me more about what made you kill Ebenezer Burke, please.”

      Amanda shrugged, and despite the emaciated state she was in and the frailness of her cancer-ravaged body, Blake saw a glint shine in her lone eye—a cold and callous gleam he had seen a number of times before in his career as a detective. It was the hard shimmer of a remorseless killer, and it sent a cold shiver rushing down his spine. The instant Blake saw that look enter her eye, he knew that she was telling the truth about having murdered Burke.

      “Well, go on, tell me why you did it,” Blake said.

      “He lost his way when he took us to Colombia. He lied; he lied to all of us. I still believe he was the one true prophet, as spoken of in our scriptures, but he wasn’t the final prophet like he said he was. He was corrupted by the forces of darkness. He committed the ultimate sin, and he had to pay for it. None of the other brothers or sisters in our family had the guts to step up and do it, so I had to be the one.”

      Blake was more intrigued than ever. Now, he would finally find out what had really happened to the Pied Piper Cult when they had disappeared into the depths of the Colombian jungle. “What was this ultimate sin Burke committed?” he asked.

      “He murdered one of the teenagers … after raping her,” Amanda said coolly. “And then he murdered the sister who witnessed him committing this vile act. She was a friend of mine, a very good friend of mine. She confided in me about what she had seen, and the next day she was dead.”

      “How did Ebenezer Burke kill the teenage girl and your friend? And which girl was it?”

      “The girl was Sheila Winters, and my friend was Mary-Anne Becker. Burke killed them the same way he killed everyone he wanted dead—cyanide. After raping the girl, he gave her a glass of wine laced with cyanide, and later, he tried to pass off her death as an accident. He threw her body down some stairs after the cyanide had killed her, and then he told the rest of us she had fallen, hit her head, and died.”

      Blake knew both of these names from the case in ’89. Winters was a sixteen-year-old cheerleader who the cult had kidnapped, and Becker had been one of the founding members of the cult, alongside Burke. Blake had discovered during his in-depth investigation into the cult in 1989 that Burke and Becker had previously been in a romantic relationship prior to starting the cult. The cold and calculating manner in which Burke had murdered Winters only confirmed Blake’s theory that the man was a true psychopath, incapable of feeling empathy or remorse.

      “How did he kill your friend?” Blake asked. “What did he do with their bodies? When exactly did this happen?”

      “He used cyanide on Mary-Anne, too,” Amanda said, and now her eye began to fill with tears, and her lower lip quivered with intense emotion. “He slipped it into her tea—she always had a cup of tea before going to bed. She lay down and never woke up again.”

      She stopped here and wept weakly for a while, and Blake waited for her to get through her emotional pain. Finally, she continued. “We were in La Chorrera, a small town in the jungle when Burke raped and murdered the girl. You probably already know this, but our link to Colombia was through one of our movement’s founders, Emilio Perez. We were in a large house in La Chorrera owned by a member of Perez’s family. That was our last stop in so-called ‘civilization’ before heading into the Promised Land, the ancient city in the jungle where the Ascended Beings would meet us, where they would return to this planet after ten thousand years and begin their work of purifying this corrupt world, and then restore it to the state of paradise it had once been.”

      Blake knew most of this already from his investigations into the cult and their strange and often outrageously bizarre beliefs. They believed that extraterrestrial aliens had built the pyramids in Egypt and Central America, genetically engineered human beings from apes, and gave them the gift of language. They believed that these aliens—who they called Ascended Beings—would one day return to Earth to fix all of the planet’s problems and that they, the Children of Celestial Light, would rule over the Earth as the Ascended Beings’ representatives.

      Blake also knew the cult’s connection to Colombia was through Burke’s close friend and founding member, Emilio Perez. Perez was an immigrant who had moved to the United States from Colombia as a teenager. He had close family members who were part of one of the many armed guerilla groups who fought in the jungles of Colombia during that country’s long period of conflict through the eighties and nineties. It was likely him who had convinced Burke to take the cult into the jungles of Colombia.

      “So, Burke murdered Winters in La Chorrera,” Blake said. “What happened to her body?”

      “Perez’s friends took care of it. They were guerilla fighters; they knew how to get rid of a body so nobody would ever find it.”

      “I see. And then Burke murdered your friend in the jungle, later?”

      Amanda’s lower lip quivered with emotion again, and she nodded weakly. “Yes. About a week after we left La Chorrera and trekked into the jungle. For a few days, Mary-Anne was too frightened to tell me about what she saw. But she was growing increasingly afraid of Burke. I think she knew she had witnessed what he did to the girl. A few hours before Burke murdered her, she confided in me about what she had witnessed.”

      “What did Burke do with her body?”

      “The same thing we did with all the others who died in the jungle—we buried her in a shallow, unmarked grave. We didn’t worry about making formal graves for our brothers and sisters who passed because we knew that when the Ascended Beings arrived, they would resurrect the bodies of the dead. That’s why we barely covered the bodies with dirt.”

      Now Blake was beginning to understand why no bodies of Pied Piper cult members were ever found. Firstly, the area of the jungle in which the cult members had disappeared was beyond vast—it was the size of a small country. Second, with the huge array of animal and insect life in the jungle, any corpse left in a shallow grave would be stripped bare by scavengers within days, and even the skeleton would quickly be consumed.

      “I see. Well, I’m really sorry to hear about your friend,” Blake said. “How and when did you avenge her murder?”

      With her lone eye, Amanda fixed a piercing stare into Blake’s eyes, a stare that got goosebumps rippling all over his skin. “When it became crystal clear that most of my brothers and sisters were definitely going to die because of him,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone of voice.
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      “You believed that Burke was planning to murder the other members of your group?” Blake asked.

      Amanda shook her head. “No. I mean, sure, he may have murdered more of us if he felt he had to, but he wasn’t planning on doing it. He killed Winters because she was going to tell everyone he had raped her, and he murdered Mary-Anne because she was a witness to the rape and murder. No, he was going to get us all killed because of his selfish stupidity and arrogance.”

      “How so?”

      “We had local guides take us into the jungle, indigenous tribesmen that Perez’s guerilla fighters hired. These tribesmen were the only people who knew where the sacred pyramid was, deep in the heart of the Amazon. They were going to take us there. But Burke was always arguing with them, always treating them with disrespect, accusing them of stealing money and supplies. Eventually, he got into a huge fight with the guides and attacked one of them with a machete. That was the last straw for them. They abandoned us in the middle of the jungle. We were lost, and we barely had any supplies left. I found out that Burke was hoarding the bulk of the supplies for himself and letting the rest of us starve.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a good situation to be in,” Blake remarked.

      “It was hell—pure hell,” Amanda murmured. “And it was all Burke’s fault. That, combined with the fact that he had murdered my best friend, pushed me to the point where I knew I had to do something drastic. Perez died shortly after the guides left us; he got bitten by a poisonous snake. I was the next highest in authority, after Burke, of course. So at that point, I knew it was up to me to do something. When Burke was asleep that night, I went and found the biggest rock I could pick up. I dropped it on his head and crushed his skull.”

      Blake winced at the brutality of the act, which Amanda described with an air of cool detachment. “What happened to his corpse? How did the others react to his death? And I know this is a long shot, but do you remember where his body is?” Blake asked.

      “First up, I remember the place I killed him with crystal clarity. You don’t forget killing a human being; it’s one of those things you can never erase from your memory. If you’ve ever shot anyone in the line of duty, Detective Hines, I’m sure you know this.”

      Blake nodded grimly. He had killed a suspect in self-defense before, when, during a chase, the man had pulled out a gun and started shooting. It had happened over thirty-five years ago, but Blake could still see the dying man’s face as clear as day in his mind.

      “I couldn’t tell you where in the jungle the spot is, though,” Amanda continued. “I doubt I could find it even if I tried. Like I told you, we were completely lost out there, in this vast, terrible jungle. It’s a miracle any of us made it out alive. As for the others, they were relieved when Burke died. All of us knew he had lost his way and that he was leading us to certain doom. They were glad that I’d had the guts to do what needed to be done.”

      “There was no anger from the others, no threats of retaliation?” Blake asked.

      “No. They all readily accepted me as their new leader.”

      “What happened next?”

      “I took charge and got things in motion. I wanted to find the sacred pyramid as much as any of us did, but I knew it would be impossible without the indigenous guides. Since they had deserted us days prior, I decided the best course of action would be to try to get out of the jungle and back to La Chorrera. We could regain our strength there and use Perez’s connections to get us back in touch with the tribesmen and then try again.”

      “So you made it out of the jungle alive, all of you?”

      Amanda shook her head and sighed sadly. “No. Only a third of us who went in made it out alive. Some died of some strange tropical illness they caught; I don’t know what it was. Others were too weak from starvation to go on. Only Dale, me, two other kids, and three brothers and sisters made it out of that jungle alive. But then, when we got to La Chorrera, Perez’s relatives informed me the cops were looking for us—cops you had sent.”

      “Yeah, well, what did you expect?” Blake said. “You people kidnapped teenagers and took them against their will across international borders. I was doing my job and trying to save those kids’ lives.”

      “I-I’ll admit that we probably shouldn’t have taken them with us,” Amanda said softly. “But we hadn’t finished the full series of rituals. That’s why we had to take them.”

      “All right. I’m not gonna argue about this now. I just need to know the truth about what happened. So, you, Dale, and the other survivors, what did you do next?” Blake asked.

      “I used the last of our money to pay Perez’s people to hide us from the cops. The only way they could do this was to send us off into a guerilla camp in the jungle. And that’s where we ended up spending the next few years, living with the guerillas. They were initially friendly, and at the beginning, they helped us, but they soon turned nasty when our money ran out. Then after we could no longer pay them, they essentially took us as prisoners, forcing us to work for them in exchange for keeping us alive. Weeks passed, then months … then years. Dale and the other teenagers tried to escape a few times, but they were always caught and brought back and punished severely.”

      “You and your ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’ didn’t try to escape?” Blake asked.

      “No. We knew that we would be thrown into a Colombian prison for the rest of our lives if their authorities caught us. I don’t know if you know much about Colombian prisons, but I think most people would choose a life of forced labor with guerillas in the jungle over being held in a Colombian prison. That’s how bad they are.”

      “But eventually, you were released, all of you, I’m guessing. And then you ended up here,” Blake said.

      “Yes, as you know, a few years ago, the rebel guerillas signed a peace deal with the Colombian government. The guerilla group who’d been holding us for all those years disbanded. By that stage, Dale and I were the only Americans still alive. All the others had died, either from tropical diseases and parasites or simple exhaustion and malnutrition. When the guerillas released us, Dale and I went our separate ways. We both spoke fluent Spanish by then, and I guessed he would integrate into Colombian society somehow. I don’t know … it wasn’t as if we were friends. Dale never forgave me for kidnapping him, even though we revealed the truth of his divine cosmic purpose to him. He just wouldn’t accept it.”

      “Gee, I wonder why,” Blake muttered sarcastically under his breath.

      “What? Did you say something?” Amanda asked.

      “Uh, no,” Blake said, and then he feigned a cough. “Just clearing my throat. Please, continue.”

      “Okay. Anyway, Dale developed a lot of mental health problems during our decades with the guerrillas. He lost his mind, essentially. He kept the original clothes he had been wearing in a waterproof bag. They were his only possession, right from the beginning, and he would guard them fiercely, not letting anyone touch them or even look at them. He took a few savage beatings from the guerillas for the sake of protecting those clothes.”

      “That would explain why they were in such good condition when he showed up at his childhood home a few weeks ago,” Blake said. “All right, so when the guerillas released you, you managed to sneak back into this country. And then after you did that, you showed up in this town, pretending to be suffering from amnesia,” Blake said coolly.

      Amanda nodded. “Nobody else knew this, but the Children of Celestial Light had opened a bank account in Colombia back in 1988, using the name and details of one of Perez’s relatives. There was around fifty thousand dollars in the account by the time I was released by the guerillas in 2016 when they signed the peace deal. I was the only living person who knew the bank account existed and had the details to access it. I kept it a secret the whole time we were held by the guerillas; if those bastards ever found out about it, I know they would have just forced me to withdraw all the money and then killed me. Anyway, when I got out, I withdrew all the money from it, and I used it to pay various people smugglers to get me back home.”

      “You didn’t use any of it to help Dale?”

      “How could I have done that? He disappeared the moment the guerillas took us to the nearest settlement and released us. I never saw or heard from him again.”

      “All right, go on,” Blake said.

      “As I’m sure you know, people smugglers—the ones who can actually get you across international borders—don’t provide their services cheaply. I had used up most of that fifty thousand dollars by the time I got back to the US. I had no ID with me and no fake passport or anything—that would have cost more money than I had. That’s how I came up with the amnesia idea; being a wanted felon, I couldn’t very well use my old name and identity.”

      “So that’s how you ended up here.”

      “Yes, that’s the whole story.”

      “There is one other detail you might find interesting,” she said.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Take a look at my right ankle,” Amanda said.

      Blake walked over to her bed and pulled up the blankets near her feet. He saw that one of her ankles was deformed. He glanced up at her, frowning. “What does this have to do with anything we’ve talked about?”

      “I did it to myself,” she said, with a strange gleam of pride in her lone eye.

      This took Blake by surprise. He knew, of course, that she was at least partially crazy due to the faith she still had in the bogus beliefs of the Pied Piper Cult, but why would she have willingly destroyed her own ankle?

      “I don’t really understand why you’re telling me this,” Blake said slowly as he put the blanket back over her feet.

      “I did this to fool you people: the authorities,” she said smugly. “You see, I saw this documentary when I was in Colombia, just after the guerillas released me. I watched a ton of TV those first few weeks, having not seen a TV screen for decades. Anyway, it was about the Cold War and how the CIA identified a Russian spy who’d had all this plastic surgery done on his face to totally alter his appearance.”

      “Okay.”

      “They identified him by his walk,” Amanda said. “Even though he’d had his face totally changed, he still walked the same. Every person has a unique walk, almost like a fingerprint. So I figured you guys might be able to identify me when I was back in the USA by my gait, so I smashed up my ankle with a heavy rock to change my stride so I’d have a permanent limp. And it worked—nobody ever identified me … until today, of course.”

      Suddenly, Blake was struck by a revelation so huge and devastating it was like a sledgehammer blow smashing into his skull. Reeling from the implications of it, he staggered over to the chair and sat down, his head swimming.

      What Amanda had just told him about her ankle and identifying people by the way they moved made him realize that he knew who the kidnappers were. Since he had watched the security camera footage of Roberta Chang being abducted, something had been bugging him about it, about how familiar the kidnappers seemed for a reason he just couldn’t put his finger on.

      But now Blake understood. He recognized the men’s walks, the way they moved.

      And he knew without a doubt that the kidnappers who had taken Roberta Chang were Chase and his photographer friend, Matt Jurgen.
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      “What’s the matter, Detective Hines?” Amanda asked. “You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      “I … I just realized something very important. Please excuse me. I need to make a phone call.”

      Blake dialed up Tommy and paced impatiently back and forth as he waited for his friend to pick up. The phone simply kept ringing, though, until eventually, it went to voicemail.

      “Dammit,” Blake muttered. “Tommy, as soon as you get this message, call me back right away,” Blake said after the beep. “You need to move fast and arrest Chase and his buddy, Matt Jurgen, the photographer for the newspaper. I know it sounds crazy, but they’re the kidnappers.”

      “So, I helped you make a breakthrough, did I?” Amanda said smugly. She smiled but then abruptly broke into a fit of coughing, which left her weakly gasping for breath.

      “You did, yeah,” Blake said. “Thank you.”

      “What now, Blake Hines?” Amanda rasped, lying back on her bed and breathing shallowly. “I’ve bared the truth about who I am and what I’ve done. I’ve told you more than I ever told the priests here in confessionals. Are you going to tell the world who I really am?

      Blake shook his head. “I told you that whatever you told me would be strictly confidential, between you and me only, and I intend to stick by that.”

      “But you’re a cop—you believe in punishing people like me.”

      “I believe in justice,” Blake said. “And fairness. You committed plenty of crimes, Amanda, but look at you now. Your body is riddled with cancer, and you’re dying. I’m guessing you’re in a lot of pain, and you probably have been in a lot of pain for a long time.”

      She chuckled bitterly and shook her head, and then a tear welled up in her eye. “You have no idea, Blake.”

      “What would the point of arresting you now be?” Blake asked. “I don’t know if you’re even going to be around long enough to make it to trial. No, Amanda, I’ll leave you to die here. Justice has found you, in a way.”

      “I’m not afraid of death, Blake. In fact, I’m welcoming it. The Ascended Beings will welcome me into the next dimension.”

      “If you say so, Amanda,” Blake said as he left the room. “Goodbye. Your secret is safe with me.”

      As Blake was heading for the exit, the elderly nun who had shown him to Amanda’s room scurried over to him with an eager look on her face. “Did you get the information you needed from Sister Goodman, Detective?” she asked. “Did you find out anything interesting about her murky past?”

      “I did get what I needed,” Blake said. “But I’m sorry if this disappoints you, Sister, but there’s nothing remarkable at all about Sister Goodman’s past. Take care of her. She won’t be around much longer, and I suspect she has a few sins she may wish to repent for before she goes.”

      As soon as he was outside the convent, he tried calling Tommy again. However, Tommy’s phone simply went straight to voicemail again. He got into his car, muttering and cursing; this was the biggest discovery of the entire investigation, the key to bringing the whole thing to a close, and Tommy wasn’t answering his phone. And, what was more, Blake now had a three-hour drive to get through. Every minute that passed presented the danger of Chase’s escaping, if he hadn’t fled already.

      Blake couldn’t quite wrap his head around the fact that the journalist, who had so eagerly and enthusiastically assisted with the investigation, had been the kidnapper all along. The biggest question in Blake’s mind was a basic one. Why? What on Earth had motivated Chase to do something like this?

      He wondered if he should call Chase. Not to confront him about what he had uncovered, of course—to do such a thing would only ensure that Chase knew that his dark secret had been uncovered, and it would thus give him a head start to flee. Instead, Blake wondered if he should plan a meeting with Chase so he could set him up to be arrested. He realized it would look too suspicious if he asked Chase to get his friend Matt to come to the meeting as well, so he figured they could catch Matt at a later stage. What mattered right now was ensuring that Chase was caught before he realized Blake was onto him.

      Before dialing Chase, Blake took a few moments to come up with something plausible to meet about. Obviously, it would have to do with the case, but it would need to be a red herring not to spook Chase into flight. And Blake knew he absolutely could not reveal that he knew that Ebenezer Burke wasn’t back in town and that he had, in fact, been murdered in the jungles of Colombia over thirty years prior.

      This triggered another question in Blake’s mind. Who was the elderly man who looked so strikingly similar to how Burke would have, had he aged thirty years? Was he some actor Chase had hired to play the part, some criminal who happened to bear a strong resemblance to the notorious former cult leader?

      While Blake was thinking about that, another revelation popped into his head. The night he had almost been killed by the improvised bomb in the workshop—when he had seen “Ebenezer Burke” downtown—the imposter Burke had been with another man, a man who Blake hadn’t seen clearly. Now, Blake was quite certain that he knew who the mystery man with “Burke” was that night.

      “It was Chase,” Blake murmured. “Chase … that son of a bitch tried to kill me while pretending to be my best buddy.”

      Blake’s hands curled into tight fists at his sides, and he clenched his jaw. Anger flooded like magma through his veins. He couldn’t believe the audacity of the man, nor could he believe just how much of a viper Chase was.

      “He’s a psychopath, an ice-cold killer,” Blake murmured. “And so help me, God, I’m going to take him down.”
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      Blake had to do his utmost to calm himself before calling Chase. Unlike the journalist, who had tried to murder him while pretending to be his friend, Blake wasn’t a great liar, even over the phone. After doing some breathing exercises and focusing on cooling off his temper, he finally felt ready to call Chase.

      First, however, he tried Tommy one last time. Again, the phone simply rang and rang until it eventually went to voicemail. Blake cursed under his breath, then phoned Chase.

      “Blake, what’s going on?” Chase asked. The innocent tone he put on almost pushed Blake’s fiery temper over the edge, but he managed to keep it under control and speak calmly.

      “I need to meet up with you,” Blake said. “I’ve uncovered some new info about Burke, stuff from back in ’89 that I found while going through my old files. There’s a pattern in terms of how he picks kids to abduct. I can’t believe I didn’t see it all those years ago. But I’m pretty sure I can see it now, and I think I know where he’s going to strike again. We can use this info to set up a trap and catch the bastard.”

      “Are you sure there’s a pattern?” Chase asked.

      “He took five kids before fleeing to Colombia last time, and I’m damn sure he’s going for five again,” Chase said. “I need to show you this stuff, these old files, and when you see all the information together, you’ll understand why I’m saying this.”

      “All right, sure. If you think there’s a pattern, I bet there probably is. Where and when do you want to meet? I can do the usual time and place at my bar downtown if that works for you?”

      Blake grinned with triumph. It seemed that Chase had fallen for it and that he had no idea Blake was on to him. “Sure, we can do that,” Blake said. He would have preferred to meet with Chase sooner than in the evening, but he couldn’t risk raising Chase’s suspicions by pushing for an earlier time.

      “Excellent,” Chase said. “I really hope this is the breakthrough we need. We can’t afford for any more kids to be taken. Burke has to be stopped now. I can’t sleep at night, worrying about what he’s done to those poor kids and what he still has in store for them.”

      “Don’t worry, I think this is the breakthrough we need,” Blake said. “See you later.”

      He cut off the call and exhaled a long sigh of relief. “Yeah, the breakthrough I needed, you sick pile of trash,” he growled, staring at Chase’s contact details on his phone. “I’ve got you now, you scumbag. I’ve got you now, and if you’ve so much as harmed a single hair on those kids’ heads, I swear to God that even if you live to ninety-nine, you’ll die in a prison cell.”

      He began the three-hour drive back, praying that everything went smoothly and Chase didn’t somehow catch wind of the fact that he was onto him. Although he wouldn’t be meeting up with Chase as soon as he had hoped, this did at least allow him ample time to prep for the sting operation.

      After around an hour, Tommy finally called him back. Blake put the phone on speaker when he answered; he didn’t want to slow down or stop, not when there was such an urgent need to get back.

      “Blake, I’m sorry I’ve been away from my phone,” Tommy said. “I was questioning a suspect—another case, not the Pied Piper one—and I left my phone in my office. What’s going on?”

      “I hope you’re sitting down, Tommy,” Blake said. “Because I’ve just made a huge discovery. Probably the biggest one of the entire kidnapping case.”

      “Do you know where Burke is?”

      “Yeah, but there’s no point in going after him,” Blake said.

      “Huh? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Burke’s dead, and he’s been dead for the past thirty years,” Blake said. “I know that now. The guy we think is Burke, sure, he’s likely involved in the kidnappings, but he isn’t Ebenezer Burke. But forget about him for a second. I know who the real kingpin is, and it’s someone we can take down this evening without much hassle. By midnight, we could have this whole case wrapped up tight—done and dusted. For real this time.”

      “Holy shit, are you serious?” Tommy gasped.

      “Dead serious. I’m going to need your help to set up a sting. It’s going to have to be very subtle. I’ve already got the time and place arranged; I just need some boots on the ground to ensure that our prey doesn’t spring the trap.”

      “Sure, sure, whatever you need,” Tommy said. “Let me know what you need, how many men, whatever, I’ll make it happen. But come on, quit teasing me and tell me straight. Who the hell is this kingpin you’re talking about?”

      “You’re not going to believe this,” Blake said, “but it’s Chase.”

      “Chase … Chase Davies? The journalist we’ve been working alongside?”

      “The same one,” Blake said.

      “You’ve gotta be shitting me,” Tommy gasped. “You mean to tell me that the kingpin, the man behind the entire kidnapping ring, has been under our noses this entire time?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Tommy,” Blake said. “If you think I’ve lost my mind or something—”

      “Which I sort of do, I have to admit,” Tommy murmured.

      “As I was saying, if you think I’m crazy, go take a look at the footage of the Roberta Chang abduction again. Look closely at how the abductors move and tell me you don’t recognize Chase’s walk. He’s in that video, Tommy, I promise you. Remember how I was saying I recognized something about those men, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on? Well, now I’ve put my finger on it. It was their gaits—I recognized Matt Jurgen’s as well.”

      “That photographer guy?”

      “Chase’s buddy, yes. At my granddaughter’s exhibition, he had his hand all bandaged up. He claimed it was from a dirt bike accident, but now I know what it was really from. He was the kidnapper who got attacked by Bubbles, the rottweiler in the failed abduction attempt when they tried to kidnap Arthur Dent.”

      “Holy shit,” Tommy gasped. “I can’t believe this. These guys were right under our noses the entire time!”

      As Blake had been speaking to Tommy, he had come up to a bus, which was driving extremely slowly on the single-lane road. He had had to slow down to a crawl, and he was now driving at a frustratingly slow pace. Feeling increasingly impatient, he let out a string of angry expletives.

      “Huh? Why are you cussing at me, buddy?” Tommy asked, confused.

      “Nothing, never mind that, it wasn’t aimed at you. I’m just stuck behind a really slow bus, but I’m about to overtake it. Hold on a sec.”

      He pulled out into the oncoming lane and stomped on the gas to speed past the bus. As he overtook the bus, another realization popped into his head, and he gasped with sudden shock. Not only was Chase involved in the kidnappings, but Blake was also now sure the journalist had committed murder, too. Focusing on the bus had triggered a memory in his brain, and now it all made sense.

      “Damn, that’s not all, Tommy,” Blake said. “I’m pretty sure Chase murdered Kenny, too. The evidence Kenny uncovered must have somehow pointed to Chase when it was supposed to point to Leyland, and the only way Chase could shut the drug dealer up was to put him under the dirt.”

      “How can you be so sure it was Chase who murdered him?” Tommy asked.

      “When I first met Chase, he mentioned that Bus 358 stopped in front of his place. That morning we tried to track down Kenny when he disappeared, and we saw him on the security camera footage walking in the opposite direction to the direction in which he was supposed to be heading, I saw Bus 358 stopping nearby. At the time, I couldn’t quite remember why Bus 358 seemed familiar, but now I know. It stops outside Chase’s place. I think Chase changed the meeting spot with Kenny and asked him to meet him at his apartment instead. He invited Kenny in, then he murdered him.”

      “Damn, we’re dealing with a real psychopath here, if that’s really what happened,” Tommy said.

      “I’m sure it is, Tommy, I’m pretty damn sure it is.”

      “What do you think he did with the body?” Tommy asked. “And how do you think he killed him?”

      “Those are questions we can make Chase answer when we toss his scrawny ass into a holding cell,” Blake growled. “Let’s get this sting set up. This is a fish we can’t afford to allow to get away.”

      “I’m still reeling from everything you’ve told me,” Tommy asked, “but I know that it’s the truth, all of it. It all makes sense now. All right, don’t worry, I’m going to get a sting set up to take Chase down. I’ll make some calls and find out where and when we can take his photographer buddy down as well. I’ll keep it all subtle, of course; neither of ‘em will have any idea that they’re walking into a trap until it’s far too late.”

      “I knew I could count on you, Tommy,” Blake said. “Let’s take these bastards down. We’re almost there … almost there.”

      “By this evening, the three kidnapped kids are going to be back with their families,” Tommy said confidently. “I know it, I just know it. Now, tell me exactly where and when you’ve arranged to meet up with Chase, and I’ll make sure that everything is in place for the sting operation.”

      Blake gave him the meeting details and then ended the call, saying he would speak soon. Hope burned with a fierce and bright flame in his heart as he continued onward on his drive back home, but beyond the fires of triumph and imminent victory, a dark shadow of dread and worry festered.

      Despite the fact that everything seemed to have fallen into place, Blake’s sixth sense was buzzing. And it was telling him that this thing wasn’t over yet, not by a long shot.
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      To calm his nerves and ensure he stayed calm and collected and didn’t give anything away about the impending sting, Blake had two whiskeys before entering the bar where he had arranged to meet Chase. Even so, his palms were clammy with cold sweat as he walked in, and nervousness churned in his guts.

      It wasn’t that he was afraid of Chase—he certainly wasn’t, and if he hadn’t known that it would affect Chase’s court case, he would have held the man down and beat his face into a bloody pulp—it was that he couldn’t afford for Chase to catch wind that something was off. If Chase somehow figured out this was a sting and he then fled, Blake was quite certain they would never see him or the kidnapped children ever again.

      Thus, Blake had to play this as cool as possible and give away absolutely no hints that he knew the truth about Chase and Matt. When he stepped into the bar, however, Chase wasn’t at his usual table.

      He carefully scanned the small dive bar, but he saw no sign of the journalist. Then again, Blake had arrived ten minutes early for the meeting, so it wasn’t much of a surprise that Chase wasn’t there yet.

      By now, the bartender knew Blake by name. “Ah, Detective Hines,” the young man said with a smile. “I’m guessing you’re here to meet Chase?”

      “Yeah,” Blake answered. “Is he here yet?”

      “He hasn’t been in today, but I’m sure he’ll be here soon if he’s supposed to meet you here. Go ahead and take a seat at your usual table. You want a whiskey, a beer?”

      “I’ll take a whiskey on the rocks, thanks,” Blake said. He walked over to the table in the corner of the room and took a seat.

      He glanced around the bar, in which there were perhaps twenty or thirty other people. Blake knew that at least seven or eight of these were plainclothes policemen who were here for the sting. Blake didn’t recognize any of their faces, so he had no idea which patrons were cops. Tommy had brought them in from a few counties over to ensure none of them would have a recognizable face that might spook Chase.

      Drumming his fingers impatiently on the table, he looked at his watch. Five minutes to go. The bartender brought a whiskey over to the table and handed it to Blake with a smile. “Enjoy, Detective Hines. Holler at me if you need another, okay?”

      “Thanks, I’ll do that.”

      Blake sipped slowly on the whiskey, doing his best to stay calm. The minutes seemed to be dragging on, each span of sixty seconds feeling like it was lasting a century. Again he looked at his watch and saw that there were still three minutes to go.

      “Come on, Chase, get your ass in here so we can get this over with,” Blake muttered.

      At that moment, a bicycle courier walked into the bar, carrying a package. Blake watched as the young man went over to the bartender and spoke briefly. Alarm bells began to ring in Blake’s mind as he saw the bartender talking to the courier and pointing directly at him. What was going on here? Why was this courier asking about him?

      His sixth sense began to buzz even more frenetically as the courier hurried over to him, carrying the package—a small box—in front of him, as if he had come here to deliver it to him.

      “Excuse me, sir, are you Mr. Blake Hines?” the young man asked.

      “Yeah, I am,” Blake said.

      “Could I see some ID please, sir?” the courier asked. “I have to scan it before I can hand this over to you.”

      Blake frowned. “What is that? Who told you to deliver this to me?”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but I have no idea who it’s from. You’d have to get hold of my manager to find that out. I just deliver what I’m told to deliver, and I was told to come to this bar at this time and deliver this package to you. I need to see an ID for it, so, uh, if you could just do that, we can get this done. I’ve got a bunch of other packages I gotta deliver this evening, so help me out, okay? If you need to know who sent it and all that, there’s a number on the package you can call. And, uh, don’t worry, it’s not drugs or a bomb or something sketchy, all our packages go through a bunch of scanners and X-rays and get checked by sniffer dogs and stuff.”

      “Uh, okay,” Blake said. He handed the courier his police badge. “Is this okay for ID?”

      The young man nodded, scanned Blake’s badge with his scanner, which beeped, and then he handed the package to Blake. “Thank you, sir. Have a nice day,” he said before hurrying out of the bar.

      Blake didn’t like this one bit. He held the package in his hands for a few moments, turning it over and giving it a shake to try to figure out what was in it. The package was very light, and it almost seemed as if it was empty. Blake looked up, looking to see if Chase had arrived yet. There was still no sign of him, though. Blake took out his phone and checked it, and there were no messages or missed calls from Chase either.

      There was nothing he could do now but wait—and open the mysterious package. He took out his little utility knife, popped out the blade, and cut open the package. It couldn’t be a bomb or a booby trap of any kind; the courier company’s scanners would have picked something like that up, and besides, the box was far too light to contain any kind of weapon. Blake cut the packaging and slowly opened the box.

      He breathed out a swift exhalation of relief when he saw that there was only a single sheet of folded-up paper inside. With eager fingers, he took it out and unfolded it. There was a handwritten message on the paper.

      You fucked up, Blake. You screwed up everything. But what you don’t know is that I know exactly where you went this afternoon and who you spoke to. And I know what that means for me. You didn’t really think you could outsmart the mastermind behind everything, did you? Fuck you, Blake. You should have just played along and waited patiently for the crumbs I was dropping. I was about to drop another one this afternoon, but you had to go behind my back and sneak around and discover something you were never meant to find.

      If you hadn’t have done this, everything would have worked out in the end. You and me and Tommy would have been national heroes, and the kidnapped kids would have gone back to their parents unharmed. Well, mostly unharmed … We had to inflict a little pain to make them behave. “Ebenezer Burke” would have been killed in a police raid, and I would have written the biggest story of my career. I would have become as big as Michael Moore.

      This story was going to make me a household name, you asshole! I’ve been planning this for three years, ever since I found out about Amanda and Dale. This story was going to make my career! This was the kind of story that only comes around once in a journalist’s lifetime—the kind of story that can make you a superstar. Sure, I had to meddle with a few things in order to make the story, but that doesn’t matter. It was a means to an end, and with the end I had in sight, any means was worth it. I would have been famous…

      But instead of all that, you fucked me. You brought it all crashing down by sniffing around where you shouldn’t have. The thing is, Blake, I’ve always been one step ahead of you, and I knew that as meticulous as my plans were, something like this could happen. And since you’re reading this letter, it has happened.

      Good thing for me, I have a contingency plan. Did you really think I was stupid enough to walk into a trap set by two old farts whose best days are long behind them? I’m long gone, M and me, and you’ll never see either of us again.

      And, unfortunately, you’re never going to see any of the kidnapped children again. Oh, and by the way, before M and I left, we kidnapped one more kid, just to say a big FUCK YOU to you personally, Blake.

      Maybe you should give your granddaughter a call. She’s such a pretty, talented girl…

      Ciao, asshole. Thanks for screwing it all up.

      C.

      Blake’s heart was tight in his chest, and he felt light-headed and out of breath, almost as if he was about to have a heart attack. His head was spinning from the realization of what this letter meant—not only had Chase and Matt escaped, but they had also kidnapped Sarah.

      Everything in Blake’s world had just come crashing down in a collapse of catastrophic proportions.
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      Blake forced himself to fight through the rising panic; Sarah needed him now, more than she ever had, and he had to have a calm, rational mind if he was to be able to get on top of this situation. He slugged back the rest of his whiskey and dialed up Tommy.

      “Blake, what’s going on? Where’s Chase? My men are all ready to move.”

      “Chase isn’t coming, Tommy. He’s onto us, and he’s been onto us since this afternoon.”

      “Oh shit, hang on. I gotta call my other team leaders and tell them to move in right now. One team is waiting outside Matt’s work, the other outside his home. If we can catch him, at least—”

      “We can’t so don’t bother,” Blake said. “Matt knows as well. He and Chase both hightailed it out of here sometime this afternoon. But there’s more, there’s something even worse.”

      “Shit, what the hell could be worse than losing those two?”

      “They’ve kidnapped my granddaughter,” Blake murmured, his voice cracking with emotion. “Those sons of bitches have taken Sarah.”

      There was a pause on the other end of the line as Tommy processed what Blake had just said to him. “Oh my God, Blake,” he eventually murmured. “I’m sorry … just when I thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse.”

      As terrible as the situation was, Blake refused to give in to despair and hopelessness. Despite feeling as if he was about to pass out, puke, have a heart attack, or suffer from all three of these things at once, a burning blaze of fresh determination and courage seared all the fear and doubt out of Blake’s mind and left in its wake only a sense of clear and intense focus.

      “Don’t be sorry, Tommy,” Blake said. “Be angry. Be determined. Be focused. Because we’re going to catch these bastards. They’re not going to take Sarah away and get away with it. They’ve crossed the line, and they’re finished and done. Get on the phone with every transport company in this state—buses, planes, taxis, Uber, car rental companies, anything you can think of. Make sure they’ve got detailed descriptions of Chase and Matt. They aren’t going anywhere, not on any legit means of transport. Get as many roadblocks set up as you can, covering as many routes out of this county as possible, down to the smallest backroads. We’re going to get these guys, Tommy. I’m not going to rest until we’ve got ‘em.”

      “Damn right, my friend, damn right. I’ll get the word out to every police department around. Chase Davies and Matt Jurgen are about to become the two most wanted felons in this state. I’ve got a lot of phone calls to make; I’ll talk to you later.”

      Blake put down his phone and stared for a while at the note on the table. Chase was smart, he knew that much, but maybe he had left some sort of clue in the note. The first and most obvious thing to do was to call the courier company and find out when the package had been handed to them, who had handed it to them, and how it had been paid for.

      Blake called the number on the package, and after explaining he was a police detective, he was able to get someone to answer these questions.

      Unfortunately, that brought him to nothing but a dead-end. A man had come into the company’s office around three hours earlier, the manager said, and had paid with cash for the package to be delivered, so there was no credit card information they could use to trace Chase.

      That dead-end, though, sparked an idea about where to get Chase’s credit card information. Blake grinned. He didn’t even have to step out of the bar for this. He got up from his table and walked over to the bar.

      “Hey, Detective Hines,” the bartender said with a cheerful smile. “Another whiskey for you?”

      Blake shook his head. “No thanks. Actually, I need to speak to the manager.”

      The smile faded quickly from the bartender’s face. “Was there a problem with your drink, Detective? If so—”

      “Don’t worry, kid, it’s got nothing to do with you. It’s about Chase—he’s actually a wanted felon, as of now, and your manager might be able to help me out with some valuable information.”

      The young man’s jaw dropped wide open. “Chase is a … a criminal? Are you serious? What did he do, what—”

      “There’s no time, kid. No more questions, just get the manager, please.”

      The bartender nodded and hurried off into the back room. He returned a short while later with an obese middle-aged man with a bushy red beard and thick coke-bottle glasses waddling behind him.

      “Grant Michaels, I’m the manager,” the large man said. “What can I do for you, sir?”

      Blake showed the man his badge, told him who he was, explained the situation with Chase, and then explained that he needed Chase’s credit card details.

      “Holy shit, it’s always the ones you least suspect, huh?” Grant said, shaking his head, his chubby face twisted into an expression of shock and dismay. “Chase has been a regular here for two years, maybe more. I always thought he was a great kid, a real standup guy … and now I find out he’s been kidnapping teenagers for some sick cult. Man, what a crazy world. Anyways, come into my office, please, we can go through some of the records. Chase always drinks the same thing, and he’s usually here at the same time, so it should be easy enough to pick his details out of the many transactions that happen here every evening.”

      They spent about an hour going over the bar’s records of transactions, and they were soon able to pick out Chase’s details. Not convinced that Chase would be careless enough to use a credit card that could easily be traced, Blake insisted on going through older records, where Chase’s credit card was used, until finally, he found what he wanted.

      A couple months back, there was one instance where Chase’s credit card had been declined. Immediately following that was a successful payment for the exact same amount, but with a different card.

      “Bingo,” Blake said triumphantly. “That’s it’ that’s the needle in the haystack. He’s got his primary credit card, but he’s also got a secret backup card. It’s probably not even under his own name. Now that he’s on the run, there’s no way in hell he’s going to use his primary card. He’s no idiot—he knows we can track him like that. But I think he may take a chance and use that backup card since he doesn’t think anyone knows about it. Well, Chase, I know about it now, and I’m on you, like a bloodhound who’s just caught a whiff of his quarry’s scent.”

      “Go get that teen-kidnapping jerk,” Grant said. “The only time I wanna see his face in here again is if it’s a picture of him behind bars.”

      “I’ll make sure I get you that picture after we catch him,” Blake said grimly. “Thanks for your help.”

      Blake didn’t waste any time calling Tommy and telling him what he’d discovered.

      “Excellent news, Blake,” Tommy said. “I can’t talk too much about it right now, though, because I’m up to my ears in calls, paperwork, you name it. This is the biggest manhunt we’ve put on in years, and I’m gonna be on the phone for the rest of the evening. Do you think you can maybe chase up this credit card thing on your own?”

      “Sure thing, buddy,” Blake said.

      He wasted no time getting on the line to the credit card company. Once he had explained who he was and why he was calling, they were only too happy to cooperate. The person Blake spoke to said they would call him back in a couple minutes with the results of their investigation.

      Blake, who was still in the bar, paced anxiously back and forth, waiting for the call to come. Finally, it did, and when the man from the credit card company spoke to Blake, the news he gave him was exactly what he was hoping to hear.

      “I’ve got good news for you, Detective Hines,” the man from the credit card company said. “Mr. Davies’s card was used twice today, and the most recent time it was used was only around forty-five minutes ago.”

      “Excellent,” Blake said.

      “Would you like me to send you the GPS coordinates of exactly where the card was used?”

      “Send them straight to me please, thank you,” Blake said. “And please, continue to track the card. The instant it gets used anywhere, send the location straight to me.”

      “Of course. I’ll do that. Good luck; I hope you’re able to track down Mr. Davies.”

      Blake shoved his phone into his pocket, ran out of the bar, and flagged down a taxi. He wished he’d brought his car, but he had been expecting to arrest Chase here and had thus left his car at home. Also, the three whiskeys he’d had in the last hour meant that, although he was certainly not inebriated, he wasn’t quite alert enough to drive. He also wished he’d kept one of the plainclothes officers around from an hour ago, as they would have been ideal allies for him, but it was too late for that now, for they had all long since left.

      Blake flagged down the first taxi he saw and hastily piled into the back.

      “Where to, mister?” the driver asked.

      “Right here, this exact spot,” Blake said, showing the driver the GPS coordinates. “Get there as fast as you can; don’t worry about breaking a few speed limits. I’m a cop, and this is police business.”

      “You got it, boss,” the driver said, and grinning, he floored the gas pedal.

      The credit card records showed that Chase had purchased a large quantity of food—most of it camping food, dehydrated stuff—as well as a lot of bottled water, some gas canisters, and a decent quantity of 9mm ammo from a general store in a small town around an hour out of the city.

      This made perfect sense to Blake; he guessed that Chase would know that he wouldn’t be able to get out of the state, not by any regular means of transport, so he guessed that Chase and Matt would take the kidnapped teenagers out into the wilderness somewhere and hide out until the storm blew over.

      “Well, this storm is about to track down you two scumbags,” Blake muttered to himself as the taxi sped out of the city.

      The taxi got Blake to the general store in good time, and Blake gave the driver a generous tip. During the ride, he had arranged with Tommy to have some plainclothes officers meet him at the general store. It was important that the supporting officers were plainclothesmen; Blake didn’t want to let Chase and Matt know he was onto them and had their secret credit card details.

      He didn’t know who the plainclothes officers would be, but they knew who he was. The general store was on the outskirts of the small town, right on the edge of a large, mountainous area of wilderness. Two well-built young men standing next to a pair of dirt bikes, and dressed in dirt bike gear as if they were about to hit the backwoods trails, approached Blake soon after the taxi dropped him off at the store.

      “Detective Hines,” one of them said, extending a gloved hand to Blake. “I’m Detective Callum Campbell, and this is Detective James Ward. We’re here to assist you with your search for the felons.”

      “Great to meet you boys,” Blake said. “And I’m glad to see you’ve got the exact sort of vehicles we need to get deep into the wilderness if it comes to that.”

      “There are a lot of dirt bike trails around here,” Detective Ward said. “And we do actually ride them recreationally from time to time. We thought this would be the perfect disguise; people know us around here, and we blend in with all the other dirt bikers. Our presence won’t raise any suspicions.”

      “Good, good,” Blake said. “Well, let’s keep you two inconspicuous then. You guys wait out here, and I’ll see what I can find out from the store owner. I see they’ve got a few security cameras outside; I’m sure we can get some useful footage.”

      As Blake entered the store, though, his sixth sense began to tingle. Something wasn’t right here. He couldn’t explain why, but he knew danger was nearby, so he loosened his pistol in its holster and slipped his hand onto the grips.

      Then, just after he walked up one of the aisles, he saw him.

      Matt was in the store, pushing a shopping cart full of bottled water. He was typing out a message on his phone, and he hadn’t yet registered Blake’s presence.

      Triumph surged through Blake’s veins, and he whipped out his pistol and aimed it at Matt’s chest. “Freeze, Jurgen, you son of a bitch!” Blake suddenly roared. “You’re under arrest!”
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      Matt froze, his body rigid with shock, his eyes like those of a deer caught in a speeding car’s headlights. Everyone else in the store—the clerks and the handful of customers—also stopped dead in their tracks, staring at Blake and Matt with looks of both surprise and fear on their faces.

      “Don’t even think of trying to run, Jurgen,” Blake growled. “I’ve got officers outside, too. The game’s up. We’ve got you. Now put your hands where I can see ‘em, nice and slow.”

      Matt seemed to recover from his initial shock. He quickly tapped something on his phone, then dropped it onto the ground and stomped all over it, and then, before Blake could rush over and stop him, he opened one of the bottles of water and poured it all over the phone, ensuring its complete destruction.

      “Don’t make another move!” Blake roared. “You do anything else, and I’m gonna put a bullet in your chest, you hear me?”

      With a smirk, Matt raised his hands above his head. “Don’t worry, Blake. I’m not going to run. Go on then, arrest me.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Blake said. He kept his pistol trained on Matt, not taking his eyes off him for a second. He called out to a nearby clerk, a young woman with curly, red hair. “Sweetheart, there are two guys outside next to a pair of dirt bikes, two tall young guys, one with black hair, the other blond, with a beard. Please go get ‘em, tell ‘em that Detective Hines has one of the suspects in here.”

      “Uh, y-yeah, okay, mister,” the young woman said nervously. “I’ll, uh, I’ll do that.”

      She scurried out of the store.

      Blake, meanwhile, kept a respectable distance between himself and Matt; he wasn’t going to give the kidnapper the chance to try anything. “Relax, folks,” Blake said reassuringly to the other people in the store. “I’ve got this under control. You’re all safe, don’t worry.”

      Detectives Campbell and Ward came running into the store, and they wrestled Matt to the ground, searched him for weapons—finding a .38 revolver in his pocket and a hunting knife in a sheath on his hip—and then they put him in handcuffs.

      Blake walked over to him. Wrath was burning with a white-hot heat within his core, and he wanted nothing more than to kick the living daylights out of Matt, but he restrained himself from doing this.

      “Where’s my granddaughter, you scumbag?” Blake growled. “Give us the location of Chase and the kids, and I’ll put in a good word with the judge for you.”

      Matt laughed coldly. “You can’t do shit to me. I’m not saying anything until I have my lawyer present.”

      “You are aware that you’re going to spend the rest of your life in prison for what you’ve done, aren’t you?” Blake said. “If I were in your shoes, pal, I’d be begging us to cooperate in order to get a decade or two knocked off that sentence.”

      “You have no evidence that I was involved in any crimes of any sort,” Matt said coolly. “I’ll be a free man in a few hours after my lawyer deals with you people.”

      It was clear that Matt wasn’t about to cooperate, at least not without some hefty persuasion. “Get a cruiser over here to pick him up,” Blake said to Campbell and Ward. “We’ll get this piece of garbage into a holding cell. Let him talk to whatever scumbag lawyer wants to represent him. He’ll come to his senses soon enough, and he’ll cooperate.”

      “Will do, Detective Hines,” Campbell said. He and Ward dragged Matt out of the store.

      Blake, meanwhile, called up Tommy. “I’ve finally got some good news,” he said. “We caught Jurgen.”

      “Yes!” Tommy yelled on the other end of the line. “Where? How? And what about Chase, and what about Sarah and the other kids?”

      “No to everyone else, unfortunately,” Blake said glumly. “We’ve only got Jurgen, and he’s clammed up. He’s refusing to say a word until he’s got a lawyer. He thinks he’ll be walking free in a few hours because we don’t have enough evidence to keep him. And now that I think about it, he might be right.”

      “What? How? We’ve got evidence. He’s on camera, abducting Roberta Chang.”

      “We recognized him and Chase from their gaits, not their faces,” Blake said grimly. “It’s going to take a lot more than recognizing a walk to convince a judge and a jury. It could be done, with a bunch of experts, in due time, but right now, it’s not the solid evidence we need to keep him behind bars. We don’t have any witnesses, we don’t have the kids, there’s no solid, incontrovertible evidence linking either Chase or Matt to the kidnappings … even though we know it’s them.”

      “Shit … dammit, you might be right about that. And on that front, my boys just finished searching both men’s apartments. We couldn’t find anything. They’d both obviously cleared out in a hurry, but it seems that both Chase and Matt got any evidence that may have been in their apartments out.”

      “I’m not surprised about that. Ugh, well, there’s gotta be a way we can keep Matt in custody. The longer we can keep him, the better a chance we have of getting him to talk.”

      “I’ll call up some people, see if there’s anything we can do. I’ll call you back in a few minutes, Blake.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Blake put his phone in his pocket and walked out of the store, with a whole bunch of ideas running riot in his head. Right now, he needed to find Chase, and he needed to do it before Matt was released from custody, which would be an inevitability if he got a half-decent lawyer. And if Chase didn’t already know that Matt had been arrested, he certainly would the moment Matt was released.

      Suddenly, a revelation hit Blake. He knew how to find out exactly where Chase was, at least he thought he did, if it worked. It was a long shot, but it was his only shot.

      He glanced down at his shoes; they could be the answer. He sat down, much to the puzzlement of Detectives Campbell and Ward, and he started to take off his shoes.
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      Detective Ward walked over to Blake, and he stared at him with a confused look on his face. “Uh, what’s the matter, Hines? You got a pebble in your shoe or something?”

      “No, something a lot more useful than that,” Blake said. He had taken off both shoes and was digging around in them, lifting the insoles and probing around under them.

      Ward shot Campbell a mystified look as if to say, “this old guy seems to have lost his mind.” Before Campbell could say anything, however, Blake yelled out, “I found it!”

      “Found what?” Ward asked.

      “A GPS tracker—and, from the look of it, it’s an active tracker,” Blake answered.

      “Why is there a GPS tracker in your shoe?”

      “Chase Davies slipped it in there; it must have been that time I was at his apartment and I went to use the bathroom last week. At his place, he doesn’t wear shoes indoors. In his note to me, he said that he knew exactly where I’d been this afternoon—and the only way he could have known that was if he was tracking me somehow. I just realized that he had to have put a GPS tracker on me somehow, and I figured that the most likely place he would have hidden it would be in my shoe. And here it is.”

      “And if it’s an active transmitter.” Ward began.

      “We can get a tech guy to mess with it so that we can see where it’s transmitting the signal to,” Blake said triumphantly. “We can use the very same device that Chase used to track me, to track him.”

      “I’ll make some calls,” Ward said. “I’ve got some buddies who are very knowledgeable about this kind of thing.”

      “Do it quickly,” Blake said. “We don’t have much time. I’ve got a phone call or two to make as well.”

      “Got it.”

      Blake didn’t call Tommy. Instead, he called up a very specific hospital and asked about a particular patient there. Triumph surged through his veins when he got some good news about the patient, and he felt even better when—after a lot of insisting and cajoling—he was allowed to speak very briefly to the patient. For this section of the call, Blake put his phone on speaker and called over Campbell. He then asked him to record the conversation with his phone.

      The man was in bad shape, and he was very weak, but he was lucid enough to understand what Blake was saying, and he agreed to cooperate.

      “If we can find him, we’ve got him,” Campbell said, grinning. “You’ve nailed it, Detective Hines. You’ll have the hard evidence needed to put both of these scumbags away for life soon enough. All we need to do now is find and capture Davies.”

      “And his accomplice,” Blake said. “The old guy posing as Ebenezer Burke. But yeah, Chase Davies is our prime target.”

      “We’ll have Davies’s location in less than an hour,” Ward said, joining the conversation. “My buddy says he can mess with that GPS tracker and use his equipment to show him where it’s transmitting its signal to. He’s on his way right now.”

      Around three hours later, Blake, Campbell, Ward, and some other officers were deep in the mountains, creeping along some barely used trails. They had borrowed Ward’s friend’s device, which allowed them to hone in on Chase’s GPS tracker signal.

      “Man, he’s deep in the wilderness,” Campbell remarked as they pushed on. “We should have brought some camping gear. I don’t think we’re going to be out of these woods until sunrise tomorrow, and—”

      A shot suddenly rang out, and one of the cops dropped to the ground, crying out in pain.

      “Officer down, officer down!” Ward yelled. The man who had been shot had only been a few yards away from him.

      “Everyone, hit the deck!” Blake yelled as another shot rang out, this time from a different direction; at least two different shooters were attacking them.

      Blake, Campbell, Ward, and the other cops scrambled for cover. More shots rang out, and another officer was hit.

      “Return fire!” Campbell yelled, blasting off a few shots with his .45 into the inky darkness of the woods.

      “Return fire at what?” Another cop yelled. “I can’t see a damn thing! I don’t know where they are!”

      “Look for the muzzle flares when they fire! I don’t know, just shoot!”

      As Campbell, Ward, and the other cops tried to engage with the hidden enemy while pinned down under fire, with shots ringing out from all sides and bullets ripping through the night forest, Blake crawled off to the side, taking cover behind a large fallen tree. He knew there was no way the firefight could go well for the cops; Chase and whoever else was with him had the high ground, they clearly knew the terrain, and they were probably using night vision, thermal scopes, or both.

      However, down here, behind the huge fallen log, he knew he had an opportunity to flank the enemy. While Chase and his friends were focused on the firefight with the cops, Blake used the distraction to observe the positions of the enemy muzzle flares.

      Even though it had seemed like there were more, he was quite sure that there were, in fact, only two enemy positions.

      “Chase and ‘Burke,’ it’s gotta be those two,” Blake whispered to himself.

      Between the barrages of gunfire, Blake heard another sound: the burbling of a stream. While he didn’t know this area at all, and it was extremely dark, he did know that his enemies were uphill on higher ground, and if he followed the stream, he would be able to find his way up the slope relatively safely, without risking falling into any big holes in the dark.

      He moved swiftly and silently, and although he tripped, slipped, slid, and stumbled more than a few times, he eventually found himself on level ground with Chase and “Burke.” He was able to see “Burke,” who was crouching behind a large boulder and taking shots at the cops with an AR-15. As Blake had suspected, “Burke” was using night vision, and although he couldn’t see Chase from his position, he was sure the journalist was, too.

      Another cop cried out in pain as a bullet ripped through his leg. “Burke” and Chase had the cops pinned down under fire, and since Blake had a chance to fire, he knew he had to do exactly that. He lined up “Burke’s” torso in the sights of his pistol and fired.

      Blake’s aim was true, and “Burke” cried out once, dropped his rifle, and then slumped limply against the rock, dead. Now only Chase remained.

      “I got one of ‘em, boys!” Blake yelled to the other cops. “There’s only one left up here! You hear that, Chase? I took out your buddy! Now it’s just you, all alone!”

      “Let’s move!” Campbell yelled from down below. “We’ve got the son of a bitch now!”

      Chase, however, had one last nasty trick up his sleeve. Blake caught a brief glimpse of a projectile being flung from Chase’s position, but in that split-second, he knew exactly what it was.

      “Grenade!” Blake yelled to the other cops. “Watch out! Grenade!”

      The cops scattered as not one but two grenades came hurtling toward them in quick succession. One was an assault grenade, but the other was a gas grenade, and it began spewing out potent teargas. Then, a few seconds later, the assault grenade exploded with a thunderous boom. Nobody was injured, but the cops had been thoroughly unprepared for the gas, and the breeze blew it in just the right direction for it to hit all of them full-on. In seconds, all of the cops were rolling around on the ground, wheezing and gasping for breath, tears streaming from their burning eyes, their airways closing up.

      “Now it’s just you and me, old man,” Chase growled from behind the large tree he was using as cover.

      “Surrender peacefully, give me the kids—alive and unharmed—and I’ll make sure you get a fair trial, Chase. Given how crazy this whole scheme of yours has been from the start, you might even be able to plead insanity, get yourself put in a nice comfy psychiatric hospital instead of a maximum-security prison.”

      “Trial? There’s no evidence against me, Blake! You have nothing! You’ve got jack shit!” Chase yelled. “I’m gonna kill you, then kill the rest of your cop buddies, and then kill those damn teenagers, too! And then I’ll be out of here, a free man, with nobody being able to prove anything! Dead men tell no tales, Blake, and you and your friends are about to become dead men!” He stepped out from behind the tree and fired a burst of bullets in Blake’s direction.

      Blake, however, was behind a large boulder, and the bullets ricocheted off it. Now was the time for him to pull his trump card.

      “The thing is, Chase,” Blake yelled back, “no matter what happens here tonight, you’re screwed! Because you messed up one little detail. You forgot to make sure that the one man who can testify against you was dead!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Chase yelled—but now there was an undeniable hint of nervousness in his voice rather than the brash confidence of earlier.

      “Listen and weep, asshole!” Blake yelled. Staying behind the cover of the boulder, he held up his phone, which he put on speakerphone, and played back the recording of his conversation with the patient in the hospital earlier—his conversation with Leyland, who had woken up from his coma, and who had agreed to turn state witness against both the Mexican cartel and Chase, Matt and the man pretending to be Ebenezer Burke.

      “I’ve got mountains of evidence: emails, recorded conversations, videos, phone messages,” Leyland wheezed on the recording. “Keep me out of jail, and I’ll help you guys take them all down—Guzman, Davies, Jurgen, and Smith, and everyone else involved in this sordid business.”

      Then, just as the conversation finished playing, there was another sound, a sound that was the death knell for any chance of freedom for Chase: the pulsing throb of police helicopters approaching.

      Bright beams of light blazed down from above as the choppers arrived, and more men—these ones dressed in SWAT gear, carrying M16s, came charging up through the woods below.

      “The game’s over for you now, Chase!” Blake yelled. “It’s over, and you know it!”

      Behind his tree, Chase dropped his AR-15 and sank to his knees, weeping. Blake was right, the game was over.
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      “Just so you know, I don’t like journalists too much,” Blake grumbled to the young woman who was holding a microphone in his face. He, along with a sizeable crowd, was outside the courthouse where Chase and Matt were being tried for their crimes.

      However, Sarah stood next to Blake, gave her grandfather a hug, and smiled. “C’mon, Grandpa, she’s one of the good ones. She’s a great writer. She’s the perfect person to tell this story.”

      Blake sighed reluctantly. “All right, all right, I guess I can answer a few questions.”

      “So, Detective Hines,” the young reporter asked, “who exactly was the man Davies was trying to convince everyone was Ebenezer Burke?”

      “His real name was Elliot Smith,” Blake said. “He was a wanted felon, someone who was involved in drug trafficking from Latin America. Chase, who met him through his connections with Leyland, was inspired to start this whole crazy ‘Pied Piper revival’ scheme when he saw how closely Smith resembled Burke—or, at least, how Burke would have looked if he had aged thirty years. Chase had an obsession with the whole Pied Piper Cult for quite some time, since before he met Smith.”

      “And why did Smith get involved and agree to pretend to be Burke?”

      “What other reason? Money,” Blake answered. “Chase convinced Guzman to front Smith a generous sum to pretend to be Burke, in return for Guzman getting a cut of the supposed millions Chase was going to earn when he became famous. Anyway, that’s another story.”

      “I do have one more question, if you don’t mind, Detective Hines?”

      “All right, sure.”

      “The ritual site—was anyone murdered there?”

      “We believe there was, but it was no cult ritual. Guzman executed a gang member who had betrayed him there. Chase then set up the murder site to look like a ritual, to fuel belief in the whole Pied Piper thing.”

      “But Chase didn’t murder that man?” the reporter asked.

      “No, at least we don’t think so. He is, however, being tried, in addition to his kidnapping charges, for the murder of another man, a drug dealer turned police informant, who we called ‘Kenny.’ Kenny got evidence that would have implicated Chase, so Chase murdered him—at least we believe he did. We’re still looking for the man’s remains, though.”

      “The teenagers were all returned to their parents alive,” the reporter continued. “However, I’ve heard that they’ve all had to receive extensive trauma counseling, all except your granddaughter—”

      “And I’m very proud of the fact that we got all those kids back alive and well,” Blake said, “but no more questions, please. If you wanna know about the kids, you can interview their parents. The judge is about to deliver his verdict for the kidnapping charges, and I don’t want to miss it. Please, excuse me. Sarah, come on, let’s go on in.”

      “What about Dale Ramsey? Is it true that Chase met him a few years ago, pretended to befriend him, and used psychoactive drugs on him to induce severe amnesia? Was that all part of his twisted game?”

      “Sorry, but I can’t answer any more questions,” Blake said.

      Blake and Sarah headed into the courtroom, where the judge was about to deliver his sentence.

      Chase and Matt both received multiple life sentences, and Blake smiled grimly as the men were led away.

      Finally, it was over, and now, he could enjoy his retirement in peace.

      However, his sixth sense was already tingling and telling him that he wouldn’t be able to retire just yet. And then, sure enough, his phone rang, and he saw it was Tommy.

      “Tommy,” Blake said. “Did you hear the news?”

      “I sure did… Both of those scumbags got what they deserved.”

      “They did. Now, speaking of scumbags, I know you’re officially retired now, but there’s a new case I could really use a little help on.”

      

      THE END
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