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      “Keith! Come on over here, son. I want to show you these tracks. These here look like bobcat tracks!”

      Andrew Young groaned and cursed under his breath as he stood up from a crouching position in the snow where he’d been examining the animal tracks. He wasn’t old—mid-forties—but an old injury from his youth had cursed him with the right knee of a geriatric.

      His son, Keith, overflowing with the boundless curiosity of any eight-year-old with a love of nature and the outdoors, was standing twenty or thirty yards away, staring intently up into the boughs of one of the many thousand pine trees that surrounded them in this wintry forest.

      “There’s a bird’s nest up there, Dad!” he said excitedly, seeming not to have heard his father’s talk about the bobcat tracks.

      Andrew rolled his eyes, but not with any degree of annoyance. Instead, he chuckled. “I know, son, and that’s the twentieth bird’s nest you’ve pointed out! Come on over here and check out these bobcat tracks because I know you haven’t ever seen these before.”

      “All right, Dad,” Keith said, reluctantly dragging himself away from the tree with the nest.

      Andrew couldn’t help but smile at the sight of Keith coming running toward him through the snow, which was a few inches deep and blanketed the vast wooded landscape. Keith had his mother’s gray eyes, pale skin, and dark-brown hair, but his father’s sturdy build and natural athleticism. Andrew imagined his son would have a great football career in high school in a couple years.

      They were only five miles from town, but it felt as if they could have been a thousand miles away. There was nothing but trees, snow, and mountains in the distance, and here in the wilderness was where Andrew had always felt most at peace. And judging by the kind of person his only son was growing into, Keith was taking after his father with his love for the great outdoors.

      “Wow, are those really bobcat tracks, Dad?” Keith asked with a gasp of awe when he got to his father.

      “They sure are,” Keith said. “See the paw shape? Remember I showed you those pictures of the mountain lion prints I found last time I went camping with my buddies? Well, these here, they look pretty similar, don’t they? Of course, the mountain lion’s pawprints are bigger, but you can see that they’re the same shape, right? Here, let me show you the picture again,” he said, getting out his phone and pulling up the picture. “See? Very similar shape, right?”

      “Uh-huh. The shapes look almost the same,” Keith said.

      “Almost, but there are a few important differences. If you look—”

      Just as Andrew was saying this, his phone rang. He frowned with annoyance at the interruption, but since it was his boss calling and there was a very important project underway at work, he couldn’t ignore the call. “I’ll talk to you in a second about the bobcat tracks, buddy,” he said to Keith and then answered the call.

      “Young, we’ve got problems here!” the boss snapped as soon as Andrew answered the call. “Big problems! The client’s threatening to pull funding, and…”

      Andrew sighed as his boss jabbered on about the current project, and the soothing spell of the wilderness was broken as his boss’s nasally, grating voice, going off like a machine gun in his ear, pulled him right back into the stressful world of the office he spent most days in from morning to evening. He racked his brain for solutions to the many problems his boss was hurling at him and soon found himself pacing back and forth, closing his eyes as he tried to run a ton of different calculations through his head.

      Finally, he managed to calm his boss down and cut off the call.

      “Son of a bitch,” he muttered under his breath. “Can’t even have some peace and quiet on a Saturday.”

      He looked at the spot where Keith had been moments earlier, but his son wasn’t there. He turned around, expecting to find him behind his back, but he wasn’t there, either. “Keith? Where are you, son?”

      There was no answer. Andrew wasn’t worried; Keith had probably just spotted another bird’s nest in a tree nearby. The boy was easily distracted, after all. And how far could he have wandered? The phone call had only been a few minutes.

      “Keith!” Andrew yelled, raising his voice now. “Come over here; son, quit playing around!”

      There was no reply from the woods but an eerie, almost accusatory silence. Now worry began to gnaw at Andrew’s innards. He checked his call log and saw that his call had, in fact, been close to twenty minutes, rather than the four or five minutes he had estimated. A surge of panic ripped through him.

      “Keith!” he yelled again, as loud as he could this time. “Keith! Where are you?” His voice echoed through the forest, but again there was no reply.

      Andrew’s heart was racing now, but he forced himself to calm down. There was, he quickly realized, a certain way to locate his son. He looked down at the snow, and alongside the bobcat tracks, there were a set of little boy’s footprints. The racing anxiety subsided, and Andrew released a sigh of calm. Keith had just gone off, following the bobcat’s trail.

      “Keith, stop following the bobcat!” Andrew yelled as he set off at a jog, following the footprints. “I’m coming to get you! Just stay where you are. Don’t move!”

      How far could his son have gone in twenty minutes? Surely only a few hundred yards at the most. Andrew was certain he would find his boy in the next five minutes. He would find him, give him a short, stern lecture about wandering off on his own, and then everything would be fine again, and they could continue on their hike. And this little incident, as stressful as it was, would be over and would be a valuable learning experience for both father and son.

      “Keith! Boy, stop moving. I’m not playing around. I mean that!” Andrew yelled. “This isn’t a game! I’m serious! Stop moving and stay right where you are!”

      He glanced down as he jogged. Keith’s footprints continued to follow the bobcats; that was a good sign. He would find the boy soon enough. He was sure of it. After all, he couldn’t have gone very far, and he had to be around here somewhere.

      “Dammit, Keith, just give me a yell or something to let me know where you are!” Andrew shouted. He knew these woods well, and the ground here was mostly flat. There were no ditches, wells, or crevasses the boy could have fallen into. Where could he have gone? He couldn’t simply have vanished into thin air.

      Again there was no reply. Andrew forced himself to stay calm by focusing on Keith’s footprints. He reminded himself that the footprints would eventually lead him to Keith; they had to. The boy couldn’t have sprouted wings and flown away.

      The footprints led to a dense thicket where a number of shrubs were growing close together, and under them was a large hollow with no snow inside it—it was all piled up on top of the shrubs, forming an igloo-like structure. Andrew smiled; it was just the sort of place Keith would hide.

      “I’ve found your hiding place, buddy,” he said. “Come on out now.”

      There was no reply.

      “Come on, son, I’m serious. I know you’re in there. I ain’t mad, just come on out.”

      Nothing.

      Cursing to himself as pain shot through his leg, Andrew got down on his hands and knees. “Keith, now you are starting to make me a little angry,” Andrew muttered. “When I told you to come out, I meant it!”

      He crawled into the hollow, which was quite dark despite the bright midday sun outside. It was larger than it looked from the outside—at least half a dozen grown men could fit in the space. Andrew turned on his flashlight on his phone and quickly saw that the hollow was empty. However, there was a small opening on the other side, and he saw tracks—both his son’s and the bobcat’s—leading out of it.

      “Dammit, Keith,” Andrew muttered, and he crawled out to continue following the trail of footprints.

      Except, he suddenly realized there was a problem. A big problem. A few of his son’s footprints led out of the hollow, but then they abruptly stopped. The bobcat’s footprints continued into the woods, but Keith’s just stopped right there.

      “What the hell?” Andrew murmured, staring in disbelief at the last footprint Keith had left. “This isn’t … this is impossible. This can’t be….”

      He looked on top of the tangle of shrubs to see if Keith had somehow jumped up onto it and was hiding on top of it, but his son was clearly not there.

      “Keith! Keith, where are you?” Andrew yelled. “Keith! Please, son, please, give me a yell to let me know you’re out there! Keith!”

      Andrew yelled until he was blue in the face, but there was no reply. Now panic hit him with the force of a speeding truck, and there was nothing he could do or say to counter it this time.

      Keith was gone. As inexplicable and terrifying as it was, the eight-year-old boy had somehow simply vanished into thin air.
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      It was another Monday morning, and Jim Irons sighed as he shifted through the papers on his desk in his cramped basement office. For a man who craved excitement—as much now in his mid-forties as he had twenty years ago—the week’s cases weren’t looking particularly interesting. Life as a private investigator always sounded a lot more thrilling to those who only knew PIs from movies and television.

      There were no murder mysteries or high-level CIA conspiracies, though, in Jim’s life as a PI. Instead, he usually dealt with minor insurance fraud cases, inheritance disputes, and the occasional cheating wife or husband. It was dull work most of the time, but Jim was good at his job, and it paid the bills … if only just.

      Things had been much better when he’d been a cop, and he missed the police force, the cases, and his former colleagues … the good ones, at least. As for the bad ones, well, they were the reason he was stuck in a dingy basement office in a crummy downtown building working as a private investigator instead of doing the police detective work that had suited him so well.

      When Jim had discovered that some of the worst criminals in town—indeed, in the whole state—had been fellow cops, cops in his precinct, his very superiors, in fact, he’d had to make a choice. Keep his mouth shut and keep the job he loved or go up against his commanding officers to root out the corruption in a battle that would likely cost him his job and maybe even more.

      For Jim, the choice had been a simple one. Regardless of whatever danger it would put him in, he could only ever do the right thing. He had tried to take the dirty cops down, but they had preempted his strike and had hit him before he could hit them.

      So here he was, kicked off the force for trumped-up charges for a crime he didn’t commit—beating up a suspect in custody, they had said, with lying witnesses to back up the dirty cops—and now powerless to do anything about the dark corruption that was still festering, completely unchecked, in the police department.

      Jim had vowed to take them down, each and every one of the dirty cops who had ruined his life and stolen his career from him, but right now, he was in no position to do so. The loss of his job and the destruction of his reputation had left him fighting to survive, struggling just to keep his head above water in this cold, uncaring town.

      He glanced at the family portrait he kept on his desk, and as he gazed at it, a bittersweet smile came across his face. He hardly recognized the man he had once been. The face was the same one he saw in the mirror every morning—a strong-jawed face with rugged features, a broad nose that had been broken one too many times in amateur boxing matches, and deep-set green eyes, with a head of close-trimmed hair, chestnut brown but streaked liberally with gray. But the smile on this familiar face was one he hadn’t seen for a while. In fact, he couldn’t remember when last he had smiled like that.

      The image, from five years ago, felt like it came from a different life altogether. There he was with Meghan, now his ex-wife, and his daughter, Felicity, who was only four in the picture, but who was now a cheerful and bubbly nine-year-old. She had her mother’s dainty looks and long, blond locks but her father’s piercing green eyes.

      Felicity had taken the divorce hard, especially when Jim had moved out of the house. Things had been difficult that first year; he had lost his job, had his reputation tarnished by false accusations, and the resulting fallout had cost him his marriage and his house, and almost his daughter, too.

      He and Meghan were on friendly terms now, but it had taken a while to get that way. And Felicity still loved her father fiercely, and her eyes got teary every time after she spent a weekend with him, he had to drop her off at Meghan’s house.

      He would do another for Felicity. And he often wondered if that meant doing the wrong thing. If he had kept quiet about the dirty cops and looked the other way, maybe his current life would still look like that loving family portrait.

      It was a bitter pill to swallow—but he knew he couldn’t have done it any other way. There was no way that Jim Irons could uncover serious wrongdoing and simply look the other way and let it happen. Never. He couldn’t live with himself, regardless of whatever consequences came of his honesty.

      With a sigh, he forced himself to look away from the portrait and focus on the files on his desk. Today he was supposed to investigate a case in which a gold-digging trophy wife had supposedly altered her late husband’s will in the last week of his life. The family didn’t believe a word she said about the old man changing the will of his own volition, and they had hired Jim to prove she was lying. It didn’t have the excitement of the murder cases he had once worked on as a police detective, but it was something.

      As he started getting his files together, though, there was a knock on his door.

      “Come in,” he said.

      The door opened, and Jim was surprised to see a face that he recognized immediately, even though it was a face he hadn’t seen for a few years now. “Andrew Young,” he said. “It’s been a while, buddy. How are you?”

      Before Andrew even opened his mouth, though, Jim could tell that something was seriously wrong. He had always been very perceptive when it came to body language—such powers of observation were tremendously useful when it came to detective work—but Andrew’s slumped shoulders, haggard face, bloodshot eyes, and dragging feet were something that even the most dim-witted cop would have noticed right away, screaming out in silence that something was terribly wrong.

      “Someone’s taken my boy, Jim,” Andrew said softly. Those words came out as a raspy croak.

      “Come and sit down,” Jim said gently, quickly getting up to pull out a chair for his old friend. “Tell me what’s happened. You want a glass of bourbon? You look like you could use one.”

      Andrew nodded and eased himself into the chair. He started talking while Jim poured him some bourbon. “I was hiking with Keith in the woods on Saturday afternoon,” he began. He told the whole story about the bobcat tracks and the phone call that had distracted him, and Keith’s footprints suddenly just vanishing into the woods.

      “And he’s been missing since then?” Jim asked. “You’ve been to the cops, right?”

      “Yep,” Andrew said. “They organized search parties on Saturday and yesterday, but there’s nothing, no sign of him. They’ve opened a missing person's report, but they think he just wandered off and got lost in the woods, and they keep saying he’ll probably turn up today or tomorrow or something. None of them can explain the damn tracks, though, but they don’t seem to care, Jim. They don’t seem to give a shit that my boy is gone!”

      “Well, I care, Andrew,” Jim said softly but with intense conviction. “And I’ll do whatever it takes to help you find your son. You said when you came in that he was taken—what makes you think that? I’m not grilling you; I’m just interested in finding out why you’d think that.”

      “How else can I explain it?” Andrew said, taking a deep sip of bourbon, which seemed to calm him down a little. “A child doesn’t just vanish into thin air. His tracks were there in the snow one minute … then just nothing. Nothing at all! How the hell does anyone explain that away like those asshole cops did? They said he wandered off … bullshit! He disappeared! It’s like a fucking eagle just swooped down out of the sky and plucked him up like a rabbit! Except it wasn’t no damn eagle. It was someone. It was a person who did this. I can’t tell you how they did it, Jim, but I know, I know it in my bones that someone took my boy. You’ve known me since high school. That’s how long we’ve been friends, and you know I’m not crazy. You know I wouldn’t make something like this up.”

      “I know that, my friend,” Jim said. “And I believe you.” He put the papers for the gold-digger case aside; the old man was dead, and there was no rush to get that sorted out. Now, finally, he had a case worthy of his sleuthing skills. “Let’s not waste a moment more,” he said to Andrew. “Let’s find out who took your son, and let’s get him back.”
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      Thankfully for Jim, there had been no snowfalls since Saturday morning, so Keith’s tracks in the snow were still there, although now the woods were strewn with hundreds of other tracks from the search parties who had been out looking for the missing boy over the weekend.

      “These other tracks are going to muddy the waters, unfortunately,” Jim said to Andrew as they walked over to the thicket of shrubs where Keith’s footprints had mysteriously vanished. “But I’ll see what I can do.”

      Andrew stared forlornly at his child’s last footprints in the snow, next to the bobcat’s. Both sets of footprints were now distorted and would be gone in a few days.

      “So this is it?” Jim asked, scratching his strong jaw covered with a dense layer of salt-and-pepper stubble, as he surveyed the surroundings. “This is the spot.”

      “The cops said maybe he saw a rabbit or something and crept quietly across the snow to go after it, and that’s why the footprints suddenly disappear here,” Andrew said. “But I ain’t buying that crap. He would have heard me hollering for him. He would have called out to me. Someone took him, Jim. They took him from this very spot. I don’t know how they did it, but they did. I know it.” He fixed a piercing stare into Jim’s eyes.

      Jim nodded sympathetically; he could see the terrible anguish on his friend’s face, could see that his friend hadn’t slept in three days. “Don’t worry, Andrew, even if they don’t believe you, I do. I think Keith was abducted. And I’m going to do my utmost to find out who took him and where he is. I’ll get your boy back to you, my friend, I promise you, I’ll get him back to you.” He thought about how he would feel if Felicity had been abducted, and the thought made him sick to his stomach. It also made him more determined than ever to find Keith and his kidnapper.

      He walked slowly around the scene, peering intently at the snow-covered ground and running a number of improbable scenarios through his head. All evidence pointed at the child simply vanishing into thin air, but that was, of course, impossible. There had to be a logical answer, one that everyone had overlooked because it wasn’t immediately obvious.

      Then, something that Andrew had said an hour earlier in his office popped into his head: “It was as if an eagle flew down from the sky and plucked him off the ground.” Of course, no eagle on earth was powerful enough to pick up an eight-year-old boy, but the idea that Keith had been taken from above had merit in Jim’s mind.

      “Andrew, how much does Keith weigh?” Jim asked.

      “Uh, around sixty, sixty-five pounds,” Andrew answered. “Why?”

      Jim didn’t respond to his friend’s question. Instead, he kept examining the scene. “Given that we don’t have commercially available jetpacks yet,” Jim murmured to himself as he examined the scene, “How do we get a sixty-five-pound boy off the ground and up into the air?”

      The answer had to be above the thicket, or at least very close to it. Jim had a theory in his mind, but he needed evidence to back it up. He walked over to the closest tree to the thicket of shrubs, which was a tall, sturdy pine. Nothing seemed to stand out about this pine; it looked like every other one of the thousands of trees in the forest. However, Jim was sure it would provide him with a clue to tell him exactly what had happened to Keith.

      “Andrew, I need a boost,” Jim said. “Help me get up into this tree.”

      Andrew was too exhausted and stressed to argue or ask questions about why his friend needed to climb a tree at this point in time. He simply trudged over and helped Jim up into the tree. Jim climbed as high as he could, closely examining each bough and the trunk and the bark. Soon enough, around thirty feet up, he found what he was looking for.

      “Got it!” he yelled down to Andrew.

      “Got what?”

      “I’ll take a picture and show you.” Jim took out his phone, took a picture of what he was looking at, and then climbed down.

      “Take a look at the bark here,” Jim said, showing Andrew the picture he had taken.

      “Uh, what am I supposed to be looking at?” Andrew asked. “Looks like tree bark to me.”

      “Tree bark that’s been rubbed smooth right here, by a cable or a rope. See these marks on the trunk? That’s a cable or rope with significant weight on it … likely the weight of an adult man and a child.”

      Andrew gasped. “Holy shit! You’re right! I knew it, dammit. I knew someone had taken him! I knew he didn’t just get lost! How the hell did they get him up into the tree, though?”

      “I have a distant uncle who’s a ranch hand in Texas,” Jim said. “You have ever seen an expert lasso a calf or a hog, even if they’re running around like crazy? Well, your boy wasn’t running around. He was probably just walking—a very easy target for a strong man who’s handy with a lasso. I know it sounds crazy, but I think that’s what happened. Someone was up in this tree, they lassoed Keith and hauled him up, probably knocked him out cold before he could yell … and then they got outta here fast.”

      “Oh my God,” Andrew gasped. He looked as if he were about to pass out. “I think … I think I’m gonna puke,” he groaned. “Someone took my boy, some sick, evil manic has taken my little boy…”

      Jim hugged him gently. “I know it’s a terrible thing to have to think about, to have to come to terms with, but I think Keith is still alive. In fact, I know he’s still alive. I can sense it. And I know it’s really hard for you right now, but we’re going to get him back safe and sound.”

      Jim wasn’t just saying that; he genuinely believed the kid was still alive. He had a sense for these things, something he had inherited from his grandmother, who had been a strong believer in the supernatural and someone who had always said she could see ghosts and hear the whispers of the spirits of the dead.

      The main question for Jim was not whether the boy was still alive, but rather, where he was and who had taken him.

      “What kind of sick fuck waits around in a forest in a tree to snatch children?” Andrew gasped. “How is such a thing even possible?”

      “I don’t think it was as simple as that,” Jim said. “In fact, I’d say that if we climb up many of these trees, we’ll find the same marks. I’d say there was a network of cables between trees, allowing someone to move through quite a large area of this forest without leaving footprints behind.”

      “How the hell didn’t I see that when I was looking for Keith for all those hours on Saturday afternoon?” Andrew asked.

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” Jim said. “You were looking for signs on the ground like any rational, logical person would. If I were in your shoes that day, my eyes would have been on the ground, too. The kidnapper was likely watching you, and as soon as you left, I bet he got busy with cutting down all his cables out of the trees before the search party got here.”

      “So … you think he was targeting Keith specifically?” Andrew asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Jim said. “I think he might have had cameras set up in the trees where he could keep an eye on the woods. He may have been planning this for a few days, to take any kid of roughly the right age who came wandering into an area covered by his network of cables. I think it was just awful luck for you that Keith happened to be the one who walked into the spider’s web, so to speak.”

      “My God,” Andrew murmured, his bloodshot eyes bulging with shock. “I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe that’s what happened to my boy…”

      “I know, man, I know. It’s a horrifying thing to think about, but don’t worry. I promise you we’ll get him back.”

      “How the hell did the kidnapper move between trees with my kid?” Andrew asked.

      “Like I said, the kidnapper probably used something like chloroform to knock him out, and then he would have strapped him to his body. Sixty-five pounds is heavy, but not crazy heavy for a strong man who’s used to doing this. Ziplining between trees, he could have gotten a good distance away in a short time. And I think I know how to find out where he got off the zipline.”

      “Where? How?”

      “We’re going to have to split up,” Jim said. “Take a look at the base of every single tree nearby. The one he climbed out of will certainly have a flurry of footprints in the snow. And they’ll be right near the base, too, so you won’t confuse them with the search party footprints.”

      “Got it,” Andrew said. “I’ll head west. You head east.”

      “Yeah, and if you don’t find anything within a hundred yards, come back here, and then we’ll do north-south.”

      The two of them split up and began examining trees one by one. It didn’t take Jim too long to find the marks he was looking for. There was a clear indication that a man had climbed down to the ground from one of the trees around fifty yards from the spot from which Keith had been abducted. “Found it!” he yelled to Andrew, who came running breathlessly through the trees.

      The tracks went in a straight line from the tree down to where the ground began to curve downward in a gentle slope. They were covered over here and there by the footprints of people from the search parties, but because they were in a perfectly straight line, it was easy enough to pick up the trail again after it had become lost in a flurry of other people’s footprints.

      “We’ll find this scumbag, we’ll get my boy back, and then we’ll beat the living shit out of him before taking him in,” Andrew growled, clenching his hands into rage-tight fists.

      Jim knew right away that it would neither be that simple nor that easy, but he didn’t say anything; he knew how badly Andrew needed to vent. They followed the footsteps for around a mile until the slope got a lot steeper.

      “Are you sure these are the right tracks we’re following?” Andrew asked.

      “Look at the right foot,” Jim said. “See the slight difference in angle and the fact that it’s a little larger? That tells me that this is a man carrying a large, heavy item on his shoulder. That item was Keith, I’m sure of it. These are the tracks.”

      The men kept following the footprints until they came to a shallow creek—and there, as Jim had suspected, they would stop the instant he had heard the gurgling of running water, the footprints disappeared.

      “Shit,” Jim muttered. “I knew it. He went into the creek, probably followed it for a long time, staying in the water so his tracks would be lost.”

      “No,” Andrew groaned mournfully. “No! There’s gotta be a way to keep tracking him! We can’t lose him now, not with my poor boy missing for two days!”

      Jim was doubtful that they would find much at this point, but he didn’t want to discourage his friend. “There are only two ways he could have gone,” he said. “Upstream or downstream. I’ll go upstream. You go downstream. Look for footprints on either side of the creek. I’ll call you if I find any. You do the same.”

      “All right, all right, let’s do this,” Andrew said determinedly. He headed off downstream while Jim walked upstream.

      Jim paused, though, to think. What was nearby here? Where would the kidnapper be going? Upstream led deeper into the woods and hills and eventually the mountains where the source of the creek was. Downstream led to civilization. He was quite sure that upstream was the correct direction to take; after all, the kidnapper had gone to great lengths to stay out of sight of anyone, and he certainly wouldn’t want to take the risk of being spotted carrying an unconscious child anywhere near where people might be.

      “Upstream it is,” he said and walked slowly up the stream, keeping his eyes peeled.

      For quite some time, no tracks were coming out of the water, aside from a few animals’ footprints. The terrain was becoming more rugged and steep, and it was getting more difficult to follow the course of the creek as the vegetation on the side of it was growing thicker and closer to the edge of the water.

      Jim took out his phone and saw that he’d been following the course of the creek upstream for an hour. He was about to give Andrew a call and tell him to quit and head back to the car when he noticed a set of footprints coming out of the water in the snow on the opposite bank. It was a couple of yards away, but they looked very much like the footprints of the kidnapper.

      He splashed through the creek and picked up the trail again, hiking up the steep bank of the creek, and when he got to the top, he had to throw himself down behind a large shrub, with his heart racing in his chest … for there, just fifty yards from him was a large, rough-looking man carrying a large roll of cable—just the sort of cable that might be strung between trees to use as a zipline.

      “All right,” he whispered to himself, trying to get his thoughts together and stay calm as he drew his pistol. This would be the first arrest he had made of a dangerous criminal since his police days, and he felt like these last few years of investigating fraud or cheating spouses had made him soft. “Nice and easy, nice and easy … let’s do this.”

      Then, with his pistol in his hands, he jumped up and yelled at the man.
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      “Freeze!” Jim yelled, his heart pounding. “Hands where I can see ‘em, now!”

      Adrenalin raced through his system; the last time he had felt a rush like this, he had been chasing two armed robbers down an alley in town, back when he had been a cop.

      The big man with the cables had his back to Jim. He did not attempt to turn around or look over his shoulder. Instead, he simply raised his hands above his head, complying meekly. Jim scrambled up the last section of the bank and strode briskly over to the man. He couldn’t quite see his left hip from this angle, but there was definitely something holstered there, maybe a large revolver.

      “You go for your gun, and I’ll put a bullet in you; I’m warning you,” Jim said. “Stay cool, keep those hands where I can see ‘em, and don’t try anything stupid.”

      “Uh, okay, man, I’m not gonna do anything, just take it easy,” the big man said. He sounded nervous and afraid, and the first inklings of doubt now began to creep into Jim’s mind. “I don’t have a gun, by the way, no weapons on me at all.”

      Jim got within twenty yards of the man and leveled his pistol at his quarry’s torso. “Turn around real slow, real easy,” he said, “and keep those hands where I can see ‘em.”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll do whatever you say, man,” the big guy said, “look, my wallet’s in my truck, and you can just take all the cash in it, okay? I’ve got like, maybe a hundred bucks in it, and I—”

      “I’m not trying to rob you!” Jim said.

      When the man turned around, he saw that the “revolver” holstered on his hip was actually some sort of surveying tool. Now he was sure he had the wrong man, and he felt like an idiot.

      “I’m a—” he paused, stopping himself before he said “cop.” Even after all these years, it was hard not to say it. “Private investigator,” he finally said with a sigh. “Jim Irons.”

      “I’m uh, Fred, Fred Danson,” the big man said. He had a large brown beard, a round head of prematurely thinning hair, and thick coke-bottle glasses. He was wearing blue coveralls that looked like they had seen better days, and they had the logo of an internet service provider on the front pocket. “I’m just out here laying fiber optic cable for the network … I uh, I didn’t do anything wrong, I’ve got permits for all this work. They’re in my truck if you need to see them.”

      Jim let out a long, slow sigh and lowered his pistol. “Sorry, Fred, I thought you were someone else. You uh, you didn’t see anyone else out here, did you? A big man like yourself might have had a kid with him?”

      Fred shook his head. “I’ve been out here laying cables since dawn. A couple other workers are helping out with the cables, but uh, I haven’t seen anyone else around here. And um, we’re kinda in the middle of nowhere, so I’m not sure who you were expecting to find out here.”

      “It’s a long story, never mind,” Jim said. “Sorry for scaring you like that. Where’s your truck, by the way?” He did want to find out exactly what roads had access to this area; even though he hadn’t found the kidnapper’s tracks, Jim figured he might be able to find something on the road, for he was quite sure the man would have taken Keith away in a vehicle.

      “It’s okay, you nearly made me crap my pants for a second, but it’s all good,” Fred said, grinning as he wiped the nervous sweat from his brow. “Damn, I’ve never had a gun pointed at me before. I feel kinda … charged up now!”

      “Wait until you’ve not only had a gun pointed at you but have had actual shots fired at you by someone hell-bent on killing you,” Jim said. “But anyway, we’re getting sidetracked here. Your truck?”

      “Yeah, yeah, follow me; it’s around a ten-minute walk.”

      While they were walking, Jim called Andrew, who reported disappointedly that he hadn’t found any tracks coming out of the creek. Jim told him to go back to his car and go home and get some rest; he would keep him updated about any findings.

      “Here’s the access road,” Fred said when they reached his truck, which was parked in a small clearing, at one end of which was a dirt road leading into the woods. “You follow that for around two miles, then you’ll hit the blacktop. Once you’re on that, it’s a twenty-minute drive to get back to town.”

      “How long and how often have you been coming up here to lay these cables?” Jim asked.

      “It’s a big project,” Fred said. “The boys and I have been digging and laying cables across these hills for, hmm, maybe four or five weeks now. We’re cutting all the way across the hills to the next town. Shortest straight-line distance, you see.”

      “And this specific spot? How long have you been here?”

      “Hmm, this specific place, only since Thursday of last week.”

      “Were you here on Saturday? Did you see any other vehicles here?”

      Fred shook his head. “No, sir, we don’t work on weekends. And in the three days I’ve parked here, I haven’t seen another vehicle in this spot or on the dirt road.”

      Jim nodded, thinking. “I’m just gonna check the tread pattern on your tires,” he said.

      “Sure, go right ahead.”

      Jim had a look at the truck’s tires, making a mental note of the tread pattern, and then he began examining the ground across the clearing, checking the tire marks in the dirt. After closely examining the entire clearing, it was evident that the only tire marks in the dirt were those of Fred’s truck. No other vehicles had been here recently, so the kidnapper had to have taken Keith away by some other means. But how?

      “Thanks for your help,” Jim said, and then he set off on the long trek through the woods back to his car.

      How did the kidnapper get out of the creek without leaving any tracks? Jim pondered this question as he headed back. It didn’t take too long for the answer to come to him. The man had to have used cables again; there had likely been a cable strung across the creek between two trees, and he had pulled himself and Keith up out of the water, traveled along the cable, and then dropped down onto the ground a few yards away from the creek so that anyone looking for tracks near the water would miss them.

      “All right, you son of a bitch,” Jim whispered as he walked. “I’m onto you.”

      Now he was keeping his eyes open for a likely pair of trees between which the kidnapper could have strung a cable. They would have to be two sturdy trees, each quite close to the water, for the sort of cable the man would have used would be needed to have been taught, and therefore quite short. He identified a few likely candidates along the way, and upon examining his fourth pair of trees, he saw the telltale marks on the bark up in the tree made by a cable.

      “Getting warmer, getting warmer,” he said to himself. Sure enough, he found a set of footprints—most certainly the kidnapper’s footprints—near the base of one of the trees.

      He knew Andrew would likely be feeling terribly despondent and hopeless at the moment, so he sent him a quick message letting him know that he’d picked up the man’s trail again. It would at least give his friend a fresh boost of hope.

      Feeling a surge in his own sense of hope, Jim began to follow the tracks. They led into the woods, to a clearing under some large trees, where there wasn’t any snow on the ground … and here they simply disappeared.

      “What the hell?” Jim murmured as he examined the outer edges of the clearing. The kidnapper’s footprints led into it, but not out of it. Jim examined all of the trees on the edge of the clearing, but there were no signs of any of them having had ropes or cables on them.

      Once again, the kidnapper had pulled a disappearing act. This time, though, Jim felt completely stumped about how he’d done it…
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      Jim stood around in the clearing for a while, running a number of possibilities through his head. How had the kidnapper and his victim simply dematerialized, vanishing into the fog like phantoms? Suddenly, a chilling thought hit Jim like a sucker punch out of nowhere.

      This has happened here before.

      He gasped at the memory of it. Almost thirty years ago, when he had been in his senior year of high school, there had been three child kidnappings in this county. And all three, while being months apart, had taken place in different sections of this very forest. All three had completely baffled law enforcement at the time, for the modus operandi had been exactly the same: the kidnapper and his victim had seemed to simply vanish into thin air like ghosts. Jim’s recollection of the specific details of the crimes was fuzzy, given that it had happened in the early 90s, but he remembered that detail, that all three cases had featured footprints in the snow in the forest which had, at some point, simply vanished, as if the kidnapper had magically sprouted wings and flown away.

      And none of the three cases was ever solved, and none of those three children who were taken had ever been seen again.

      “It’s the same guy,” Jim whispered to himself, feeling a chill scuttling down his spine. “It’s the same guy from almost thirty years ago. I’m sure of it. He’s back … but this time he isn’t getting away.”

      He took out his phone, put a marker on this spot in Google Maps, and then set off on the long walk back to his car. Jim was confident that he could crack the case, and he knew he would figure out the man’s secret behind his disappearing act, but first, he needed more information, and that would mean accessing police records.

      Although Jim’s firing from the force had been shrouded in controversy, and his reputation badly tarnished by the false charges his corrupt superiors had leveled against him, he still had many allies within the police force, good honest cops who knew Jim had been wrongly charged, that he was an innocent man whose reputation had been besmirched by dirty men with power.

      One of these cops was Christina Cortez, a fellow detective who had been Jim’s work partner for a while. Cortez, a sturdily built, cheerful, pretty woman in her early thirties, was as hardworking and honest a cop as one could hope to find and had never once believed that Jim was guilty of the things their superiors had accused him of. Whenever Jim needed inside information from the police, she was the one he went to to get things slipped under the table.

      As soon as he got back to his car, he gave her a call and arranged to meet her in a café nearby when she was on her lunch break. As he was driving back to town, he thought about how the kidnapper could have pulled off his mysterious disappearance. There was no magic involved, no hocus pocus; Jim was a purely rational, logical thinker, and he knew there absolutely had to be some sort of rational explanation for what had happened.

      The terrain. It had to be something to do with the terrain; there was something more to these woods than met the eye. The woods themselves and the ground beneath them had to hold the clue as to how the kidnapper had simply vanished like Superman blasting up off the ground into the clouds. And Jim knew just who to talk to about this, and he decided to get hold of them straight after talking to Christina.

      Soon enough, he got to the café, where she was waiting. In addition to her police uniform, she was wearing a broad grin, which was always on her face whenever she met up with Jim. Jim sat down at the table across from her, and after exchanging pleasantries and briefly catching up about each other’s kids—Christine had two young children—Jim dove straight into the topic of the kidnapping.

      “Yeah, I heard about that,” Christine said. “But for some reason, the department is reluctant to label it a kidnapping. They’re keeping it as a missing child report, no foul play suspected … yet.”

      “Well, that ‘yet’ is right now,” Jim said, “with the evidence I’ve uncovered this morning. And I’m not only sure that little Keith was kidnapped, but I’m also pretty damn sure that the man who did it is the same guy who was behind the unsolved kidnappings of the early 90s. You probably won’t remember them because you were only a toddler then, but three children were kidnapped in 91, and the circumstances were exactly the same. The kids were taken from the woods west of town, and the tracks the cops found in the snow simply disappeared, vanishing into thin air at some point. This case has all the same hallmarks … and I’m sure it’s the same guy. Dead sure.”

      “Damn,” Christina murmured, frowning. “The same guy, almost thirty years apart? You’re really certain of this?”

      “Absolutely. I mean, there is a chance that it’s a new guy who’s a copycat, but I don’t think that’s the case. I think it’s the same guy. If he were in his twenties, then he’d be in his fifties now, still young enough to pull off the same crime. Hell, if he were fit and healthy enough, he could even still pull it off in his sixties. I know a few sixty-year-olds from the gym who are fitter and stronger than men half their age.”

      “So, what do you need from me?” Christina asked. “I could try to push them to change the case from a missing child report to a kidnapping, and with this new info, they’ll probably do it.”

      Jim shook his head. “Not yet. I mean, go ahead and try if you want, but I feel like if they’re this slack now, they’re not going to ramp up things too quickly. And my theory about it being the same guy will probably be laughed off. You know how some of those bastards are….”

      A dark scowl came over Christina’s face, and her mouth twisted into a grimace of anger and disgust. “Captain Calhoun and Lieutenant Frey, yeah, those assholes won’t do a damn thing.”

      These were the two men who were primarily responsible for leveling false charges against Jim and getting him fired, and at the mention of their names, a surge of wrath ripped through him. He had sworn to get his revenge against them someday … and he hoped that day would come soon.

      “Yeah, those jerks don’t give a damn, do they? If they did, they would have classified this as a kidnapping from the outset. Anyway, like I said, you can try, but don’t expect any miracles. For now, I just need you to dig up the old case files from those kidnappings in 91 for me.”

      “I can do that,” Christina said. “What info do you need?”

      “All of it. Whatever’s in the files, any information, no matter how irrelevant it might seem.”

      “Consider it done,” Christina said. “I’ll call you as soon as I’ve got it all together. I’ll aim for the end of today, considering how time-sensitive this case is. If it were one of my kids who had been taken…” she trailed off and shuddered at the thought of this.

      “Yeah, I was thinking about how I’d feel if it were my little girl who was missing,” Jim said. “My buddy Andrew, it’s his kid. He’s torn up inside. We can’t afford to waste any time.”

      “I’ll make sure I’ve got everything for you by the end of the day,” Christina said. “I’d better get back now so I can start digging around. It was good seeing you, Jim. And I’m glad to hear you’re working on something more than cheating husbands and gold-digging wives. Your skills are wasted on that crap.”

      Jim chuckled. “Yeah, it’s good to be back on a serious case. I just wish it weren’t this kind of serious, though. Especially since it’s my buddy’s kid.”

      “I know. Well, let’s do our best to catch the son of a bitch who took the boy and get the kid back safe and sound to his dad as soon as we can. I’ll talk to you later, Jim.”

      Christina left, and Jim paid the bill and headed out of the café. He got into his car and drove home, for he wouldn’t be able to meet directly with the next person whose help he needed, for that person was hundreds of miles away, in Florida: his grandfather, who was almost one hundred years old.
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      Jim’s grandfather, Donald Irons, hadn’t been in law enforcement and hadn’t been involved in detective or forensic work. Instead, he was a historian with a keen interest in the history of this specific county. Few people knew more about the history of this town and the county that surrounded it than Donald. Even though he had long since retired and moved to Florida to soak up the sun in his golden years, Donald still maintained a key interest in the history of the area in which he had spent most of his life.

      Jim headed home and called Donald on his landline; Donald preferred to keep the tech in his life simple, and for that reason, he didn’t have a cellphone.

      “Hello?” came the voice on the other end of the line. It was a little croaky, but Donald still sounded healthy and strong despite being in his ninety-ninth year of life.

      “Hey, Grandpa, it’s me, Jim,” Jim said.

      “Ah, my boy, lovely to hear from you!”

      They chatted for a while, catching up, before Jim brought up the case and explained everything to his grandfather, suggesting that the kidnapper’s apparent ability to simply dematerialize had something to do with the forest itself. Jim asked if any relevant historical information might help with figuring out the secret to the kidnapper’s trick.

      “Hmm,” Donald said. “I think you’ve got the point there, son; he’s definitely using the landscape somehow. Hmm … you’re talking about the section of woods in the hills to the west of the town, aren’t you? Sort of near the old mansion where that odd recluse of a woman lives all on her own, right?”

      “That’s it, all the kidnappings happened within a five-by-five-mile square of forest in that area,” Jim said.

      “I think the answer to this man’s disappearing act might not be in the forest,” Donald said, “but under it.”

      “Under?” Jim asked. “How?”

      “Not many people know this,” Donald said, “and heck, I might be the only living person who has any knowledge of it, but way back in the 19th century, in around 1870-ish, I believe, a wealthy mining tycoon settled here. He believed the hills were full of gold, and he poured his fortune into setting up a mine here. There are forgotten tunnels going for miles under the forest in the hills … I’m sure most of them collapsed a long time ago, but there may well be some that are still intact.”

      Jim almost wanted to jump up and shout “eureka!” but he restrained himself from doing so. This had to be it; the kidnapper had to have knowledge of these old tunnels and had to have used them for his disappearing act. Instead of shooting up into the air like an eagle, he had slipped underground like a mole.

      “Grandpa, I think we’re onto something here. Why on earth doesn’t anyone remember this?”

      “Well, aside from the fact that it happened a hundred and fifty years ago,” Donald said, “it was a complete failure. There was no gold in the hills, and the mining project ended up with the tycoon financially ruined. He died in obscure poverty, a broken man who history forgot … well, every historian except the one you’re talking to.”

      “And what about the entrances to the mine and the tunnels? Do you know where they are?”

      “I’m afraid I have no idea, my boy; all I know is that they were all covered up in the 1880s, and after that, people soon started to forget that there was ever even a mine in the area. But there’ll be plans and maps for the tunnels in the town archives, I know that much. There are records going all the way back to the seventeenth century in there, and the plans for the mine and the tunnels will certainly be there.”

      “Thanks, Grandpa,” Jim said. “I feel like I’ve taken a giant leap forward with this information.”

      “I hope you crack the case soon,” Donald said. “It’s always a terrible thing to have a child kidnapped. And I do remember all the heartache and anguish in 1991 when those three children were taken. It’s a true tragedy that they were never found….”

      “A tragedy that won’t be repeated,” Jim said determinedly. “I won’t let this guy get away with it again. Not on my watch.”

      “You’ll get him, my boy. I know you will.”

      They talked for a while, then Jim said he had to get on with working on the case. He called the town archives right away but was frustrated and disappointed when his call was answered by an automated message saying that the archives were closed for renovations but that they would be open again the following day. He called up the town library and asked if they had any information about the mine and the tunnels, but after extensively browsing the local history section, they called Jim back and told him that there weren’t any books or materials covering the failed mining project.

      Jim was annoyed and worried; every day that passed without finding Keith increased the risk that the boy wouldn’t ever be seen again. His sixth sense told him that Keith was still alive, though … at least for now. And short of breaking into the archives, there wasn’t much he could do but wait until the next morning when they would be open again.

      He called Andrew and updated him about the situation, and the anguish and heartache in his friend’s voice almost made him want to go and break into the archives … almost. He wasn’t going to break the law, though. Not unless things got direr than they were now. He had a strong feeling that Keith was still okay, at least for the time being.

      Later in the evening, he got copies of the old case files from the 91 kidnappings from Christina, and he stayed up late into the night, looking through all the old reports and newspaper articles about the kidnappings. His initial research didn’t bring him any closer to discovering the kidnapper's identity, but it did solidify his theory that the kidnapper from 1991 and the current kidnapper were the same person.

      He got up bright and early the next day, ready to step into the archives as soon as the doors opened. When he got there, though, he was surprised to see two police cruisers outside the building with their lights flashing. He saw that Christina was one of the officers dealing with whatever was going on here, so he sent her a quick text message to let her know that he was nearby and needed to know what was going on. She said she could quickly and discretely meet him in the supermarket across the street to talk to him for a few seconds.

      They met in the stationery aisle—the quietest section of the supermarket.

      “What’s going on in the archives? What are you guys doing there?” Jim asked.

      “The weirdest thing happened,” Christina said. “Somebody broke into the archives last night, and they stole a whole bunch of records.”

      Jim groaned; he was sure he knew exactly which records had been taken. “Let me guess,” he said, “records from around 1870 or so? Stuff to do with an old, failed mining project?”

      A look of surprise came across Christina’s face. “How’d you know that?”

      “I know because those were the exact records I came here to look at … and now I know that someone is watching me and listening in on my phone calls. And I’m willing to bet every cent I have to my name that someone is the kidnapper.”
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      “Damn,” Christina murmured, frowning and shaking her head. “Whoever this is, they know you’re onto ‘em. It feels like things are about to get a lot more dangerous for you, Jim.”

      “I know, trust me, I know,” he said. “But it’ll take a lot more than that to throw this bloodhound off the scent he’s caught. My main problem now is not that someone is watching me and listening in on my calls. It’s that this bastard, whoever he is, has taken the only documents that show where the underground tunnels he’s using are. Without those documents, finding the entrance to whatever tunnels are still intact will be like finding a freakin’ needle in a haystack, to use a tired old cliché. This is a huge area of the woods we’re talking about, and the entrances to the tunnels could be anywhere.”

      “But they’d most likely be somewhere near where the footprints vanished, surely?” Christina said. “Isn’t that the whole point of using the tunnels?”

      Jim nodded. “Yeah, the entrance would be very close to where the footprints vanish. I guess I could go do a little poking around in that figurative haystack; narrowing it down like that would make the haystack a lot smaller, so to speak, and the needle bigger.”

      “I think you should do that,” Christina said. “Look, there’s nothing else you can do here; the records are gone, and it looks like whoever broke in here was a pro; they didn’t leave any clues behind, nothing I’ve been able to pick up on yet anyway. I think you should go back out to the woods and poke around for the entrance to the tunnel. If we find any clues in the archives, I’ll call you right away … but don’t get your hopes up about that. I gotta get back to the investigation before they get suspicious about why I’m taking such a long time in here. See you later, Jim, and good luck.”

      She turned to leave but then paused and turned around to say one more thing to Jim. “Jim, I think you should give Meghan a call and tell her what’s going on. We don’t know how dangerous this guy is. He’s obviously evil enough to kidnap a child—multiple children over the years—and now that he’s going after you to try to protect himself, he might ramp things up if he sees that you’re not backing down. He probably knows that you have a child….”

      Jim nodded, his face grim. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll give Meghan a call before I do anything else. I could never forgive myself if something happened to Felicity because of me or a case I was investigating.”

      “You do that. See you later, and like I said, I’ll call you if we find anything.”

      “Thanks, Christina.”

      Jim waited for a few minutes in the store so that he wouldn’t be seen coming out with Christina, and then he went to his car and called Meghan.

      “Jim,” she said, sounding wary, “why are you calling me now? You know I’m in the office, and I can’t take personal calls until lunchtime. This had better be important.”

      “Trust me, it is,” he said. “I hate to say this, but Felicity might be in danger…” He went on to explain everything about the kidnapping case and about how he believed that the kidnapper was watching him and might try to harm Felicity in order to deter him from investigating any further.

      “Shit, Jim,” Meghan gasped. “Okay, yeah, this is serious. I’ll call my mom and dad right now and tell them Felicity and I need to stay there for a few nights. Between my mom’s Rottweilers and my dad’s guns, I don’t think anyone is dumb enough to try to break into that house. Could you give Felicity’s school a call and explain things and tell them to get her to wait with a teacher after class until I pick her up?”

      “Sure, I’ll do that. And Meghan…”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry that my job is interfering with your life and our daughter’s life like this.”

      Meghan was silent on the other end of the line for a while. Jim could picture the exact expression on her face—and it wasn’t a happy one, he knew that. However, she knew who he was, and she had always admired his dedication to righting wrongs and upholding justice, and even though they were no longer married, it was still something she admired about him.

      “It’s okay, Jim,” she eventually said. “It’s a pain in the ass, yeah, and it’s another thing to worry about—as if I don’t have enough worries already—but at least Felicity is safe and sound, and at least it’s not our child who is missing. You’re doing the right thing by doing everything you can to catch the person who took little Keith. And I hope you catch him soon so that this whole thing will be over and our lives can go back to normal, and that little boy can be back with his family, where he belongs.”

      “I hope so, too,” Jim said. “I’ll come to your parents’ place later in the week to visit Felicity. It’s not safe for her to come to my place, obviously.”

      “Yeah. Call me later, and we’ll talk about it. Bye, Jim.”

      “Bye, Meghan,” he said. He sighed and shook his head. Things had taken a nasty turn now that he knew that the kidnapper knew who he was, but he was determined to press on; nothing would stop him now.

      He headed home to pick up his headlamp, which he figured he might need when he found the entrance to the tunnels. As soon as he got to his front door, though, he discovered that something was wrong—something was very wrong. His front door was open, and splinters and wood shards—from the door being violently forced open with a crowbar—were scattered across the porch.

      He drew his pistol and felt his pulse starting to race. He had only been gone an hour; whoever had done this might still be inside. And considering all the recent developments with this case, there was a good chance that the intruder would be armed and looking to do him harm.

      “All right, you son of a bitch,” Jim muttered, psyching himself up to step inside and possibly confront an armed intruder. “Let’s do this.”

      He stepped into the house, sweeping the entrance hallway through the sights of his pistol. He could hear his pulse thudding in his ears, and his senses felt as if they had been supercharged. The hallway was empty, so he moved on to the living room, pressing himself up against the wall next to the door and listening intently for a few moments before bursting in and sweeping the room with his gun.

      There was nobody in the room, but a message was scrawled in red paint in large letters across the wall.

      KEEP DIGGING INTO THINGS YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND, AND YOU WILL DIE, IRONS. THIS IS YOUR FIRST AND LAST WARNING. BACK OFF, OR I WILL END YOUR MISERABLE LIFE. THAT’S A PROMISE.

      “Asshole,” Jim growled as he read the crude threat.

      He searched the rest of his house and found that his desk drawers and closets had been ransacked, and a few items had been vandalized and broken, but the house was empty, and nothing had been stolen. Another ominous warning had been left for him in addition to the painted message on his wall: a .45 bullet with his name scratched into it was sitting on his pillow.

      There were, of course, no prints on the bullet, and the can of paint and paintbrush that had been used to paint the message on the wall had been taken. Jim knew he was dealing with an intelligent and thorough individual here and was not surprised that the man had left no evidence behind.

      Instead of feeling scared and intimidated, though, he only felt more determined to crack the case now that the kidnapper had made things personal.

      “You wanna ramp this up, you son of a bitch?” Jim muttered to his empty, ransacked house. “Fine. Let’s take it up a notch. I’m not gonna rest until you’re behind bars. I promise you that, whoever the hell you are, I promise you that….”
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      Jim didn’t waste time with an official police report about the break-in and the death threat; he knew they wouldn’t take it seriously. He did, however, give Christina a call and tell her about it; if the kidnapper knew who he was and was willing to harm him, the man would certainly extend this threat to anyone who was helping Jim in the investigation. From now on, Christina’s assistance would need to be even more covert.

      He ordered some paint to paint over the message on the wall and called a locksmith to fix his broken front door and put a new, sturdier lock on it, but once that was done, he dove straight back into the investigation.

      On the drive to the woods, he took a few backroads, one of which led past the isolated old mansion where the eccentric recluse lived. The old woman hadn’t been seen in public or even stepped outside the property in over thirty years, but she was still alive; she was seen staring out the windows of the huge house from time to time and had groceries delivered every week. The drivers who delivered her food and supplies never saw her; they were instructed to leave everything on the big, wraparound porch. She would always wait until they were gone to shuffle out of the house and hastily bring everything in.

      Jim slowed down as he passed the old mansion. The house was set far back from the road, with an enormous, sprawling front yard in front of it. He wasn’t sure why, but there was something about the house—beyond its horror-movie creepiness—that got his sixth sense tingling. Did this place have something to do with the kidnapping? There was no logical reason for it to be linked to it in any way, and the old woman would be in her nineties now, far too old to be physically capable of abducting anyone. And from what he knew about her, although she was eccentric in her ways, she was quite harmless.

      Still, he couldn’t help stopping outside the house and peering up at the looming building with its ornamental turrets and towers and wondering what secrets lay behind those shuttered windows. One of them opened, and he caught a glimpse of an eerie figure in a long white nightgown staring out at him. The shutter slammed shut, and a shudder of unease rippled down Jim’s spine. He drove off with a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach.

      After parking his car on one of the dirt roads that led through the woods, he trekked back to the spot where the kidnapper’s trail of footprints had mysteriously disappeared in the snowless clearing.

      “There’s gotta be something here,” he murmured to himself as he paced around the clearing, staring intently at the ground. “There’s gotta be a clue….”

      His feet crunched the pebbles and dirt underfoot, and, feeling a little frustrated, he tried to kick a small golf-ball-sized rock out of the way. Instead of going flying into the woods, however, the rock stayed put, and Jim yelped and jumped back as pain shot through his foot.

      “What the hell?” he murmured, staring at the rock. It should have soared through the air when he kicked it; it surely couldn’t weigh more than a few ounces, yet it felt as if it were planted as firmly in place as if it had been a mountain.

      He limped over to it, his toes throbbing with pain, and squatted down to examine it. He tried to pick it up but found it anchored to the ground as if a potent electromagnetic force were holding it there.

      He then tried to move another small rock but found that it too was anchored firmly in place. A flame of inspiration ripped through his mind, and he whipped out his utility knife and started digging into the soil. It didn’t take him long to hit something solid: a layer of steel.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” he whispered. “I’m standing on a giant manhole cover.”

      The reason the small rocks couldn’t be moved was that they were glued into place. A large section of the clearing was, in fact, an artificial construct made to look like a perfectly natural patch of dirt. The only question now was how to open it.

      Jim scratched around in the dirt for a while longer, and he soon found a soft pile of dirt concealing a steel handle. He turned it and felt machinery working under his feet. There was a click, and then the huge manhole cover started to lift up, one side rising up at an angle from the ground.

      It was operated by non-powered machinery, it seemed, an ingeniously designed system of springs and gears. There was a device on the underside of the hinged cover by which the person inside could close the cover and re-compress the springs by turning a crank. As Jim discovered, another lever pulled the outside handle down into the dirt and dumped a small pile of dirt on top of it to hide it. He was astounded at how well-designed the whole thing was.

      However, he wasn’t here to marvel at the engineering skills of whoever had designed this cover. He was here to find the tunnels the kidnapper had used to abduct Keith and flee from the scene of the crime, and he had done just that.

      He popped on his headlamp and climbed down into the tunnel, using a steel ladder attached to the stone walls. The tunnel was deep; Jim descended the ladder a good thirty or forty feet before finally reaching its bottom.

      Now, though, he was faced with a dilemma: he found himself in the middle of a crossroads, with four tunnels each leading off in different directions. There was no telling where each tunnel went or how long it went on; it could merely be a few dozen yards, or it could be miles.

      The first thing Jim did was to look for signs that would tell him which way the kidnapper had gone. There were no prints on the stone floor, though, and there was no evidence to point him in the right direction. The kidnapper could have gone through any of the four tunnels Jim now faced.

      He took out his phone and was not surprised to find that he had no reception at all down here—and, therefore, no means of mapping where he was. If he got lost down here, things could end very badly for him.

      “All right, all right, no problem,” he said to himself. “I’ll go get a big ball of yarn, come back, and use it to mark my passage. Then I can explore this place safely and make sure I don’t get lost down here.”

      He was about to turn around and head back up the ladder when he heard a curious sound. It sounded almost like that of thunder in the far distance, but it was not an isolated sound—instead, it was a dull, droning roar, growing steadily louder.

      Jim felt the ground beneath his feet beginning to shake, and at that moment, a blast of primal fear, rooted in some ancient instinct, tore through his core.

      “Oh shit,” he gasped as the roar grew rapidly louder … and in the distance, at the farthest edge of where the glow from his headlamp illuminated the black space, he caught a glimpse of a terrifying sight: a wall of water racing toward him.
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      “Shit, shit, shit!” Jim howled, scrambling up the ladder as the water surged toward him, flooding the tunnels.

      He managed to get himself a few feet up the ladder before the charging water smashed into his feet and calves, ripping them off the ladder with an irresistible force. He clung to the steel rungs for dear life as the swirling, icy water pulled at his legs and hauled himself up, kicking through the water to get his feet back on the rungs.

      The water level rose rapidly, and Jim had to clamber up the ladder as fast as he could to keep from being totally submerged under the churning water. At one point during his ascent, it came up to his chest, but, driven on by a surge of adrenaline, he managed to haul himself up out of it.

      Finally, gasping, and with his limbs burning from the intense effort, he pulled himself out of the tunnel and flopped down onto the ground, soaking wet and panting. The water stopped rising about two or three yards from the top of the tunnel, and at this point, it seemed to stop churning and calmed down somewhat. Jim crawled over and stared down into the black water.

      “Dammit,” he growled. There would be no exploring the labyrinth of tunnels now.

      Had the flood been a coincidence, though, or had it been triggered by the kidnapper? Jim wondered if he were being watched at this very moment; how else could the kidnapper have known he was inside the tunnels? If it had been a coincidence, it seemed like a very unlikely one. No, Jim was quite sure that the flood had been set off as a deliberate attempt to kill him.

      “You’re gonna have to do better than that, you sick son of a bitch!” he roared out to the empty forest. “I’m still breathing, and as long as I’m still breathing, I’m not gonna stop until I take you down!”

      There was no reply from the woods, though, only an eerie silence. Jim knew there was nothing else he could do for now; finding the entrance to the tunnels had been a momentous discovery, but with them now being flooded with icy water, they were completely impassable.

      Jim wondered if now wasn’t perhaps the time to get the cops involved, as reluctant as he was to work with them. The bottom line was that time was running out for little Keith; the longer he was unfound, the less likely it was he would be found alive … if, indeed, he were ever to be found.

      With everything Jim had uncovered thus far, he knew that the cops would have to upgrade this from a mere missing child case to an active kidnapping case, for the evidence that Keith had been kidnapped was now absolutely indisputable. Jim didn’t have the means to explore the flooded tunnels, but the Police Diving Unit certainly did.

      He sighed; he really didn’t want to work with the people who had framed him and fired him on false charges, the men who had destroyed his career and ruined his life, but he had to throw his ego out the door at this point, for a child’s life was at stake, and he no longer had the resources to tackle this case on his own.

      Shivering against the cold, which felt especially biting since he was now almost completely soaked, he got his phone—a rugged, waterproof model, thankfully—out of his pocket and dialed the local station.

      “Put me through to Captain Calhoun,” he said when someone answered. “This is a matter of extreme importance.”

      “I need to know who’s calling before I put you through to the captain,” the cop on the other end of the line said. “Who is this, and what are you calling about?”

      Jim grimaced. If this cop, whose voice he didn’t recognize, was one of Calhoun’s lackeys, the man might just put the phone down on him as soon as he revealed his identity. Jim knew, though, that all police calls were recorded, so he phrased his reply carefully.

      “This is about an active kidnapping case right here in town. A child’s life is in grave and immediate danger, and I need an immediate response. And if you hang up on me, I’ll have your badge. The call logs will have this call, of which I’ve made an exact note of the time, and you can bet your ass that I’ll take this as far as it needs to go if you don’t put Calhoun on the line now. This is … Jim Irons.”

      There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Finally, the cop spoke. “We don’t have any active kidnapping cases here, Irons,” he said snarkily. “And if you wanna fight about phone calls, sure, go ahead, I’ll charge you for wasting police time, which I’m sure you’re aware, as an ex-police officer, is a felony.”

      “Dammit, you stupid moron,” Jim growled, his teeth chattering, “stop jerking me around and put me through to Calhoun! Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you? I have irrefutable proof that Keith Young, who you do have as an active missing child case, was kidnapped! He didn’t wander off like you idiots think he did. He was kidnapped! You hear me, asshole? I have proof, evidence, and plenty of it! Now quit wasting my time—and that poor boy’s time, which is running out as we speak—and put me through to Calhoun!”

      “Calhoun isn’t in today,” the man said coldly. “You can call 9-1-1 and—”

      “No!” Jim yelled. “You’re not gonna fob me off like that. Dammit, you prick, I swear to God I’ll have your badge for jerking me around like this. Who’s in then, huh? Is Lieutenant Frey in? Put me through to him, or I’m taking this time-wasting bullshit to the press. You want that? You want a media shitstorm on your doorstep about how this department doesn’t give a shit about a kidnapped child? Because that’s what you’re going to have if you keep this crap up. Now put me through to Frey, or whoever’s in charge there!”

      Again there was a long pause, but then there was a beep as the police officer finally gave in and put Jim through to Calhoun’s second-in-command, Lieutenant William Frey.

      Jim couldn’t help but clench his jaw when he heard Frey’s voice on the other end of the line. Frey was one of the men who had conspired against Jim and who had concocted the false charges that had resulted in Jim’s firing from the force and the ruining of his reputation. Frey had attacked Jim with such virulence precisely because he was one of the dirty cops Jim had tried to take down; he was deep in the pocket of a local mob boss, and Jim also knew that Frey had his multiple fingers in other illegal pies: drug smuggling and a ring of prostitutes. Jim had sworn that he wouldn’t rest until Frey, Calhoun, and the other corrupt cops who had ruined his life had been brought to justice, but right now, for the sake of Keith’s life, he had to work with them, however odious a prospect that was.

      “What the hell do you want, Irons?” Frey growled. “You’ve got some nerve calling me up after everything that happened.”

      There were a lot of choice words Jim wanted to say to his former commanding officer, but he bit his tongue. Now was not the time for vengeance or anger, however, justified. He had to save Keith.

      “The missing kid, he’s been kidnapped, Frey. I have absolutely irrefutable evidence of this. And I need the department to get in on this case. I can’t find him without your resources.”

      Frey sighed on the other end of the line, and Jim could just picture him rolling his eyes. This increased his already-boiling fury, but he managed to keep his temper in check and restrained himself from unleashing a torrent of abuse.

      “Look, Irons, we’ve already investigated the case thoroughly, and we came to the conclusion that the boy wandered off and got lost,” Frey said in an annoyed, impatient tone. “You were always one for conspiracies, weren’t you? I see that nothing has changed. Well—”

      “Are you deaf or just stupid, you fucking moron?” Jim blurted out. He couldn’t hold back any longer. “I just told you I’ve got irrefutable evidence that a child has been kidnapped, and I’m on the cusp of finding out where the boy is, too! Now, unless you want egg all over your ugly face when I go to press about how you refused to help me in the face of overwhelming evidence, you’re gonna shut up and listen to what I have to say, and then you’re gonna get your useless ass into gear and get people out here! All your favorite journalists will have a field day with what I’ve got to show them if you don’t start taking this case seriously, Frey, I promise you that. You ignore me now, and I swear to God the instant we end this call, I’m gonna phone up every single news station in a fifty-mile radius. How does that sound?”

      Jim could hear a cold fury in Frey’s voice when he responded, but this only served to put a smile on his face; he knew that Frey had no choice but to help him. The department had already had more than its fair share of bad press in recent years, and they couldn’t afford another media scandal. His head, as well as Calhoun’s and a few others, would surely roll.

      “Fine,” Frey muttered. “Go ahead, tell me what you’ve got.”

      Jim explained everything he’d discovered so far, right up to the forgotten tunnels and the secret entrance to them.

      “All right,” Frey said, “well, I guess I have no choice but to switch it to a kidnapping case. And I’ll get a team from the diving unit to check out those flooded tunnels later. But there’s an important detail I think you’ve forgotten about in all this eagerness of yours.”

      “Oh yeah, and what’s that?” Jim asked gruffly.

      “Now that this is officially a kidnapping case, if you keep sticking your nose in it, you’ll be interfering with police business. So go back to chasing unfaithful wives and messing around with will-altering and whatever other bullshit you scrape pennies together with these days. You’re off this case now, Irons. And if I catch you messing around with this case from this point on, you can bet your ass I’ll throw the book at you as hard as I fucking can. You’re off this case—so get your ass back home and don’t let me catch you near any crime scenes again.”
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      The anger bubbling in Jim’s core kept him warm against the freezing state he was in with his soaked clothes on the long hike through the woods back to his car. He was relieved that the police were finally taking this seriously but filled with wrath at the fact that Frey had kicked him off the case.

      Of course, he could go on investigating the case on his own—there was nothing Frey could legally do to stop him—but he knew that he wasn’t allowed on any official crime scenes, which would add a layer of difficulty to his task. At least, he reasoned, he still had Christina on the inside to slip him information and tips under the table.

      He was shivering like a leaf in a gale by the time he got back to his car, and it was a great relief to get the heater going, although it only went a little way toward pulling some of the icy cold out of his flesh and bones. As soon as he got home, he filled up the bathtub and soaked in hot water for a long while until he’d got his core temperature back up to normal.

      After that, he got busy cleaning and fixing up things the kidnapper had broken, messed up, or vandalized. He got a call from Andrew in the afternoon, and his friend sounded terribly anguished, which was to be expected, seeing as this was the fourth day of his son’s disappearance. Jim reassured Andrew that he was closer than ever to cracking the case and told him that now that the police were taking it seriously and had acknowledged that it was a kidnapping, the chances of finding Keith and the man who had taken him were better than ever.

      This news didn’t lighten Andrew’s mood much, though, and he remained in a state of despair. Jim could understand that; if Felicity were missing, he knew he wouldn’t be able to rest or think a single positive thought until she was back safely in his arms.

      Even so, at this moment, there wasn’t much he could do, at least not until police divers explored the tunnels—and that could take hours, although it was far more likely that it would take days. He wanted to go through the old case files and news reports from 1991 again, for he had a feeling that there was something he might have previously overlooked in them.

      Doing his best to keep his feelings of frustration at bay, he sat down at his desk, grabbed the files, and started to go through everything one more time with a fine-toothed comb.

      “There has to be something I’ve missed, something I’ve skimmed over that’ll link these two cases and prove it’s the same guy,” Jim murmured as he plowed through the stacks of papers on his desk. “And something that’ll just allow me to paint even a vague picture of who he might be.”

      After three hours, though, with his eyes weary from the strain of reading, he came up with nothing. The 1991 cases remained as mysterious now as they had been all those years ago. Jim’s theory that the same man was behind this, though, remained unchanged. He was absolutely sure the very same kidnapper was at work again.

      “Microfiche,” he murmured to himself. “Yes, yes, microfiche! That’s what I need to do. I’ve been focusing so intensely on the stuff in the police files that I’ve neglected to look elsewhere. And I’m sure there’s something, somewhere, that’ll point me in the right direction.”

      He checked his watch—the archives would still be open for another hour. He grabbed his coat, charged out of his house and scrambled into his car, then raced downtown. He got to the archives with half an hour to go before closing time, which wasn’t much, but it was something, at least.

      He got some microfiches of the local daily newspaper, as many issues as he could find from 1991. Then, acutely aware of the clock ticking in the background, he began his research. He started right at the beginning of the year, even though the kidnappings had taken place at the end of the year. He flipped through the pages of every newspaper, keenly scanning the headline of every article, large or small.

      Soon enough, he was completely lost in work and had totally lost track of time. A gentle tap on his shoulder pulled him out of this trance of concentration.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but we’re closing in two minutes,” the archivist, a friendly woman in her sixties, said to him. “You’re going to have to come back tomorrow and finish whatever it is you’re doing.”

      “Two minutes, you said?” he said without looking up from the pages.

      “Yes, two minutes.”

      “Then give me two minutes, please. Just two more minutes.”

      She rolled her eyes and sighed but gave in. “All right, two more minutes, but not a second longer. You have to leave after that, or I’m going to have to call security.”

      “Thanks.”

      He carried on flipping through the pages of the local paper, now immensely conscious of the seconds ticking away. With increasing frustration, he read headline after headline, finding nothing. Finally, he heard the archivist’s footsteps shuffling across the floor toward him, and he knew his time was up.

      Just as she reached him, though, something caught his eye.

      “Sir, you really do need to leave now,” she said.

      “Wait!”

      “Sir, I’m only going to ask once more, and then I’m going to have no choice but to call security.”

      “Almost, almost,” he murmured, mostly to himself as he hastily read through the article that had caught his eye. “Please, one more minute….”

      The woman sighed and walked over to a nearby intercom. “Bob? I’m going to need some help here. There’s a guy who’s refusing to leave.”

      A large, burly man came stomping through the building with a dark scowl on his face. “Sir,” he said gruffly when he got to Jim, “you’re seriously going to have to leave now. I ain’t playing around. Don’t make me throw you out of here. Just get up and go. No ifs, no buts. Leave now.”

      Jim raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “It’s okay. I’m going, just relax.”

      He got up and left, for he had found the nugget he’d been hoping to discover. In late January 91, he’d found a letter written by a reader, buried deep in an issue of the daily newspaper. The headline of the letter was telling: Mother Warns of Danger to Children.

      He hadn’t been able to read the whole letter, but in it, a woman claimed a man had tried to abduct her son from a park. From the details Jim had been able to skim from the letter, the boy sounded eerily similar to Keith—he was the same age. His mother described him as being headstrong and filled with curiosity. The same qualities had led Keith to wander away from his father and end up getting kidnapped.

      In her letter to the newspaper, the mother—Helen Devries—had warned other parents to keep a close eye on their young children in public places.

      There was no way to be sure that the man who had tried to abduct Helen’s son was the same one who had kidnapped the other children later in the year, but Jim was sure that this was no mere coincidence.

      He called Christina and told her what he’d discovered and asked if she could get him some details on any people in this county named Helen Devries who were between the ages of fifty and seventy.

      Sitting in his car, he tapped his fingers restlessly on the steering wheel while waiting for Christina to call him back. It took forever, but finally, his phone rang. He answered with eager haste.

      “What have you got for me, Christina?”

      “Well, the good news is that there’s only one Helen Devries in the county,” Christina said.

      Jim could tell from her tone, though, that the bad news was worse than the good. “All right, so hit me with the bad news then,” he said warily.

      “The bad news, Jim, is that she’s been dead for the last fifteen years.”
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      “Shit,” Jim muttered. “Hold on, though, what about her family? Were you able to get any details on them? I know she’s at least got one son.”

      “She had two children, and they’re both still alive, according to the records,” Christina answered. “So that’s good news.”

      Jim breathed out a sigh of relief. “All right, that’s good. In fact, that’s even better. If I can speak to the one who was almost abducted, we might start getting somewhere. Do you have names, contact numbers, last known addresses?”

      “Just last known addresses. The older kid is Jasper Devries, who’s thirty-eight now.”

      “He’s the one—he would have been eight years old in 91. Address?”

      Christina gave Jim the address, and he thanked her for her help and hastily punched it into Google Maps, which informed him that it was a house in the eastern suburbs of the town. Jim drove straight there and found that Jasper Devries lived in a neat and pleasant suburban home. A kid’s trike and a couple of colorful balls in the driveway told him that Jasper now had kids of his own.

      Jim walked up to the front door and knocked on it, and a mousy woman in her thirties answered it with a wary look on her face. “Yes? Can I help you?”

      “I’m sorry for bothering you, ma’am,” Jim said, “but I’m looking for a Jasper Devries. Does he live here?”

      “Jasper’s my husband,” she said in a standoffish manner. “Why are you looking for him? Who are you?”

      “I’m a private investigator. My name is Jim Irons,” he said. “Don’t worry, my investigation has nothing to do with you or your family. I believe that something that happened to your husband as a child might be connected to a case I’m investigating, though.”

      The woman looked him up and down with the gleam of suspicion shining in her eyes, but eventually, she nodded, telling Jim to wait on the porch while she went and called Jasper. Jasper emerged from the house a minute or two later. He was a short, rotund man with a round face topped by a mop of curly red hair, and he looked as if he spent most of his days hunched over a desk, tapping away at a computer keyboard.

      “Oh yeah, how can I help you?” he asked Jim, one eyebrow raised with suspicion.

      “This is going to sound a little weird,” Jim said, “but how much do you remember about the year 1991?”

      “What?” Jasper said, with a look on his face that clearly suggested that he thought Jim was insane.

      “If I’ve got the right Jasper Devries,” Jim said, “you were almost kidnapped from a park when you were eight years old, right? That was you, wasn’t it?”

      Now an entirely different look came over Jasper’s face, and the unmistakable gleam of fear and old, long-buried trauma shone in his eyes. He simply nodded in response.

      “I’m sorry if mentioning the incident is bringing back some bad memories,” Jim said, “and believe me, I wouldn’t be here bothering you if it weren’t really important. You see, another boy—an eight-year-old, just like you were back in 91—has been abducted. It happened only a few days ago. And as a lifelong resident of this town, and being around the same age as me, I’m sure you remember the spate of kidnappings that happened later in 91. And, as you might remember, those kids weren’t as lucky as you; they never escaped, and they were never found. I have reason to believe that the man who took the boy a few days ago is the same man who abducted those kids in 91—and I think he may be the same guy who tried to abduct you that year.”

      Jasper nodded slowly and swallowed a dry gulp of nothing. “Come in, please,” he said softly.

      Jim followed Jasper into the house. Jasper led him to the living room, where two young boys were playing video games. The sight of the boys laughing and playing stabbed a spear of deep empathy into Jim. This was what little Keith should be doing about now, but instead, he was … Jim didn’t want to entertain too many possibilities about the boy’s whereabouts, for they all seemed too disturbing and frightening. His sixth sense told him the boy was still alive, but his life force was weakening … time was running out.

      “Boys, go play outside for a while,” Jasper said. “I need to talk to this man, and we need some peace and quiet.”

      “Aw, Dad, we’re almost at the end of the level, and—”

      “Put it on pause and go outside, Ted. Now, please.”

      Ted, the older boy, sighed and rolled his eyes but paused the video game, and then he and his brother left the room.

      “Tell me what you remember about that day,” Jim said. “I’m sorry if it’s painful to think about, but that little boy needs you to remember as much as you can.”

      “Sure. Man, I remember it like it was yesterday. Much of the rest of that year is just one indistinct blur in my memory, but that day, it’s bright and clear in my mind. I was at the park with my mom—the big park that used to be out by the North Mall, it was bulldozed in the late 90s to build more houses, but I’m sure you remember it.”

      “Yeah,” Jim said. “My parents used to take my sister and me there to play often.”

      “Do you remember how the place was,” Jasper said, “lots of trees, huge park, almost like a small wild forest right on the edge of town?”

      “Yeah, I remember it. It was a huge place.”

      “Right? Perfect for hide and seek, which is what I used to play with my mom back in those days. We went there a lot; hide and seek was one of my favorite games as a kid. I figure the guy who tried to kidnap me knew this and had been watching me for a while.”

      “That makes sense,” Jim said. “A kid hiding in some remote part of the park is an easy and convenient target for a predator.”

      “Yeah. Well, my mom was always a little wary, pretty cautious, you know,” Jasper said. “We only played hide and seek in one small section of the park. But I was, well, I guess I wasn’t a fan of the rules because I would always break ‘em and go outside the designated area to find a hiding spot, so I could win the game. My mom would get mad, but she would never stay mad, and I would never go that far out of the designated area. My mom did kinda spoil me. Anyway, on that day, the day the guy tried to kidnap me, I decided I would push the boundaries farther than ever. There was one spot in the park I had always thought would be the perfect spot to hide, and on that day, I decided I was gonna do it.”

      “And what spot was that?” Jim asked.

      “There were a couple old, gnarled trees near the smaller carpark at the back of the park. You remember that spot?”

      “I think I do,” Jim said.

      “Yeah, there. Anyway, my mom closed her eyes and counted to one hundred, and I took off and headed straight there. One tree, in particular, had a small hollow in its trunk—a hollow that was just the right size for a small boy to squeeze into and hide. So that’s where I went. I started to crawl into the hollow, and that’s when I sensed it….”

      “Sensed what, exactly?” Jim asked.

      “Eyes on me. You know that creepy feeling you get when someone’s watching you? That feeling. I don’t know how I sensed it, but I just did. And you know where the guy was watching me from? The freak was in the tree. I remember looking up and seeing this guy perched in the branches maybe ten feet above me, just staring down at me, like a freakin’ mountain lion about to pounce on its prey.”

      “That must have been quite terrifying,” Jim said. “What happened next? How much can you remember about what the guy looked like?”

      Jasper sighed and shook his head. “I wish I could give you some meaty details, but the next few minutes were a complete blur. I remember the guy jumping out of the tree and tackling me to the ground, pinning me with his knees. I tried to scream, but he got his hand over my mouth before I could. He pulled out a medical syringe, he was gonna inject me with something, but that’s when I was saved. This dog came racing over to us, barking like mad, I guess its owner had let it off the leash for a while to go explore on its own, and the dog saw me being attacked, and its protective instincts kicked in. It was a big dog, a Doberman, or something like that. I remember the owner telling my mom later that he had a daughter around my age, and the dog loved her, so I guess that’s why its protective instincts kicked in when it saw me being attacked.”

      “So the dog chased the guy away?”

      “Yeah, more than that, it attacked him, got a few bites in. Man, that dog saved my life.”

      “And the guy didn’t get to inject you with whatever was in the syringe?”

      “No. That dog, it came charging out of the blue like a bolt of freakin’ lightning. God, what an amazing animal. I honestly can’t remember many details, though. From the point at which the guy jumped out of the tree onward, it’s a blur. I just remember the dog charging in, this blur of screaming and the dog barking and growling … and then my mom carrying me in her arms later.”

      “Do you remember what the guy looked like?” Jim asked, praying that there would be some detail he could pick up on. Just from the fact that the man had attacked from above, from the branches of a tree, he was certain it was the same man.

      Jasper shook his head. “He was wearing a balaclava, and winter camouflage gear, like a hunter. I couldn’t see his face at all. He was a white guy. He had blue eyes … hard, cruel blue eyes. Skinny and lanky, I think. It’s hard to tell when you don’t see a person standing up straight, though. But there is one thing I remember extremely clearly: his smell….”
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      “His smell?” Jim asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “His hands had this bad smell, even though he was wearing gloves,” Jasper said. “I didn’t know what it was and couldn’t describe it at the time, but I recognized it many years later when I encountered it again—formaldehyde. My brain never forgets a scent, and I can tell you with one hundred percent certainty that the guy who tried to abduct me smelled like formaldehyde. Beyond that, I’m sorry, but there aren’t really any other details I can give you. Like I said, it was all a blur after he jumped out of the tree. From what the dog’s owner told my mom, he saw the dog chasing someone into the parking lot, but he didn’t get much of a look at the guy, who disappeared after that. There was blood in the snow. I do remember that … the dog did at least get one good bite in, I guess.”

      “You didn’t go to the cops after this incident?” Jim asked.

      “No, we were both so shaken up, my mom and I, and we didn’t even get the name of the guy who owned the dog. I think my mom was really ashamed and thought people would judge her harshly and think she was neglectful and a bad mom if they found out I was nearly abducted, so she kept quiet about the whole thing for a week or two, told me not to tell anyone. But then her conscience got the better of her because she thought the kidnapper might attempt to strike again. She didn’t think the cops would be much help—she had had a few bad experiences with them before—so she wrote a letter to the local paper instead. And that was about the last of that incident. I was traumatized for a while, but I bounced back pretty well. I still have nightmares about it once every few years, though.”

      “That’s understandable,” Jim said. “And I’m sorry that you experienced something so frightening as a kid. But at least you got away from him.”

      “Which is something I’m thankful for every time the memories of the incident surface,” Jasper said. “I was one of the lucky ones.”

      “The only lucky one,” Jim said grimly. “For now, though. I’m not going to let whoever this scumbag is get away with this again. I’m going to make sure I find the missing kid and bring his kidnapper to justice—for the recent kidnapping and for the kids he abducted back in 91, who were never seen again.”

      “I hope you get him,” Jasper said, curling his hands into fists as a look of deep anger came across his face. “I really pray that you get him.”

      Jim got up. “Thank you for your help, Jasper,” he said. “Stay well … and keep an eye on those boys of yours until this thing is over. There’s no telling when and where this monster is going to strike again, but going on past patterns, I am sure he’s going to try again. I can only hope that I’ll be able to stop him before he does.”

      It was dark outside, and there wasn’t much else Jim could do at this point. He called Christina, who informed him that the police divers had done a little exploring of the flooded tunnels but that they hadn’t found anything, and because of the danger and the difficulty of the work, it could take them weeks to make any real progress. As for the missing maps of the tunnels stolen from the town archives, there were still no leads and no progress. The kidnapper was covering his tracks well.

      After speaking to Christina, Jim gave Meghan a call. He needed to see his daughter after everything that had happened. The thought of anything happening to her made him sick to his stomach, and he needed to see her to make absolutely sure that she was safe. Meghan and Felicity were at Meghan’s parents’ house, and she was okay with Jim coming to visit.

      On the drive across town, Jim kept a close eye on his rearview mirror to ensure he wasn’t being followed. He was acutely aware that the kidnapper knew a great deal about him and was willing to go to any length to try to deter him from investigating any deeper into the case.

      For this reason, Jim turned off his phone for the drive and took a long, meandering route to the house. He didn’t notice anyone following him at any time, but he wanted to be sure. He pulled up outside his former in-laws’ house and waited in the car for a while, turning off the lights and quietly observing the street.

      It was as peaceful and pleasant a street as anyone would find in East Coast suburbia, with large yards, pretty houses, and trees lining the sidewalks. Jim had always gotten on well with his in-laws, and this house held many good memories of better days. It didn’t feel like there was any danger nearby or any unfriendly eyes hiding in any of the shadows, so after reassuring himself that the street was safe, Jim got out of the car and walked up to the front door.

      The instant his finger hit the doorbell, an explosion of dog barks erupted inside the house. Wendy, Meghan’s mother, was a dog-lover, and she had three well-trained rottweilers in the house. The dogs were gentle giants—at least with people they knew well. When it came to people they didn’t know, though, they were like vicious wild beasts. The postman usually gave this house a wide berth on his mail route, running up to the mailbox and running away from it just as fast. And if the front door were open, he wouldn’t come anywhere near the house, preferring to leave the mail with a neighbor instead.

      Simon, Meghan’s father, was an avid shooter and gun collector, and the house had as many firearms and as much ammunition as a small military arsenal. Simon had had a long career in the army and had seen active service in the first Gulf War. He wasn’t afraid to use his firearms on human beings with bad intentions. This was about as safe a place as Meghan and Felicity could be, but even so, Jim couldn’t help but worry about them.

      As soon as the dogs smelled Jim outside, they stopped going ballistic, and their frenzied barks quickly turned to friendly whines.

      “Coming now, Jim!” Wendy called out. “Hold on!”

      Simon and Wendy had been greatly saddened by Jim and Meghan’s divorce, and despite the split, they had told Jim he was always welcome there. So when Wendy finally unlocked and opened the door, she had a broad, warm smile glowing on her face when she greeted him. She gave him a big hug and welcomed him in, and the dogs snaked around them, jumping up all over Jim with boisterous friendliness.

      “Down, down!” Wendy said. “Come on guys, you’re acting like you haven’t seen Jim for years! Behave yourselves!”

      Just then, another voice cut through the noise—the melodic voice of a young girl. “Daddy!”

      There was no way Jim could do anything but smile whenever he was in his daughter’s presence. Felicity came running down the hallway, and Jim swept her up into his arms. Holding her close, he felt an intense pang of guilt and sorrow; here he was, able to hold his little girl in his arms, while Andrew sat worried sick, not knowing where his little boy was, or even if he was alive or dead.

      Jim pushed the contrition aside; it did no good to feel such things, and such feelings were misplaced, anyway. Instead, he focused on his daughter. “How was school today, sunshine?” he asked.

      He carried Felicity to the living room while she told him about her day. In the living room, Meghan was waiting. Even though they were no longer together, Jim couldn’t help but be attracted to her. She was a far prettier woman than he felt he deserved—his friends had said he was punching above his weight when he had first pursued her. And even now, in her early forties, Meghan’s good looks had barely faded. Jim thought she was just as gorgeous as she was the day he’d first laid eyes on her … but he could no longer say such things to her.

      They were on good terms, but since Jim’s life had imploded with the police scandal and since the divorce that had followed in the wake of the controversy, she had kept him at arm’s length. She hadn’t gotten involved with anyone else, and indeed, hadn’t even been on a single date in two years, but she had made it clear that she wouldn’t be letting Jim back in, and on this position, she had not budged.

      Even so, it was difficult for Jim to let go of the feelings he had for her. His brain might say one thing, but his heart would say another, and the heart ran its own affairs, independently of the brain or one’s willpower, it seemed.

      “How are you, Jim?” Meghan asked.

      He put Felicity down and shrugged. “Busy. Driving myself nuts trying to crack this case.”

      She nodded. “You look tired. I don’t mean that in a bad way, but … you look like you haven’t slept much the last few days.”

      “I haven’t, and I don’t think I will until I find this guy. It’s okay though, who needs sleep?” he asked with a grin.

      Meghan chuckled. “You haven’t lost that laser focus of yours, Jim.”

      “Never have, never will,” he said. “It’s just who I am. Enough about me, though. How are you? How are things at work?”

      They sat and made small talk for a while, catching up about work and other matters. Meghan was friendly with Jim, as she always was, but he could tell she was being guarded and kept a wall up between the two of them. It was evident that she still cared deeply for him, and, from the glances he sometimes thought he caught out of the corner of his eye, it seemed she was still attracted to him as well, but she seemed to be doing her best to suppress the undeniable chemistry that existed between them.

      It was a pleasant evening, and the hours flew by, and soon enough, it was time to put Felicity to bed. It always broke Jim’s heart when he had to say goodbye to his only child, knowing that it would be a few days before he would get to see her again.

      With sadness and weariness from the last few days weighing heavily on his mind, Jim said farewell to Meghan and her family and headed home. He pulled into his drive, his tired mind thinking only of flopping into bed and sleeping for many hours, and in his exhausted state, he did not notice that there was a sinister pair of eyes watching him closely from the deep shadows beneath one of the trees on his street.

      As soon as he got out of his car, the shooting started. A barrage of gunshots erupted from the darkness under the tree across the street. Survival instinct and old training immediately kicked in, and Jim flung himself down flat on the ground as bullets peppered his car. Cursing, he fumbled for his pistol so he could return fire, but before he could draw it, a motor roared to life, and with tires screeching and smoking, his attacker sped off into the night.

      The lights on the attacker’s car were all off, but Jim had been able to make out what kind of car it was from both the shape and the sound of its motor: a big block muscle car from the early 70s. Jim lay on his driveway, breathing hard, adrenalin coursing through his veins, his heart jumping frenetically in his chest.

      “Shit,” he gasped. “Son of a bitch, shit…”

      Once the shock of the ambush had worn off, he checked himself over for wounds. He had never been shot before, but some of his former colleagues in the force had, and they had told him that sometimes in the heat of a gunfight, you didn’t notice you’d been shot until a few minutes after the fact—if it were a non-lethal shot, anyway.

      He found that his coat was torn on the side; a bullet had zipped through it, missing his ribs by a mere hair’s breadth, and another had punched through his left sleeve, nicking his forearm. It was just a graze, though; miraculously, this was the only injury he had suffered.

      His car was a lot worse off than he was. He counted nine bullet holes in the vehicle’s body; the attacker had unloaded an entire handgun clip at him.

      Jim had known the kidnapper was dangerous right from the outset, but now he knew without a doubt that the man was absolutely willing to murder him if that was what it would take to get him to back down and get off the case.

      “In your dreams, asshole,” Jim growled as he dusted himself off and headed inside. “The only way you’re getting me off your ass is if you do actually kill me. And that, scumbag, is not gonna be easy to do. I promise you that, you son of a bitch. I promise you that….”
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      As tough as Jim was, it was hard not to be shaken up by the attempt on his life. He had sent his ex-wife and daughter to a place of safety until this whole affair was over, and now, lying in the dark on a mattress on the floor in the hallway in the middle of the house—so that he would be protected in the event of someone driving past and shooting through his windows—he began to wonder if he shouldn’t do the same thing. The kidnapper was clearly not going to stop until Jim either gave up the case or was dead … and what would he do next?

      Jim was exhausted, but he couldn’t fall asleep. Not with everything that had happened. He tossed and turned on the mattress he’d dragged into the hallway, with the cold weight of his pistol next to his pillow a constant reminder of the danger he was in. Every time he started to drift off, he thought he heard a sound and would jolt awake with his heart racing.

      The hours trickled by, and midnight passed, and then one o’clock in the morning. And still, Jim couldn’t find sleep. He got up and went over to a place in his house he hadn’t been for a while, a place he wasn’t supposed to go to, the liquor cabinet.

      Jim had been on the wagon for over a year now. He had always enjoyed his booze, but after he’d been kicked off the police force and had his reputation dragged through the mud by the lies Captain Calhoun and Lieutenant Frey and their friends had concocted about him, he had hit the bottle hard. And his excessive drinking had been one of the reasons his marriage had broken down.

      He unlocked the liquor cabinet with trembling fingers.

      “Sober for a year,” he whispered as he pulled out the whisky bottle. “And I could have gone longer … should have gone longer … but this is the only thing that’ll calm my nerves. This is the only thing that’ll help me sleep, and if I don’t get any sleep, I can’t save Keith. Just a few sips, that’s all … just enough to put me to sleep….”

      He popped the cap off the bottle, and in his mind’s eye, he saw Meghan staring at him with a look of sadness and disappointment on her beautiful face.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered to the darkroom, and then he pressed the bottle to his lips and started drinking. “I just don’t know what else to do.”

      It was mid-morning when Jim woke up. His head was pounding with a throbbing headache, and his mouth felt like an old ashtray. His stomach was in knots, and his throat burned. He groaned and coughed, and when he rolled over, he heard the thud of a bottle falling from the edge of his mattress onto the floor.

      Grimacing, he reached over to the bottle to see how much he’d drunk.

      “Half a bottle,” he muttered as he picked it up, coughing and feeling a wave of nausea rushing up his throat. “Half a fucking bottle…”

      It had served its purpose, at least. Jim felt terrible, but he figured the booze had knocked him out and allowed him to sleep through the night, even if he did now feel like he’d been run over by a bus. He heaved himself up and lurched on rubbery legs over to the bathroom.

      Once he had showered, drank a bunch of coffee and water, and eaten a good fried breakfast, he felt a little better, but the guilt about giving in to his drink demon continued to gnaw at him with as much painful persistence as nausea in his guts and the headache throbbing steadily in his skull.

      He was distracted from his hangover by his phone ringing. Groaning, he picked the device up and saw Christina’s name on the screen.

      “Christina, how’s it going?” he said, his voice raspy.

      “Are you okay? You sound sick,” she said.

      “Uh, it’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.” He wondered whether he should tell her that he almost got shot the night before but decided to keep that piece of news to himself for the moment. “What have you got for me?”

      “Something big, something really big,” she said.

      The sound of fresh hope in her voice was enough to get Jim feeling optimistic again and helped to take the edge off the severity of his hangover. “Go on,” he said.

      “Another kid was almost abducted,” she said. “With the keyword here being almost.”

      “Holy crap. When, where? Where’s the kid now?”

      “The kid and his parents were at the station giving a statement five minutes ago.”

      “They’ve left?” Jim asked. “What info did they give?”

      “Yeah, they’ve gone home,” she said. “Frey talked to them, and he was a jerk, so the kid clammed up and didn’t wanna talk about it. Frey didn’t seem to give much of a shit about that. But I think if you went and talked to the kid, you know, really friendly and nice, maybe give him some candy, and of course, sweet-talk the parents, too, the kid might talk to you.”

      “I’m on it,” Jim said eagerly. “Give me a name and an address, and I’ll head straight there.”

      Half an hour later, Jim was outside a small, rundown house in one of the poorer areas of town. The front yard was a mess of long grass and weeds, and two car hulks were rusting away to nothing in the drive, along with one old beater from the 80s, which seemed to be held together with wire and duct tape. This wreck appeared to be the family’s only working transport.

      The house wasn’t in much better shape than the cars in front of it. It looked like the last time it had had a fresh coat of paint might have been when Reagan was president, and several windows were broken and had been “repaired” with pieces of cardboard or wood. The roof over the porch was collapsing.

      Jim wasn’t surprised that Frey had been rude to these people; the lieutenant was a snob who came from a relatively wealthy family, and he had always looked down on poor people. He walked up to the front door and wasn’t surprised at all to find that the doorbell didn’t work. He knocked and waited.

      After a few moments, an obese woman with acne-scarred cheeks, too much makeup, and a messy bird’s nest of sandy-blond hair opened the door. She looked Jim up and down with an expression of intense suspicion on her face. “What do you want?” she demanded.

      “Are you Mrs. Lafayette?” he asked, smiling and speaking in a friendly tone.

      “Yeah,” she said bluntly. “Now tell me what you want or get off my porch.”

      “My name is Jim Irons, and I’m a private investigator, and—”

      “Hank paid off his debts!” she said angrily. “It damn near killed us and almost put us out on the street, but he paid ‘em off! I’m so sick of you people hounding us, I’m sick of—”

      “I’m not here about your husband, ma’am,” Jim said gently. “I’m here about your son, Roy, and what happened—or almost happened—to him. I heard that the police weren’t very helpful, and I’m really sorry to hear that. Rest assured, Mrs. Lafayette, I take what happened to your boy extremely seriously, and I’m trying to find another boy who was taken by a man who I’m certain is the same one who tried to take Roy.”

      The look of suspicion remained on Mrs. Lafayette’s face, but it did soften a little. “So you’re not here for Hank, not at all?” she asked.

      “I don’t know anything about your husband, ma’am, and I don’t need to know anything about him. I’m just trying to find a kidnapped child and the man who abducted him, and I believe your son Roy can help me do that. I brought some candy,” he added, taking out a bag of mixed candy he had picked up on the way to the house. “I’m sure he likes candy, right?”

      Now Mrs. Lafayette’s scowl melted into a smile. “He loves his candy, Roy does, but uh, we haven’t been able to get him much in recent days because of our, well, our financial situation. He’ll be happy to see that candy. Come on in.”

      “Who’s there, Doris?” a gruff male voice called out from somewhere in the house. “Who are you talking to? If it’s another fuckin’ debt collector, you tell ‘em to get fucked; I done paid ‘em all off!”

      “It’s someone come to talk to us about Roy!” she yelled. “A private investigator!”

      She led Jim to the living room, which was about as messy and rundown as he had expected it to be. Four children, aged from around six to eleven years, were wrestling chaotically on the sofa.

      “Hey, quit tanglin’ like that!” a man yelled as he shuffled into the room. “It ain’t the WWE up in here!”

      He was a thin, wiry man with close-cropped red hair and deeply tanned skin. Despite the heavy creases and lines on his face making him look like he was in his late forties or early fifties, Jim guessed he was probably much younger than that, and hard life had added many years to his appearance.

      “Who are you?” the man asked coolly, looking Jim up and down.

      “Jim Irons, PI, at your service, sir,” Jim said, handing the man one of his business cards. “I need to talk to your boy, Roy, if that’s okay. I think he might be able to help me catch the man who tried to abduct him—a man who has already kidnapped another child.”

      The man had a smoldering cigarette in his right hand, and he popped the cigarette into his mouth and then offered his hand to Jim. “Hank Lafayette,” he said. “Good to meet you, Jim.”

      Jim shook his hand and gave him a respectful nod.

      “Kids, get outta here, go on, git!” Hank barked. “Except for you, Roy, you stay here!”

      The unruly children scattered out of the room, except for one boy, a rail-thin child around seven years old who had his father’s messy red hair and his mother’s snub nose and large eyes.

      “This here is Mr. Irons,” Hank said to Roy. “He’s gonna ask you some questions about what happened with that nasty man, and you’d best answer him, hear?”

      “I’ve got some candy for you, Roy,” Jim said, smiling benevolently. “You like candy, don’t you?”

      Roy, who seemed to be quite shy, nodded, chewing his lower lip. Jim handed him the bag of candy, and Roy’s eyes grew wide with eager excitement.

      “If you can answer all my questions,” Jim said, “you can have all the candy in the bag. How does that sound?”

      “Sounds good, mister,” Roy said softly.

      “Great,” Jim said. “Let’s all sit down and talk then.”

      Jim took a seat on a clapped-out wicker chair while Roy and his parents sat down on the threadbare sofa opposite it. “Let me start with you two,” Jim said to Hank and Doris. “Before I ask Roy any questions, I’d like to get a summary of what happened.”

      “Sure,” Hank said, dragging on his cigarette and puffing out a billowing cloud of smoke. “Roy and I were out in the woods late yesterday afternoon. I was teaching him to hunt squirrels.”

      “I’ve got a BB gun,” Roy said softly, his eyes locked on the candy; he was mesmerized by it.

      “Yeah, I got him a BB gun for his birthday last month,” Hank continued. “So anyway, I had my rifle with me, but ten minutes into the hike, when we spotted a squirrel, I realized I’d left my damn ammo in the car. So, uh, I guess I was kinda stupid, but I told Roy to wait where he was while I went back to the car to get the ammo. I didn’t think it was a big deal; the boy had been in the woods on his own before, and he ain’t no dumbass. He doesn’t do stupid shit like wander off on his own. He’s a good kid, does what I tell him, so if I say, ‘stay put,’ he stays put, don’t you, Roy?”

      “Uh-huh,” Roy said, nodding, still staring greedily at the bag of candy.

      “Well, I’m sure you can guess what happened next,” Hank said. “I came back, and the boy was gone. I’ll let him tell you what happened to him, though. Go on, Roy, tell Mr. Irons what happened to you.”

      Roy frowned, and despite the eager joy the candy brought him, a haunting look of fear came across his face. He took a deep breath as he prepared to recount the terrible experience of almost being kidnapped.
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      “I did like my daddy said,” Roy said softly, “I stayed put. I didn’t go nowhere. But right after my daddy went back to the truck, this man called out to me from somewhere in the woods.”

      “I see,” Jim said. “And could you see the man? What did he sound like?”

      Roy shook his head. “I couldn’t see him, but he didn’t sound like a bad man or a scary man. He sounded like, um, a grandpa. A friendly grandpa. He said he needed some help; he said he was stuck. I said I’d call my daddy to help him, but he said it was um, what’s the word when you have to do something right away?”

      “Urgent?” Jim said.

      “Yeah, yeah, he said it was really urgent; he said he was hurt bad. I couldn’t see him, but I could hear where he was. He called me over, said he just needed a little help, and he’d give me a hundred dollars if I could help him. A hundred dollars! I ain’t never seen that much money before. So, uh, I walked through the woods toward his voice. He sounded like a friendly ol’ grandpa, so I wasn’t scared or nothin’.”

      “You’re a good kid, Roy,” Jim said, smiling. “It’s good to help people who are in trouble. But you gotta wait for your parents next time something like this happens. Anyway, what happened next?”

      “I went deeper into the woods, and I could hear I was getting closer to him, but I just couldn’t see where he was. It felt like I was walking for a long time, a real long time. He sounded closer, and I couldn’t figure out why I couldn’t see him. Then he stopped talking and went all quiet … and I started to get scared. I hollered out for him; I hollered, ‘Hey, mister, where are you? I come to help you; where are you?’, but he didn’t say nothin’ after that. Suddenly, I heard this weird sound in the trees. It was like a, almost like when you do up a zipper. Then something big hit me from behind, and I was on the ground, lying on my tummy. There was a man on top of me, and he stuck this thing in my arm like doctors use in the hospital. I don’t know what they’re called, but they’ve got a sharp needle on ‘em and like, medicine inside ‘em…”

      “A syringe,” Jim said. “Like a doctor uses to give you a shot, right?”

      Roy nodded. “Yeah, that. He stuck it in my arm, but I bit his hand. I bit it real hard, like a dog! And I yelled real loud. He yelled and dropped the s-s-”

      “Syringe.”

      “Yeah, that, he dropped it. But I think he got a little of the medicine in me because I started feeling really funny, I couldn’t see right, and I felt like going to sleep. But I knew this was a bad man, and I tried to fight him. I tried to bite him again, but it was tough to fight because I was feeling so funny and sleepy.”

      “Did you see what he looked like?” Jim asked, leaning forward. “Did you see his face?”

      “Nuh-uh,” Roy said, shaking his head. “But I remember his hands.”

      “Did they smell funny?” Jim asked, remembering what Jasper had said about the kidnapper smelling like formaldehyde.

      “Nuh-uh,” Roy answered, shaking his head again. “He didn’t smell like nothin’. His hands, they were big hands, with long fingers.”

      “Did you see any scars or tattoos or anything like that on the man’s hands?” Jim asked.

      “Nope. Nothing. I uh, I think he was wearing like hunting clothes,” Roy said.

      “Woods camouflage,” Hank interjected, taking a drag on his cigarette.

      “So you didn’t really see him then,” Jim said, trying hard to disguise the disappointment in his voice.

      “Nuh-uh,” Roy said. “The man picked me up, and I was too sleepy to fight or bite him again. I don’t remember much after that until my daddy saved me.”

      “You saved him?” Jim asked Hank. “Did you get a look at the guy?”

      “I sure did,” Hank said. “Only saw the son of a bitch from behind, though. I heard Roy scream when I was on the way back from the truck with my ammo. I only ever heard the boy scream like that once before, and that was when a dog from down the street bit him bad when he was four. I knew he was in serious shit when I heard that scream, so I came running.”

      “And that’s when you saw the man trying to abduct Roy?”

      “Not right away,” Hank said, sucking on his cigarette. “But I heard something big running through the woods. I didn’t know if it was a person or maybe a mountain lion or a bear or something that had got my boy. I saw his BB gun on the ground and saw signs of a struggle, and my damn heart almost stopped. But I knew I wasn’t going to let nothin’ take my boy away from me. I’d dropped all my bullets everywhere, but there was one in the rifle, so I knew I had at least one shot I could take. I could hear someone running through the woods a few hundred yards ahead of me, so I gave chase. The son of a bitch might have been old, but he was fast and fit. I’ll give him that.”

      “How do you know he was old?” Jim said.

      “Well, you heard my boy say the fella sounded like a grandpa, didn’t you? And I caught a glimpse of white hair sticking out from under his balaclava. Pretty sure he was an old dude. That sick son of a bitch…”

      “All right, I was just making sure,” Jim said. “Go on.”

      “So I chased the bastard down, but like I said, he was fit and fast, even though he was carrying my boy. And me, well, as you can see, I like my cigarettes, and my lungs ain’t too great, and it didn’t take me too long to be short of breath. But I couldn’t stop, as much as I felt like I was gon’ collapse and die if I kept runnin’. I couldn’t let somethin’ terrible happen to my son. I chased the guy uphill for maybe a mile, maybe more. I saw it was a guy, soon enough, and not some critter. Like I said, I didn’t see his face because he had on a balaclava, but he was tall and skinny. Had my boy over his shoulder like a sack of damn potatoes. I couldn’t take a shot at him because I might have hit my boy; I ain’t such a great shot anything past fifty, maybe seventy-five yards, and he was always over a hundred yards ahead of me, no matter how fast I tried to run.”

      “So, how did you save Roy?”

      “I knew I had to do something,” Hank said. “So I took a gamble, and I fired a shot into the air. It was my only bullet, but that asshole didn’t know that. And he also didn’t know I just fired up into the air. I hoped that he’d figure I was shooting at him, and that’d scare him enough that he’d give up. It worked. He dropped Roy and carried on running. And that was the last I saw of him.

      I felt like I was on death’s door myself, could barely breathe, but I managed to limp over to Roy to make sure he was okay. He was pretty woozy from whatever it is that evil son of a bitch injected into him, but he was okay after a few minutes.”

      “You’re lucky, Hank. Brave, of course, but lucky. If that gamble with the warning shot hadn’t paid off…”

      “I know, I know, my boy wouldn’t be here right now,” Hank said. “And I feel like a damn idiot for leaving him alone in the woods like that.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Jim said. “You couldn’t have known. But what you can do, if you really want to help, is to take me to the place where this happened. I’m sorry, I know it’s a lot to ask, but it would really help me and greatly increase the odds of finding the missing boy alive and catching the man who did this.”

      “Sure thing, man, I can do that. You wanna go right now?” Hank said.

      “If you’re able to.”

      “You bet your ass I’m able to. But I ain’t going up there without my rifle and plenty of ammo this time. If that sicko is still up there…”

      “I’m armed, Hank. It’ll be safe enough,” Jim said. Then, however, he thought about the fact that the kidnapper had recently done his best to murder him by unloading an entire handgun clip on him and figured it might be good to have two armed men instead of just one. “Actually, yeah, maybe get your rifle, Hank. Just to be safe.”

      An hour later, Hank led Jim through the woods to the spot from which Roy had almost been abducted. This section of the woods was a few miles from where Keith had been taken, but that didn’t seem like a significant detail to Jim; the kidnapper probably knew the entirety of the woods very well.

      No snow had fallen in recent days, and the spot where the kidnapper had pounced on Roy was clearly visible in the snow.

      “Definite signs of a struggle here,” Jim remarked as he examined the scene. “But there seem to be a lot of footprints all around this spot. Did you come back here and search for something after you’d rescued your son, Hank?”

      “Nope,” Hank said, shaking his head. “I was too damn tired and shaken up by what happened. Roy and I just came straight back to the truck.”

      This place was deep in the woods and far from any trails. It was extremely unlikely that any hikers had come here since yesterday. “You told the cops about what happened, right?” Jim asked.

      “Yeah, we went this morning,” Hank answered. “But they didn’t give a shit, at least the son of a bitch lieutenant we spoke to didn’t. I ain’t surprised. Damn pigs ain’t never done shit to help poor people like us. They’re just good for harassing us and throwing us in prison.”

      “I used to be a cop, you know,” Jim said as he bent down to examine one of the many footprints.

      “Oh uh, I didn’t mean—” Hank began, but Jim cut him off and chuckled.

      “Don’t worry, Hank, I’m not offended. There are plenty of bad eggs in our local police force—one of whom was the man you spoke to this morning. He told a bunch of lies about me and got me kicked off the force. He and his corrupt buddies pretty much ruined my life … but I don’t need to get into that right now. Do me a favor, take this,” he said, taking out a small tape measure and quickly measuring one of the many footprints, “and go measure a few of the footprints over there, please.”

      “Uh sure, okay,” Hank said, taking the tape measure from Jim.

      Jim continued to examine the scene while Hank measured a few of the footprints. “These are all the exact same size,” Hank remarked after a while.

      “I thought they would be,” Jim said. “They’re the kidnapper. He returned to this scene.”

      “Why did he do that?”

      “Remember, Roy said that he bit the man’s hand and thus prevented him from administering the full dose of whatever was in the syringe. Well, the kidnapper likely dropped the syringe, which probably has his prints all over it, so he came back to find it. He seems to be very meticulous; he goes back to the scenes of his crimes after he’s kidnapped his victims and erases any traces of his presence and any evidence. Look up at the trees, for example.”

      Hank looked up. “What am I supposed to be looking at? I don’t see nothin’ up there?”

      “If you look a little closer,” Jim said, “you’ll see marks on the tree trunk and boughs where cables or ropes were lashed around the tree. This guy uses cables to zip around between trees and pounces on his victims from above.”

      “Like a goddamn mountain lion.”

      “He’s evil, but he’s intelligent,” Jim said. “Think about it; in the woods in winter, your eyes are usually on the ground, so you can see where you’re going when you’re walking through snow. People rarely look up under such circumstances. And what better way to avoid leaving any footprints than by traveling above ground?”

      “He’s a smart son of a bitch, I guess. Smart, but sick.”

      “And very thorough,” Jim said, noticing the bright afternoon sun gleaming on something nearby. “But on this occasion, not quite thorough enough.”

      He pulled a rubber glove over his right hand, bent down, and carefully pulled a syringe out of the snow. Only the very end of the sharp point had been sticking out of the snow. It had only been because of the angle of the sun shining on it at this precise moment that he had been able to see it—but he had seen it. He had found what the kidnapper had not been able to.

      “And here,” Jim said, holding the syringe up, “is the first solid piece of evidence against the suspect, in this case, a piece of evidence that’ll almost certainly identify the kidnapper.”
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      “You think there’s DNA or some shit on that?” Hank asked, staring at the syringe.

      “Not likely,” Jim said, “but there might be a fingerprint or two, but just as important as what’s in the syringe. Once I’ve got a lab analysis, we’ll know exactly what it is—and I’m pretty sure it’ll be something that not just anyone can buy. That’ll help narrow things down when it comes it IDing our suspect.” He took a Ziplock bag out of one of his pockets and dropped the syringe into it. “All right, now that I have that let’s follow these footprints.”

      They followed the trail of the kidnapper’s footprints, alongside which ran a set of Hank’s footprints, from where he had chased the man.

      “This is the point at which the kidnapper started running,” Jim said, pointing at the tracks.

      “How do you figure that?” Hank asked.

      “Look at the distance between prints,” Jim answered. “You can see his stride abruptly increase here; that tells me he started running.”

      “You know quite a lot about tracking, huh?”

      “You have to if you want to be a good cop—well, investigator—in an area like this,” Jim said. “Now, this guy’s usual modus operandi is to ‘vanish into thin air,’” he said as they continued to follow the footprints, keeping their eyes peeled for any further clues. “He would do this by using secret tunnels from an old 19th-century mine system that this town forgot about. So there has to be an entrance to one of the tunnels somewhere around here. The fact that he did this yesterday also tells me that not all the tunnels are filled with water—I tried to explore them, but they got flooded when I was doing it. I don’t know if it was a coincidence or if the kidnapper had a hand in the flooding, but I do know that the tunnels have to be connected to the big river in the valley or the lake somehow. And if the kidnapper is still using the tunnels, at least parts are above the waterline. Are we higher than the lake here?”

      “I’m pretty sure we are higher than the lake here, yeah,” Hank said.

      “Keep your eyes open for any clear patches of ground then,” Jim said. “The entrance I found was perfectly camouflaged. It looked just like any other patch of dirt. This guy may have disguised any other entrances and made them look just like that.”

      They headed onward, moving up the slope, which was becoming steadily steeper.

      “It was about here that I fired that shot into the air,” Hank said. “So we’re not far from the spot where that bastard dropped my boy and ran off.”

      It didn’t take too much longer to reach the location. They spent a couple minutes searching for it but didn’t find any other evidence. Despite this, Jim remained optimistic. For one thing, the trail of the kidnapper’s footprints remained clearly visible.

      “Let’s keep going,” Jim said. “I need to see how far this trail is going to take us. It may well lead to another tunnel entrance, and this time the kidnapper won’t be able to flood me out of it.”

      “I’m as eager to find the scumbag as you are, but I can’t guarantee I won’t put a few bullets in him when we do,” Hank growled. “Trying to take my boy like that … I’ll kill him, I swear to God I’ll murder that sick son of a bitch.”

      That made Jim think of Andrew, who was surely even more determined to kill the kidnapper than Hank was, given that the man had actually succeeded in taking his child, unlike what had been the case with Hank’s son. A pang of sadness shot through him, but it only served to galvanize his determination. Despite the lingering feelings of nausea and the continual throb of his hangover headache, Jim felt a fresh surge of strength and energy flowing through his veins.

      “Shooting this monster is too good a punishment for him,” he said to Hank. “It’s too quick and merciful. He deserves to rot. He deserves to sit in a dirty cell for the rest of his miserable life and rot. And I’m gonna make that happen. I promise you I’m gonna make that happen. Come on, let’s keep moving. Standing around talking isn’t gonna catch this guy.”

      The fact that there was a trail of footprints to follow gave Jim hope; perhaps, he reasoned, by flooding the tunnels—if the kidnapper had done that intentionally, anyway—the man had shot himself in his own foot. By making that section of the old mining tunnels unusable, the kidnapper would be restricting himself to a much smaller section of tunnels, and perhaps it wasn’t possible to hide the entrance to that section in the way he’d previously hidden the entrance to the other section.

      “The walls are closing in around you, you bastard,” Jim whispered. “There’s no escape … and we both know that.”

      “Did you say something, man?” Hank asked.

      “Oh no, nothing,” Jim said. “It’s getting steeper, isn’t it?”

      The hike was indeed getting steeper, and here and there, rocky outcrops jutted up out of the ground like ancient stone houses. These were some of the highest hills in the area—not quite mountains, but close enough in some parts like these. The trees grew less thickly together here, and there were more open gaps, all blanketed with snow. There were a few animal tracks here and there, but the trail of the kidnapper’s footprints remained unbroken; he had been forced to leave this evidence behind.

      Jim’s senses were on full alert; he knew he would resort to ever more desperate measures to protect his identity because the kidnapper's situation was becoming more precarious. And given that he had already tried to kill Jim, Jim knew that the man wouldn’t hesitate to ramp up his efforts to end his life.

      “Keep your eyes open for any signs of movement or the flash of a rifle scope in the distance,” he said to Hank. “I don’t mean to alarm you, but this guy is a killer, and if he’s hanging around here, waiting to see who follows his trail, you can bet that he’s got a gun on him and that he’s more than willing to use it on both of us. He’ll do anything to protect his identity.”

      “Let the son of a bitch try,” Hank growled, gripping his rifle tightly. “The way I see it, we got two guns. He’s only got one. If he’s stupid enough to start popping off shots at us, he’s gonna be the one leaving these woods in a body bag.”

      A large vertical wall of gray rock loomed ahead. It was around twelve feet high, and they couldn’t see what was on top of it. The trail of footprints led right up to the base of the wall, and that was where they ended.

      “Don’t tell me this asshole has pulled his disappearing act again,” Hank muttered. “Where the hell could he have gone from here?”

      Jim pointed at the top of the ledge twelve feet above them. “Up,” he said. “That’s where he went.”

      “How? This is a sheer wall of rock! Does he have wings or gecko hands or something?”

      “I think if we look a little more closely,” Jim said, “we’ll find a way up.” He examined the wall and found that a few sections were jutting out an inch or two that could be used as handholds and footholds. It would be a tough climb, but it was only twelve feet.

      “You really think you can get up there?” Hank asked.

      “I’m pretty sure I can,” Jim answered. “Follow me.” He started up the wall, taking it slowly and making sure he had a firm grip on every handhold and foothold before moving to the next one. It was a short but difficult climb, but soon enough, he got to the top and pulled himself up onto the ledge.

      “What’s up there, man?” Hank called out from below, grunting and cursing as he struggled with the climb.

      Jim didn’t answer immediately, for he was staring at the opening of a cave, partially hidden behind a dense shrub.

      This was it—this was the other entrance to the kidnapper’s tunnels, and this time there would be no flooding or anything else that could keep him out of them. He squeezed past the shrub, got down onto his hands and knees, and crawled into the darkness.
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      The entrance to the cave was narrow and low, but he got through it without much difficulty. Once he was past this section, the cave opened up into a much larger space.

      Jim hadn’t brought his headlamp; he silently berated himself for this lack of foresight and then took out his phone to use its flashlight. It meant he would only have one hand free, but it was better than nothing.

      “Jim, where are you?” Hank called out from outside. He had only just got to the top of the ledge.

      “I’m in the cave!” Jim yelled back. His voice boomed in a series of echoes through the caverns, and this gave him a sense of just how vast they were—way larger than he could have imagined. “Wait out there. I’ll just check this place out for a few minutes.”

      “All right, man, holler if you need anything!”

      The sound of the echo seemed to indicate that the cave system split up into several different tunnels. Jim examined the rock walls as he crawled forward. This section was natural, but he guessed that deeper in the system, it opened up into the old mining tunnels. The passage deeper into the caves took him on a downward slope, and soon enough, he was able to stand up and walk forward.

      He shone his light all around him as he went, again cursing himself for forgetting to bring his headlamp. The cave ceiling remained roughly level while the floor beneath him grew lower and lower, in a natural stairway of sorts.

      After a minute or two of heading down like this, he came to a section where he saw he would need to use two hands to climb down. He gripped his phone with his teeth—it wasn’t ideal, but it was all he could do—and climbed down into the hole, using a ladder-like section of jutting rock. This led down for around ten feet through a narrow tunnel, but once he emerged from this, he found himself in a far larger space—a space that was definitely manmade. Here, the walls were rough but even, and old timbers propped up the ceiling.

      “The forgotten mining tunnels,” he whispered to himself.

      This particular section of the tunnels was a crossroads, where three different tunnels intersected. He shined his phone light up each of them, but it appeared that they all led off for a long way beyond the reach of his phone light. He checked behind him and saw that the “ladder” of stone that led up into the cave would be easy to miss, and he certainly didn’t relish the prospect of getting lost in here. Hank, of course, knew he was in here at least, so if he did go missing, a search party would know where to look for him, but even so, he felt it was a risk not worth taking. He needed to come back here with some yarn and a headlamp, and perhaps more people to help him search. As much as he wished to explore this place and find out what was at the other end of these tunnels, he knew it would be safer and wiser to come back and do that with the right equipment and more people.

      He put his phone back into his mouth and turned around to climb back up into the cave—and at that moment, there was a tremendous boom like a thunderclap that ripped through the tunnels, accompanied by what felt like a mule kicking him in the back.

      Jim stumbled forward, dazed as if hit by a sucker punch, and his phone dropped out of his mouth to the ground. His brain took a few seconds to process what had happened, but just as it did, another thunderclap boom tore through the tunnels. This time, though, Jim didn’t feel a kick. He was, however, showered with a spray of shattered rock and dust as the bullet hit the cave wall inches above his head.

      Someone was shooting at him, but he couldn’t see where they fired from. In desperation, he pulled out his pistol and fired a few shots blindly into the darkness. Then, with adrenalin surging through his veins, he grabbed his phone, clamped his teeth around it, and scrambled up the stone ladder.

      Another shot boomed through the tunnels, and the bullet ricocheted with a high-pitched ping off the rocks near his legs, but Jim managed to get up into the tunnel without being hit. He fired his last bullets blindly down behind him as he clambered up the passageway, breathing hard and feeling a heavy sense of weakness slowly but steadily overpowering him.

      “What the hell’s going on in there?” Hank yelled from outside.

      His voice sounded muffled and distant to Jim, whose ears were ringing with a shrill, monotonous whine from discharging his firearm in the confined space.

      “He’s shooting at me!” Jim yelled.

      High on adrenalin, he got down on his hands and knees, scampered through the final section of the cave, and burst out into the open. To his dark-accustomed eyes, the daylight seemed blinding, and he had to half-close his eyes as he crawled out.

      “Oh my God,” Hank gasped, and his words were laced with deep and intense fear. “We’ve gotta get you outta here!”

      Jim, gasping, managed to open his eyes a little more, and when he did, he saw that the snow around the entrance to the cave was red—red with blood. His blood.

      “Oh God,” he murmured. He looked down and saw blood oozing out of a hole in his chest, just below his right collarbone. “I’ve been shot…”

      “Shit, dammit, come on, man, we have to get back down that wall!” Hank said.

      Jim was still running on adrenalin, but its effect was quickly wearing off, and a heavy sense of weariness was coming over him. His limbs were feeling weaker and weaker with every passing second, and he knew that soon he would not be able to move.

      “Okay, okay,” he murmured, his vision becoming blurry and his breathing becoming increasingly ragged.

      He and Hank scrambled back down the sheer wall, but Jim fell off halfway down and landed with a heavy thump in the snow below. The snow had cushioned his landing, but it was still a hard fall.

      “Shit!” Hank yelled, and he scrambled down and rushed over to Jim. “Come on, man, come on, you gotta get up!”

      “I … can’t,” Jim gasped weakly. He felt as if all the strength had left his limbs, and at this point, even breathing was difficult.

      “You have to!” Hank said. “I ain’t lettin’ you die out here, not when you’re the only man who can stop that fucking kidnapper!” He got down and helped Jim up and got his arm around Jim’s shoulder to support him. “Hold onto my waist, man, come on, do it!” he yelled. “Let’s go, let’s move, you ain’t dyin’ out here, not on my watch!”

      “I … can’t … go … on,” Jim wheezed.

      “We have to!” Hank yelled, half running, half hobbling as he struggled under Jim’s weight. “That missing boy needs you! Come on, come on!”

      Jim was all too aware that he was likely the only man who could catch the kidnapper, and more than anything, he didn’t want to let Andrew and Keith down. Also, his thoughts were on Meghan and Felicity and how they needed him in their lives, too … but he couldn’t go on. The weakness was simply too overwhelming.

      “I’m sorry … everyone,” he whispered, and then he pitched forward into the snow, and everything went black.
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      “Jim, hey Jim, can you hear me? No, I’m not going to leave! He can hear me! Yeah, I know, I know, but I promise you he can hear me. He’s going to wake up.”

      Jim cracked his eyelids open and blinding white light, searing his eyeballs and feeling as if it were piercing the depths of his brain, came flooding in, so he quickly shut them again, groaning. It felt as if every one of his limbs had been filled with lead; he couldn’t lift a finger, let alone his hand or his arm. His throat was terribly dry and parched, and his stomach burned with gnawing hunger.

      “He’s awake! I saw his eyes open! He made a sound!”

      He recognized this voice, but who was it? He felt very fuzzy at this moment.

      “Mr. Irons, can you hear me?” This was a different voice. Also female, like the other voice, but he didn’t recognize this one. “Are you awake, Mr. Irons?”

      Someone’s hands were on him. Female hands, soft and cool. Something was beeping with a regular rhythm in the background, and something mechanical was humming softly and steadily.

      “Mr. Irons?”

      “I’m awake,” he rasped, trying to open his eyes again. This time the light, although still harsh, was a little less painful and blinding. In the hazy blur that his half-open eyes revealed, he was able to see that he was in a white room, and two figures were standing near him.

      “I knew it!” the familiar voice said. “I told you he was awake!”

      “All right, he’s awake,” the other voice said. “And you can talk to him, but please don’t get him upset or agitated, and don’t let him try to get up or out of bed. I need to go get the doctor.”

      “I’ll make sure he relaxes.”

      Jim’s vision was beginning to focus now, and he could see the two people with a measure of clarity. One was a nurse, and the other was Christina. She was in her police uniform. He was also able to see that he was in a hospital ward, with a number of machines and tubes hooked up to his body.

      “Christina,” he croaked. “What are you doing here?”

      “Waiting for this moment,” she said, grinning. “I knew you would wake up, Jim. It was only a matter of time. You’re the toughest son of a bitch I know, and I knew it would take more than a rifle bullet to put you down.”

      “A … rifle bullet?”

      “You don’t remember? You got shot,” she answered.

      Now it was all coming back to Jim—the kidnapper, the tunnels, the shooting, the desperate trek back, dripping red blood all over the white snow.

      “How … did I get here?” he asked.

      “The guy you were with, he kept you alive until a medivac chopper arrived. They said if he hadn’t keep pressure on the wound like he did, you would have died out there in the woods. You owe your life to that man. What was his name again? Hank someone?”

      “Hank … Lafayette. I’ll make sure I … thank him.”

      “You’d better.”

      “Felicity … Meghan…”

      “They’re safe and sound at Meghan’s parents’ house,” Christina said. “They were here visiting you just about an hour ago.”

      “And uh, what are you doing here?” Jim asked. He was still feeling quite groggy and disoriented but was becoming more lucid with every passing moment. And while his limbs still felt leaden and weak, he could feel strength slowly swelling in them.

      “Waiting for you to wake up,” Christina said. “And just keeping an eye on you, making sure that whoever did this to you doesn’t come back to try to finish the job.”

      “Any leads on that?”

      Christina shook her head and frowned. “No … and I’ve got some bad news.”

      “Go on, spit it out,” Jim said.

      “The cave you and Hank found, someone—well, the kidnapper, obviously—dynamited the entrance that same evening you were shot. We haven’t been able to get in. the whole cave has collapsed, sealing off those tunnels.”

      Jim groaned. Again he had come so close to catching the kidnapper, only to have his efforts thwarted. “That piece of shit,” he growled. “He’s always two steps ahead of me … I just can’t get him. No matter what I do, I just can’t get him. So I took a bullet for nothing then, huh? Dammit … shit!”

      “You didn’t get shot for nothing, Jim,” Christina said gently. “You came extremely close to catching him. And I know you’re not gonna give up now, despite these setbacks. Because the Jim Irons I know doesn’t give up, no matter what, right?”

      Despite how hopeless it all felt, Jim knew Christina was right. He wasn’t about to give up, not after all the progress he’d made. He gave her a weak smile and nodded. “Damn straight,” he muttered. “This ain’t over, not by a long shot. Tell me, how long have I been out?”

      “Three days now,” Christina said.

      “Shit. It feels like I’ve been out for a while, but not that long. More importantly, when can I get out of this place and get back on the case?”

      “That’s up to me to decide, Mr. Irons,” said a new voice, a male voice.

      Christina and Jim looked up as a short, slender Asian man around Jim’s age strode briskly into the room. “I’m Dr. Chen,” he said. “I performed your surgery.”

      “Well, I owe you my life then, doc,” Jim said, “and for that, I’m profoundly grateful, believe me, but there’s a kidnapped child out there whose time is running out, and I need to get out of this bed and back onto his case.”

      “I’m afraid you can’t do that just yet,” Dr. Chen said. “You were extremely lucky that the bullet missed your vital organs and bones, but you did lose a tremendous amount of blood. In fact, the amount of blood you lost should have killed you. We’ve given you several transfusions, but even so, it’s going to take you a while to get your strength back. And getting out of bed now and running around is not only going to hamper your recovery process, but it could also be downright lethal. So for now, Mr. Irons, you’re going to have to restrict whatever investigating you do to this hospital bed because I cannot in good conscience let you get out of it in your current condition.”

      “Doc, you don’t understand—”

      “Mr. Irons, you do not seem to understand. You will not recover, and you may, in fact, make things worse for yourself if you attempt to leave at this stage. Your life is at risk, and until you’re strong enough, you won’t be going anywhere. That’s an order, I’m afraid.”

      Jim was crestfallen. He let out a long sigh and stared up at the ceiling for a while. “Well, can you at least tell me how long I’m gonna be stuck here?” he eventually asked.

      “I don’t want to give you any false hope,” Dr. Chen said, “so it would be unethical of me to attempt to give you any sort of precise date. It could be days, but it could be weeks as well. It all depends on how well your body responds to treatment.”

      “Shit. I can’t languish in here for weeks, doc!” Jim protested. “That little boy won’t make it if I do that!”

      “And if you ignore my orders and get out of bed too soon and you end up either back here in worse condition or, God forbid, dead, then how will you help him?” Dr. Chen asked. “I’m sorry, but you’re not going anywhere until I say you’re fit to do so. And that’s the end of this conversation.”

      Dr. Chen checked Jim over and made a note of the readings on the various machines, and then he left.

      “Guess I’m stuck in this dump for now,” Jim muttered.

      “I’ll do everything I can to help you continue the investigation from here,” Christina said. “Just do what the doctor says and rest for now, though. Look, I have to get going. I’ve had the day off; I’m doing the night shift at the station today. I’ll drop by again in a couple hours after my shift to check up on you and bring you any updates from the investigation. Your phone is here on your bedside table, all charged up for you. Give me a call if there’s anything you need, okay?”

      “Sure. Hey, you sure I’m gonna be safe here?” Jim asked, suddenly feeling worried that the kidnapper might come in and try to finish the job.

      “We’ve got a police guard outside,” Christina said. “Lord knows it took some convincing, and Lieutenant Frey refused to budge for the longest time, but I eventually managed to convince him to post a guard outside. You’re safe, don’t worry about that.”

      “All right. Thanks, Christina. See you later.”

      Christina left, and the weariness came back over Jim, and he drifted back into a deep sleep. He wasn’t sure how long he slept for or what time it was when he awoke, but when he did wake up, a man was standing next to his bed … a man he had neither expected nor wanted to see.

      And in the man’s hand was a pistol.
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      “What, you coming to kill me, Frey?” Jim muttered, staring coldly at his nemesis, completely unintimidated by the pistol in his hand. “Yeah, I went ahead and carried on investigating the case, but I didn’t break any crime scene rules because that cave wasn’t a crime scene. Hell, I haven’t messed around with a single official crime scene in this whole investigation. So whatever you’re here for, whatever threats you wanna give me, save your breath and get out of here. I don’t wanna talk to you. I don’t wanna see your ugly face. Just get out.”

      “I was just checking that the safety was on while I waited for you to wake up, Irons,” Frey said. “I’m not here to threaten you or argue with you.”

      Something was off; Frey’s usual abrasive tone was absent, and both the expression on his face and the tone of his voice were far softer than usual. He seemed almost afraid and nervous. Jim looked him up and down, raising a skeptical eyebrow. He didn’t trust the lieutenant as far as he could throw him.

      “Well, why the hell are you here?” Jim demanded. “You waiting around to see if I die? If so, I’ve got some bad news for you. That ain’t happening anytime soon, so you’re gonna have to wait another few years before you get to dance on my grave.”

      Frey sucked in a deep sigh and then slowly exhaled. “I’m here … to help you,” he eventually said.

      For a few moments, Jim was so stunned he was unable to answer. This man was one of the worst of the dirty cops and had been one of the major players in the plot that had seen Jim kicked off the force on false charges. Frey had played a major role in ruining Jim’s reputation and his life.

      “You did everything you could, short of actually trying to kill me, to ruin my life,” Jim eventually said, staring coldly at Frey. “Forgive me if I’m skeptical of your motives, Frey. In fact, forgive me for thinking that you’re a low-down, lying, self-serving, corrupt piece of trash. I don’t trust a single syllable that comes out of your snake mouth, you sack of shit. You’re here to help me, are you? Help me do what, exactly? Help me slide into a fucking coffin so you can stick me in the ground and forget that I almost put you in prison, where you belong, for the rest of your life? Get the hell out of here. I don’t want to look at your ugly face for a moment longer. Get out and take your ‘I’m here to help’ bullshit lies with you.”

      Despite the torrent of insults Jim had just unleashed, Frey didn’t budge. He just stood there, awkwardly avoiding eye contact with Jim.

      “What, are you deaf as well as stupid?” Jim snapped. “Get out of here!”

      “I know that there’s … bad blood between us,” Frey said softly, “and—”

      “Bad blood?” Jim roared. “You asshole! You destroyed my life with your lies! You ripped my family apart! You’ve got some nerve coming here, Frey, you’ve got some nerve—”

      “Another child has been kidnapped,” Frey said.

      Jim stared up at the ceiling for a few moments and did his best to calm himself down and forget how much he loathed Frey. “Another child has been taken, huh? See? I told you, clowns, from the beginning to take this seriously, and you didn’t. I know you didn’t take the Lafayettes seriously when they came to you a few days ago about the attempted kidnapping of their son. Hell, you gave them such a shitty attitude that the kid didn’t even want to talk! Man, you really are a fucking idiot, Frey. Now another child has been taken because of your incompetence.”

      “I didn’t … look, just try to look past what I … did or didn’t do,” Frey muttered, his own temper now rising. “The fact is, another child has been taken, and … we need your help. I need your help. And in exchange, you can help me.”

      “What do you need my help for? Does it look like I’m capable of helping anyone right now?” Jim said.

      “Look, I … I was involved in some bad stuff before, I’ll admit that,” Frey said. “Yeah, I took some bribes from certain people to look the other way when it came to some less-than-legal business deals and stuff … but things have changed since those days, Irons. I’ve changed.”

      “Boohoo, cry me a river, Frey,” Jim said. “And quit trying to downplay what you did. Have you forgotten how much I uncovered in my investigation? I know that what you personally did goes way deeper than simply taking a few bribes.”

      “Fine,” Frey said, his jaw tight. “What do you want me to say, Irons? Yeah, okay, I did some shit … some bad shit. But I never killed anyone, you know that. I never had anyone else killed. I never hurt any innocent people. You know that. You investigated it all. What I was involved in, it was all mob stuff, and no innocent people got hurt—only people in that world, only bad people.”

      “Like I said, cry me a river. You wanna confess, go find a priest, not me.”

      “Well, I don’t want to confess. I’m not looking for absolution. I want to stop the person who’s abducting these children … and I want to make up for the mistakes I’ve made. I’m getting out of that world now, Irons. I’m going straight, no more of that stuff. But here’s the thing: the others, they don’t know I’m getting out. And if they do find out … you know what they’ll do to me.”

      “You made your bed; you sleep in it, pal,” Jim said. “That shit ain’t my problem. You knew what you were getting into. You knew there would be consequences if you tried to get out and make a clean break. Once you get that kinda dirt on your hands, you never get it off. And if you try, it kills you. So who’s gonna take you down? Calhoun and your other cop buddies, or Parmeggiani and his mob goons?”

      “Calhoun is clean. He’s also getting out. Some of the other cops, though … they’re in even deeper than when you were investigating us. And it’s them I’m worried about. I have an exit plan, but the details of it are none of your business,” Frey said coldly. “But forget about me; I know you don’t care if I live or die anyway. I just don’t want to see any more kids disappear, and I want to get the two missing kids back alive. And you have more leads than anyone. That’s why I need your help. But the thing is, I can’t be seen talking to you. The others might get suspicions about my intentions, thinking I’m going to expose them or something because you’re exactly the person someone in my position would go to blow the lid off what they’re doing. So you see my problem here….”

      “All right, fine, so you want to catch the kidnapper, but you can’t be seen talking to me because of the assumptions your corrupt buddies will make about us … and then you wind up at the bottom of the harbor wearing a pair of concrete boots. Yeah, I see your problem. I see it pretty fucking clear.”

      “Good. Then you understand my need for secrecy. We have to keep our communications highly secret.”

      “Hey, the less I see of you, the better I feel,” Jim said, “so that suits me just fine. So let’s get this over and done with nice and fast, okay? Let’s just cut straight to it. What do you know? What do you need to know to catch this guy?”

      “We don’t know much,” Frey admitted. “If you could write me a full report with everything you’ve discovered, that’ll go a long way toward making some progress in this investigation. It could give us a real shot of catching the guy.”

      “All right, I can do that,” Jim said. “But if you really are committed to helping these kids, I’m gonna need some information from you as well. First, have your divers found anything in those flooded tunnels?”

      Frey shook his head. “Nothing. It’s been painstakingly slow to explore them.”

      “Yeah, I figured it would be.”

      “They have found that the tunnels were flooded using a sluice gate connected to a dam in the hills. Turns out some farmer had his dam drained that day and couldn’t figure out where the water went. Now we know. I guess it was some feature built into the old mines that, like the mining project itself, this town forgot about.”

      “Yeah. I think this town has a lot of history that time has erased. All right, forget about that for a minute. Tell me about this new kid who’s been abducted. And don’t leave out any details, no matter how small you think they might be.”

      “The kid is another boy, seven years old this time. His name is Elijah Daniels. His kidnapping wasn’t ‘mysterious’ in the way Keith Young’s was; there aren’t any magician’s tricks or any of that bullshit this time. It’s a little more sinister, though, in a way.”

      Jim frowned and sat up in his bed. “How so?”

      “He was taken from his bed at night.”

      “From his house? While his parents were there?” Jim asked.

      “Yeah, well, parent. He’s an only child, raised by a single mom. And she likes her booze … forgets to lock the front door, drinks until she passes out like she often does. There are no dogs in the house, no pets at all, nothing to raise an alarm. So this guy, he’s obviously been watching them, knows her routine. He just walks right in, picks up the kid—after knocking him out with something—and walks straight out. Mom woke up with a hangover from hell sometime late this morning, realized it was a weekday, and she’d forgotten to take Elijah to the bus stop for the school bus again—something that happens pretty often, according to the principal of his school—runs to his room to wake him up … and he’s not there.”

      “When did she report him missing?” Jim asked. “When did it become clear that he was kidnapped?”

      “She told us she knew something was wrong right away. He’s got this little keyring that he takes with him everywhere, Pokémon or something, and he literally has it with him every waking moment, won’t leave the house without it, won’t even go to the bathroom without it. It was still on his pillow. She knew there was no way he would go anywhere without that thing. She freaked out and called 9-1-1. We made a few calls, I sent some units out to the school, to the kid’s friends and relatives, got my officers who are patrolling the streets to look out for a lone child, but there’s nothing. He’s nowhere to be found … and with the recent kidnapping of Keith Young, and the attempted kidnapping of, uh, that white trash kid, whatever his name was, I put two and two together—”

      “That ‘white trash kid’ has a name, Frey,” Jim growled, bristling at Frey’s callousness, “and that name is Roy Lafayette, and just because his family is poor, that doesn’t mean he has any less value as a human being … not that I’d expect a prick like you to understand something like common human decency, anyway.”

      “Don’t act all high and mighty,” Frey sneered. “What, you think you’re some knight in shining armor, Jim Irons the Holy or some shit? I know you’ve had your own problems with booze, and—”

      “Ugh, let’s just get back to business; this petty squabbling crap isn’t helping any of the missing kids,” Jim muttered. “So, listen, did the kidnapper leave any evidence behind, anything at all?”

      Frey, still scowling, with anger simmering in his eyes, shook his head. “Nothing. The place is clean as a whistle. We’ve been through the house with a fine-toothed comb, but we can’t find anything.”

      “Have you talked to any of the neighbors?” Jim asked. “Did anyone see or hear anything?”

      “An old lady two houses down said she heard a loud car in the street around one in the morning,” he answered. “Apparently, the street is usually very quiet. It’s pretty uncommon for any vehicles to be driving around there late at night.”

      This immediately rang a bell in Jim’s mind; he remembered that when the kidnapper had ambushed him outside his house and tried to kill him, the man had fled in a 70s model muscle car. “Loud how?” he asked. “Was the car playing loud music, or was the car itself loud?”

      “She said it sounded like a Firebird her late husband used to drive in the 80s,” Frey said.

      “It’s gotta be our guy,” Jim said. “That son of a bitch tried to take me out the other night, and drove away in a 70s model muscle car, a big V8.”

      “All right, so we at least know what kinda car he drives. And there aren’t that many of those still on the roads these days, so I’ll get my officers to look out for anyone driving a muscle car.”

      “Yeah. And did any other neighbors see or hear anything?”

      Frey shook his head. “No, nothing else. That’s all we’ve got for now.”

      “Okay. Well, keep me updated,” Jim said. “I’d like to talk to Elijah’s mother myself. Any chance you could arrange that?”

      “I’ll see what I can do. I’d best get back to the station. I’m on night duty tonight. Remember, our little cooperation project is just between you and me.”

      Jim chuckled humorlessly. “That suits me just fine, Frey. I’d rather nobody knew I had to work with a dirtbag like you.”

      “Yeah, I hope you have a nice day, too,” Frey muttered sourly. Then, without another word, he turned around and strode briskly out.

      Jim’s head was reeling, not merely at the very unexpected turn of events which had led to his old nemesis coming to offer his allyship to him, but also at the unfortunate fact that another child had been kidnapped. Now he felt even more determined to get out of this hospital bed and back on the case.

      As for Frey, though, he didn’t trust him. He knew that the man’s intentions were not driven by any altruistic motives, and he had picked up on many subtle cues that Frey had given off, clues that had clearly indicated that Frey was lying. He wasn’t lying about the fact that Elijah had been kidnapped—that had been true. He was lying about his motivation behind coming to offer his allyship to Jim; there was definitely some ulterior motive there … but what was it?

      “I know you’re playing some sort of game with me, Frey,” Jim whispered. “And before this whole thing is over, I’m gonna figure out what it is. Yeah, you can bet your lying, deceiving ass that I’m gonna find out exactly what it is….”
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      Jim slept for almost fourteen hours and woke late the next morning. The first thing he did when he opened his eyes was to check his phone, and he saw right away that Andrew had tried to call him a few times. He called him back, feeling worried about what his friend might say; Andrew’s state of mind had been growing steadily more unstable ever since his son had been kidnapped. Jim could, of course, completely understand this. He knew that he would feel like he was losing his mind if the same thing happened to Felicity.

      “Andrew, how’s it going, man?” he said when his friend picked up. “I’m sorry I missed your calls, but I’m in the hospital right now. I ended up taking a bullet a few days ago.”

      “I heard, and I’m really sorry to hear that,” Andrew said. “But glad you pulled through. I just was wondering how the case is going? I … I don’t feel good, Jim. I mean in my head. My brain, my mind … I don’t feel good at all. I’m having … bad thoughts. If Keith doesn’t … come back … I … I don’t want to go on. I can’t go on if he doesn’t come back, Jim. I can’t. I … I’ll have to … end things.”

      That didn’t sound good at all. And what was more, Jim knew that Andrew’s wife, Molly, had a history of depression, too, and he guessed that Keith’s kidnapping had sent her into a spiral of deep depression as well. The two of them were clearly in a very bad place, mentally.

      “I’ve got some good leads,” Jim said, doing his best to sound optimistic. “I’m one step away from catching this bastard. And you’ll get your boy back, Andrew, I promise you that; you’ll get him back. He’s still alive, he’s okay, I … I have a sense for these things. He’s okay, and I swear I’m gonna get him back to you.”

      “You have to, Jim. Please. Molly and me … we can’t cope with this. Things are going … from bad to worse. She hasn’t gotten out of bed since Keith disappeared. And … I don’t know Jim, I just can’t go on. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

      “Just hang in there, buddy. I’ll be out of here soon, and I’m not gonna rest until I get Keith back and throw the scumbag who took him into a cell and throw away the key.”

      “You have to, Jim. We’re … we’re in a bad place, and it’s only getting worse.”

      “I’ve got your back, my friend. It’s gonna be okay.”

      “I hope so. I really hope so. Goodbye, Jim.”

      “By Andrew. Just take it easy, okay? That goes for Molly, too.”

      After Jim finished this call, a nurse came in and checked upon him. He asked if he could see Dr. Chen, so the nurse went to call him. After a few minutes, Dr. Chen walked briskly into the room, looking annoyed. “Yes, Mr. Irons? I’m very busy today, you know.”

      “I just wanna know when I can get outta here, Doc,” Jim said. “Another child has been kidnapped, and I can’t just sit around here doing nothing while this is happening. Look, I’ve had a good sleep, I’ve had plenty of rest, I’m feeling a lot better—”

      “You are not well enough to leave, Mr. Irons,” Dr. Chen said flatly. “I’m sorry, but that’s just how it is. I understand that it’s frustrating for you, but—”

      “Do you have any kids of your own, Doc?” Jim asked.

      “I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

      “Just answer the question, do you have any children?”

      “Two daughters, yes,” Dr. Chen said coldly. “Now, anyway—”

      “And how would you feel if some sicko had taken them, you didn’t know where they were, and the clock was ticking, as it is this very moment—how would you feel?”

      “Obviously, I would feel terrible, Mr. Irons, but—”

      “Please, Doc, put yourself in the shoes of the parents whose kids are gone,” Jim said. “I have to help them. I have to get out of this damn hospital and get back on the case. If there’s anything you can do to expedite this process, anything at all, please do it. The clock is ticking, Doc, the clock is ticking.”

      The doctor sighed and stared at the floor for a while, thinking deeply. “All right,” he said, “look, there’s an experimental therapy we can try, but there’s no guarantee it’ll work. In fact, if it doesn’t, it’ll make you feel worse—a lot worse. But it might be worth a shot. I can massively increase the dose of certain nutrients and vitamins in your intravenous—”

      “I don’t care what it is or what the risks are. Just do it,” Jim said.

      “All right,” Dr. Chen said. “I’ll write up what needs to be done, and some nurses will take care of it shortly. If it works, you may be ready to leave as soon as tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow is good enough for me, Doc. It’s good enough for me.”

      Jim was given the experimental therapy, and he began to feel better soon after they began administering it. While he had some time on his hands, he decided to research the kidnapper’s 1991 cases.

      He remembered that in his interview with Jasper Devries, who had almost been abducted by the kidnapper all those years ago, Jasper had said that the dog that had saved him had bitten the man’s hand and had bitten it badly enough to have caused extensive bleeding. The kidnapper would likely have had to have gone to the hospital to get the wound treated—so in order to find out the kidnapper’s name, Jim figured he could go through the old records of every hospital in town, and in nearby towns, from the day in 91 on which Jasper had almost been kidnapped.

      He gave Christina a call to see if she could help with this.

      “Hey, Jim, how are you feeling today?” she said when she answered. “I stopped by after my night shift at the station last night, but you were sleeping like a baby, so I left you to rest.”

      “I’m much better,” he said. “And I might even be out of this place as soon as tomorrow. Have you guys picked up any more leads, anything else relating to either child’s case?”

      “Nothing so far,” she answered. “Are you really gonna be able to get out as soon as tomorrow?”

      “They’re trying this new experimental therapy on me. I’m already feeling a lot better. Anyway, I need a favor….”

      Jim went on to tell her about the case with Jasper and the need to go through old hospital records. Since she had the day off, Christina agreed to do this. Jim had a meal and then took a nap, and shortly after he woke up, she called him back.

      “Hey, Jim, so I’ve called every hospital in the county, and they’ve all checked their records for that day in 91 and the day after it, but there are no records of anyone coming in to get treated for a dog bite.”

      “Dammit,” Jim muttered. “But I guess I’m not that surprised. We are dealing with a smart son of a bitch, after all. He would have guessed that the cops might be on the lookout for someone coming in to get a dog bite treated, so he may have just left the wound or tried to stitch it up himself, or maybe he went to another county or even the next state over. I know how meticulous this asshole is, so I’m disappointed but not that surprised. We’ll keep looking, though. I know he’s gonna slip up somehow. And he’s taking bigger risks, like the way he tried to kidnap Roy and the way he just got Elijah. He’s getting desperate … but what’s driving him? Why does he need three kids so urgently? Three kids, then he disappears for thirty years, then reappears and tries to take three more. Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Christina said, “but if we’re assuming the creep is following the same pattern as he did in 91, then he’s definitely going to try to get one more kid since he’s got two now.”

      “Yeah, and we can’t let him do that,” Jim said. “Because when he’s got that third child, he’ll disappear without a trace again for another thirty years, and you can bet your ass that we’ll never see the three kids again.”

      “Do you think there’s any way to predict who he’s going to go for next?” Christina asked. “Even getting a vague idea would be good. Because there are thousands of kids in this town, and there’s no way we can keep an eye on every single child.”

      “He’s extremely cautious; we know that much,” Jim said, “and before I got onto his case and starting making him feel the heat, he grabbed kids in the woods when there was nobody else around, and their parents were distracted. And with the most recent case, yeah, he literally walked into someone’s house and stole their child, but only because he knew that the mom was a single parent on her own, and she was a drunk who regularly passed out cold at night. There isn’t much risk involved in breaking into that sort of person’s place. He couldn’t have learned that information about her just by hanging around in the street, though … he would have had to research her, would have had to have known a fair bit about her circumstances and personal life. It’s not the sort of information he could have just gleaned from sitting outside her house for a night or two; there has to be a deeper connection between the kidnapper and the family. I need to speak to the mom; what’s her name?”

      “Rita Daniels. I’ll give her a call and see if she’d be willing to come in here and talk to you later. She’s devastated about Elijah’s disappearance, and she’s desperate to get him back, so I don’t see why she wouldn’t want to do that.”

      “All right, you do that, and keep me updated. The faster I can figure this out, the better chance we have of stopping the third kid from being taken.”

      “Okay, I’ll call her right now,” Christina said. She made a quick call, and the look on her face told Jim that Rita had agreed to come in long before she actually said it.

      “I’ll go pick her up right now,” Christina said.

      “She can’t drive here herself?”

      “No, she’s had way too many DUIs. She isn’t allowed to drive anymore,” Christina said. “I’ll be back shortly.”

      “Great,” Jim said. “And let’s hope that she’s able to give us the information we need to get some forward momentum in this case … because time is running dangerously short, Christina. It’s running dangerously short…
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      Rita Daniels was not someone who looked like an alcoholic. In fact, Jim thought when she first walked into his hospital room, she looked a lot more like a mild-mannered librarian. She wore thick glasses and dressed conservatively and overall had a nervous, mousy look.

      Christina walked in behind her. “Jim, this is Rita Daniels. Rita, this is Jim Irons. He’s about the best detective I know, and if anyone can find out where Elijah is and who took him, it’s Jim.”

      Rita walked over to Jim and offered him her hand, which he shook politely. Her hand was cold and clammy, and he noticed that there was little strength in her grip.

      “Nice to meet ya, Rita,” he said. “Although obviously, we’re not meeting under the best circumstances….”

      “No, not at all,” she said. Her narrow face was haggard with worry, and the dark circles under her eyes pointed to a large sleep deficit.

      “Let’s get right into things, then,” Jim said. “Christina has already given me all the information you told the cops about the night of Elijah’s kidnapping, so unless there’s something you didn’t tell them, we can skip that stuff. Is there anything you think you should tell me that you didn’t tell them? Please, don’t let any feelings of shame or embarrassment make you hold things back. I’ll tell you straight up, I had a bad problem with booze myself before. It contributed to the breakdown of my marriage and then my divorce. So I’ve been there, and I understand.”

      Rita nodded. “I … ever since Elijah’s dad walked out on us, things have been so hard. I just … it was the only way I could deal with it. Elijah used to cry every night after his dad disappeared, and nothing I could do or say would comfort him. The only thing that would numb my own pain was alcohol. I know it’s wrong, I know I was selfish by drinking and—”

      “Relax, Rita,” Jim said gently. “I’m not here to grill you or judge you. Like I said, I’ve been there myself. All I care about is getting your son back and finding out who took him. Later I can give you the number of a really great AA group if you’re interested, but for now, let’s focus on your son. When did his father abandon you?”

      “Wayne walked out on us around eighteen months ago.”

      “And just to be clear, is there any chance that it could have been Wayne who took Elijah?”

      Rita bit her lower lip, fighting back the tears, and shook her head. “No chance at all,” she said softly.

      “And why do you say that?”

      “He’s in prison. We didn’t hear from him for a year; we didn’t know if he was dead or alive. Then six months ago, I found out he was in prison across the country in Oregon.”

      “He’s still incarcerated there. We checked,” Christina said.

      “And it couldn’t have been any of his friends or relatives who took the boy?” Jim asked.

      “We’re from Arizona. We moved out here three years ago. Wayne was an only child, and he didn’t really have any close friends back there. He certainly didn’t make any friends here; he was always miserable in this place. Not that that was any justification for him just walking out and abandoning us….”

      “And his parents?” Jim asked.

      “His mother died when he was a child. His father died five years ago. He has an aunt back in Arizona, but she’s in a nursing home.”

      “Okay, well, it definitely sounds like he had nothing to do with it,” Jim said. “I just needed to be clear on that. All right, so, is there anyone you suspect it might have been? Even the vaguest hint of suspicion you might have had? Were there any neighbors you thought were a little weird, or maybe any teachers or coaches at Elijah’s school? Any of your own friends or relatives?”

      Rita shook her head. “Nobody, honestly. Our neighbors are all very nice people, most of them with kids of their own. As for my own friends, I don’t have very many of those … but those I do have, I’d trust with my life. I have two brothers back in Arizona, and they both have families of their own, and while I’m not that close with them, we’re all on good terms. They wouldn’t have any reason to do something like this.”

      “I understand. I just have to get as complete a picture of things as possible,” Jim said. “Okay, next question, and I need you to be completely honest here—this is for your boy’s sake. And like I said, we’re not making any judgments or anything like that. How many boyfriends have you had since Wayne left? And what about other men? Any affairs, dates, hookups, one-night stands, any interaction, no matter how insignificant you might think it was?”

      Rita shook her head. “I haven’t been with a man since Wayne. No dates, nothing.”

      “Not even any chatting online?”

      “I don’t do stuff like that. I promise you, I haven’t talked to a man outside of a professional setting since Wayne left. Not a single one.”

      Jim nodded. “Okay. I just wanted to make sure. So there’s absolutely nobody at all you would even vaguely suspect of doing something like this?”

      “Nobody, nobody at all I could think of who might have taken my son.”

      “And you didn’t go out and drink in bars? You always drank at home?”

      “I don’t go to bars or clubs or anything,” she answered. “I only ever drank at home, by myself.”

      “How’d you get those DUIs then?” Jim asked.

      “They were, uh, actually all from driving the morning after a night of drinking. I got in a few minor wrecks on the way to work because, well, I was still a little drunk from the night before.”

      “Okay, I see. And how often would you say you drink until you pass out? And please be completely honest here because covering things up will only harm our chances of finding Elijah.”

      Rita’s cheeks reddened, and she stared at the floor, consumed with shame and embarrassment. “A couple of times a week,” she said. “I guess I’m drunk more nights than I am sober.”

      “All right. Like I said, I can give you the number of a fantastic AA group if you want some help with changing things around. Now, when you were in these drunken states, is there anything you would have done that would have alerted a stranger—say, someone spying on you from the street or your yard or anything—to the fact that you were regularly drunk in the evenings?”

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “I always shut the drapes before I start drinking. From the outside of the house, you would think that everything is normal.”

      “You don’t pass out in front of the TV, leaving it on all night while you sleep on the sofa or something?”

      She shook her head. “I may be a drunk, but I always put my son first. I put him to bed before I start drinking. I usually start drinking in the living room and watch some TV, but when I start feeling like I’m gonna pass out, I’ll turn everything off and head to bed. I usually have one last drink in bed and watch videos on my tablet until I pass out.”

      “Okay. And where do you buy your booze from? Is it the same liquor store every time?” Jim wondered if someone from a liquor store could be a suspect.

      “No,” she said. “I always feel embarrassed buying all this vodka. I feel like the people in the liquor stores will judge me if I’m always going in, so I go to a different one every time. Sometimes I’ll even drive to different towns just to get vodka from a store that hasn’t seen my face before. I’m running out of liquor stores in this county, though….”

      Jim asked a few more questions, but it was clear that it was very unlikely that any stranger could have figured out that Rita was a drunk who regularly passed out. It had to be someone she knew, but she worked in an office with only two other people—both of whom were women in their thirties, with families and children of their own—and aside from that, she didn’t seem to have regular or even intermittent contact with anyone else.

      The police had already questioned all of Elijah’s teachers and coaches at school, and there was nothing suspicious at all there. Jim hated to admit it, but right now, he was completely stumped. What had caused the kidnapper to target Rita and Elijah? How had he known that she would be a suitable victim? There had to be something; it was simply impossible that the kidnapper had simply taken a stab in the dark and randomly picked Elijah as if the boy were the winner of some sick lottery … but why? There had to be a connection, but right now, Jim just couldn’t make it. He could feel it somewhere in the back of his brain; for the moment, it remained frustratingly out of reach…
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      Jim awoke the next morning feeling strong and healthy. There was a message on his phone from an unknown number, but when he opened it, he quickly figured out it was from Frey.

      Irons, we’ve had a development in the kidnapping case. My sources have given me the name and address of someone who could be involved. It’s huge news, but I can’t officially investigate because the source is in the mob and using any information from him will link me to him and incriminate me in several other cases. However, you can investigate the link without any consequence. If you can investigate and get some evidence to present to me, we can get in and arrest the guy and my hands stay clean. I don’t go down for being involved with the Parmegianni mob family. How soon can you get out of the hospital and go look into this? Let me know, and as soon as you’re able to get out, I’ll send you the guy’s name and address. —F.

      Jim called the doctor right away. Dr. Chen examined him and declared that the experimental treatment had been a success. He said he would allow Jim to leave the hospital, but only on the condition that Jim didn’t do anything strenuous and did his best to take it very easy and relax. Jim promised he would do this, knowing full well that he would probably renege on his promise. All he cared about was getting out and taking down the kidnapper before another child was taken.

      While Dr. Chen went about organizing Jim’s discharge from the hospital, Jim typed out a quick reply to Frey.

      I’m getting out today. Send me whatever info you’ve got, and I’ll investigate right away.

      A response from Frey came almost immediately.

      There’s a guy who lives outside town on some land near the woods. His name is Quinton Perry. 53 years old. He’s a loner, very secretive, doesn’t let anyone near his land. Has a few prior convictions: assault and battery, illegally discharging a firearm, brandishing a firearm in public, and some other misdemeanors. He was also convicted of sex with a minor twice. My source says he could be the guy we’re looking for. I’ll send his address in a second.

      Jim felt a surge of excitement; it certainly did feel like this could be the guy they were after. He was released from hospital in the early afternoon, and he went straight to his house to pick up his pistol and a few other things. Christina was on duty at the station all day, and she wouldn’t be able to help him, but he figured he would be okay on his own as long as he used some caution and common sense.

      It was late in the afternoon when he got to Perry’s property. It was a big cabin on a large piece of land bordered by woods, and it was only three or four miles from the place where Keith had been kidnapped. There were no neighbors anywhere near the cabin; it was very isolated. Access to the property was via a mile-long dirt track connected to a small road that led through the woods, and a number of threatening signs were posted along the dirt track, all saying that trespassers would be shot on sight and that the property was protected by trained attack dogs.

      “Looks like you really don’t want people around here, Mr. Perry,” Jim said as he drove up the dirt track. “I wonder what it is you’re hiding….”

      He pulled off the dirt track a few hundred yards from the property gates and got out of his car to continue on foot. He didn’t want to immediately alert Perry to his presence and wanted to get a good look around the place.

      He had brought his binoculars and figured they would come in handy, especially if there were dogs around. The closer he got to the property fence, the more likely it would be that the dogs would be alerted to his presence, and once that happened, any possibility of stealthy observation would be out the window.

      Thankfully, the dense woods that bordered the property provided ample cover for his snooping, and his high-powered binoculars gave him a clear view of the property and its buildings. The main cabin was a large one with several rooms. What immediately grabbed Jim’s attention, though, was the garage—or, rather, what was in it.

      He couldn’t get a clear look at the whole thing, but he did see the back of a car sticking out from under a tarpaulin. And that car was a black 68 Dodge Charger—a big block V8, just like the one that had fled from the scene when the kidnapper had attacked him outside his house, and like the one the old woman had heard leaving the scene of Elijah’s kidnapping.

      “We’re getting really warm now,” Jim murmured as he continued to sweep his binoculars across the property. “Now I just need to get onto the property….”

      He caught a glimpse of movement and swung his binoculars around to get a better look. Three mean-looking dobermans came walking around the back of the cabin, sniffing the air. They were alert and clearly on the prowl and certainly didn’t look like the kind of dog it would be wise to mess with.

      Jim crept through the woods to get a look at the property from another angle. From here, he was able to see that there was some sort of below-ground structure in the backyard. What was it, a bomb shelter? A bunker of some kind? Whatever it was, it definitely seemed like an ideal place to hide something … something like a bunch of kidnapped children.

      At the age of fifty-three, Quinton Perry had been in his early twenties in 1991—easily of the right age to have kidnapped the three children who had been abducted then. Hope and excitement were surging inside Jim; this really felt like it could be the guy they were looking for.

      As he observed the property, he saw the back door open, and a man emerged from the cabin. It was Perry. He was a tall, thin man with a patchy gray beard and long, greasy, gray hair, and he was wearing grubby mechanic’s coveralls. Again, Jim felt a surge of hope; the limited descriptions he had so far compiled of the kidnapper had all been of a tall, skinny man.

      Perry yelled something indistinct at his dogs and then started walking over to the bunker. Watching him through the binoculars, Jim’s heart began to race with excitement.

      “Come on, you bastard,” Jim whispered, “show me what you’re hiding in there. Go on, show me….”

      Perry started to open what looked from this angle to be a door to the bunker, but then he stopped and looked around him as if he could feel Jim’s eyes on him. He stepped away from the bunker, muttering something and reaching for a pistol that was holstered on his hip. Jim didn’t think Perry could see him from that angle, but he ducked behind a tree anyway just to be safe.

      For what seemed like a very long time, Perry stood and stared out at the woods surrounding his property, clearly suspicious about someone watching him. He finally jammed his pistol back into its holster, but he didn’t go back to the bunker. Instead, he walked over to the garage.

      “So, getting your Charger out, are you?” Jim whispered to himself.

      Perry didn’t, however, get the Charger. Instead, he opened another garage door and walked in, and after a few moments, Jim heard the roar of a diesel motor starting. Perry reversed out in a beat-up twenty-year-old pickup truck and drove down to his gate. He hopped out of the truck and again spent a few moments scanning the area with a paranoid gaze, after which he opened the gate, drove out, and then locked the gate again, and then drove off down the dirt track.

      “This is it,” Jim whispered to himself. “This is my chance to find out what secrets Quinton Perry is hiding on his property.”

      There was, of course, the problem of the three vicious dobermans patrolling the grounds, but he had a way to get around that. He got out his phone, recorded a clip of him speaking, and then set it as his alarm tone. Then he set the alarm for five minutes, put the speaker volume on maximum, and left the phone in the bushes near one corner of the fence. When the alarm went off, his voice playing through the phone speaker would draw the dogs’ attention, and he could hop over the fence on the opposite side of the property—the side where the mysterious bunker was.

      He hurried through the woods to the opposite side of the property; once the alarm went off and the dogs ran to investigate it, he would only have a minute, maybe less, to check out the bunker before the animals realized it was a rouse and they came charging over to tear him to pieces.

      Waiting behind a dense shrub near the fence, he kept a close eye on the dogs. He wouldn’t be able to hear his phone alarm from here, but they would, and as soon as they ran off barking, he would need to jump the fence.

      It seemed to take forever, but finally, he saw the dogs’ ears prick up, and they charged around to the far side of the property, barking furiously. He stepped out from behind the bush and prepared to climb over the fence, but before he could, he heard the ominous click of a firearm being cocked behind him.

      “Don’t move, you piece of shit,” a deep voice growled. “You move even one fucking muscle, and I’ll spray your brains all over the fence….”
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      “Take it, easy man,” Jim said calmly, raising his hands slowly. “I’m no burglar.”

      “I didn’t say you were, jackass,” Quinton Perry snarled as he stepped closer to Jim, his pistol aimed at the back of Jim’s head. “What the hell are you doing snooping around my property, huh? Are you suicidal or stupid, or maybe both?”

      Jim had to think fast, but he had a talent for this. “My name’s Jim,” he said. “Jim Henderson. I’m a property developer.”

      “Oh, you’re a property developer, huh? And why the fuck does a property developer need to be carrying a gun?”

      “There’s lots of dangerous wildlife out here, as I’m sure you’re aware,” Jim said. “I prefer to put my faith in a .45 bullet rather than bear spray when it comes to a deadly encounter.”

      “Yeah, right,” Perry growled. “There aren’t any bears anywhere near this place; we both know that. Cut the bullshit and tell me the truth, or I’ll blow your stupid head wipe open. I have the right to do that, motherfucker.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Yeah, I fucking do. You didn’t read the signs? I saw your car parked down my drive; you were an idiot! You left it in plain sight next to the dirt road, and I know if you drove that far you saw my signs.”

      “Your signs don’t give you the right to murder someone in cold blood,” Jim said, keeping his tone calm and even, even though he was growing increasingly nervous.

      Perry was very aggressive and seemed to be more than a little trigger-happy.

      “And I’m not on your land anyway.”

      “Who says my land ends where the fence is, huh?” Perry snapped. “You’ve been on my land since the moment you left the blacktop! And I have a right to put a bullet in you for that. You’re trespassing, and you know it!”

      “I didn’t realize that, and I apologize most sincerely for trespassing,” Jim said. “If you’ll just lower your weapon and let me talk, I’ve got a very generous offer from my agency, Henderson and Co. Property Development that we’re prepared to make for this land. You see, we have a very wealthy client who’s interested in turning this into a golf course, and he’s prepared to pay—”

      “I don’t give a fuck about no rich prick and his dreams to turn my land into some fucking golf course!” Perry yelled. “My land ain’t for sale, not for any fucking price, and I don’t even believe this little bullshit story you’re weaving anyway! I should kill you right here, right now, you lying little snoop … what the hell are you really doing here, huh? You ain’t no fucking property developer. What are my dogs barking at across on the other side? You got a buddy prowling around my property there? I’ll kill both of you, I’ll put you both in the ground.”

      “If you kill me, you’ll spend the rest of your days in a prison cell, sir,” Jim said. “My company knows I’m here in this exact spot, and they’re expecting me to move on to the next property down the road for a meeting with the property owner there. If I don’t show up, they’ll know something is wrong … and it’ll be very easy for even the most incompetent police detective to put two and two together and figure out what happened here. If you’re not interested in discussing my client’s offer for your land, that’s fine. Just let me leave in peace, and I’ll go right away. I’ll make sure nobody else from my company comes here and bothers you. Just let me walk away, and I’ll let my client know you’re not interested in selling, and that’ll be the end of it.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Would I have left my car in such an obvious place if I had ulterior motives?” Jim asked, suddenly feeling extremely thankful that he hadn’t tried to hide his car; that slipup could have cost him his life. “Surely, if I were here to do you harm, you don’t think I would have been so stupid as to do it this way?”

      “You seem to be a giant fucking idiot, so maybe you would be that stupid,” Perry muttered.

      Jim could hear from the man’s tone, though, that he was losing his resolve, and his aggression was cooling off. The paranoia was still there, though; he was definitely hiding something in that bunker and didn’t want anyone near it.

      “Well, whatever you think, just let me leave. Take the bullets out of my gun; if that’ll make you feel safer, just let me go.”

      “All right, you son of a bitch, I’m gonna do just that.” Perry reached forward with his free hand and took Jim’s pistol out of its holster. He popped out the magazine and removed the bullets, and racked the slide to pop out the bullet that was in the chamber. Then he shoved the empty pistol back into Jim’s holster. “Go on, get the hell out of here,” Perry said. “And consider yourself lucky—extremely lucky. If I ever see you on my land again, I won’t be nearly so lenient next time. If you ever come here again, you’ll get a bullet between the eyes, I promise you that. Now move it, get out of here.”

      Jim walked away without turning around to look at Perry. Perry hadn’t seen his face, so did he know who Jim was? Jim found it strange that the man hadn’t recognized him if he were the kidnapper—but, of course, Perry could be feigning ignorance to protect himself. Jim knew that something was going on here. Everything else about Perry matched the kidnapper's description, so there was no way he was going to give up just yet.

      He went straight back to his car, feeling Perry’s icy glare on his back the whole way. He couldn’t go and get his phone; that would immediately raise Perry’s suspicions. Instead, he would have to pretend to drive away, then hide the car somewhere and come back on foot, exercising extreme stealth.

      He got back into his car and breathed out a sigh of relief. He had come very close to getting another bullet blasted through his body, although this time it certainly would have ended his life. He realized that he was also lucky that the side of the car riddled with bullet holes was facing away from the dirt track. If Perry had seen the bullet holes, he certainly would have known that Jim was no property developer. Of course, that was only true if Perry really didn’t know who Jim was and it wasn’t just some farce Perry was putting on.

      Jim turned around and drove back down to the road, driving a little way along with it, found another dirt track leading off the road, and drove down it for a hundred yards until he found a place to pull over.

      He dragged some branches and leaves out and did his best to hide his car. It would be easily found if someone were looking for it, but it was unlikely that they would notice it for anyone just passing by.

      After disguising his car, Jim set off on foot, heading back to Perry’s land. Dusk was falling, and the woods were growing dark. That was good for Jim, at least, for the shadows would provide him with some cover.

      He moved with great caution once he got onto Perry’s land. It wasn’t only the fact that he knew Perry would now be even more paranoid and hyperalert about trespassers. He was also worried about the fact that Perry might just be crazy enough to set some booby traps. The last thing he wanted was to step into a bear trap or, even worse, fall into a tiger pit or trigger a landmine.

      Eventually, he got back to the place where he had left his phone as a distraction for the dogs. There was still some life left in the battery, which Jim was thankful for. After retrieving his cell, he crept through the woods to the other side of the property, where he could get a look at the entrance to the bunker.

      He waited in the darkness, watching silently for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, though, he saw some movement. Perry opened his back door and walked out of his house with a flashlight. He swept the beam through the woods beyond his fence a few times, causing Jim to duck behind a thick shrub. After Perry was satisfied that he was alone, he went over to the bunker, opened the door, headed in, and quickly slammed the door shut behind him.

      And the moment he did, a jolt of shock ripped through Jim, for in those few seconds that the bunker door had been open, he had heard a damning sound that had been undeniable in its clarity: the sound of a child weeping.
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      “Son of a bitch,” Jim murmured. “This is it, Perry is the kidnapper, and he’s got the boys in that bunker!”

      He immediately called Frey. “Frey, I’ve got him!” he said excitedly. “I need units out here right now, and I need you to authorize an emergency search warrant. Perry’s the kidnapper; he’s got the boys in a bunker in his backyard.”

      Frey’s response was suspiciously cool. “Are you sure about that, Irons?”

      “All the evidence points to Perry being the one, and I’ve been watching him. He’s hiding something in his bunker, and when he opened the door and went in, I heard the sound of a child crying. What more evidence do you need, dammit? Come on, you told me you wanted to catch the guy, and it was your tip that led me here! I’ve checked out your tip, it’s a solid one, and all the evidence is pointing to the missing kids being right here in a bunker a hundred yards from me! I can’t go in alone. Frey is armed and paranoid enough to try to kill me, so I need units out here now to make an arrest. Quit arguing with me and just do it!”

      “I can’t issue an emergency warrant under such circumstances, Irons,” Frey said coldly. “It’s simply … impossible. Wait until tomorrow, and I’ll get a regular search warrant done during the day. The children will be fine overnight, and—”

      “You’re full of shit, Frey,” Jim growled. “I should have known better than to trust a single word from your snake mouth. Fuck you, I’ll do this on my own.”

      He cut off the call before Frey could say anything else. He was fuming; how could the man who had given him a tip that had led him here suddenly turn around and act like this was nothing? It seemed like an almost one hundred percent certainty that Perry was the kidnapper and the boys were in his bunker, yet now Frey was acting as his hands were tied and there was nothing he could immediately do.

      “I’ll get some cops out here, I’ll get some units on my own,” Jim muttered. He called Christina next.

      “Hey, Jim, what’s going on?”

      “I’m ninety-nine percent sure I’ve got the kidnapper and the boys, but Frey’s being an asshole and won’t get an emergency warrant,” he said. “So I need your help. You need to get out here in your uniform, with your police radio … and uh, wear a bulletproof vest. This might be a little risky.”

      “Jim, you’re not planning on doing something crazy, are you? I’m as desperate to find the kids as you are, but I don’t want to get killed doing it.”

      “You’ll be okay, and this isn’t crazy … well, uh, not that crazy. Look, please just get out here as fast as you can, Christina. I’m sure the boys are in a bunker here.”

      “I’ll get out there as fast as I can. Hang tight, and don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I won’t. Park halfway up the dirt track and come to the rest of the way on foot; we don’t want to alert Perry to our presence. Give me a call when you park your car.”

      Jim waited in the darkness, silently observing the entrance to the bunker. Perry was inside it for a long time, and the thought of what he might be doing to the boys made Jim’s stomach turn. He prayed that his idea to get some police units out here would work. An hour went by before Christina arrived, and Perry was down in the bunker the whole time. The time passed with torturous slowness, and Jim, who was still far from one hundred percent in terms of health and recovery from his shooting, kept nodding off.

      Finally, though, his phone rang. As soon as Christina called him, Jim went and met her on the dirt track that led to Perry’s gate. “Thanks for coming out here,” he said.

      “No problem. I want to save these kids, too, you know. So what’s the plan?”

      “The plan is, uh, to get Perry to shoot at us,” Jim said.

      “What? Jim, have you lost your mind? What sort of drugs were you on in hospital?”

      “I know it sounds crazy, but if he fires shots at us, you can call it in; shooting at an officer means police units will get out here right away, and we won’t have to worry about search warrants.”

      “Yeah, okay, I get that … but still, I don’t wanna be shot at!”

      “If it makes you feel any better, he’ll mostly be shooting at me,” Jim said.

      “I don’t think that makes me feel any better at all, actually,” Christina said, shaking her head and sighing, “but if this is what it’s gonna take to get these kids out and take Perry down, then I’m willing to do it.”

      “I knew you would,” Jim said, his swift grin bright in the darkness. “Follow my lead and keep your head down.”

      They walked up to the gate. Jim’s heart started to beat faster; he prayed that Perry wasn’t an expert marksman because if he were, the gamble he was about to take could end in a catastrophic loss.

      “Get behind that tree,” Jim said. “Return fire if you need to but try not to kill him. If we can scare him into retreating, that’ll be ideal.”

      “Okay,” Christina said. “I sure as hell hope this works and that neither of us gets shot.”

      “I think we’ll be okay.”

      A light was mounted on top of each gatepost, and when Jim stepped out of the shadows into the pool of light they threw off, he felt tremendously vulnerable and naked. He drew in a deep breath, doing his best to keep his fear at bay. Then he walked up to the large gate and started to rattle it.

      This immediately got the attention of the dobermans, who came charging out of the darkness, barking up a storm.

      The dogs’ frenzied barking got Perry’s attention pretty quickly, and he burst out of the bunker with his pistol in his hand. “Who’s there?” he roared. “Who the fuck is there? You’re dead, you son of a bitch, dead!”

      “It’s me, Quinton, Jim, the property developer, and I’m coming in!” Jim yelled back. “You can’t stop me!”

      “I told you to never come back here!” Perry screamed. “I told you! I warned you, and now you’re gonna face the consequences!”

      Jim made as if he were going to start climbing over the gate, and that was when Perry, who was around eighty yards away at this point, opened fire. Jim dropped to the ground and started crawling hastily on his belly toward the tree where Christina was hiding.

      “Fire a shot or two!” Jim gasped.

      Christina fired two shots into the air, and Perry, who assumed it was Jim shooting at him from the dark, started shooting at the tree. Christina ducked behind it, her heart pounding as bullets ripped through the leaves and thudded into the trunk. She grabbed her police radio and called in the attack.

      “All units nearby, officer under fire, officer under fire!” she yelled. “I need backup right away! All units, officer under fire, I need backup!”

      Immediately several responses came in; all available units in the area were responding and were on their way.

      “Where are you, you piece of shit?” Perry roared, not realizing that he had just shot at a police officer. “Who’s with you? I heard a woman out there. Do you both wanna die?” He fired a few more shots into the darkness, but they slammed harmlessly into the tree trunk.

      “Back to the car as soon as we hear him reloading,” Jim whispered. “Fire one more shot to get him to use his last bullets.”

      Christina fired a shot into the air, and Perry responded by unloading the rest of his clip. It was difficult to hear much over the cacophony of the dogs barking, but he managed to catch the sound of a click as Perry popped the clip out of his pistol.

      “Go, go, run!” Jim hissed.

      They both bolted, taking off at a sprint through the dark woods. Perry fired a few more shots at them, but he could barely make out their shapes, and the bullets flew harmlessly through the air dozens of yards from the fleeing pair. They made it back to Christina’s car safely and waited behind the car with their pistols drawn in case Perry came out after them.

      The dogs eventually quietened down, and there was no sound of the chains around the gate being unlocked or Perry’s truck starting. They heard him yelling something but were now too far away to make out exactly what it was he was saying.

      Around ten minutes later, though, they heard a most welcome sound: the wail of rapidly approaching police sirens, and in the distance, they caught flickers of bright blue and red lights flashing in the darkness.

      “And here comes the cavalry,” Jim said. “This is it; Perry’s going down.”
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      A burly sergeant and his partner were the first to arrive, racing up the dirt road in their police cruiser. Christina ran out in front of them and flagged them down.

      “Cortez, are you okay?” yelled Sergeant Gorman. “Did you get hit?”

      “I’m fine, she said. The suspect, Quinton Perry, is armed and hostile. He’s on the property up ahead.”

      “Jump in the back,” Gorman said. “We’ll show the asshole what happens when you open fire on an officer of the law.” It was then that Gorman noticed Jim half-hidden behind the car. “Is that Jim Irons? What’s he doing here?”

      Jim stepped out. “Good to see you, too, Gorman,” he said with a grin. “Perry’s the main suspect in the kidnapping case, and I think the missing boys are in a bunker in his backyard.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for then?” Gorman asked. “Get in the cruiser. Let’s take this punk down.”

      Jim and Christina hopped into the cruiser, and as they drove to Perry’s front gate, more units started arriving. Perry had heard the sirens approaching, and they caught sight of him scrambling over the fence at the back of the property in an attempt to flee.

      “Shit,” Jim grunted, jumping out of the car. “We can’t let him escape!”

      “You two head left!” Gorman yelled. “We’ll go around the right! Go, go!”

      The four of them piled out of the car and raced through the dark woods, their flashlight beams slashing through the shadows. Inside Perry’s yard, meanwhile, the dogs went crazy, racing around and barking manically.

      “Freeze! Stop running!” Gorman yelled as he chased down Perry. “Drop your weapon and stop running!”

      In response, Perry glanced behind him and, without slowing down, fired a few shots at the officers who were pursuing him.

      “Son of a bitch!” Gorman yelled, hurling himself to the ground as the bullets ripped through nearby tree boughs and shrubs. He and his partner promptly returned fire at the fleeing suspect.

      “Don’t kill him!” Jim yelled through the forest. “We have to take him alive!”

      “You fascist pigs will never take me!” Perry screamed as he sprinted. “You’re all dead, I’ll shoot every last—”

      His deranged howling was cut abruptly off by a dull thud, and through the shadowy forest, it looked as if Perry had simply dematerialized, pulling off the “disappearing without a trace” trick in plain sight.

      Jim, however, was certain that Perry had neither pulled a trick of any kind nor had he disappeared. He raced over to the spot where Perry had seemed to vanish from, and sure enough, he saw the man lying sprawled out on the ground, unconscious. He had run straight into a low tree branch and knocked himself out.

      Perry had dropped his firearm when he had fallen, but just to be safe, Jim kicked it far out of his reach anyway. “He’s here!” he shouted. “Get some cuffs over here and restrain him before he wakes up!”

      Gorman and Christina hurried over to Jim, and they cuffed Perry’s wrists behind his back. Just as they had finished restraining him, he let out a groan, and his eyelids started to flicker as he began to regain consciousness.

      “We need to get onto the property, but those dogs of his look like they’ll tear us to pieces if we set foot on his grounds,” Christina said.

      Gorman shrugged. “Shoot the mutts. Quick and easy.”

      “What … happened?” Perry groaned as he opened his eyes. “Where … am I?”

      “You’re in deep shit is where you are, you sick son of a bitch,” Gorman muttered. “And your main concern shouldn’t be where you are now, but where you’re gonna end up real soon: prison, for a very, very long time.”

      “Read him his rights and get him into the back of the cruiser, Gorman,” Christina said. “I’ll get some of the men together to check out the property.”

      “We don’t need to shoot the dogs,” Jim said. He had always loved dogs, and he thought it would be a terrible shame to shoot these animals, who were only doing what they had been trained to do and protect their master’s property. “I have an idea about how to restrain them.”

      “It had better be a fast idea,” Gorman said as he and his partner hauled Perry up onto his feet, “because if those mutts are still going ballistic by the time I’m done shoving their master into the back of my cruiser, I’m gonna put bullets in ‘em.”

      “Everything I need is in your cruiser,” Jim said. “I’ll come with you and pick it up.”

      As the cops led Perry away, they read him his rights. Jim tried to question him, but Perry refused to say anything without his lawyer present. Gorman, who had always been a bit of a loose cannon on the force, told Perry that he would take him behind some bushes where the other officers couldn’t see and extract whatever information he wanted from him, but the others dissuaded Gorman from doing this; if Perry were beaten up by an officer, the whole case against him could fall apart. As loathsome a man as he was, they had to do everything by the book here.

      They got to the cruiser, and Gorman shoved Perry in the back. “All right, genius,” he said to Jim, “what is it I have in here that you think will magically transform those rabid dobermans into soft-ass little lapdogs, huh?”

      “This,” Jim said, grabbing a bag of takeout food from the front, “and this, and this,” he continued, taking a taser and some OC spray.

      “Hey, that’s my dinner!” Gorman said.

      “I’ll buy you some more, relax,” Jim said. “Christina, I’ll need your help with this.”

      He and Christina went up to the gate, where a number of police officers had gathered. The dogs were in front of the gate, barking furiously and jumping in their savage eagerness to get at the cops.

      “We’re gonna have to shoot ‘em,” one cop was saying. “Step back.”

      “Hold on,” Jim said. “I’ve got a better plan. Well, maybe not better, but kinder than killing ‘em. Give us some space.”

      The cops stepped back, and Jim handed the takeout food to Christina.

      “Hold this up for the dogs just beyond the bars, so they have to stick their heads through to get at it. I’ll give them all a hefty dose of OC spray, then I’ll zap ‘em with the tasers. They’ll soon be running away, howling with their tails between their legs, and they won’t present a threat to anyone for a long time. After this, as soon as they hear the crackle of a taser, they’ll run away whimpering. Dobermans are smart dogs, and they learn fast—and intense pain is a very quick and effective teacher. It’s not nice, I know, but they’ll be okay in a few hours, and this means they get to live.”

      “Come and get it, you vicious bastards,” Christina said, opening up the takeout bag and taking out the burgers that were in it. “Come on, look at these juicy cheeseburgers, even a bunch of angry monsters like you three can’t resist these….”

      “Turn your face away, Christina, and hold your breath,” Jim said softly.

      The dogs initially eyed the proffered cheeseburgers with suspicion, but they soon smelled the meat and quickly focused their attention on it, trying to stick their heads through the bars as they drooled and sniffed at it.

      “That’s it, guys, just a little closer, come on,” Christina said in the sweetest doggy voice she could put on. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jim leaning in with the OC spray, so she turned her face away and held her breath while moving the burgers a little closer to the dogs, who opened their mouths in anticipation of these meaty treats.

      That was when Jim unleashed the OC spray, blasting each of the dogs full in the face with the nasty substance. It quickly took its effect on their sensitive noses, but even as they started yelping in pain, he was zapping them with the taser, which blasted paralyzing jolts of electricity into their bodies with a menacingly loud crack.

      The dogs, frothing and yelping and falling over themselves, were instantly defeated and turned in a mere second from vicious, wolf-like beasts to terrified pups who were falling over themselves in an effort to flee from the agony brought on by the burning OC spray and the terrifying electric shocks from the tasers.

      “It’s all good now. They aren’t going to be attacking anyone,” Jim said. “And if they come near any of you, just whip out your taser and give it a crackle, and they’ll run away with their tails between their legs.”

      He climbed over the gate, and the fleeing dogs took no notice of him. They were still utterly consumed by the agony of the OC spray in their eyes, noses, and mouths, howling and writhing ad rolling on the ground, so they couldn’t care less about intruders on the property.

      The other cops followed Jim over the gate. He, meanwhile, ran straight over to the bunker with his heart in his mouth. He knew without a doubt that he had heard a child crying inside it earlier. Now, finally, he was about to discover what secrets lay beyond the bunker doors. With bated breath, he opened the door and stepped inside.
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      The sight that greeted Jim was not one he had expected to see. The bunker was large—far larger than he had imagined it would be—and it was filled with lush marijuana plants. They were tall and healthy, with each plant standing over six feet tall, with dense foliage. Expensive grow lights illuminated the bunker's interior in a bright-pink glow, while a sophisticated hydration system made sure each plant got exactly the right amount of water and nutrients.

      Jim didn’t care about the marijuana, though; all that mattered right now was finding the boys. “Keith!” he called out as he started to push through the sea of marijuana plants. “Elijah! I’m here to help you! Where are you? Keith! Elijah!”

      There was no reply, but the room wasn’t silent; a loud TV was blaring on the other side of it. Jim hurriedly pushed his way through the plants, wondering if the boys could hear him over the television.

      “Keith! Elijah! I’m here to help!” he yelled. “Don’t be scared! I’m here to take you back to your parents, back to your homes!”

      Still, there was no sound but the noise of the TV. Soon enough, Jim got through the maze of plants and found a small open area on the other side. In it was a large TV, a video game system, a bar fridge, a well-worn sofa, and a coffee table with a bunch of empty beer cans, chip packets, and drug paraphernalia on it. It looked like Perry probably spent a lot of time hanging out here, drinking, and getting high. As for the boys, though, there was no sign of them or indeed any sign that they had ever been in here at all.

      “No,” Jim muttered as a realization began to come over him. “No, no, no…”

      With a rapidly increasing sense of worry and despair, he pushed back into the sea of plants, desperately searching through them, checking every section of floor and wall for hidden doors or trapdoors.

      “Whoa! This looks like the mother of all illegal grow operations!” Gorman gasped as he entered the bunker. “Perry isn’t gonna see the outside of a prison cell for the rest of his life.”

      Christina squeezed past Gorman as he was marveling at the enormous marijuana plants. Like Jim, she didn’t care about the grow operation. All she cared about was finding the boys. “Where are they, Jim?” she cried.

      Jim, too, focused on his desperate seeking, ignored her, and continued frantically searching through the bunker for any sign of a hidden door or passageway. There was none. He knew what had happened now, or at least he thought he did. There was one way to confirm the terrible suspicion that was now racking his mind, and he intended to do just this. Without saying a word to either Christina or Gorman, he pushed past both of them and ran out of the bunker.

      “Jim!” Christina called out after him. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

      Gorman, meanwhile, remained absolutely fixated on the marijuana plants. “Man,” he murmured, half to himself, “there’s gotta be a few hundred thousand G’s worth of weed in here … This is insane.”

      Christina ran out of the bunker after Jim and saw that he was running toward the garage on the property. “Jim, wait up!” she yelled. “What are you doing?”

      Jim took no notice of her and headed straight to the garage. He made a beeline for the 68 Dodge Charger, and he groaned when the bright beam of his flashlight swept over the muscle car’s classic curves. Now that he was viewing it from close up, he could clearly see that it was covered in dust. He stepped up to it and ripped the tarp off it, and that only confirmed his suspicions.

      The vehicle's interior was also covered in a thick layer of dust, and all four tires were completely perished and flat as pancakes, but the cherry on the cake was the bonnet and the motor—or, rather, the complete lack of them.

      “What are you looking at this car for?” Christina asked breathlessly when she caught up to Jim. “Jeez, it looks like it hasn’t been touched in decades.”

      “Exactly,” Jim said glumly, shaking his head.

      “What? I don’t understand. What does that have to do with anything?” she asked.

      “This car was one of the major clues that I thought confirmed that Perry was our guy. Someone in a muscle car tried to pull a drive-by shooting on me, and a neighbor of Ms. Daniels heard a big block V8 driving down the street the night of Elijah’s kidnapping. When I first caught of glimpse of this car, I assumed it was the same one that kidnapped Elijah and tried to kill me … but now I can see that it very clearly isn’t.”

      “Okay, but what about the sound of a child weeping you heard?” Christina asked.

      Jim chuckled humorlessly. “Oh, I heard that sound all right; that wasn’t my mind playing tricks on me. But it wasn’t our missing boys; it was just that fucking TV. Didn’t you see the Blu-ray disc that was on the coffee table? I’ve seen that movie, and it’s got a few scenes in which some kids are crying and screaming. That’s the sound I heard. A movie, not the boys.”

      “So that means…”

      Jim sighed and hung his head. “It means that Perry isn’t the kidnapper and that the kids were never here. We’ve been played, Christina. We’ve been played.”
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      “I never got to ask you,” Christina said, “who gave you the tipoff about Perry being the kidnapper. Who was it?”

      “Frey,” Jim muttered, glaring. “He came to me with a long sob story about how he was getting out of the whole mob mess he and Calhoun and the other corrupt assholes are in, and how he really wanted to save these kids but needed me to do it because he was being watched. I suspected that his story was a pack of lies, and I knew he had some ulterior motive, but I was so desperate to save the kids that I swallowed his bait hook, line, and sinker. And I have to admit it was a perfect setup; Perry’s past record, especially his offenses involving sex with minors, and this remote location, painted him as a perfect suspect.”

      “It does seem to have been set up perfectly,” Christina said. “But the big question in my mind about this is … why? Why the hell would Frey set you up like this? Are you sure it wasn’t just bad info he got?”

      Jim, scowling, his jaw set tight with anger, shook his head. “No. This wasn’t simply a case of a bad tip. I’m dead sure of it. As to why … he’s involved in the kidnappings himself in some way. I’m dead sure of that now, too.”

      Christina gasped, and her eyes grew wide with shock. “Holy shit, Jim … are you sure? I mean, I know Frey is a corrupt son of a bitch, and he takes mob bribes left, right, and center, but this is on another level. Do you really think he’s capable of something that evil? Kidnapping children and doing God knows what to them?”

      “I know he is. And you know how?”

      “How?” she asked.

      “Think about it. First, how old is Frey?” Jim asked.

      “Uh, he’s a little older than you. Forty-eight or forty-nine, I think.”

      “Old enough to have been an adult during the first wave of kidnappings. Next question, describe his build to me.”

      “Frey’s a little taller than average, and he’s pretty fit for his age. A bit on the skinny side, I guess,” Christina said.

      “And our suspect has been described as tall and skinny, hasn’t he?” Jim said.

      “Yes, but to be fair, that’s a very broad description that could fit thousands of men in this town.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Jim said. “But here’s what really clinches it. Remember when we talked to Rita, Elijah’s mom?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “And I grilled her for how long trying to figure out how someone could have known that she, a woman who to the outside world seemed like a perfectly responsible parent, was secretly a drunk who passed out cold every night, how many questions did I ask her?”

      “Plenty,” Christina said. “And we just couldn’t figure out how the kidnapper could have known about it.”

      “Yeah, we couldn’t … but I have now. Remember, you had to go pick her up and bring her to see me in the hospital because she can’t drive anymore.”

      “Yeah,” Christina said, “on account of having too many DUIs.”

      “And who would know that she had too many DUIs … who would have access to this kind of information, Christina?”

      Now the light of a dawning realization came over Christina’s face, and she gasped with surprise. “A cop! Someone on the force could easily figure out that she was a drunk just by looking at her record of DUIs! Oh my God, Jim, do you think Frey is actually the kidnapper?”

      “I don’t know if he’s the one,” Jim said, “but I’m absolutely sure he’s involved in this. He set this whole thing up with Perry to throw me off the trail that would lead to him … and why would he do that? Because he knows I’m getting close, and he desperately needs to buy himself some time.”

      “Some time to … escape,” Christina gasped. “Shit Jim, we gotta go. We gotta go right now and find him before it’s too late!”

      “It’s probably too late already,” Jim said grimly, “but you’re right, we have to go.”

      They set off at a run, almost colliding with Sergeant Gorman when he came out of the bunker.

      “Gorman, you’re in charge of this scene from this point on!” Christina yelled over her shoulder to him as she swerved around him.

      “Where the hell are you two running off to?” he yelled back. “We haven’t even gotten started on a deep search!”

      “Perry isn’t the kidnapper!” Christina yelled. “We have to go investigate another suspect!”

      “Ah shit,” Gorman muttered. “Well, go on, go! I’ll take care of everything here.”

      The two of them jumped over the gate, dashed down the dirt track, and piled hastily into Christina’s car.

      “Was Frey on duty today?” Jim asked Christina as she started her car.

      “He was during the day shift, but he left early, said he had a doctor’s appointment to get to,” she said.

      “Shit,” Jim said as Christina took off at speed, spinning the tires in the dirt. “You can bet your ass that there never was any doctor’s appointment. He’s long gone. Still, we gotta try, go straight to his house.”

      Christina called the station and got Frey’s home address, and they raced there as fast as they could. He lived in a large, lavish house in one of the town’s more upmarket suburbs. His property had clearly been financed by the many bribes he regularly took from the mob, for no police lieutenant’s salary would pay for a house like that.

      “I’m pretty sure he’s gone but keep your guard up and your senses on full alert anyway,” Jim said to Christina as he drew his pistol. “This guy has already tried to kill me twice, possibly even three times if you count the flooding of the tunnels. You can be sure that he won’t bat an eyelid at putting a bullet in you, too.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not taking any chances,” Christina said as she got out of the car with her pistol drawn. “I know just how much of a snake Frey is.”

      “I still can’t believe I was stupid enough to trust him,” Jim muttered as they scanned the large front yard for any signs of anyone hiding there.

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Jim,” Christina said. “You were in a hospital, drugged up on a whole bunch of meds and painkillers, and the pressure of this case had a pretty much-reached boiling point, especially with the news that another child had been taken. If I’d been in your shoes, I’d have grabbed at that tipoff he gave you just as fast.”

      “Anyway, it’s done now, and I’m not gonna cry over spilled milk. Instead, I’m gonna clean up the mess … but I don’t think that mess is in this house. The yard’s clear. Let’s check out the house. The lights are on, but I doubt anyone’s home.”

      “Let’s have a look at the garage first,” Christina suggested. “The door is open a crack. I’ll just make sure his car isn’t in there.”

      “He doesn’t drive a V8, does he?” Jim asked.

      “No, these days, he drives a Lexus sedan.”

      “Just checking,” Jim said. “I knew he wouldn’t be dumb enough to drive the same vehicle he used to attack me and kidnap Elijah.”

      They walked over to the garage, and Christina got down on the ground and shone her flashlight through the small gap where the door was slightly open. “It’s empty,” she said. “His car is gone.”

      “We still have to be really careful when we check the house out,” Jim said. “Frey’s just the sort of scumbag who would set up booby traps.”

      “You think he’d go that far?” she asked.

      “Well, he’s a bachelor who lives alone—no wife, kids, or girlfriend—so there’s no danger of anyone he knows coming and setting off a booby trap. So yeah, I think there’s a very real chance he might have set up something nasty. We have to tread very carefully here.”

      “Agreed. All right, you ready to do this?”

      “Ready,” Jim said resolutely.

      Keeping an eye on the windows, looking for any signs of someone pulling back the drapes to take a peek at them—or, worse, to aim a firearm at them—they headed over to the front door. Christina bashed on it. “Frey! Yo, Frey, are you in?”

      The big house remained silent, and there was no response. Christina thumped on the door again. “Lieutenant Frey, it’s me, Sergeant Cortez! Are you in?”

      There was no reply to her bashing but silence.

      “He’s gone, the son of a bitch is probably halfway across the next state over by now … and I pray to God that he hasn’t taken the boys with him,” Jim said.

      “Let’s search his place,” Christina said. “If we can find any solid evidence that he’s connected to the kidnappings, I can put out an APB on his vehicle, and with a little luck, we might be able to catch him before he crosses the state line … if he even is trying to flee to another state. Who knows, he might still be hiding somewhere in this county, this town, even.”

      “I’d be willing to bet he’s trying to get as far from us as possible,” Jim said, “but you might be right. He might still be somewhere local. I hope that’s the case.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Christina said. She tried the doorknob and found that the front door was open and unlocked. “Well, at least we don’t need to kick any doors down,” she said.

      Then she started to open the door, but before she got it all the way open, the deafening blast of a shotgun being fired from mere inches away boomed like a thunderclap out of the blue…
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      Jim and Christina lay in a heap on the ground, their ears ringing from the thunderous noise of the close proximity blast.

      “Are you okay?” Jim asked. “Were you hit?”

      “I … have no idea,” she gasped. “My brain’s still trying to catch up with what just happened.”

      As the door had opened, Jim had noticed the subtle gleam of the fishing line near the handle and had immediately realized that a booby trap had been set up. He had grabbed Christina around her neck and flung both of their bodies to the ground just as the shotgun trap had fired. Had he not done this, Christina would have been hit in her midriff with the full force of the weapon’s blast at point-blank range.

      Christina checked herself over and managed to ascertain that she hadn’t been hit. Jim was also unscathed. Their only injuries, thankfully, were their ringing ears, in which a shrill scream whined monotonously.

      “You weren’t kidding about the booby traps, huh?” Christina said as she got back up onto her feet and dusted herself off.

      “Like I said, Frey’s an evil so of a bitch, and he clearly doesn’t have any compunction about killing people to protect himself.”

      “I think the booby trap alone is evidence enough for me to officially make him a suspect and put out an APB on his vehicle,” Christina said. “Do you think we should wait before going into the house and call in the bomb squad to check out the place? There could be more of these traps, and we might not be so lucky the second time we trigger one of ‘em.”

      “I don’t think there will be many more,” Jim said. “He was in a hurry to get out of here, and even a rudimentary trap like this one takes a while to set up. I doubt he had the time to put together anything more sophisticated than this. I’m gonna head inside and take a very careful look around, but I understand if you wanna wait outside.”

      “Nah, I’m okay, except for this damn ringing in my ears,” she said. “Let’s check the place out.”

      Jim stepped past Christina and pushed the door all of the way open, revealing the smoking shotgun that had been set up to fire through the threshold the instant the door was opened. The lights were on in the hallway, so they didn’t need to use their flashlights. A number of items were scattered across the floor; it was clear that Frey had left in a hurry.

      “We’ll split up,” Jim said. “Just keep your eyes open for any tripwires or anything like that. And if any doors are closed, use a broomstick or something to open ‘em.”

      “All right, I’ll do that. I’ll search upstairs. You look downstairs. Let me put out that APB first, though. I gotta head back to the car for a second to do that.”

      While Christina went off to take care of that, Jim began to search the house. He kept his eyes wide open for any signs of any more booby traps, but the shotgun at the door seemed to have been the only one.

      “Look at all this crap your mob money bought you, Frey, you dirty, lying scumbag,” Jim growled as he searched the living room, which had an enormous TV, a top-of-the-range sound system, and expensive furniture. “You must have known, though, that the day would finally come when your lies and corruption finally caught up with you. And that day, asshole is today.”

      The objects that had been scattered around the house provided no clues as to where Frey might be. Although he had left in a rush, it seemed that he had been quite meticulous when it had come to leaving any damning evidence behind. Any computers, tablets, and phones he owned had been removed, and there were very few papers, receipts, or any other sorts of records. Those that Jim did find were mostly useless—utility bills, receipts for work done on his car, phone bills, and those sorts of things. The kinds of bills that would have been useful in finding out where Frey might have gone or where he had been spending money—like credit card bills or bank statements—had been removed.

      It took Jim and Christina around two hours to search the house from top to bottom, and they met on the porch when they were done.

      “Did you find anything useful?” Jim asked.

      Christina shook her head glumly. “Nothing at all. He left a mess, but the mess he left is as clean as a whistle. No records, nothing incriminating at all, and nothing that could link him to the missing kids or give us any clues as to his current whereabouts. He certainly doesn’t seem to have kept them here. Not that he would have been dumb enough to do that anyway. He may be many things, but stupid isn’t one of them.”

      “Shit,” Jim muttered. “Frey’s as slippery as an eel. Any updates on that APB? Anyone has seen his car anywhere?”

      Again Christina shook her head. “Nothing yet. Dammit, I can’t believe the kidnapper was hiding in plain sight, right under our noses this whole time. It makes me sick to know that even a few hours ago, I was working alongside this creep, without any idea that he was the one we were after.”

      “One … the one,” Jim murmured, thinking deeply.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “All this time, we’ve assumed that it was one individual behind these kidnappings, but now I’m thinking that there’s gotta be two people working together.”

      “What makes you say that?” Christina asked.

      “It’s true that Frey wasn’t on duty the night Elijah was taken, so I’m pretty sure it was him who took the boy … but Frey was on duty the afternoon Keith was kidnapped. So he’s gotta have a partner in this. I’m certain Frey took Elijah, but he couldn’t have taken Keith.”

      “Shit, do you have any idea who the second person might be?”

      Jim narrowed his eyes and clenched his jaw. “I’ve got a pretty damn good idea, actually,” he said, pushing past her and striding briskly toward her car.

      “What? Where are you going?”

      “Move your ass, Christina,” he said. “We’re going to the station. I’m almost one hundred percent certain that we’re going to find what—and who—we’re looking for there.”
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      “I’m hoping we find some evidence in Frey’s office,” Christina said as they drove, “but right now, I’m a lot more interested in who you’re hoping to find there.”

      “Captain Calhoun,” Jim said, with anger flashing across his eyes. “That piece of shit has always been the ringleader of the dirty cops, the worst of the bunch … but he’s way smarter than Frey. When I was investigating all of them for their corruption, he was the hardest one to pin anything on. Even though I knew he was deeper into it than any of the others, even Frey, I just couldn’t find anything on him that would stick. If Frey is meticulous when it comes to leaving no traces behind, then Calhoun is freakin’ serial killer clean. He’s like Teflon. Nothing sticks to him. But man, I’ve got a feeling in my gut, Christina, a feeling right in my core that Calhoun is the biggest player in this whole sordid affair. It’s proving it that’s gonna be the kicker. Judging by how tough it was to try to take those dirty cops down all those years ago and how much of a battle it was to get any decent evidence together, I’m thinking that the only way we’re gonna nail Calhoun is if we can catch Frey and get him to confess. As slimy as he is, Calhoun is smart, and he puts on a very convincing show of being squeaky clean.”

      “I’ve never trusted him,” Christina said. “I always picked up … I dunno, icky vibes from him. Being in his presence always makes my skin crawl.”

      “Well, you were one of the only people who believed me when I first said I’d discovered that he was involved in corruption and taking bribes. Nobody else did, really. They kind of did with Frey, but never with Calhoun.”

      “My instincts told me you were right, Jim. I just knew it,” she said. “It’s a damn shame that they managed to evade the charges and then make up a pack of lies about you. I think if more people had believed you about Calhoun, things could have gone differently.”

      “They didn’t, though,” Jim said bitterly, “and nobody but you and one or two other cops believed that Calhoun could have done what I said he did. And he got away with everything and conveniently silenced me. But this time? This time, he’s gone too far. This is the last straw; he’s not getting away it time. I’m gonna take him down if it’s the last thing I ever do.”

      They got to the station and owing to the late hour, only a few cops were on duty. They were all surprised to see Jim there, but nobody tried to stop him from coming in.

      “Where’s Calhoun?” Jim demanded, speaking to the desk sergeant on duty.

      “He’s not here, Irons,” the sergeant said. “He’s not working night shift, so he’s probably at home, I guess. Why do you want him?”

      “Because he’s a child kidnapper, that’s why!” Jim snapped.

      “Have you lost your mind, Irons?” the desk sergeant asked, grinning mockingly as if Jim were a madman spouting ludicrous conspiracy theories. “He’s one of the best cops in the precinct! Not that a delusional maniac like you would know that, with your unsuccessful smear campaign against him back when you were still allowed to wear a badge. Well, you failed then, and this latest pathetic attempt to besmirch his name is gonna end in failure, too. Get outta here with your baseless accusations and lies.”

      “We have evidence that Lieutenant Frey was directly involved in the recent child kidnappings,” Christina said. “Irrefutable evidence. And you know that Frey and Calhoun are tight. Quit being a jerk and trying to stick up for a criminal.”

      “We all know Frey is a piece of trash, but so what if he and Calhoun are friends? Calhoun gets on well with everyone here, not just Frey. He’s a stand-up guy, and you, of all people, should know that, Cortez. He made sure that drug-running biker you busted last month got charged for hate speech on top of his drug charges for saying all that racist stuff to you and all that. Or have you forgotten that already, huh?”

      “He did that to look good, not because he gives a shit about me or justice,” Christina said.

      “Whatever,” the desk sergeant grunted. “He’s not here anyway, so take your little personal vendetta elsewhere.”

      “We need to search Frey’s office,” Christina said coolly. “I need his spare key.”

      “I ain’t just gonna hand a lieutenant’s office keys over to you, Sergeant Cortez,” the man said defiantly. “You say you’ve got proof of his wrongdoing. Well, you’d better show it to me. What, you think I’m gonna let you into my commanding officer’s office based solely on the suspicions of this delusional lunatic?” he added, jerking his head in Jim’s direction.

      Jim growled and clenched his fists but didn’t take the bait and resisted being drawn into a pointless, time-wasting argument with the desk sergeant.

      “Uh, does willfully wasting police time with false accusations and setting up a lethal shotgun booby trap to kill anyone who opens his front door count, Sergeant?” Christina asked coldly. “Because I have plenty of evidence for that, as do the many other officers who were on the scene tonight. You keep on wasting my time like this, and I’ll sic Gorman on you.”

      Gorman might have been a loose cannon, but he was an honest cop and did not take kindly to any other cops who stood in the way of justice. It was also well known in the station that when it came to disputes, the burly Gorman preferred to let his fists do the talking.

      A nervous look came over the desk sergeant’s face at the mention of Gorman’s name. “All right, all right,” he muttered, “if you’ve got so much damning evidence against Frey, I guess I can’t say nothing. Here, go have a look in his office.” He dug around in a desk and retrieved the spare key, which he handed—albeit with a scowl on his chubby face and a great deal of reluctance—to Christina.

      Jim couldn’t help but flash the desk sergeant a smug grin as he walked past him, down the hallway to where the offices were. Frey’s office was right at the end of the hallway, and Jim and Christina entered it and turned on the light with anticipation buzzing like a swarm of wasps in their bellies.

      “I hope there’s something in here,” Christina said. “I really hope there’s something because right now, Frey is a tiny needle in the middle of the mother of all haystacks.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll find out where he’s gone or where he’s hiding,” Jim said. “I’m sure of it. Even if there’s nothing in this place, I know he’s left a clue somewhere.”

      They tore the office apart, going through every one of Frey’s files and drawers, but as Jim had predicted, nothing came of it. “He probably spent most of the day going through his office himself, making sure he didn’t leave any evidence behind,” Jim said, shaking his head and frowning with disappointment.

      “Yeah,” Christina said. “He knew he was going to have to make a run for it, so I’m not surprised that he made sure he had his tracks covered.”

      “There’s nothing more we can do here,” Jim said. “I know there’s gotta be a clue somewhere, but it’s not in here.”

      He stared intently at Frey’s large hardwood desk, feeling as if there were something he had somehow missed.

      “It’s pretty late,” Christina said with a sigh, “so I guess we should just call it an evening and hope that a unit out there picks up Frey’s Lexus or something.”

      Jim was reluctant to leave just yet, though. He was sure there was something here, something that could provide him with the information he needed to find out where Frey had gone or where he was heading.

      Suddenly, something caught his eye. It was something seemingly innocuous, but the sight of it sent a revelatory jolt, like a lightning bolt crashing out of the heavens, through Jim’s brain. His deep frown morphed into a triumphant grin, and he picked the object up and held it, smiling, in front of Christina’s face.

      “What does that thing have to do with anything?” she asked, looking puzzled.

      “This,” Jim said, “is the answer. This little thing is gonna give us the clue we’re after; I’m certain of it.”
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      “Jim, uh, that’s a golf trophy,” Christina said. “I don’t see what gold has to do with the kidnappings or Frey’s current whereabouts.”

      Jim turned the amateur trophy—a cheap little thing consisting of a golf ball on a tee covered in shiny gold-colored plastic—around in his hands. “That’s where you’re wrong, Christina,” he said. “I think it may have everything to do with it.”

      “Jim, that asshole desk sergeant called you a lunatic … please don’t prove him right.”

      Jim chuckled. “Think outside the box for a minute, will ya? Look, we know that Calhoun is involved in this whole thing somehow, but we also know he’s the most meticulous son of a bitch out there who won’t leave a single speck of evidence behind. We know for sure that he’ll make sure there’s absolutely nothing linking him to Frey. And even Frey, as greedy a scumbag as he is, has been very careful not to leave any crumbs behind.”

      “I still don’t see what that gold trophy has to do with anything. Didn’t Frey win that at the charity gold competition last year?”

      “As far as I know, he did,” Jim said. “And what does that tell you about Frey?”

      “Uh, that he’s a reasonably talented golfer?” Christina said.

      “Yeah. And nobody’s just naturally good at golf; it’s something you have to practice, something you have to practice quite a lot to excel at.”

      “Come on, Jim, get to the point here because I’m really not seeing it.”

      “Who else in this station is good at golf, or at least plays regularly?” he asked.

      Now Christina’s lips began to curve up into a knowing smile. “Calhoun … he plays golf at least once a month, from what I’ve heard.”

      “And what’s a great place to discuss things privately, out in the open far away from people, without looking in the least bit suspicious?” Jim asked.

      “A golf course … yes, yes, of course!” Christina said, now that she understood what Jim was getting at.

      “Frey and Calhoun couldn’t discuss their criminal activity anywhere where other people might have overheard them. They also didn’t associate together outside of work to make sure it looked like they weren’t that close, but I’m willing to bet that they met up regularly at the local country club. Out on the greens, there isn’t anyone around, nobody to listen in, nobody to observe them together. And two golfers stopping at a hole to have a friendly chat? Who’s gonna notice anything unusual about that?”

      “You’re right, Jim. It’s the perfect place for them to talk about whatever illicit things they were involved in, but what about the evidence? That’s what counts. There aren’t any security cameras out on a golf course, no witnesses who could have overheard their conversations—all of which is exactly why they chose such a place to meet up to talk.”

      “That’s true but belonging to the country club has some perks that I think might give up a clue or two. Frey almost certainly has his own private locker there, and if I were him, that’d be a place I would keep any sort of damning evidence. They’re big on privacy at the country club, considering how many high-profile people are members. And it’s the last place most investigators would think to look for anything,” Jim said.

      “With the notable exception of an investigator named Jim Irons,” Christina said with a smile.

      Jim chuckled. “Now’s not the time for flattery, Christina. But thanks anyway. I guess we can’t do much until the country club opens tomorrow, but you can get a search warrant organized for Frey’s locker by then, right?”

      “I’m sure I can,” she said. “And honestly, they’d probably let us search his locker even if I just show up in uniform and flash my badge.”

      “They might, but I don’t want to take any chances,” Jim said. “Get the warrant; we can’t afford to have any more delays.”

      “All right,” she said. “I guess we’re done for the night. There isn’t much more we can do now, not until tomorrow.”

      “No. Time to call it a night,” Jim said. “Be vigilant on your drive home, Christina. These guys have already tried to kill me, and now that you’re getting more deeply involved in the investigation, they might decide that you need to be taken out, too.”

      “I’m a female cop, Jim,” Christina said with a smile. “I’ve learned to always have eyes in the back of my head. I’ll make sure they’re open extra wide from this point on, though. And you’d better do the same; I think with these latest developments, they’re likely to ramp up their efforts to snuff you out.”

      Jim nodded grimly. “Yeah. I was thinking I’d better start sleeping at motels until this case is over. I know what these assholes are capable of, and you’re right. They’re definitely going to be ramping things up against me.”

      Christina gave him a quick, tight hug. “Be careful and be safe, Jim. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Be safe, too, Christina. Give me a call as soon as you’ve got that warrant ready.”

      They left the station, but it was only as Christina was driving away that Jim remembered that his car was still all the way out near Perry’s place outside the town. It would have been impossible to walk the dozens of miles, and Jim briefly considered calling a cab, but then he figured perhaps he should take his own advice and stay at a hotel or motel for the night instead of either getting his car or going home. He had still not recovered properly from his gunshot wound, and after everything that had happened in the last few hours, he felt as if he had slammed headfirst into a wall of sheer exhaustion. Now that the adrenalin and excitement had worn off, all he could think about was crashing into bed and passing out.

      There was a decent three-star hotel a couple of blocks from the police station, and Jim decided to walk there and get a room for the night. He could get a cab to take him to his car first thing in the morning and then go home to change into some fresh clothes; he knew he would have time because it would take Christina an hour or two to get a search warrant organized.

      On his way to the hotel, Jim walked past an Irish pub that was—due to its proximity to the station—a popular watering hole for local cops. He had spent many an evening in there after a tough day at the station, and as he passed the establishment, he slowed down and peered in through the open door.

      And the instant he did this, he almost tripped over his own feet with surprise, for there, standing at the bar with a glass of beer in his hand, was Captain Calhoun.
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      Jim had to do a double-take to make sure he wasn’t seeing things. He stood in the doorway of the bar, staring into the dimly lit establishment with an expression of surprise on his face. He didn’t have to stare too long, though; the man at the bar—a tall, slender guy with an angular face with deep-set green eyes, a crooked nose, and a short, neatly-trimmed white goatee, which matched the thinning white hair on his head, was definitely Calhoun.

      The expression of surprise on Jim’s face quickly morphed into one of wrath and loathing. His blood boiled at the sight of his former commander, who he was certain was involved in the kidnappings and was likely one of the kidnappers. At the age of sixty, Calhoun was definitely of the right age to have been involved in the 1991 kidnappings, too.

      Jim quickly stepped away from the doorway; Calhoun hadn’t seen him yet and was still unaware of his presence. He got out his phone and called Christina.

      “Hey, Jim, I’m driving. I can’t talk now,” she said when she picked up. “I’ll be home in twenty minutes. Call me back then.”

      “Don’t hang up,” Jim said. “And you don’t need to speak, either. I’ve just walked past McGinty’s, and guess who’s in there?”

      “Shit, it’s not Frey, is it?”

      “Unfortunately not, but close enough, his partner in crime—Captain Calhoun,” Jim said.

      “What are you gonna do?”

      “I’m gonna go have a few words with him.”

      “Jim, be careful…” Christina said.

      “It’s a public place, and there are plenty of witnesses around. He isn’t dumb enough to try anything. But I’m gonna keep this call live and keep my phone in my pocket while I talk to him. I just want you to listen in.”

      “All right. Just stay safe.”

      “I will.” Jim stuck the phone in his jacket pocket and then walked into the pub.

      When he sauntered casually up to the bar, Calhoun noticed him, and Jim saw a very brief but definitely undeniable flicker of sheer panic—and naked hatred—flash across Calhoun’s face. The captain quickly disguised this look, though, and covered it up with an expertly faked expression of cool disinterest.

      “Hello, Irons,” he said calmly. “Fancy running into you here.”

      “I’d say it’s good to see you, Calhoun, but if I did, I’d be lying,” Jim said, smiling coldly.

      “Good evening, sir, what can I get you?” the barman said in a friendly tone, interrupting their conversation.

      “Oh, you should probably save yourself some effort and get this man an entire bottle of whiskey,” Calhoun said smarmily before Jim could answer. “And while you’re at it, call the ambulance now so they can be here when he’s in a coma from alcohol poisoning. He does like his drink, Jim Irons does … a little too much, many people say.”

      Jim chuckled humorlessly, boiling up inside with rage but refusing to give Calhoun the satisfaction of seeing that his cheap insults were getting to him. “I’ll just have a Coke, please,” he said to the barman.

      “Dump three shots of whiskey into it,” Calhoun said to the barman, grinning smugly. “That’s usually how Irons warms up before he gets onto his main course.”

      “Just Coke, no booze,” Jim said to the barman, who was now looking quite confused.

      “Uh, okay, sir, just Coke,” the barman said.

      “Well, I need to be getting home,” Calhoun said, putting down his beer and making as if to get up from his barstool.

      “Not so fast, you sick piece of shit,” Jim growled. “You sit your ass down on that stool, and you listen to what I have to say to you.”

      Calhoun chuckled softly, but while there was a smile on his lips, there was nothing but hard menace and cold evil in his eyes. “What do we have to say to each other, Irons?” he asked. “You used to be a half-decent cop, then you made up some baseless lies about me and screwed that up. Then you drank yourself into an even bigger mess and wrecked your marriage. And now you’re a sad little washed-up PI who makes chump change on the kind of lame cases that a rookie fresh out of the academy would be embarrassed to work on. I don’t need to hear anything more about your pathetic existence, you has-been loser.”

      “This conversation isn’t about me,” Jim said, refusing to let Calhoun’s barbed words get under his skin. “It’s about you … you and the children you’ve kidnapped.”

      Calhoun threw his head back and roared with laughter. His cackling was so loud, sustained, and vociferous that it soared above the rock music coming from the pub’s speakers and caused the other patrons at the various tables to pause their drinking and their conversations and look up at Calhoun and Jim.

      “I knew you had lost your mind, Irons,” Calhoun said, still chuckling, “but I didn’t know you’d fallen this deep into batshit craziness.”

      “It won’t seem like ‘batshit craziness’ when you’re rotting in a prison cell for the rest of your miserable life, you piece of shit,” Jim growled. “I’m onto you, Calhoun, and I’ve almost got you. I don’t know if it was you or Frey who tried to shoot me not once but twice, but all I’m gonna say about that is you, idiots, clearly haven’t spent enough time at the range in recent days.”

      He then noticed that one of Calhoun’s hands was bandaged and immediately remembered Roy describing when he had almost been kidnapped a few days earlier; the boy had bitten the kidnapper’s hand ... and here Calhoun was with a bandaged hand. Jim’s heart began to beat even faster. Could he prove right now that Calhoun was the kidnapper?

      “You should try a little harder with your insults and lies,” Calhoun said with a sneer. “They’re ridiculous, even by your standards.”

      “I know you’re the kidnapper, you prick,” Jim growled. “And you can act like an innocent victim who’s having a bunch of baseless slander thrown his way all you want, it doesn’t change the truth … the truth that what’s underneath that bandage around your left hand will reveal.”

      Calhoun flashed Jim a smarmy smile. “Oh, and what is it that you think is under this bandage, Irons? The mark of the beast, I suppose?” He chuckled, rolled his eyes melodramatically, and shook his head.

      “A bite mark—a bite mark that will match the dental pattern of a boy named Roy Lafayette, who you tried to kidnap a few days ago.”

      Calhoun smiled. “You think that’s what’s under the bandage?”

      “I know it is,” Jim said.

      “All right, let’s see just how much you really know then, Irons,” Calhoun said as he started unwrapping the bandage.

      Jim now felt a stirring of uncertainty inside him. Calhoun surely wouldn’t be so eager to reveal his wound if it were, indeed, an incriminating bite mark. Calhoun picked up on this subtle change of expression on Jim’s face, and his mocking smile broadened.

      “What’s the matter, Irons, losing that unshakeable confidence in your delusions?” he sneered as he continued to unwrap his bandage. “Are you afraid that you’re about to reveal yourself as the crazy conspiracy theorist kook that you really are? Should I stop?”

      “No,” Jim growled. “Take it off.”

      Calhoun finished unwrapping the bandage, and then he removed the large dressing beneath it … and there was no bite mark on his hand. Instead, there was a large, ugly burn. “Third-degree burn from hot oil,” he said smugly. “A cooking accident from a few nights ago. It’ll leave a bad scar, unfortunately. I might even need skin grafts if it doesn’t heal well. But there you go, Irons—the undeniable truth, right in front of your stupid eyes.”

      “You’re faking it,” Jim muttered. “You did this to yourself to cover up the bite mark.” He had no doubt that Calhoun was crazy enough to have given himself a third-degree burn to cover up the incriminating evidence of a bite mark on his hand, but of course, there was no way he could prove that.

      Calhoun bellowed out another bout of laughter, roaring as if he had heard the funniest joke ever told. “You really do have quite the imagination, Irons,” he said. “Perhaps you would have been more of a success in life if you’d pursued a career as a novelist instead of a cop. Anyway, I’ve listened to enough of your delusional crap now. I’m going home. Feel free to stay here and drink yourself into a coma. I mean, that is your thing, isn’t it?”

      “Enjoy sleeping in your own bed, scumbag,” Jim growled. “Because soon enough, you’re gonna be sleeping on a prison mattress. I promise you that.”

      A dangerous look flickered briefly across Calhoun’s face. “Be careful about your drinking, Irons,” he hissed. “Keep it up, and it’ll put you in an early grave…”

      He pushed past Jim and strode out of the bar without looking back. There had been no mistaking the threatening tone of that last sentence, and Jim knew that Calhoun and Frey would now surely ramp up their efforts to end his life. He wasn’t scared, though; he knew he had them on the back foot, and they were now under extreme pressure and would surely slip up soon. Even so, he resolved to be extra cautious and be on his guard at all times, for there was no telling where and when they would strike again.

      He sipped on his Coke and took his phone out of his pocket. “You hear all that?” he asked Christina.

      “I did,” she said. “He sounded as pompous and confident as ever, but I feel like you got to him.”

      “I did, and maybe I shouldn’t have come in here, and maybe I should have just kept walking past this bar, but when I saw that son of a bitch with his smug grin, I just couldn’t resist.”

      “That was a clear threat he made at the end of the conversation,” Christina said. “Be careful, Jim.”

      “I will,” he said. “You do the same.”

      “Don’t worry, I will. See you tomorrow, Jim.”

      “See you then,” he said.

      He finished his Coke, not tempted in the slightest by all the alcohol on offer—despite his slipup in sobriety the previous week—and then headed out of the bar. He walked briskly to the hotel, half expecting a hail of bullets to explode from every dark alley he passed.

      None did, though, and he got to the hotel safely. He booked a room, and by the time he got to it, exhaustion had hit him so hard that he felt like he could barely get from the door to the bed. He staggered across the room, collapsed onto the mattress, and was sound asleep within seconds.

      The next morning he woke bright and early and found a number of missed calls on his phone. They were all from the same number, and it wasn’t one he recognized.

      The caller had left him a voice message, and when he opened it, he half-expected it to be Calhoun making some sort of threat. It wasn’t, though. Instead, it was a woman’s voice he heard, and she sounded like she was immensely distressed.

      “Jim Irons, this is Gina Young, Andrew’s wife. I … I just thought I should let you know that Andrew tried to kill himself last night….”
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      Jim was shocked to hear this news. He immediately called Gina back.

      “Hello?” she croaked. It sounded as if she had had perhaps an hour of sleep.

      “It’s Jim Irons. I just got your message about Andrew. How is he?”

      “He’s in the hospital, and he’s unconscious, but his condition is stable. They say he’ll be okay.”

      “My God, I’m so sorry to hear this; I don’t know what to say,” Jim said.

      “Things have been … difficult for us since our son was taken,” Gina said, sounding both terribly weary and utterly hopeless. “Andrew’s been on a downward spiral. So have I, to tell you the truth. He blames himself for Keith’s disappearance. I don’t, of course, and I tell him that all the time, but he just keeps blaming himself. The guilt and depression have … well, they’ve made him lose his mind. I went out to visit my mother, who’s also in the hospital, last night, and when I came back, I found Andrew in the garage … in his car, with the windows up, the motor running and a hose connected to the tailpipe in his face.”

      “Oh my God, I’m sorry, Gina. It must have been awful to have found him like that. But thank God you got there in time. It could have gone way worse. Look, I know things must seem hopeless to both of you right now, but please believe me when I say that I’m on the brink of cracking this case. I know who the kidnappers are—”

      “Kidnappers? There are two of them?” she asked.

      “Yeah. And like I said, I know exactly who they are. One’s on the run, but the other is still walking around in plain sight because he knows I don’t have anything on him just yet, but—”

      “Who is he?” she demanded. “Tell me who he is, and I swear to God I’ll take one of Andrew’s guns and go kill the sick son of a bitch myself! Tell me who he is!”

      “I can’t do that, Gina,” Jim said gently. “Believe me, I’d love nothing more than to put a bullet or two in this guy myself, but if he dies, we’ll never find out where the kids are being held, and we’ll likely never see them again. I know the thought of this creep walking around free and apparently untouchable must turn your stomach, but I promise you I’m on the verge of nailing him. We’re almost there. I’ll get your boy back.”

      “You have to, Jim. You have to.”

      “I will,” he said. “Look, just get some rest and try to relax. I’m going out right now to work on the case. I’ve got a gut feeling that I’m gonna make a real big breakthrough today.”

      “All right,” she said wearily. “Please call me the moment you discover anything. Anything at all.”

      “I will. Goodbye, Gina.”

      Jim hurriedly got his things together and called a cab, and by the time he’d picked up his car, gotten back to his house, had a quick shower, and changed into fresh clothes, Christina had messaged him to let him know she had a warrant and was on her way to the country club.

      Jim drove there with a mounting sense of excitement and anticipation, for he truly did have a gut feeling that something big was about to happen.

      He met Christina in the parking lot—which was full of expensive luxury vehicles—and headed to the main building. An impeccably dressed doorman barred their way when they tried to enter. “Membership cards, please,” he said. “These facilities are for members only.”

      “Here’s my membership card,” Christina said, shoving the search warrant in his face.

      The snooty look on the man’s face quickly crumbled into one of humble compliance, and he stepped aside. “Sorry, Officers,” he said, “I didn’t realize you were here on police business. If you need any assistance, I’d be glad to help.”

      “Yeah, you can show us to the personal locker of one of the club’s members,” Jim said. “William Frey. We need to search his locker.”

      “This is what the warrant is for?” the man asked.

      “Go ahead and read the fine print,” Christina said. “It’s all there. Now please, quit wasting time and take us to Frey’s locker.”

      “I can do that, ma’am,” he said, “but you should know that we don’t have spare keys for our members’ lockers. They all use their own locks, for the sake of privacy.”

      “Not a problem,” Jim said, opening the bag he’d brought with him. In it were a pair of bolt cutters. “See? Like a good boy scout, I came prepared.”

      The doorman nodded. “All right, follow me,” he said. He led them through the fancy club to the members’ lockers in the changing rooms. “Allow me to check our records briefly,” he said, taking out his tablet and tapping swiftly on the screens. “Ah yes, here it is. Mr. Frey’s locker is number 27. Now, if you need anything else—”

      “We don’t, thanks,” Jim said, walking up to the locker with the bolt cutters in his eager hands. “We can handle this on our own from this point on.”

      The padlock Frey had on his locker was a hefty one, but it was no match for Jim’s bolt-cutters. After a few seconds of effort, the lock shackle was severed, and the broken lock fell to the floor. “All right,” Jim said, “let’s see what’s behind this door…”

      He opened the locker, his heart racing with anticipation … and was dismayed to see that it was empty.

      “Shit,” Christina muttered, shaking her head. “Two shelves of absolutely nothing. Looks like this whole search was a waste of time.”

      “Son of a bitch,” Jim growled. He clenched his hands into fists and slammed one of them into the neighboring locker, and the metallic crash of this blow resounded through the room. “I was absolutely certain there’d be something in here … this had to have been the place those two scumbags discussed their plans away from prying eyes and ears.”

      “They might have discussed things here,” Christina said, “but they clearly didn’t leave any evidence behind. Let’s go, Jim. We’ll have to try to figure out another angle to approach this from because this is clearly a dead end.”

      “There’s gotta be something,” Jim said, staring at the floor with a look of madness in his eyes. “There has to be something…” The news of Andrew’s attempted suicide weighed heavily on his mind, on top of the fact that the children were still missing.

      “Jim, we can both see that there’s nothing in there,” Christina said. “Unless you think some sort of clue is going to magically materialize out of thin air, there’s nothing more we can do here. I’m as pissed and sad as you are that this has been a dead end, but that’s clearly what this is. Now you can sit here staring at this empty locker if you want, but I’m leaving.”

      Christina turned and walked off, leaving Jim standing next to the locker. He knew she was right; the fact that the locker was empty was as plain as day. Despite how things seemed, though, his gut was telling him that there was something here.

      The steel shelf of the locker had a lip to it, facing inward. Jim ran his fingers along the inside of the lip … and when he did this, he discovered a key hidden there. And it wasn’t just any key. It was a key for a late-model car.

      The grimace of anger and disappointment on Jim’s face melted into a grin of triumph. This little search hadn’t been in vain after all. In fact, it had turned out to be an immense success. He grabbed the key fob and chased Christina down.

      “We’ve got him!” he roared, startling both the patrons of the country club and the workers, who all stared at him with both shock and disapproval as he ran yelling like a madman through the club. “We’ve got him, Christina, we’ve got the bastard!”
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      “With this, we can track exactly where his vehicle is,” Jim said to Christina. “And not only that, but we can also track exactly where it’s been, every trip that it’s made. Hell, we can even check the current fuel level and tire pressures if we wanted to.”

      “You can get all that from a key fob?” Christina asked. “I mean, I know you can at least get the vehicle’s ID and registration from it, but all that detailed information too?”

      “Yeah, absolutely,” Jim said. “Of course, the programs for getting the really detailed data are only used by high-level agencies like the Feds and the CIA and are usually only used for high-profile cases of terrorism and such.”

      “So how are we going to get that kind of information out of this thing? This isn’t a federal case, and it’s certainly not something that the upper levels of the US government are going to get involved in. Not unless it gets way bigger than it is.”

      “We can make them get involved,” Jim said. “Or, at least, I can.”

      “How?”

      “I might get in a lot of trouble for this … shit, actually, I will get in a lot of trouble, but that doesn’t matter, not if the end result is the kidnappers being caught and the boys being rescued.”

      “Jim,” Christina said, narrowing her eyes and frowning, “what exactly is it that you’re planning to do?”

      “The less you know about my idea, the safer you’ll be.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” she said.

      “I don’t, either,” Jim said, “but time is running out, and I gotta do whatever is necessary to save these kids. Look, just don’t ask me anything else about my plan. I don’t want to incriminate you.”

      “Jim, is this idea something you could go to prison for?” she gasped.

      “Worst case scenario … possibly. I don’t think it’ll come to that … but it might, depending on the Fed’s perspective. Even so, I’m willing to spend a year or two in the slammer if it means saving these kids.”

      “Jim, you sound like a crazy person,” Christina said. “There has to be another way.”

      “Frey is missing with no clues as to his whereabouts, and we both know how squeaky-clean Calhoun is. There ain’t a speck of dirt on that lying asshole. This,” Jim said, holding the key fob up in front of her face, “this is the only clue we’ve got. And what’s more, it’s an extremely powerful one. Going through the correct channels to try to get this thing traced could take weeks. Days if we’re extremely lucky, but you know what my sixth sense is telling me, Christina?”

      “What?”

      “It’s telling me that these kids don’t have days,” Jim said grimly. “They’ve got a day, maybe. Hours, even … I’ve got a bad feeling, a real bad feeling. And I have to take drastic action. If I have to face some charges in exchange for saving these kids’ lives, it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make. So, right now, I have to make an extremely important phone call … and you need to get the hell out of here so that you can plausibly deny any involvement in what I’m about to do.”

      “Jim, are you sure about this … this crazy plan, whatever it is?” she asked.

      “I’m absolutely certain,” he said. “This is what has to be done. Go on, get out of here. I’ll see you later.”

      “Hopefully not in handcuffs in a holding cell at the station,” she said with a worried expression on her face.

      “Hopefully not, but make sure they lay out some clean sheets for me in the cell, huh?” he said with a grin.

      “Jeez. All right, Jim, if you really think that this is the only way….”

      “I do. Go, go on, get out of here.”

      “Good luck,” she said, and she gave him a quick, tight hug before hurrying off.

      Jim waited until she was gone before he got out his phone, and then he walked over to the country club café and ordered himself a coffee. He figured he would need to wait here for a while—not too long, for what he was about to do would surely bring the Feds charging in at light speed. Even so, it was better to wait in comfort, with a nice beverage.

      He took his coffee, walked calmly over to an unoccupied table and sat down, and then Googled the number he needed. He dialed it and waited for someone to pick it up.

      “Hello,” he said coolly, “my name is Jim Irons, and I’m a private investigator, and I have a matter of extreme urgency in my hands … a matter of national security.”

      “Could you be a little more specific, Mr. Irons?” the man on the other end of the line asked.

      “Of course. See, there’s this guy I’ve been investigating, William Frey. Well, I was investigating him for links to a number of local child kidnappings, but I found something even more horrific, and it’s a matter of, as I said, extreme urgency. You see, Frey is planning a mass shooting. He’s got guns and ammo, plenty of both, and I’ve discovered evidence that he’s planning on doing it today.”

      “Mr. Irons, how certain are you of this information?”

      “I’m absolutely certain, one hundred percent. I need assistance urgently. We have to stop Frey from carrying this out.”

      “Where is he planning on carrying out this shooting? And do you know his current whereabouts?”

      “I don’t know exactly where, but all the evidence I’ve found points to it being an elementary school. Ties in with his whole child kidnapping thing; I don’t know which school exactly, though. Most importantly, he’s gonna do it today. I can’t stress how urgent this is…”

      “Where is he?”

      “That’s the problem,” Jim said. “He’s gone, MIA. But I do have something that you’ll be able to use to trace his exact whereabouts. I can’t do it myself; I don’t have the resources, but you guys do.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’ve got a spare key fob for his vehicle.”

      “Do you have it with you now?”

      “I do.”

      “We’ll send someone to pick it up immediately. Where are you, Mr. Irons?”

      Jim told them exactly where he was, and they assured him that someone would be there within twenty minutes. He hung up, had a sip of his coffee, and leaned back in his chair. This was one of the biggest gambles he had ever taken, and if it went wrong, he would certainly do time in prison. However, if his hunch were right, he was sure that Andrew and Elijah would be back with their parents by the end of the day, and Frey rather than him would end up in a prison cell. It was a total coin flip, of course, and Jim could only hope that it ended up being heads rather than tails.

      Sure enough, a dour-looking man wearing a black suit, an earpiece, and sunglasses strode into the country club café fifteen minutes later. Jim waved him over. Despite the fact that he could end up doing time in prison for this stunt, he felt strangely calm and relaxed.

      “Jim Irons?” the man asked when he arrived at Jim’s table.

      “The one and only,” Jim said, smiling. “I take it you’re from the Feds?”

      “Agent Tim Hardcastle,” the man said. “You have something for me, yes?”

      Jim handed him the key fob. “Like I told your buddy on the phone, this is a matter of extreme urgency. You have to find this guy today…”

      “We’ll do that. Thank you, Mr. Irons.”

      Speaking to someone via his earpiece, Agent Hardcastle turned and ran out of the café. Jim sipped on the last of his coffee as he watched him go, and then he got up, paid his bill, and walked out, whistling a song as he sauntered through the parking lot with his hands in his pockets. There was nothing he could do now but go home and wait—either for a phone call bringing good news or for the cops to show up at his house to arrest him.

      He prayed it would be the former rather than the latter.
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      That afternoon Jim got the answer to his coin flip … and it wasn’t a police cruiser pulling up outside his house with its lights flashing. His phone rang, and when he answered it, he immediately recognized Agent Hardcastle’s deep, slightly raspy voice.

      “Mr. Irons, we found Frey,” Hardcastle said. “But I want to know where you found the information that he was allegedly planning to carry out a mass shooting today.”

      “Um, to tell you the truth, that information was, uh, a little shaky,” Jim said, his heart pounding. “It was, well, it was more of a hunch, but I thought better safe than sorry, you know?”

      “We cannot find any evidence that Mr. Frey was planning any sort of mass shooting or any other act of terrorism,” Hardcastle said sternly.

      Jim’s heart sank. If Frey ended up walking free and the boys weren’t found, but he then had to go to prison for wasting FBI time with false accusations, he didn’t know how he would be able to go on. “I was … I’m sorry, I guess I overreacted,” Jim began, “to be honest—”

      “You will be interested to know, Mr. Irons,” Hardcastle interrupted, “that we caught Frey with one of the missing children in the local kidnapping case.”

      “What? Seriously? You got one of the kids?” Jim blurted out, his heart now racing with excitement.

      “We have Keith Young,” Hardcastle said. “He’s in very bad condition, but the doctors say he’ll make a full recovery.”

      “Oh my God, oh my God, thank God, thank God,” Jim gasped. “But, uh, but what about the other kid? You only found one?”

      “We used the key fob to track Frey’s vehicle,” Hardcastle said. “Our agents intercepted him on a back road quite close to the spot from which Young was kidnapped. The vehicle is a late model BMW sedan with a modified trunk; it’s completely soundproof. Frey was transporting the child in the soundproof section of the trunk. We’re not sure if he was attempting to flee across state lines with the child or simply transport him locally; he refuses to speak without a lawyer present.”

      “What does the kid say? What can he tell us?” Jim asked.

      “The child is unconscious, unfortunately,” Hardcastle said. “That was how he was discovered. The boy has also been … mutilated.”

      “Oh my God. How badly?”

      “He’ll carry the scars for the rest of his life,” Hardcastle said grimly. “But like I said, the doctors who examined him said that he’ll make a full recovery.”

      “Thank God. Where’s Frey right now?”

      “He’s in custody with us. Mr. Irons … was there ever really a threat that Frey would carry out a mass shooting?”

      “I … it was a hunch, based on…” Jim stammered.

      “We’re talking off the record, by the way,” Hardcastle said, and Jim could hear the man’s voice softening.

      “All right, no, no, there wasn’t,” Jim admitted. “I just did it because I knew it would be the only way to get this done fast. And my gut instinct told me that Keith Young didn’t have much time left. I had to do something … and if that something meant possibly landing myself in some seriously hot water, it was a risk I was willing to take.”

      “Well, your gut instinct was right,” Hardcastle said. “It looks as if the boy was being transported to a place where he would likely have been murdered and the body buried. If we hadn’t intercepted Frey today, chances are this boy would never have been seen again.”

      “Then I have no regrets with bending the truth,” Jim said. “I’m sorry, but I had to do it.”

      “Normally, this sort of thing would land you in some serious trouble, Irons,” Hardcastle said, “with a few years in a prison cell so you can think about what you did. But this was no hoax to waste our time; it was a desperate act done to save a kidnapped child’s life, and when I saw what this monster had done to the boy, it made my blood boil. I have a son of my own, about Keith’s age, and if someone did this to him…”

      “I also have a kid who’s close to Keith’s age,” Jim said, “and if it had been her instead of Keith, I would have done anything to save her. I’m sure that you, as a father, understand that.”

      “I do,” Hardcastle said. “So I’ll let this slide. If you ever pull a stunt like this again, though, there’s no way we can let you off a second time.”

      Jim exhaled a long sigh of relief. “Thank you. And I’m sorry, but you know why I did this.”

      “I know.”

      “Thank you. I do have one more thing to ask you, though.”

      “I don’t know if you’re in much of a position to be asking us for anything, Mr. Irons,” Hardcastle said, “but go ahead.”

      “I want to question William Frey myself,” Jim said.

      “I might be able to arrange that. But only after we’re done with him.”

      “All right,” Jim said. “But remember, there’s one more missing child out there, and this is by no means over. Frey knows where Elijah is, and you have to get that information out of him.”

      “We’ll do as much as we can. I’ll keep you updated.”

      “One more thing, Agent Hardcastle,” Jim said.

      “You’re not exactly in a position to be making requests, Irons,” Hardcastle said sternly.

      “Humor me, please.”

      “All right, go ahead.”

      “Keep this real quiet, please,” Jim said. “The other suspect in the case is really cautious. He’s kept himself extremely clean so far and based on the fact that either one or both of these guys have already made more than one attempt on my life, it’s clear they’ll do anything, and I do mean anything, to save themselves. If the other suspect finds out you guys have got Frey and have rescued Keith Young, he might just kill the other child and flee.”

      “Okay. I’ll keep a lid on this for as long as I can,” Agent Hardcastle said, “but that’s not gonna be a very long time. There’s only so long that we can keep this under wraps.”

      “I understand. Just keep it secret for as long as you’re able to. I need all the time I can get.”

      Jim leaned back on his sofa and threw his head back, and let out a long sigh, closing his eyes and putting his hands on his head. This had been one hell of a rollercoaster ride, but it was by no means over yet.

      Before doing anything else, though, there was someone he had to talk to. He called up Gina Young.

      “Jim…” she murmured, quickly answering the call. Her voice sounded croaky and hoarse, as if she’d been crying.

      Jim didn’t waste any time in getting to the point. “Keith is alive, Gina. They’ve found him, and he’s safe now.”

      There was no response on the other end of the line.

      “Gina?” Jim said. “Did you hear what I just said? They’ve found Keith, and he’s safe and sound.”

      Then he heard it—a soft, plaintive weeping. He felt his own eyes burning with the promise of imminent tears.

      “Is he … is he okay?” Gina gasped through her tears. “Is my little boy okay?”

      Jim figured that now definitely wasn’t the right time to mention that Keith had been mutilated, especially seeing as he hadn’t seen the boy himself and didn’t know the extent of the child’s injuries. He thought it was best to keep things vague, but he also didn’t want to lie to her.

      “He’s not completely okay,” Jim said, “he’s hurt—”

      “Oh God, oh my God,” she gasped, breaking down into more desperate weeping.

      “No, no, it’s okay Gina, the doctors say he’s going to make a full recovery. He’s going to be okay, and that’s what counts. Your boy is alive, he’s going to be okay, and he’s going to be back with you and Andrew soon.”

      “Th-thank you, Jim,” she sobbed. “You’ve not only saved my boy’s life … you’ve saved mine and my husband’s, too.”

      Now tears began to run down Jim’s cheeks, and a sob tightened like a knot in his throat. “I’m just happy to have been able to help you,” he said, fighting back the cry, “and happy that Keith is alive. But this affair isn’t over yet, not by a long shot, not while there’s still another missing child out there and another kidnapper walking free.”

      “You get the monsters who did this to my son,” Gina said, her voice hardening with a deep, ferocious rage. “You get them, Jim Irons.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m going to do, Gina,” he said. “They’re going down. Both of them. Those scumbags are going down.”
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      “I can’t believe you pulled it off, Jim,” Christina said, talking to Jim on the phone. “Seriously, I can’t believe it….”

      “My nerves are shot after taking a gamble like that,” Jim said, “but man am I glad to have done it.”

      “How soon do you think they’ll release Frey to us for questioning?” she asked.

      “Soon enough,” Jim said. “Since there’s no connection to terrorism or anything like that, I think the Feds will turn him over to you guys pretty quickly.”

      “And he still hasn’t said anything to them?”

      “I haven’t heard from Hardcastle for a while, so I’m guessing not. But I’m not gonna sit around and wait for them to squeeze some answers out of Frey. That could take a while, and we don’t have a while. Does anyone at the station know that Frey’s been caught?”

      “I haven’t said a word to anyone,” Christina said. “And don’t worry, I’m still outside in the street where nobody can hear me like you asked when I answered this call.”

      “Good. We need to keep this news quiet for as long as we can,” Jim said. “Is Calhoun at the station today?”

      “Yeah, he’s here,” she said.

      This news brought Jim a measure of relief. “That’s good. Then he probably doesn’t realize that his partner in crime has been taken down.”

      “You don’t think Frey messaged him or anything when the Feds swooped in?” Christina asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Jim said. “Remember, the Feds thought they were taking down a guy on his way to commit a mass shooting. From what Agent Hardcastle told me, the operation was conducted with surgical precision. They had Frey in custody before he even realized what was happening to him.”

      “Even so, Calhoun might be waiting on a message from Frey to say he got safely to wherever he was supposed to be going,” Christina said. “And if he doesn’t get that message, he’s going to know that something is up.”

      “You’re right,” Jim said. “I highly doubt that he’ll be using his own phone to receive a message like that, though. He’s gotta have a burner phone somewhere. Maybe his car, maybe his locker … not in his office. You need to find that phone before he leaves this evening. I assume he’s on a regular day shift?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That gives us maybe three hours, probably fewer,” Jim said. “I’m gonna get on a hunch I have about Calhoun, something that I think will link him to the 91 kidnappings. I’m also gonna get a friend of mine to wait outside the police station and tail him when he leaves work.”

      “Calhoun bicycled here today like he often does,” Christina said. “You know big he is into fitness.”

      “Good, that’ll make it easier for my buddy to tail him,” Jim said.

      “Depending on traffic at the time,” Christina said. “If it’s heavy, which it might be, your friend might lose Calhoun while he zips through traffic on his bike.”

      “I’ll tell my guy that. He won’t let Calhoun evade him.”

      “I hope this person is subtle and knows what he’s doing,” Christina said. “You know how perceptive Calhoun is, and if he gets the slightest whiff that someone might be tracking him…”

      “My buddy’s good at this; he’s a fellow PI,” Jim said. “Don’t worry about that. You worry about finding Calhoun’s burner phone in the station.”

      “And if I find it? I probably won’t be able to look at the messages or anything because he’ll definitely have a passcode on it.”

      “Go dip it in a toilet or something, just kill it somehow,” Jim said. “Make it look like the battery died.”

      “All right, I’ll try to do that. You go do what you need to do. But remember, time is running out.”

      “Believe me, I know that. Good luck, Christina. We’ll speak later.”

      “Good luck, Jim.”

      Jim knew that he would be pushing his luck if he asked Agent Hardcastle for any more favors but considering the urgency of his position and this situation, he knew he had to try. He dialed Hardcastle’s number and waited for the agent to answer.

      “Irons, we aren’t able to release the suspect into police custody just yet, so—” Hardcastle began, sounding annoyed.

      “It’s not about that,” Jim quickly said. “I need a favor.”

      “You’re in no position to be asking us for favors, Irons,” Hardcastle said. “I suggest you hang up now and quit bugging me before I change my mind about letting you off the hook for the stunt you pulled.”

      “It’s just one thing, I swear, and I’ll never talk to you again,” Jim said. “Please, the second boy’s life depends on it. Think about if it was your kid whose life was on the line….”

      Jim heard Hardcastle sigh, and the corners of his mouth curved up into a smile; he knew the agent would help him.

      “All right,” Hardcastle said. “Fine, go ahead, what do you want? I’m warning you, though, if you ever call me again after this, Irons…”

      “I won’t. The other suspect is a local police officer, Captain Kent Calhoun. I’m absolutely certain, and I’m talking one hundred percent certain he’s the other kidnapper, and he’s holding the other missing child. I also believe he’s the man who kidnapped three children from this town in 1991—children who were never seen again. The case is still unsolved….”

      “All right, and what do you want me to do?”

      “I just need a full background check on Calhoun, all of his records, everything you can get. I know, I know, I could do it myself, but it’ll take days, possibly weeks. The last missing child might only have hours. I know you guys have the resources to pull up info like this in lightning-fast times … so please, for the sake of the last missing child, please, please, can you do this for me?”

      Again Hardcastle sighed, and there was a long pause before he answered. “Okay,” he said, “fine. Give me your email address, and I’ll send you a report within an hour. But this is the last time you and I speak, Jim Irons, you got that? If my bosses find out that I let you off the hook—”

      “It’ll be the last time, you have my word,” Jim said. He gave Hardcastle his email address and waited.

      The minutes trickled by like hours. Frustration gnawed like a pack of rats at Jim’s mind. He hated having to rely on others for help, but there was nothing he could do right now. There was no word from Christina, and no emails had come through from Hardcastle, and still, the clock kept on ticking. Jim reassure himself that both of them were working hard on the problem and that they too only wanted to save Elijah.

      Finally, around an hour and a half after he had called Hardcastle, an email arrived from the FBI agent. With a few hasty clicks, Jim opened the email and began reading through the attached report.

      At first, nothing was surprising about Calhoun’s past. Jim had known Calhoun had been on the force for a long time, and much of the report consisted of that—Calhoun’s impeccable record, his promotions, and awards. But as Jim began to dig deeper, he discovered that Calhoun hadn’t always been a cop.

      Prior to 1992, when he had switched careers and gone to the police academy, Calhoun had worked for a time as a mortician’s assistant.

      “Holy shit,” Jim gasped.

      He immediately remembered his interview with Jasper Devries, who had almost been abducted by the kidnapper in early 1991. Jasper had mentioned a distinct smell he remembered about the man who had tried to kidnap him: the smell of formaldehyde. Anyone working in a mortuary or funeral home would certainly be using substances like formaldehyde on a daily basis.

      “I’ve got you, you son of a bitch,” Jim whispered as he continued to peruse the report. “I’ve got you now.”

      This also made sense in terms of the dog bite the kidnapper had suffered. Calhoun hadn’t needed to go to the hospital to get the cut stitched up because, as a mortician’s assistant, he already knew how to stitch up cuts in human bodies. He had probably just gone to his place of work and cleaned up and stitched up his wound himself.

      Also, it seemed that Calhoun and his mother had moved around a lot during his teenage years. One place they had stayed for three years, due to his divorced mother remarrying, had been a cattle ranch in Texas. Jim recalled his theory that one of the boys had possibly been lassoed by the kidnapper—a cattle ranch in Texas would certainly have provided ample opportunity for the young Calhoun to learn and master the art of lassoing.

      While waiting for a message from Christina, Jim continued to dig deeper into Calhoun’s murky past. It didn’t take him long to discover something else that was very strange about the captain.

      His birth name, it turned out, wasn’t Kent Calhoun. It was Kent McNamara. His father had abandoned the family when the boy, who had no siblings, had been eight years old—the same age as the boys he had kidnapped now and the same age as the children who had gone missing in 91. The boy had later legally changed his own surname to Calhoun—his mother’s maiden name.

      “McNamara, McNamara, why does that name seem to ring a bell?” Jim murmured as he read through the report.

      Suddenly, it hit him: his grandfather had mentioned the name of the mining tycoon who had created the ill-fated mining project, with its vast network of underground tunnels, in the town back in the 19th century: Theodore McNamara.

      “This goes deeper than I could have imagined,” Jim whispered. “So Calhoun is a direct descendant of the man who built the mines a hundred and fifty years ago. It’s all gotta be connected; it’s all gotta be connected somehow.”

      Just as he said this, his phone beeped. He checked it and saw that there was a message from Christina on it. He opened it with a sense of eager anticipation.

      It took some sneaking around and mad stealth skills, but I found Calhoun’s burner phone. I don’t think he’s checked it since this morning. Dunked it in a mug full of water until it was dead, then dried it off and snuck it back into its hiding place under Calhoun’s locker. He’ll think the battery died and will hopefully still be in the dark about Frey being apprehended. Mission accomplished.

      Jim curled his hand into a fist and gave a quick, silent fist pump of triumph. Then he tapped out a reply to Christina.

      Well done, Christina, excellent work. Now, hopefully, my man tailing Calhoun after work will discover something; if everything goes according to plan, Calhoun will lead us right to the location of the last missing child. If that happens, we can swoop in and bust him, rescue Elijah, and wrap this whole thing up. Fingers crossed.

      After everything Jim had discovered, he now knew that Captain Kent Calhoun was the kidnapper without a shadow of a doubt. He knew too that Frey had helped kidnap at least one boy, but whether Frey had been involved in the 91 kidnappings, he was still uncertain. When Frey was handed over to the cops, and he was allowed to question him, he was sure he would learn the answer to that question.

      Three other major questions remained in his mind. The first and most pressing was the location of Elijah. His sixth sense told him the boy was still alive, but as he had with Keith, he felt an increasingly acute sense of urgency about the child; his time was running short.

      The second question was perhaps the biggest enigma: why? What was the reason Calhoun and Frey were abducting these children? Frey was a scumbag, of course, and Jim knew Calhoun was evil to his core, despite his squeaky-clean image and his many police awards. But it seemed like there was something more complex going on than mere pedophilia—if it even was pedophilia. Jim suspected it wasn’t. Hardcastle had said that Keith had been mutilated, not molested or sexually abused. So what were these men doing with the boys? And why were all of them eight years old, the same age Calhoun had been when his father had walked out on the family?

      The third question was related to the second. What had happened to the children who had gone missing in 1991? Jim realized the odds that any of them had survived beyond the end of that year was extremely slim, but he hoped he could at least discover what had happened to them and perhaps find their remains so he could bring some closure to their families all these decades later.

      Jim checked his watch. It was about time for Calhoun to leave work and the sting operation to begin. He sent a message to his PI buddy, Hal Brookes, who was waiting in a car near the station.

      You ready to do this, Hal?

      The reply to this question arrived immediately.

      I’m ready. Let’s take Calhoun down.

      “Damn straight,” Jim whispered. “Let’s take this sick son of a bitch down…”
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      Hal called Jim as soon as Calhoun left the station. “Okay, Jim, he’s moving. I’m gonna leave the phone on speaker, so I can keep talking the whole time I follow him.”

      “Thanks, Hal,” Jim said. “Remember, keep it really subtle. Calhoun is a smart bastard, and he’ll quickly pick up on the fact that you’re tailing him if you aren’t careful. The last thing we need at this stage is to alert him; we’ve got him just where we want him.”

      “Don’t worry, pal, I’ve been doing this for thirty years now. I think it’s safe to say I’ve achieved something of mastery of the art of subtly tailing a person.”

      “Just keep it real subtle is all I’m saying,” Jim said. “This is an extremely critical moment.”

      “I know. All right, I’m off, keeping a few cars between us. He’s headed downtown, from the look of it.”

      “He has to go through downtown to get to his house,” Jim said, “so we can’t be sure he’s going anywhere else just yet. Stay far back until you get to the main junction downtown, then we’ll see which way he’s headed.”

      “Okay, I’ll keep you updated. I’m staying far back until then. Trust me, he’s not gonna notice a thing.”

      Jim waited with bated breath as the minutes trickled by, drumming his fingers on his table in a jarring staccato rhythm. Time seemed to be passing with torturous slowness, and he could barely contain his impatience. “Come on, Calhoun,” he muttered under his breath, “do something, lead us to Elijah, show us where the kid is….”

      Christina, meanwhile, was on her way to Jim’s place. She would be accompanying him to arrest Calhoun when they got a sign from Hal that a situation in which this would be possible was imminent.

      Finally, after what seemed like an hour of silence from Hal, he spoke again. “Jim, he’s turned in the opposite direction he should have gone if he were heading home.”

      “Which way is he going?”

      “Looks like he might be headed out toward the woods, at least if he stays on this road.”

      “I’m gonna get in my car,” Jim said. “I’ll head out that way. Give me updates every time he turns anywhere or even looks like he’s gonna be turning somewhere.”

      “Will do, Jim.”

      Jim was about to call Christina to find out where she was when there was a knock at his door. He grabbed his pistol, jacket, and car keys and ran to the door. When he flung it open, he saw her standing there in her uniform, all prepared to make an official arrest of Calhoun when they got him in the right place to do so.

      “Let’s do this,” Jim said. “Come on, he’s heading toward the woods.”

      They climbed into Jim’s car—which was still riddled with bullet holes—and drove off, with Jim keeping Hal on speakerphone to listen for updates.

      “Okay,” Hal said after a few more minutes, “he’s definitely heading out of town. I’m gonna have to pull over for a sec to let a few more vehicles come between my car and him, as the gap is getting a little too close for comfort, and I don’t wanna spook him.”

      “No problem,” Jim said, “stay subtle. We’re on our way to the area.”

      “It looks like he’ll be heading for Route 51,” Hal said.

      “I’ll head that way too then,” Jim said. “This is it,” he said to Christina. “He’s gonna lead us to Elijah. Fingers crossed it all goes smoothly and we’re able to arrest him without him trying anything crazy.”

      “He’s already tried to kill you twice,” Christina said. “If he finds himself cornered, you can bet he’s gonna put up a fight.”

      “That’s why we have to make the whole sting so fast and smooth that he doesn’t have time to react. I want that son of a bitch in handcuffs with my pistol aimed at his ugly face before he even knows what hit him.”

      They drove through town toward the woods, and a light snowfall began. “Shit,” Jim said. “I hope this doesn’t get any heavier. We can’t afford to lose him, not now. Hal, is it snowing where you are?”

      Hal’s voice came through the speaker on Jim’s phone. “Yeah, it’s starting here. It isn’t too bad now, but the sky’s getting darker and darker, and I have a feeling this snowfall is gonna get heavier.”

      “Whatever you do, don’t lose him,” Jim said, stomping on the gas to overtake a slow driver ahead of him. “We can’t afford to lose him, not when we’re so very close to saving Elijah and wrapping this whole thing up.”

      Just then, Jim’s phone started to buzz, and on the screen was a message for an incoming call. “Christina, do me a favor and take a look at that and see who’s trying to call me,” he said, keeping his eyes on the road as he sped onward through the thickening snow and increasing darkness.

      “There’s no name. It’s just a number,” she said. “It ends with 6345.”

      “Crap, that’s Agent Hardcastle,” he said. “We need to keep Hal on the line, so wait for the call to end, then give him a call with your phone.”

      “What’s up, Jim?” Hal asked.

      “Nothing, don’t worry, just stay on Calhoun’s ass and keep feeding me updates.”

      Christina, meanwhile, dialed Hardcastle’s number and waited for him to answer. “Agent Hardcastle,” he said gruffly when he picked up. “Who is this?”

      Christina held the phone next to Jim’s ear while he drove. “It’s me, Jim Irons,” he said. “You just tried to call my phone, but I couldn’t call you back from my number. What news do you have for me? Are you ready to release Frey to the cops for questioning?”

      “It’s about Frey, yes,” Hardcastle said grimly, “but there’s only one place we’re releasing him to, and it won’t be the cops.”

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “The only place he’s going is straight to the morgue,” Hardcastle said. “He killed himself in his cell ten minutes ago.”
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      “What? Are you serious?” Jim blurted out. It felt as if a hidden sniper’s bullet had just crashed through his skull.

      “This isn’t a joke, I’m afraid to say,” Hardcastle said. “He hanged himself with his belt. An agent noticed something happening on the security camera, but it was too late by the time he got inside the cell; Frey was already dead. We tried to resuscitate him, but no luck. I’m sorry to have to give you this bad news. I hope you get the other guy.”

      “We’re on his tail right now,” Jim said, feeling crushed under the weight of this news and also feeling anxious from a new source of relentless pressure. “We won’t let him get away. If everything goes according to plan, he’ll be in handcuffs soon, and the final remaining boy will be rescued tonight.”

      “Good luck then, Mr. Irons,” Hardcastle said. “I hope the bust goes smoothly.”

      “I hope so, too. Before you go, did Frey say anything, anything at all that might be helpful for us?” Jim asked.

      “Nothing. He killed himself before his lawyer was due to arrive. We didn’t get a single word out of him.”

      “Shit,” Jim muttered. “Well, nothing says ‘admission of guilt’ like killing yourself in a cell before your questioning and trial. Good riddance to a bad piece of trash. Let’s just hope that Calhoun doesn’t get out of this as quickly. Someone deserves to rot in a cell for the rest of his life for what was done to these children.”

      “I agree, and I wish you luck, Mr. Irons.”

      Jim signaled to Christina to cut off the call so he could concentrate on the current mission. Now he was even more determined to catch Calhoun; without him, the entire case would fall apart. With Frey dead and gone, everything rested on arresting Calhoun.

      “Where is he now, Hal?” Jim asked. “Talk to me, buddy, talk to me….”

      “He’s heading up Route 51 through the woods,” Hal said. “I’ve got three cars between him and me, so I don’t think he suspects anything. Visibility is getting worse though, the snowfall is getting a lot heavier, and it’s getting heavy much faster than the weather report said it would. If it gets any heavier than this, I’m going to lose sight of him, but if I speed up and overtake the cars in front of me so I can keep him in sight, I might spook him.”

      “Shit, shit,” Jim muttered, thumping a fist on the steering wheel. “We can’t lose him, we can’t let him get away. But if we scare him, this whole operation might fall apart, and without him, we’ve got nothing.”

      “What about the boy who was rescued?” Hal asked. “Surely he’ll be able to tell us something about where he was and who was holding him? If he can point out Calhoun as his kidnapper and captor, it’s an open and shut case, surely?”

      “I called the hospital earlier,” Jim said, “and the kid is still unconscious. Doctors say he might wake up later today, but it also could be tomorrow or the next day, and I don’t think the other boy has that long. He’s living on borrowed time as it is. I can feel it in my gut. We have to get Calhoun tonight; there’s no other option.”

      “I hate to tell you this then, Jim,” Hal said, “but the snow’s definitely getting heavier. I’m losing him, man; I’m losing sight of Calhoun. I’m gonna have to speed up, or he’ll be gone.”

      “Dammit!” Jim growled. “It hasn’t snowed in days. Why today of all days. Why now? Shit, shit, let me think. Okay, screw it; you’re going to have to risk spooking him. Speed up and try to get a little closer to him, if you can do that without alarming him. Just don’t let him get out of your sight, whatever you do. I’d rather startle him and keep him in our sight than let him disappear.”

      “All right. I’ll stay as subtle as I can, as tough as that’ll be. How close are you guys?”

      “We’re on the 49 now, heading into the hills. We’ll be on 51 in maybe five minutes. So we’re almost there, Hal, just stay on him a little longer.”

      Jim stepped on the gas, surging past three cars to overtake them and pushing his car well beyond the legal speed limit. He had to swerve to merge back into his lane because of an oncoming vehicle, which had to slam on its brakes to avoid a head-on collision. The protracted blare of its angry horn brayed in the background as Jim sped onward, completely unconcerned that he had almost had what could have been a fatal accident.

      “Slow down, Jim!” Christina cried. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

      “We can’t lose Calhoun, we can’t lose him, not now,” Jim growled, his hands white-knuckle tight on the steering wheel.

      “We won’t lose him,” Christina said sternly, “but we may well lose our lives if you keep driving like a maniac. Slow down!”

      “Okay, okay,” Jim muttered, easing his foot off the gas pedal. He continued to maintain a speed over ten miles an hour over the limit, though. He saw the turn onto Route 51 coming up, and he hurtled through the curve, getting the tires screeching on the cold blacktop.

      “Dammit, Jim, if I have to say one more thing about your crazy driving, I’m taking over!” Christina yelled. “This is the last time I’m saying this; slow the hell down!”

      Before Jim could respond, Hal’s voice came through the phone speaker. “Guys, he’s pulling off the road onto a dirt track that leads into the woods! I gotta keep driving and go past it, so he doesn’t notice me, but I’ll pull a U-turn a mile down the road and backtrack.”

      “Excellent,” Jim said, feeling hopeful once again. “Looks like we’re only two miles from you now, so we’ll probably pass you as you’re making your U-turn. I’ll slow down a little.”

      “Roger that, see you shortly.”

      “This is it,” Christina said, taking her pistol out of its holster and flicking off the safety. “Damn, my heart’s pounding now. I can’t believe I’m about to take down my commanding officer.”

      “The ball isn’t in the hole just yet,” Jim cautioned. “Don’t celebrate prematurely.” He was also feeling immensely excited at the prospect of finally arresting Calhoun and saving Elijah, but he knew that even though it seemed like a sure thing, plenty of things could still go wrong. And, what was worse, the snowfall was growing heavy now, and this, along with the thickening darkness as night began to fall, was severely restricting visibility.

      They saw a red car making a U-turn a hundred yards down the road. “I see you,” Jim said to Hal. “We’re coming up right behind you.”

      “Follow me then. I’ll lead you to the dirt track. Man, this snow is crazy. It’s almost like a blizzard out there. I can barely see a couple yards ahead of me.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ve almost got him,” Jim said, although the truth was that he was growing increasingly worried as the weather turned steadily against them. “Just lead us to where he turned off. He can’t have gone far.”

      Hal drove down the road with Jim following close behind him, and after around a mile, he drove up a dirt track that led off the main road. “This is where I last saw him, Jim,” he said. “He went up this road only two minutes ago.”

      “Take it slow,” Jim said. “We’ve almost got him. No need to be hasty now.”

      The snowfall had grown even heavier, and it was coming down in thick white flurries. The cars’ headlamps blazed through the falling snow and the darkness of the approaching light, but the beams didn’t get very far before being shut down by these two elements. They drove around two miles up the dirt road and then got to a crossroads.

      Hal’s voice came through the speaker of Jim’s phone. “Hold on, I’m gonna get out and look at the tire tracks in the snow. I can’t see ‘em too well through the windshield!”

      Jim waited for Hal to hop out of his car and check the tracks in the snow. Hal quickly ascertained that Calhoun had gone right.

      “I know this road,” Jim said as he turned right, following Hal closely. “And I think I know where he’s going … but I don’t know how it’s connected to the case.”

      “I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Christina said.

      They drove down the road for a while, and then, when they were getting closer to what Jim was sure was the destination, he asked Hal to pull over and stop.

      “What’s the matter?” Hal asked. “I don’t see any sign of Calhoun’s vehicle anywhere.”

      “We can proceed on foot from here,” Jim said.

      “Are you sure about this, Jim?” Christina asked. “You suddenly seem really confident that you know where Calhoun is. If you’re wrong, we could end up losing track of him. Hell, we might have already lost track of him.”

      “You’re right,” Jim said, “so give me a minute to make a very quick phone call.”

      “Who are you calling?”

      Jim grinned. “My grandfather.”

      “Jim—” Christina began, but Jim held his hand up to silence her as he dialed his grandfather’s number.

      He dove straight into his question the moment his grandfather answered. “Grandpa, very quick question: the old mansion near the woods where the first boy was kidnapped, do you know who owns or who owned it in the past? The house with the crazy old recluse.”

      “For a long time, up until around the World War Two era, it was the McNamara family,” his grandfather, Donald, answered. “But after that, I’m not so—”

      “That’s all I needed to know, thanks. I’ll call you later,” Jim said.

      “Jim, have you lost your mind?” Christina asked, her jaw hanging open with disbelief. “What on earth does that have to do with this case?”

      “Kent Calhoun—or, should I say, Kent McNamara, using his birth name—is going to the place he’s been hiding his kidnapping victims all along: his ancestral home, the McNamara mansion. I’ll tell you all about the history while we walk, but rest assured, this is exactly where he’s going. I’d stake my life on it.”

      At that moment, Hal walked up to Jim’s car and knocked on the window. “I’m ready; let’s move.”

      Jim and Christina put on their jackets and got out, and then the three of them headed into the unknown gulf of the driving snow and the thickening darkness.
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      As they headed through the driving snow, with visibility being reduced to only a few feet, Jim told the others everything he had discovered about Calhoun’s past.

      “My God,” Christina murmured. “It all makes sense when you look at the bigger picture.”

      “Calhoun is clearly one sick, twisted piece of shit,” Hal remarked, “despite his squeaky-clean public image.”

      “That squeaky-clean image is exactly what has allowed him to get away with as much as he has,” Jim said. “Nobody but Christina and two or three other people believed me when I started investigating him, Frey, and a couple other officers for corruption a few years ago. Nobody thought Calhoun could be capable of what I was accusing him of then, but now we know that I was wrong. He’s clearly capable of far worse.”

      Through the falling snow, a single light could be seen shining dimly ahead. “There it is,” Jim said, “the McNamara mansion. Be on your guard and be ready for anything.”

      They approached the mansion grounds cautiously. Despite being hidden by the driving snow, they felt as if unfriendly eyes were staring through the darkness right at them, and each of them felt chills creeping down their spines as they got up to the tall, black-painted, spike-topped steel fence that surrounded the sprawling mansion grounds.

      There was no sign of Calhoun’s car, but fresh tire tracks in the snow indicated that a car had driven up the driveway into the mansion just a few minutes earlier, and a light was on in the huge house. The imposing wrought-iron gates, twelve feet tall, were chained shut with a hefty lock.

      “How do we get in?” Christina asked. “These gates and this fence aren’t exactly easy to scale.”

      “Not for all of us,” Jim said, “but if you two can give me a boost, I’ll be able to get over the fence.”

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea to go in there alone?” Hal asked. “This guy is dangerous, buddy, very dangerous.”

      Jim patted his pistol, holstered on his hip. “I’m not worried,” he said. “He’s taken me by surprise before, but this time I have the element of surprise on my side.”

      “All right, Jim,” Christina said. “But for the love of God, be careful and don’t do anything stupid or reckless. I’m gonna call some units out there for backup.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Jim said, “I’ve been waiting a long, long time to put this creep behind bars. There’s no way I’m letting him get away—whether by escaping or goading me into putting a bullet in him. He’ll be in a cell before the end of the night. Now come on, help me over the fence.”

      Christina and Hal helped Jim climb over the tall fence, and when he was on the other side, in the mansion grounds, he gave them one last look, a nod, and then headed off toward the building. They watched him with worried looks on their faces, staring in silence until he disappeared into the white wall of falling snow.

      The huge mansion loomed ominously before Jim. The grounds were dark, but even so, he moved with stealth between trees and shrubs; he didn’t want to take any chance that Calhoun might spot him. As he approached the building, he had to wonder how the old woman who lived here—the recluse who hadn’t been seen in public for decades—was involved in the whole thing. Was she Calhoun’s mother? Grandmother, even? She had to be involved; there was no way Calhoun could be keeping kidnapped children here without her knowledge. But how was she involved? He thought about the fact that Keith had been mutilated by these people, and a cold chill rippled across his skin. Was this whole affair something to do with witchcraft, black magic, or the occult?

      Soon enough, Jim was within a few yards of the towering old house, which stood four floors tall and contained dozens of rooms. Constructed in the 19th century, its glory days were long-gone but even now, in its faded and somewhat dilapidated state, it managed to command a cold and threatening sense of authority.

      Jim scanned the building for signs of a possible entry point. He wasn’t exactly going to go and knock on the front door, so he would need to find an alternative means of getting into the house. Due to the cold, all the windows were shut, so there was no chance of getting in that way. Jim guessed that the most likely access points would be either through the garage, where Calhoun had surely just parked his car or via a basement with an outside access point.

      Jim was close to the garage, so he checked out this possibility first. However, the garage door had been upgraded to a sturdy modern unit, which was remote-controlled, and there was no way of getting in here. The garage had no windows, either, so that was a dead-end.

      Next, Jim walked around to the back of the house, keeping an eye on the windows just to make sure nobody was peeking out. He was quite sure that he was rendered almost invisible by the darkness and the swirling snowfall, but he wasn’t about to take any chances and be careless.

      There was a basement entrance at the back of the mansion, but Jim quickly discovered that its wooden door was locked. There was, however, a large window that was not barred. The basement was pitch-black, and he felt it was safe to assume that nobody was in there.

      “All right, here goes nothing,” he said, praying Calhoun wouldn’t hear the noise he was about to make.

      He drew his pistol and used it to club a hole through the window. The sound that emerged from this act was a loud crack, followed by the tinkle of broken glass falling on the concrete floor of the basement, but Jim was sure that the sounds had been disguised by the dull, soft howl of the wind. He waited for a few seconds with bated breath, but when it became clear that nobody inside the house had heard the sound, he reached through the broken pane and opened the window.

      It was about an eight-foot drop to the floor, which he made with caution; the last thing he needed at this point was a sprained ankle or busted knee. He dropped to the ground and rolled, pulling off a smooth landing which, and although it jarred his joints a little, it left him uninjured.

      Now he found himself in the inky darkness of the unlit basement. He didn’t want to risk blowing his cover by turning on his flashlight, but if he blundered blindly through the dark and crashed into something, he certainly would reveal his presence to whoever was in the house.

      As a compromise of sorts, he took out his handkerchief and covered the end of his flashlight with it. When he turned on the flashlight, the light was thus greatly dimmed. The scene that the gentle glow of the flashlight revealed was a strange and somewhat chaotic one; the basement was crammed full of junk, trunks, crates, and boxes. Many of them looked as if they hadn’t been touched in decades and were covered in a thick layer of dust.

      There was something in the far corner of the basement, though, that caught Jim’s eye. It was just out of reach of the dimmed flashlight’s range, but even so, he thought he could make out what it was … and the mere thought of it got his heart beating faster and sent blood chilled with fear racing through his veins.

      He felt as if he were walking through some sort of surreal nightmare and almost felt that he might need to pinch himself to confirm that this was indeed a reality and not some strange dream. He walked slowly toward the object, navigating his way through the labyrinth of crates, boxes, and junk, and as he did, the gentle glow of his flashlight slowly began to reveal the horror of the object.

      “Holy shit,” Jim gasped when the object was revealed in its entirety.

      It was the old woman, sitting in a rocking chair. And judging by her mummified state, she had been dead for many decades.
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      Jim walked up to the mummified corpse, his eyes locked on the grim spectacle with a mixture of fascination and horror. The woman’s skin had turned leathery and black, clinging like molten plastic to the skeleton beneath. Her long, wispy, white hair still clung to her skull, and she was attired in a dress that had mostly rotted away. The floor beneath her chair was stained dark from the bodily fluids and rotting flesh that had seeped into it over the years.

      “Good God,” Jim murmured as he took in the strange, horrifying sight. “How long has she been here?”

      He quickly dialed up Christina.

      “Jim, where are you?” she asked in an urgent tone. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he whispered. “I’m in the house, in the basement. We’ve got a corpse in here, but it’s not Elijah’s, thankfully. It’s the old woman, and she’s clearly been dead for many years.”

      “The old woman? But then who the hell is the old woman who’s sometimes seen in the windows?”

      “I have no idea,” Jim said, “and I saw her myself when I drove past this place last week. But I’m sure I’ll find out soon enough. You’ve got units on the way, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Tell them there’s a dead body in here that should light a fire under their asses. I gotta go; I have to try to find Calhoun and Elijah.”

      “All right, Jim, stay safe and call us if you get into trouble,” Christina said.

      “Will do.” He put his phone back into his pocket and left the mummified corpse; there wasn’t any need to investigate it any further at this point. That could be done later when Elijah was safe and Calhoun was in police custody.

      He crept through the basement to the stairs that led up into the house. Each wooden step creaked and groaned noisily when he put his weight on it, and as carefully as he tried to move, there was no way he could get up the stairs quietly. The house seemed completely silent, so he was painfully conscious of the noise he was making. He prayed that the sound wasn’t resounding through the home and hoped that Calhoun couldn’t hear it. There was no other way to get into the house, though, so he had to do this.

      Step by creaking step, he got closer to the door. If anyone in the house heard the creaks and groans, they gave no indication of having done so, and the huge mansion remained deathly quiet. Once he got to the top of the stairs, he crouched down and peered through the keyhole. A long hallway, lit up by a few dim halogen bulbs, loomed ahead. There was no sign of anyone nearby.

      “Okay, let’s do this,” Jim whispered to himself. He turned the doorknob as slowly and as quietly as he could, opened the door, and stepped out into the house.

      His heart was thumping in his chest, and once again, he felt as if he were moving through some sort of surreal nightmare. The house's interior looked as if it had been stuck in a time warp since the early decades of the twentieth century. Obviously, nobody actually lived here, for everything was covered in thick layers of dust.

      Jim put his flashlight away and drew his pistol. He didn’t want to shoot Calhoun—that would deny the man and his victims the justice of seeing him locked up for the rest of his life—but if it came down to it, he would do whatever he had to do to save Elijah’s life and preserve his own.

      As he walked down the long hallway, with its somber portraits of long-dead people, he listened carefully for any sign of Calhoun’s presence. He was in here somewhere … but where?

      As if in answer to this unspoken question, a piercing cry suddenly resounded through the house. It was the cry of a child—a child experiencing both terror and pain.

      “Elijah!” Jim gasped.

      Any concern for stealth or subtlety flew out the window. Jim knew the boy’s life was in immediate peril, and now all he cared about was stopping Calhoun from doing whatever evil thing he was about to do to the boy.

      The sound had come from somewhere upstairs, and Jim sprinted down the hallway, desperately seeking a way upstairs. He found it just around the corner at the end of the hallway. There a spiral staircase led to the upper floors of the mansion.

      Jim raced up its steps, not caring that the drumming of his feet on the wooden stairs was booming through the house. He heard Elijah scream again and started taking the stairs two at a time in his haste to get to the little boy. He burst out of the staircase onto another hallway, this one carpeted.

      Jim ran out into the hallway, his pistol punctuating his vision, and began to search the rooms. The scream had come from this floor, and Jim knew the boy was here somewhere. Each of the rooms he searched was empty, aside from decaying old furniture, which was all covered in thick dust.

      A piercing cry cut through the chilly air of the unheated mansion. “No! Please, please, mister, don’t do it, don’t do it, please!”

      The hysterical scream came from the next room over. That was it; Jim had found Calhoun and his victim. He ran out of the empty room and stepped up to the door of the next room, which was closed.

      “Three, two, one,” he whispered to himself, and then he kicked the door open and burst in.

      “Freeze, you son of bitch, or I swear to God I’ll blow you away!” he roared as he charged in.

      The scene that greeted him was one of both bizarreness and horror. Little Elijah was dressed only in boxer shorts and was spreadeagled out on a stone table that seemed to be an altar of sorts, with his wrists and ankles tied down. Dozens of black candles were burning in the room with red flames, lighting up the place in hues of bloody crimson. Calhoun was standing above the boy, holding a curved dagger in his hands, and the weapon was dripping with Elijah’s blood.

      Calhoun looked up as Jim burst into the room, and there was a strange, faraway look in his eyes as if he were really high on a hallucinogenic substance or in some sort of trance. He was wearing a black cloak and hood and had smeared his face with the boy’s blood.

      “Stop right there, you sick fuck!” Jim roared.

      Calhoun had the curved dagger raised high above his head as if he were about to plunge it into the boy’s chest and deliver a killing blow. Instead, though, he flung the dagger at Jim, who ducked as it flew through the space his face had been in a second earlier.

      The very moment Calhoun hurled the dagger, he turned and dashed across the room. In two bounds of his long legs, he reached the enormous windows—ten feet high by twenty feet wide—and dove through them. He burst through the windows in an explosion of shattered glass and smashed wooden panes, soaring out into the icy night.

      “No!” Jim roared. “You’re not getting away, Calhoun!”

      He ran over to the broken window and saw Calhoun getting up from the ground below. He had just plunged two floors down but had landed in a bank of snow, which had cushioned his fall, and he appeared to be uninjured.

      “Stop! Stop right there, Calhoun!” Jim yelled, taking aim at the fleeing man. “Stop, you son of a bitch, stop, or I’ll put a bullet in you!”

      Calhoun took no notice of Jim’s threats and carried on sprinting away into the darkness.

      “Shit,” Jim growled, and he fired, hitting Calhoun in his left leg.

      As the bullet ripped through Calhoun’s leg, he stumbled, but he didn’t fall, and he carried on running. He had almost disappeared from sight now, owing to the thick darkness outside and the driving snow.

      “No!” Jim roared. He blasted another three shots at the fleeing man, but they all missed, kicking up puffs of snow around Calhoun as he fled.

      Jim hastily called Christina. “He’s making a run for it. He’s running; you gotta stop him!” he yelled.

      “We’re on it; where is he?”

      “In the backyard somewhere! I’ve got the kid here; I gotta help him. Whatever you do, don’t let Calhoun escape!”

      “We won’t. We’re on it!”

      Jim didn’t need to hear anything else from her, so he dropped his phone and ran over to Elijah. “Hold on, kid, I’m gonna cut you loose,” he said. “I’m a cop, I’m here to help you, don’t be scared. Everything’s gonna be okay now, Elijah. Everything’s gonna be okay. You’re gonna be back with your mommy soon, kid, you’re gonna be back with her real soon.”

      Hardcastle hadn’t ever given Jim specific details about how Keith had been mutilated by the kidnappers, but the PI imagined that that boy’s injuries were similar to Elijah’s. Strange symbols that looked like runes had been carved into Elijah’s forearms, chest, and thighs. The sight of these wounds made Jim’s blood boil, and he knew that when he next came face to face with Calhoun, he would struggle to hold himself back from beating the man’s face to a bloody pulp. He also felt immense sadness and empathy for the boy, who had clearly been through a terrible ordeal.

      Judging from the photos he had seen of Elijah, the boy had lost a lot of weight and was very grubby. He looked severely dehydrated, too, with cracked lips and sunken cheeks. It looked as if Calhoun hadn’t fed him since kidnapping him, which, as evil and awful as it was, didn’t surprise Jim, seeing as the end goal of the kidnapping was to sacrifice the child in this dark ritual, whatever it was.

      “Help me … mister,” Elijah croaked. “Please … I just … wanna go home…”

      “You will, Elijah, you will,” Jim said gently. “Let’s get you off that table, then I’m gonna call your mom and an ambulance.”

      “Thank you, mister…”

      Jim freed the boy’s ankles and wrists from their bonds. He took off his coat and wrapped the shivering child in it. “Elijah, you need something to drink, don’t you?” he asked.

      Elijah simply nodded.

      “All right, give me a second to make some phone calls, then we’ll see what we can find. There’s gotta be something to drink in this place.”

      Jim hastily made calls to 9-1-1 and then Rita, Elijah’s mother. He gave Elijah his phone, so she could speak to her son, and it warmed his heart to see the boy’s dull eyes light up at the sound of his mother’s voice. She said she would call a cab to bring her over to him right away and then ride in the ambulance.

      After Elijah had hung up, there was an incoming call from Christina.

      “Where is he?” Jim growled as soon as he answered. “Tell me you’ve got that sick monster in cuffs, Christina.”

      “I’m sorry, Jim,” she said, “but he’s escaped.”
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      “No!” Jim roared. “How? How could he have escaped? I shot the son of a bitch in his leg!”

      “We followed the blood trail, and it led to an old shed in the far corner of the property. The door was locked, but Hal managed to kick it down. Inside, we found a big steel sort of manhole cover in the ground, and that’s locked from the inside. Short of blowing it open with a stick of dynamite, there’s no way we can get through it.”

      Jim groaned. “The tunnels …. It’s an access point to the tunnels; it’s gotta be. That’s how Calhoun has been getting around in secret; the tunnels are connected to this property. Get some units to the cave where I was shot; that’s the only other access point we know of, aside from the secret entrance in the woods, which is flooded anyway. He can’t stay underground forever, and he’s gotta come out of one of those places. As long as we watch them, we’ll get him.”

      “All right, Jim, I’ll get some units out that way. How’s the kid?”

      “Not great, but he’ll live,” Jim said. “Ask Hal if he’s got any food or a drink in his car; Elijah is badly dehydrated and hungry.”

      “Hal says he’s got a few cans of soda with him.”

      “Ask him to go get one, please,” Jim said. “You stay and watch the manhole in case Calhoun tries to pop his head out.”

      “Will do.”

      While he was waiting for Hal to bring the soda and the ambulance to arrive, Jim asked Elijah a few questions. “Do you remember how the bad man took you from your house?”

      Elijah shook his head. “I don’t remember anything. I just remember going to sleep in my own bed at home and then waking up in this house. I had a real bad headache when I woke up, and my head felt really funny.”

      Jim guessed that Calhoun had used chloroform or something similar on the boy. “I see. And did you see the other boy?”

      “You mean Keith? Yeah, he was here, but only for two days. Then a different bad man came and took him away somewhere. I didn’t see him again after that.”

      Jim brought up a picture of Frey on his phone and showed it to Elijah. “This man?”

      Elijah nodded. “Yeah, him. He’s a real bad man, but the other one is worse.”

      “The guy I just shot, you mean?”

      “Yeah, him. He did this to me, and he cut Keith with his knife, too. It really hurt, it hurt so bad…”

      Jim hugged the boy and found himself thinking of his daughter. If anyone had done something like that to Felicity, he knew he would have ripped them limb from limb with his bare hands. “Nobody’s gonna hurt you again, Elijah, don’t worry.”

      “But … the two bad men are still out there,” Elijah murmured, looking scared.

      “No,” Jim said. “One’s dead, and he can never hurt you or any other children again. And the other, well, he might have gotten away for now, but I shot him, and he’s hurt. He can’t get very far. The police will catch him soon. I promise you that. Then he’ll go to prison for the rest of his life.”

      “I hope he does,” Elijah said. “I hate him. He’s evil.”

      “He sure is,” Jim said. “But you don’t need to worry about him ever again. Trust me on that.”

      Jim asked Elijah a few more questions about his time in captivity, but the boy didn’t know much. It seemed he had been kept in a locked room in the house the whole time and had rarely seen Frey or Calhoun. He had been given water twice but no solid food. Jim wasn’t surprised that Keith had been unconscious when he had been found since he had been held captive longer than Elijah and had surely been close to death by starvation at that point.

      Hal arrived with a soda, which they carefully rationed out for the boy; Jim knew that giving a starved person too many calories at once could be very dangerous for them. Shortly after that, the ambulance arrived, along with Rita. Mother and son had a tearful reunion before the ambulance took them both away.

      Sergeant Gorman arrived with some other officers. With Frey’s death and the fact that Calhoun was now officially a suspect on the run, Gorman was now in charge.

      “Well done, Jim,” he said sheepishly, giving the PI a firm handshake. “I never thought Captain Calhoun could have been capable of something like this, and to tell the truth, I thought you were a little nuts for even imagining it, but now I realize that you were right all along.”

      “I just wish you guys had believed me earlier,” Jim said. “But at least the boys’ lives were saved.”

      “Yeah, sorry about being a skeptic.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We’re all on the same side now,” Jim said. “Have you got men covering the cave in the woods? We can’t allow Calhoun to escape.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got two units heading out there right now,” Gorman said. “They know exactly where to go. I’m getting a locksmith out here too to figure out a way to get through that manhole cover in the shed.”

      “Good. You might want to get the coroner in for the corpse in the basement, too,” Jim said.

      “Yeah, Cortez mentioned there was a body down there,” Gorman said. “It’s not a kid, is it?”

      Jim shook his head. “It’s the old lady who used to live here. At least that’s what I think. Calhoun’s mother or grandmother.”

      Gorman frowned. “But Cortez said something like it was practically a mummy? How’s that possible? I’m pretty sure I saw the old lady alive and well when I drove past this place a month ago.”

      “I think a good search of this place will give the answer to that question, along with a couple more,” Jim said. “Including one that’s been burning in my mind for a while. What happened to the kids who were kidnapped in 1991? This house has the answers, I believe.”

      “We’d better get to looking then,” Gorman said. “There isn’t much else we can do until we catch Calhoun.”

      “You don’t mind if I assist with the search?” Jim asked. “Even though I’m not a cop?”

      “You should be a cop again, Irons,” Gorman said, “and if I get any kind of promotion after all this bullshit with Frey and Calhoun, you can bet your ass that I’ll be doing everything I can to get you back on the force faster than you can say … um, something fast. We need men like you on the force, Irons. It’s a damn shame you were kicked off for sticking up for what was right and going up against scum like Frey and Calhoun. So yeah, you go ahead and assist with the search; do what you need to do. I’m in charge now, and I’ll make sure you get whatever assistance you need.”

      A broad smile came across Jim’s face. It felt good to be vindicated after all these years and after everything he had been through. “Thank you, Gorman,” he said. “I mean that. I really do. Come on, let’s tear this creepy old dump apart and see what secrets it reveals.”

      Dozens of cops were now at the property, and they began a thorough search of the house while they waited for the locksmith to arrive. Gorman went down to the basement while Jim, Christina, and Hal searched the second floor. Jim soon figured out the secret of the old woman—how she had seemed to be alive when clearly she had been rotting in the basement for decades.

      In the room next to the one in which Elijah had almost been killed, Jim found a wardrobe with fresh woman’s dresses in it, as well as a very convincing rubber mask of an old woman’s face and throat, complete with a wig of long white hair.

      “There hasn’t been an old woman living here for decades,” Jim said grimly as he examined the rubber mask. “It’s been Calhoun all along, dressing up as the old woman to maintain the illusion.”

      “He’s crazier and sicker than we could ever have imagined,” Christina said.

      Gorman later discovered that the corpse in the basement was that of Calhoun’s mother; an old driver’s license was in one of the pockets of her rotting clothes. The coroner who removed the corpse estimated that she’d been there for around thirty years. Jim and the others went down to the basement to talk to him.

      This information piqued Jim’s interest. “So,” he said to the coroner as the man was taking the body away, “she may have died in early 91 or late 1990?”

      “Yes, that sounds about right,” the coroner said. “I’ll have to run some tests to get a more accurate estimate, of course, but that could very well be the year in which she was killed.”

      “Killed?” Jim asked. “This wasn’t a natural death?”

      The coroner shook his head. “Again, I’ll have to run some tests to be absolutely sure, but to me, it looks like she was poisoned. There are a few telltale signs which the trained eye can spot, even on a corpse of this age in this state of decay. I’ll be able to give you specific information in a few days.”

      “So the old lady was murdered then, huh?” Christina remarked, staring grimly at the corpse as the coroner zipped it up in a body bag. “You think it was Calhoun?”

      “From everything we’ve discovered about him up to this point, it definitely seems like he’s crazy enough to have murdered his own mother. And that could have been some sort of trigger for the kidnappings if she did die just before the 91 kidnappings started.”

      “What is all this crazy occult stuff anyway?” Christina asked. “Murdering children, carving strange symbols into their bodies. Satanism?”

      Jim shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s something to do with black magic for sure but not Satanism. There are none of the traditional symbols associated with devil worship here—pentagrams, goat’s heads, inverted crosses, and the like. There’s still plenty of crap to look through, though, and I’m sure we’ll start finding answers soon. There’s also the connection with the original builder of this house and the architect of the mines and tunnels—the original McNamara, the mining tycoon who went mad after losing his fortune here. I think some weirdness in the family’s history had some part to play in all of this.”

      They walked through the basement, keeping their eyes open for anything interesting. After a few minutes, something caught Jim’s eye. He went over to it, examined it briefly, and then sighed sadly.

      “What’s wrong?” Christina asked.

      “I know what happened to the kids who were abducted in 91,” he said.
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      “You figured that out just by looking at that old chest?” Christina asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow. She was staring at a large old wooden chest that Jim was squatting next to.

      “No, I figured that out from what’s under this,” he said. “Look closer.” He pointed at a section of a rug under the old chest. The rug was ratty and motheaten, and a tiny hole about the size of a penny had been worn through a small section of it.

      “Uh, okay, so that dirty old rug has a few holes in it,” Christina said. “So what? What does that tell us, aside from the fact that it’s really old, like everything else in here?”

      Jim stuck his finger through the hole and then withdrew it. When he pulled it out, there were bits of soil on his finger. “There’s no concrete under this rug,” he said. “Unlike the rest of the basement floor. This is a patch of dirt, and the rug and the chest are hiding it.

      “So you think that the kids are…” Christina trailed off, with a shocked expression coming over her face.

      “Buried under this chest? Yes,” Jim said. “I’m pretty sure that if we get some forensics people to dig under this chest, they’ll find the remains of the three kids who were kidnapped in 91.”

      Hal let out a slow whistle and shook his head. “If you’re right, Calhoun is gonna die in prison, even if he lives to be one hundred and twenty.”

      “Which is exactly what that scumbag deserves,” Jim growled.

      Christina asked Gorman to get a forensics team, while Hal helped Jim move the old wooden chest, which felt as if it weighed a ton, out of the way. When the two men had done that, they removed the ratty old rug and, as Jim had deduced, there was a patch of the earth there where the concrete had been removed. It was around four feet by four feet … just the right size to bury three eight-year-old children.

      “I think you’re right about those kids being under the ground here, Jim,” Hal said, shaking his head sadly. “What a shame. What a damn shame. I can’t believe that that monster Calhoun managed to keep this a secret all these years.”

      “I can,” Jim muttered. “I always knew he was a piece of shit, beneath that fake, spotless exterior he hid behind. Anyway, he won’t be getting away with it much longer. We’ve got him now, and he’s running out of places to hide. I still want to figure out why he’s done this—what he hopes to gain out of this hocus pocus black magic crap. There’s gotta be something more to it than him simply being a delusional maniac. He’s far too intelligent for that. He’s a psychotic killer, to be sure, but he’s no kook. Come on, let’s leave the digging to the forensics team and go search the rest of this house. There’s gotta be answers in here somewhere.”

      “Hmm,” Hal said. “Say, can you remember the symbols Calhoun cut into that poor kid well enough to draw them?”

      “Sure,” Jim said. “It was a pretty horrific thing to see, and those images are burned pretty clearly into my head.”

      “I’ve got this new app on my phone,” Hal said, “kind of like a language translation app, but it’s supposed to be able to pick up symbols and stuff too and give some context to ‘em. Like, if you scan across, it’ll say this is the symbol of Christianity or a Star of David, that’s the symbol of Judaism, stuff like that. Maybe we can try it with the symbols that were on the kid?”

      “It’s worth a shot,” Jim said. He took out the pencil and notebook he always carried with him and sketched out the symbols he had seen on Elijah’s body.

      Hal scanned them, and the men waited in suspense as the app ran its analysis on the symbols. After a few seconds, it gave them an answer—one that surprised both of them.

      “Voodoo?” Jim gasped. “I suspected a bunch of things, but voodoo wasn’t exactly high on the list.”

      “It does make sense, though, given that a lot of voodoo, uh, well, at least what I’ve seen of it in movies and stuff, seems to be based around blood magic and stuff. But what the hell is someone like Calhoun doing messing with voodoo? He’s got zero connections to the Caribbean.”

      “Or does he?” Jim mused. “We’ve already discovered that there’s a lot more to Calhoun than meets the eye. I mean, the whole thing with his mummified mother and him dressing up to become her, I sure as hell didn’t see that coming. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some strange connection to the Caribbean somewhere along the line. His ancestry in this town goes back quite a few generations; there may be a voodoo priestess involved somewhere along the line.”

      “All the more reason to get busy searching this place,” Hal said. “If we can figure out what’s motivating him, we might be able to work out where he might be going. We haven’t done the top floor of the house yet. You start in the east wing. I’ll go do the west wing.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Jim said.

      Hal headed upstairs to start searching the top floor while Jim went to get Christina to help him search the floor's east wing. Just as he found Christina, Gorman walked up to them and informed them that the locksmith had arrived and was working on the manhole cover.

      “How long is he gonna be?” Jim asked.

      “He says it’s a pretty complex lock Calhoun’s got on there,” Gorman said. “It’s gonna take him at least fifteen minutes to get through it, more like twenty minutes, maybe longer.”

      “Dammit,” Jim muttered. “Calhoun will be long gone by then, even with the gunshot wound in his leg. Have you had any word from your boys by the cave?”

      “They’ve only just gotten there now,” Gorman said. “They said there are no signs that anyone’s come out. Calhoun couldn’t have gotten that far yet anyway, even if the tunnels lead there in a perfectly straight line. Especially not with a wounded leg. He’s still underground somewhere. He has to be. And we’ll flush him out like the dirty vermin he is.”

      While Jim and Gorman were talking, Christina’s phone rang. She walked a few steps away to take the call. While Jim was chatting to Gorman, he noticed Christina out of the corner of his eye. Something definitely wasn’t right; a sudden change in her posture and a contracting of her muscles informed her that whatever the phone call was about, it wasn’t good news. She had turned away from Jim so he couldn’t see her face and had moved far enough away that he couldn’t make out exactly what she was saying, but he was certain something was wrong. Those suspicions were confirmed when she turned around; her face was pale, and her mouth was hanging open with shock. She looked like she had just seen a ghost.

      Gorman seemed not to notice, and he wandered off to talk to another officer. Jim, however, headed over to Christina with a look of concern on his face. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Who was that?”

      “It was, uh, Mark,” she said, her eyes staring through Jim with a vacant, almost shell-shocked gaze. Mark was her husband, the father of her two children.

      “Is something wrong with him? Or with one of your kids?” Jim asked.

      “There’s been an … accident,” she murmured. “I … I have to go.”

      “Oh no, shit, I’m sorry to hear that,” Jim said. “I’ll—”

      “No, Jim, don’t worry, it’s not … it’s not serious. You stay here and keep investigating.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked. There was clearly something Christina wasn’t telling him, and the look on her face told him in no uncertain terms that whatever was going on was far more serious than the minor accident she claimed it was.

      “I’m sure,” she said. “Stay here, Jim. I’ll, uh … I’ll see you tomorrow.” Without waiting for him to say another thing, she pushed past him and hurried out of the mansion in a daze.

      With his brow furrowed and a deep frown of concern on his face, Jim watched her go. She said it was a minor accident, yes, but his gut instinct told him that not only was the mystery incident far more serious than that but that it had something to do with this case and Calhoun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      Jim headed upstairs to help Hal search the top floor, but his mind was on Christina. He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was far more to the emergency that had pulled her away than she was letting on. He knew that she likely wouldn’t answer if he tried to call her—he had picked up a distinct vibe that she didn’t want to talk to him—but he decided to send her a quick message, saying that if she needed anything, all she had to do was call him.

      She didn’t reply.

      He tried to put those thoughts out of his brain; Calhoun was underground somewhere with a gunshot wound, and Frey was dead. It seemed completely irrational to think that the kidnappers—or, rather, the last remaining kidnapper, who was now a wounded, desperate fugitive—could have something to do with what was going on with Christina, but Jim simply couldn’t shake the thought.

      Even half an hour later, when Hal, looking as excited as a schoolkid with a mountain of candy, burst into the room Jim was searching to tell him he had just made a major discovery, he found it hard to stop worrying about Christina.

      “Jim, did you hear what I said?” Hal repeated since Jim seemed to have completely ignored him the first time around. “Are you there, buddy? You look like you’re a thousand miles away.”

      Jim shook his head and snapped himself out of the trance he’d been in. “Oh yeah, yeah, I’m listening. I was just feeling a little distracted. What have you discovered?”

      “Check this out,” Hal said, setting down an old photo album on the table in front of Jim. He flipped through the album and showed Jim an old portrait of the McNamara family. In it, Calhoun was a young boy, perhaps five or six years old. Posing with the family was a woman of Caribbean descent.

      “Hmm, who’s this?” Jim asked. “She’s clearly not a blood relative … maybe a family friend? Or related by marriage?”

      “Maybe,” Hal said, paging through the photo album. “My point is, though, that she shows up in a few other photos from Calhoun’s childhood. Do you see the necklace she’s wearing in all of the photos?”

      “Looks like some sort of predator’s teeth on it, maybe a wolf or a mountain lion or something,” Jim said, peering more closely at the photo. “I don’t know. It’s hard to tell. These photos are old and faded.”

      “It looks remarkably like these voodoo necklaces,” Hal said, bringing up an image on his phone of some voodoo priestess necklaces from a website he’d been looking at. “I mean, we can’t say for sure, but it sure as hell looks like there’s someone in Calhoun’s past with a connection to voodoo.”

      “It does look that way,” Jim said. “How do the kids and the symbols fit into all of this?”

      Hal shook his head. “That I’m not sure about, but there’s an article on this website written by someone named Professor Sheila Newman, who’s apparently an expert on Caribbean voodoo. I think if we can give this professor a call and send her the images of those symbols and tell her about the kids, we might be able to get some sort of answer.”

      “It’s worth a try,” Jim said. “You put together an email and send it off to her. I have to take care of something quickly.”

      “Uh, okay. What is it that you have to do?” Hal asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Jim said. “You just go take care of that.”

      Hal went to put an email together for the professor while Jim got out his phone and made a call. He wasn’t calling Christina again, though—instead, he was calling his ex-wife. He didn’t know why, but he felt like she and Felicity might be in some sort of imminent danger—a danger that was connected both to Calhoun and to whatever was going on with Christina. With each ring of the phone, Jim’s sense of anxiety increased. It seemed to be taking Meghan forever to answer her phone.

      “Come on, come on, pick up,” he muttered.

      Just when he thought she wasn’t going to answer, she picked up. “Jim, what’s going on?”

      “Where are you?” he asked. “Is Felicity with you?”

      “Yeah, of course, she is. We’re at my parents’ place. Where else would we be? What’s wrong, Jim? You sound like you’re worried about something.”

      Although his gut instinct was telling him that his ex-wife and his daughter were in some sort of danger, he didn’t want to scare them unnecessarily. “I’m just checking in on you guys to make sure you’re safe,” he said. “One kidnapper is dead, and the other is underground with a gunshot wound, so this thing is almost over, but it’s not over yet. Anything could still happen. Just stay safe and stay vigilant until this whole thing is wrapped up, okay?”

      “Yeah, okay,” she said. “I mean, I miss my house and stuff, but don’t worry; I know this is the safest place for us.”

      “Good. Just stay there until I tell you it’s safe to go back home.”

      “Of course we will, Jim. Did you want to speak to Felicity while you’re on the phone?”

      Jim smiled. The thought of chatting to his daughter and hearing her voice brought a measure of calm to him. “Sure, put her on for a second.”

      Jim chatted with Felicity for a while, and this allayed his fears and worries somewhat, but the feeling of unease and latent danger remained deep in the pit of his belly, and he just couldn’t shake it. After he hung up, he tried to push it to the back of his mind and focus on the investigation.

      Just after he put his phone into his pocket, Gorman came to him with news that the locksmith had finally managed to crack the lock on the manhole. A surge of excitement raced through Jim’s veins as he hurried out through the snow to the shed in which the manhole was located. The sight of red blood in the snow, stark in the harsh blaze of the portable floodlights the cops had set up in the yard, gave Jim a measure of grim satisfaction.

      “I hope your leg’s hurting like hell, Calhoun,” he muttered as he walked past one of the bloody spots. “I only wish I could have hit you with a few more of my bullets.”

      By the time Jim got to the shed, a team of cops had already gone down into the tunnels with flashlights to search for Calhoun. Jim climbed down the ladder into the tunnels, followed by Gorman and Hal, and when he got down to the bottom, he saw that they were similar in terms of construction to those he had already been in. There was a network of tunnels leading off in different directions, and without a map, it looked as if it would be very easy to get lost in this labyrinth.

      “At least this time, nobody’s going to try to kill me down here,” Jim said.

      “What?” Gorman asked.

      “Every time I’ve been down in these damn tunnels, somebody’s tried to kill me,” Jim said. “The first time, the tunnels got flooded—which I think was deliberate, and not some weird accident—and the second time, I got shot. Third time, lucky though, huh?”

      Gorman chuckled. “You’re one tough bastard, Jim Irons. Can’t drown you, can’t shoot you. How does a man kill you effectively then?”

      “I’m just lucky,” Jim said with a grin. “Or really unlucky, depending on how you wanna look at it! Anyway, enough joking around, let’s see what we can find down here.”

      “It’s plain to see where the blood trail leads,” Hal said, pointing at the ground. “Looks like he came this way.”

      They followed the blood trail down one of the tunnels, but it abruptly stopped at one point. They quickly discovered the reason for this; a discarded first aid kit lay on the ground a few feet away. It looked as if Calhoun had hastily bandaged his leg.

      “Shit. Looks like he patched himself up a little,” Gorman said.

      “Even so, he can’t have gotten far,” Hal said. “Not with a bullet in the leg.”

      There was a faint whiff of something in the air, something that Jim recognized but couldn’t quite put his finger on. He sniffed at it for a few moments, racking his brain to try to identify the scent. When he did figure out what it was, he grimaced and sighed.

      “What’s the matter, Jim?” Hal asked.

      “I think Calhoun is a lot farther away than we think he is,” he said.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Can you smell that smell?” Jim asked. “It’s very faint, but it’s undeniable. Two-stroke smoke.”

      “You mean from a two-stroke motor, like a chainsaw?” Hal asked.

      “Yeah, exactly—or an old dirt bike. I’m pretty sure Calhoun hopped on a bike and rode off somewhere,” Jim said.

      “These tunnels certainly are large enough to ride a motorcycle through,” Gorman said. “And if he did get on a dirt bike and ride away, he could be miles away by now.”

      “Which he probably is,” Jim said, feeling a wave of disappointment crashing against him.

      There wasn’t much dust on the stone floor of the tunnels, but when Jim bent down and examined the ground closely, he saw that there were definitely tire tracks in it—dirt bike tire tracks. “Yep, he’s gone,” he said bitterly. “The bastard escaped.”

      “I’ll put out an APB on all dirt bikes,” Gorman said. “He might have taken off, but he won’t get far.”

      “I don’t know if that’ll help,” Jim said with a sigh, “but you may as well try. He’s probably going to dump the dirt bike when he gets to whatever exit he uses to get out of the tunnels, and then he’ll likely get into another vehicle. He may be a sick, evil monster, but he’s no idiot. I’m sure he’s got some sort of slick contingency plan in place in case he ever finds himself in a situation like this one.”

      “You’re right,” Hal said, “but even so, remember, he’s got a gunshot wound. That’s not just something you can sleep on and hope it heals with a bit of rest. He’s gotta get treatment for it somehow.”

      “Maybe,” Jim said, “but he’s handy with a needle and thread, and he’s used to cutting open bodies. He used to be a mortician. I know that’s not exactly the same as being a surgeon or a doctor, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s able to treat himself.”

      “Even so, I’m gonna put out an alert to all the local hospitals and clinics,” Gorman said. “If anyone comes in for treatment for a gunshot wound tonight, we’re gonna know about it.”

      “There isn’t much more we can do down here,” Jim said. “Let’s get back to searching the house. Hopefully, a clue as to where Calhoun might be trying to go will turn up in there.”

      Jim, Hal, and the cops spent the rest of the night searching the house. Despite their efforts, nothing turned up in their hunt to clue them into Calhoun’s current location or give them an idea where he might behead. Gorman had sent some units to Calhoun’s house in the suburbs, too, but they hadn’t found anything, either.

      At around one in the morning, they decided to pack things up for the night. No dirt bikes had been spotted on the roads anywhere in the county, and nobody had come in to any hospitals, doctors, or clinics for the treatment of a gunshot wound. It seemed as if Calhoun had once again managed to vanish into thin air.

      “That son of a bitch sure is good at making himself disappear when he needs to,” Hal said. “I wonder if that’s one of his voodoo tricks?”

      “He’s no wizard or magician,” Jim said, “despite how things might seem. He’s got some other hiding place that we don’t know about yet, but he’s cornered now. There’s nowhere else for him to run. We’re gonna flush this rat out of his hole sooner or later.”

      They all left the old mansion feeling weary but hopeful.

      Even though the children had been rescued, Frey was dead, and Calhoun badly wounded, Jim still couldn’t shake the feeling that this whole thing was far from over … as well as a dark suspicion that Meghan and Felicity were somehow in terrible danger.
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      Jim knew for sure that something strange was going on when Christina still didn’t answer his calls or reply to his messages the next day. He called Gorman at the station and asked if she was in.

      “Cortez? No, Jim, she hasn’t shown up. We tried calling her on her cell and her landline, and we tried calling her husband, too, but nobody answered. It’s pretty weird; usually, she calls in early if she’s gonna take a sick day. And she’s never late for work, but now it’s been two hours, and there’s no sign of her. I don’t know, maybe there’s some sort of emergency, but it’s really not like her to just skip work. But we’re swamped with shit to deal with here, and I don’t have time to go chasing down an officer who skipped a day. I’ll deal with that later. And I’ll let you know if there’s any news about Calhoun. I can’t talk anymore. I gotta get shit done. Later, Irons.”

      Jim knew that something was wrong and decided to investigate himself. He got his things together and drove to Christina’s house. Both her car and her husband were in the driveway, so he figured someone had to be home. He didn’t bother trying to call her since she hadn’t answered any of his calls or replied to any of his messages up to this point. Instead, he walked up to the door and knocked on it.

      There was no reply, so he waited for a few moments and then knocked again.

      “Christina! Hello? It’s me, Jim; are you in?”

      Nobody answered, so he pounded on the door again and called out for Christina. Still, nobody responded. He tried the door and found that it was locked. He went around to the back of the house, but the back door was locked as well, and all the windows were closed. Even though both cars were here, it seemed that nobody was home.

      “What in the hell is going on here?” he murmured.

      He knew what school Christina’s kids went to, so he quickly looked up the number and gave the school a call.

      “Hello, Emerson Elementary. How can I help you?”

      “Hi, I was just wondering if Miguel and Angela Cortez are at school today? They’re students there.”

      “Let me check quickly, sir … no, both kids are absent today.”

      “Was any reason given for their absence?”

      “Hmm … it doesn’t look like it, no. They just didn’t show up.”

      “Okay, thanks,” Jim said. He hung up and frowned deeply. Something was very wrong here. He didn’t know any of Christina’s relatives, so he couldn’t call them. He did know, however, that her husband worked at an auto parts store in town. He looked up the number and gave them a call.

      “Hello, Myer’s Auto Parts. How can I help?”

      “Hi, I’m looking for Mark Cortez. Is he in today?” Jim asked.

      “No, Mark didn’t show up today. I’m not sure where he is, sorry.”

      “No problem, thanks anyway,” Jim said.

      He put his phone away and took another look at the house. He tried the back door again, just to make sure it was locked—which it was.

      “Sorry, Christina, I’ll reimburse you for this later,” he muttered, and then he drew his pistol and used it to smash through a pane of glass on the door. He stuck his hand through the broken pane and unlocked the deadbolt.

      He felt almost like a criminal breaking into the house, but he had a strong feeling that Christina and her family were in some sort of deep trouble, and there were only so many ways to figure out where they were. He started going through the house, analyzing everything with his eagle-eyed PI’s gaze.

      The back door led first to the kitchen, and while at first glance it didn’t look like anything was out of the ordinary, he quickly saw that something was clearly wrong. Last night’s dinner was still on the table, half-eaten; that wasn’t like Christina at all. She was a bit of a neat freak and never left a mess behind.

      Jim continued to search the house, and he soon made a discovery that absolutely confirmed that something was terribly wrong here. Christina’s firearm was on the floor in the entrance hallway. Her police uniform was nowhere to be seen.

      “It looks like she opened her front door and put her gun down on the floor right away,” Jim said to himself. “The only reason she would do that would be if someone were in here, an armed person, an enemy, holding her husband and kids hostage…”

      He gasped as the revelation hit him. That was what had to have happened the previous night when she had received the mysterious phone call telling her about some supposed emergency. Someone had come here and had taken her husband and children captive. The hostage-taker would surely have threatened to harm or kill them if she said anything or brought anyone to help, which would explain why she had been so secretive and strange about the whole thing.

      It had to have something to do with Calhoun, but unless he really could teleport himself across great distances, there was no way he could have done this personally. And Frey, of course, had been dead long before Christina had received the phone call.

      “There’s a third kidnapper,” Jim gasped. “Shit, there’s a third kidnapper!”

      And now, he realized, that third kidnapper had Christina and her family. Again, he felt a terrible sense of anxiety about Meghan and Felicity, even though they were surely safe. Or were they? He hastily called Felicity’s school, gripping his phone with trembling hands.

      “Hello, Williams Elementary. How can I help you?”

      “Hi, uh, this is Jim Irons. I’m just checking to see if my daughter is there? Felicity Irons.”

      “Mr. Irons, this doesn’t make any sense,” the receptionist said warily. The tone of her voice made Jim’s heart beat faster and got icy, the fear-chilled blood racing through his veins while nausea churned in his stomach. “I don’t understand…”

      “What are you talking about?” Jim demanded. “I just want to know if my daughter is there or not. So, is she or isn’t she?”

      “Your police colleague came and picked her up half an hour ago. She showed us your police badge and your police ID. She assured us that you had sent her to pick up Felicity. I mean, we don’t usually hand over students to guardians who are not their parents. Still, she was a police officer, and she had your badge and ID…”

      “Oh my God,” Jim gasped, sinking to his knees as the shock of what had just happened hit him like a speeding truck out of nowhere. “You’ve handed my daughter over to a kidnapper—a kidnapper and a murderer…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh no,” the receptionist gasped. “Mr. Irons, I, we had no idea, I can’t believe this. The woman was in a police uniform, she-she-had a badge and your badge and ID, and—”

      “My old badge and ID,” Jim muttered. “I stopped being a cop years ago.” Everything felt surreal, as if he’d stepped through a portal that had taken him out of reality and dropped him into some sort of waking nightmare.

      “I-I don’t know what to say, Mr. Irons. I’m so, so sorry, we just didn’t know—”

      “What did she look like, the cop who came and took my daughter?” Jim asked. He was doing his best to fight off the panic and terror and trying to think rationally. “Describe her in as much detail as you can. Did she give you a name?”

      “She said her name was um, Cortez, Christina Cortez,” she said.

      This news hit Jim like a fist out of the blue. “What? Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes, yes. That’s definitely the name she gave me.”

      “What did she look like?” he asked.

      “She was a Hispanic woman, olive skin, dark hair that was tied up in a bun, quite pretty, sturdily-built but not really chubby, six foot seven or eight, looked like she was in her late twenties or early thirties, friendly smile. I’m so sorry, Mr. Irons, she just looked so friendly and genuine, and she had the badges and ID. I-I had no idea…”

      It did indeed sound like it had been Christina who had picked up Felicity. That brought no measure of comfort to Jim, though; he was sure that Christina had been acting under duress, forced to do this somehow by Calhoun. He suspected that Calhoun’s ally—whoever that was—had received a call from him soon after Calhoun had escaped into the tunnels. He must have instructed the ally to take Christina’s family hostage and use them as leverage to force her to do his bidding.

      “Okay. What time did this happen?” Jim asked. Panic was still threatening to overwhelm him, and he was only barely managing to keep it at bay.

      “About an hour ago. Should we, uh, should we call the police, Mr. Irons?”

      “No, I’ll take care of that,” he said. “Is there anything else you can tell me about the incident? Did you see what car the woman arrived and left in? Was there anyone else with her?”

      “I, uh, I can’t remember anything else about her,” she said. “The car she arrived in? I didn’t see it, but I did hear it. It was kind of loud…”

      That rang a bell in Jim’s mind. He remembered the 70s muscle car that had been outside his house the night someone had tried to gun him down and the old woman reporting the sound of a big V8 in the street the night Elijah had been kidnapped. “Loud how?” Jim asked. “Did it sound like a big V8?”

      “I-I don’t know anything about cars. It sounded like, maybe, an old-school sports car?” she said. “Kind of deep and loud, that’s all I can tell you.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Are there any other details you can give me?”

      “No, that’s all I can remember, really. I’m so sorry, we just didn’t know, we had no idea she—”

      “It’s not your fault,” Jim muttered.

      Even though he was furious with the school, he knew they couldn’t have known. Without another word, he hung up, and then he closed his eyes and squeezed his temples with his fingers, doing his best to just breathe and stay calm, and fight off the rising tide of panic and fear.

      “Okay, okay, think Jim, think, be rational about this…” he whispered to himself. “It’s Calhoun, he’s trapped like a rat in a cage, and this is one last desperate attempt on his part to try to get himself out of the hole he’s in. It had to have been a hasty plan, and I know Christina has gotta be trying to figure out a way to beat this asshole, too … even though she just kidnapped my daughter for him. His plan is gonna have more holes in it than a fucking sieve. I just have to find those holes…”

      Just then, Jim’s phone rang, snapping him out of his trance. He scrambled to answer it, and his heart hammered faster when he saw who was calling him—Christina.
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      “Hello?” Jim said warily.

      “Jim.” He recognized Christina’s voice right away; she sounded distressed.

      “Where’s Felicity?” Jim asked. “Is she hurt?”

      “No, she’s not hurt … yet. Jim, listen—”

      “I know Calhoun is behind this,” Jim said. “You don’t need to explain yourself. What does he want?”

      “You have to come to the old boathouse at the lake, Jim,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion and trauma. “Calhoun wants to meet you there at midday. You have to come alone and unarmed. You can’t tell anyone, Jim, not a soul. If you do … he’ll kill my husband and my children. And he’ll kill Felicity, too. If you tell the cops, he’ll kill them all. If you bring a gun or try to set anything up, he’ll kill them. I’m sorry Jim, I—”

      “Shut up, bitch!” a gruff voice snarled in the background. It wasn’t Calhoun’s voice—it was another man, someone who Jim didn’t recognize. “Stick to the script!”

      “He’s watching you; he’s watching you right now,” she said. “He knows you’re in my house. And he’ll know wherever you go and whatever you say to anyone. He’s got software on your phone, Jim … and if you leave the phone and go somewhere else, he’ll know, and he’ll kill my family and your daughter. He can hear what you’re saying even when you’re not using the phone. And if your phone goes silent at any time between now and when you reach the meeting place, he’ll know that you’re up to something. And like I said, if you try anything at all, if you talk to even a single person … they’re all dead.”

      “Okay,” Jim said coolly. “So, the old boathouse at noon, huh?”

      “Yes. Alone and unarmed,” Christina said. “Don’t be late. I’m so—”

      The call was abruptly cut off. Jim checked the time; the drive out there would be two hours, so if he wanted to make it there by noon, he would have to leave almost immediately. There was no time to figure out a plan, but Jim refused to let Calhoun win like this. There had to be some way to defeat him. And as he started to walk out of Christina’s house, the beginnings of a plan popped into his head…

      Just over two hours later, he arrived at the old boathouse on the lake outside town. The building—a large wooden structure—was dilapidated and falling apart and had been abandoned for over two decades. An AMC Javelin was parked outside—obvious the muscle car involved in the kidnappings and the attempted murder of Jim—along with a Ford F-150 pickup. Snow from the recent snowfall was piled up heavily, and the rickety old structure seemed to be on the verge of collapse beneath the weight of it. The sky was clear and blue, and the sun was high in it, but no warmth came from its rays.

      Jim walked up to the boathouse, his face grim, his breath misting in puffs in front of his face. He took his gloves off, exposing his hands to the frigid air, and raised them above his head. “I’m here, Calhoun!” he yelled, and his voice echoed across the vast, still surface of the lake and resounded through the hilly woods surrounding it. “I even got here ten minutes early!”

      At first, there was no response. But then a familiar and hated voice called out from inside the boathouse. “Come in, Irons … and keep your hands above your head.”

      Jim walked into the wrecked old building. The inside was around as large as a decent-sized barn and looked quite similar to one, except for the covered jetty extending into the lake's water. A large rowing boat was moored to the jetty, and Christina and her family were in the boat, their hands all handcuffed behind their backs, with gags stuffed in their mouths. Felicity was also in the boat, and she too was handcuffed and gagged. It was obvious she had been crying—indeed, all of them had been crying.

      Calhoun and another man, someone Jim didn’t immediately recognize, were standing on the jetty near the boat. Calhoun’s leg was bandaged, and he was wearing the same clothes he had been the night before. He looked quite haggard and disheveled. The other man, a large, muscular man, was a well-dressed white man in his early forties with a shaved head and a thick salt-and-pepper goatee. Jim stared at the man for a while and then recognized him. He was a violent felon who Jim had linked to Calhoun and Frey’s corruption. He had disappeared for a few years—although evidently, he had actually been here all along, continuing to work with Frey and Calhoun.

      “Jim Irons, the ever-present thorn in my side,” Calhoun growled. “You’re like a bad rash I just can’t shake.”

      “Good,” Jim muttered. “I hope I made you suffer.”

      Calhoun chuckled coldly. “You were—and are—nothing more than a minor irritation, Irons. And you’re stupid. So stupid. Look what you’ve done now. I gave you so many chances to just walk away from this. So many chances … I was so generous with you, Irons. If you had just walked away when I gave you a chance, these people in the boat would all be free and happy and safe. But you just couldn’t do that, could you?”

      “And let a piece of shit like you walk free after kidnapping and murdering children?”

      “You rescued those little shits, you moron. They’re not dead.”

      “The children from 91 are, you sick fuck. I know their bones are in your basement. Your mother’s basement, whatever you want to call it.”

      White-hot wrath flashed across Calhoun’s eyes, and his face twisted into a grimace of pure rage. “You filth,” he snarled. “Don’t you ever mention my mother again? That holy, beautiful woman is—”

      “A rotting mummy in a police morgue,” Jim said calmly. “And you killed her like you killed those kids.”

      “You understand nothing,” Calhoun hissed. “You know nothing about the spirit world, about magic, and true power and understanding—”

      “Save that voodoo shit for the judge,” Jim said. “Maybe she’ll buy it, but I won’t. You’re insane, Calhoun. It’s that simple. You’re batshit crazy.”

      Calhoun laughed. “Ah, how little your tiny mind understands, Irons,” he said. “No matter; it won’t need to understand anything at all for much longer. Get on your knees. I want you to beg for your life.”

      “Fuck you,” Jim said calmly. “Let these people go, and maybe I’ll go a little easier on you than I planned.”

      Calhoun let out a roaring cackle of laughter. “You’ll go easy on me, Irons? You’re the one who’s insane. You’re unarmed and alone. We have guns. There’s only one way this is going to end—with your death. Either you do as I say and get on your knees and beg for your life, and I’ll kill you with a nice quick shot to the head, or you refuse, and Giovanni and I will kill you very, very slowly. Would you like your daughter to witness the sight of you being strangled by your own intestines after we’ve unraveled them from your belly? If you wouldn’t like her to see that, get on your knees and beg.”

      “And what are you going to do with my daughter and Christina and her family?” Jim asked.

      “The dark powers demand blood, Irons. For what I need, they need blood. And I’m going to give it to them. The three children I have here are not quite the right age, but they’ll do. As for the adults … well, maybe I’ll give them a quick death, maybe I won’t. It depends on how you act in the next few seconds. Now, this is the last time I’m going to ask—get down on your knees and beg. No more talking. Do it.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Jim saw the sight he’d been waiting for. Relief and adrenalin both flowed through his veins. “Fuck you, Calhoun,” he growled. “I don’t beg for anyone.”

      “Kill them all,” Calhoun muttered.

      The big man, Giovanni, aimed the Uzi he was holding at Christina and her husband … and then he gasped with shock as a spear blade burst through his chest. He dropped the firearm, clutched at the spear that had just impaled him, and then staggered forward and collapsed.

      “What the—” Calhoun gasped, whipping out his pistol.

      Before he could fire it, though, there was a gassy pop, and a spear blade erupted from Calhoun’s belly. He howled with agony and dropped his gun, staggering around in shock as he grabbed at the thin steel spear.

      Jim charged forward, sprinting across the boathouse. Calhoun, recovering from the shock of being stabbed, saw what was happening and dove for his gun, with the spear still stuck through his guts. He grabbed it and rolled onto his back to try to shoot Jim, but he was too slow; Jim was already diving through the air. Calhoun managed to fire off one shot, but it missed, and then Jim was on him.

      They struggled, rolling around on the dusty, wooden jetty, each struggling for control of the firearm. Calhoun, however, was weakened by both the wound in his leg and the spear impaling his guts, and Jim soon managed to rip the gun out of his hand and toss it aside.

      Then, possessed by the fury of a father protecting his child, he started punching Calhoun, smashing his fists into his face over and over, roaring like a madman as he turned his adversary’s face into mincemeat. He kept punching him until a pair of wet, gloved hands pulled him off, Calhoun.

      “It’s over, man. It’s over. Stop before you kill him,” the man said. “We need him alive so that he can face justice. It’s over now, Jim. It’s over.”
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      “I still can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am, Jim,” Christina said as they walked out of the courtroom, “that I went along with that monster’s demands and took Felicity from her school.”

      “I understand, Christina,” Jim said, “and I don’t know how many times I have to say I forgive you before you believe me.”

      “I know you’ve forgiven me, but I don’t think I can ever forgive myself,” she said with tears rimming her eyes.

      Jim stopped her in the hallway. “He had your family at gunpoint; his buddy literally had a gun pressed up against your child’s head. Stop beating yourself up about it. Jeez, come on, we’re supposed to be smiling right now! The judge just handed Calhoun five life sentences! Three for the dead kids from 91, and two for Keith and Elijah. The son of a bitch isn’t ever gonna see the outside of a prison cell for as long as he lives.”

      “He isn’t gonna see much of anything after he lost an eye from the beating you gave him and lost half his eyesight in his other eye,” she said, a faint hint of a smile trying to break its way through her frown.

      “And he’s gonna be crapping into a colostomy bag for the rest of his life from the damage that spear did to his intestines and stomach,” Jim said. “And even so, I don’t feel like it’s enough suffering to pay him back for what he did to those kids.”

      “Speaking of the spear, I still can’t believe you managed to pull off that last-minute plan the way you did. You’re a genius, Jim.”

      Jim chuckled. “No, I was just lucky … and I have a good memory, is all. Lucky that Andrew Young used to be a Navy diver and that he still goes spearfishing regularly. Lucky that I remembered you mentioned that your son liked flying model helicopters and that he had one in his room. And lucky that Andrew lives near a gas station.”

      “Be as modest as you want, Jim. It doesn’t change the fact that it was a brilliant plan. I mean, you scribbled out a detailed plan for Andrew, attached it to my son’s remote-controlled helicopter, and flew it to Andrew’s house, controlling the little chopper from a gas station bathroom so that Calhoun, even with the software on your phone, wouldn’t know that you were communicating with anyone. I’d say that’s some pretty clear evidence of genius right there.”

      “It was a big gamble, too, though, and I’m damn lucky it paid off,” he said. “I saw it go over Andrew’s fence into his backyard, but I had no idea whether he’d get it in time, or come to my aid in time, swimming underwater in his scuba gear to the old boathouse.”

      “He did, though, and he helped you to save us all,” Christina said, smiling now.

      “I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to help, as long as he got the note,” Jim said. “Hell, any man in his shoes would have jumped at the chance to shoot his child’s kidnapper with a speargun. God knows if Keith were my son, I would have wanted the chance at revenge.”

      “It really was the perfect ambush,” Christina said. “Calhoun had us inside the boathouse in case you had set up a sniper in the woods to get him outdoors. He never imagined an attack would come from the water inside the boathouse.”

      “I’m just glad it all worked out. Anyway, enough about that. We have some reporters to talk to about solving one of America’s longest unsolved kidnapping cases in history. I hear there are people from CNN, Fox News, all the major stations outside the courthouse right now. You ready to have your face splashed across every screen in this country?”

      Christina smiled. “I’m ready, Jim. Let’s do this…”

      They walked out of the courthouse with triumphant smiles on their faces, and a sea of camera lights started flashing…
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