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Though his body screamed in torment with every step he took, Richard Dorey forced himself to keep following the white blazes marking the Appalachian Trail.  He had no choice; the lives of his wife and daughter were in jeopardy with every step he took.  

Their captor, Vincent Walters, wasn’t the only nemeses he faced, though; the land was deadly as well.  The beauty of the mountains was lost to him.  The trail had become a living, breathing adversary as well, doing its best to kill him.

Richard struggled on, stumbling over the loose stones of the switchback paths that robbed him of his strength with each step.  Forty pounds overweight and horribly out of shape, Richard began to suspect that he might die on the trail.  He knew he was damaging his body with the constant and unending punishment, but there was no other option.  

As darkness started to creep into the early evening, Richard realized that he wasn’t going to make it to Vincent’s next checkpoint.  He had no idea how far he’d come, but there was no sign of the promised fire tower anywhere around him.  Even if he’d seen it nearby, Richard realized he wouldn’t be able to reach its platform, not if there was a real gun to his head instead of the figurative one Vincent held.

To the right of the trail, Richard saw a broad opening with two stone fire rings.  It wasn’t his destination, but it would have to do.  He could have gone to sleep right on the trail—his body was weary and his spirit beaten down—but he managed to make it to the rings.

Richard pulled off his boots, now covered with blood from the gash on his leg, and laid down on top of his sleeping bag.  As exhausted as he was, one thought kept prodding him like a knife at his throat.  

He had just cost his wife and daughter another point in the deadly game he was playing with a lunatic.

Before Richard could sleep, he knew he’d have to check in with Vincent.  And that could mean disaster for his family.  Dragging his pack to him, Richard retrieved the radio and turned it on.  

“Vincent, do you read me?  Vincent.”

The reply crackled with static on the two-way radio.  “I’m here.  What’s the code word, Richie boy?”

“I don’t have the damn code.  I never made it.”

Vincent’s laughter crackled across the airwaves.  “What’s wrong, is it all too much for you, fat boy?”

Richard had to fight back his tears as he spoke.  “It’s not fair.  You’re expecting too much from me.”

“You want fair, Richie?  What in the world made you think this thing was going to be fair?  I fully expect you to fail.  That’s the whole point.  It will be a fucking miracle if you save yourself, let alone your family.  Don’t you get it yet?  The only rules are my rules, and you can take my word for it, they’re heavily stacked in my favor.”  Vincent paused, then asked softly, “So, how far did you get?”

Richard nearly choked on his words.  “I honestly don’t know.  I’m in a clearing off to the right of the trail.  There’s a pair of fire rings beside me.  Nothing else stands out.”

Vincent’s voice dripped with scorn.  “You didn’t even make it three miles up the mountain.  I can’t believe it.  Did you at least set your tent up yet?”

Richard fought to keep the humiliation out of his voice.  “It was too heavy.  I wouldn’t have made it this far with that tent in my pack.  I had to get rid of it.”

The screech of glee in Vincent’s voice was unmistakable.  “You just lost yourself another point, Richie.  You’re not allowed to discard anything I’ve given you.  I hope you still have those wrappers from the granola bars you ate on your way up the mountain.”

Richard yelled, “You never told me I couldn’t throw anything away!  How can I know what I’m supposed to do if you won’t tell me?”  

“Gosh, Richie, you’re breaking my heart.”  In a harder voice, he added, “Deal with it.”  After a long pause—his voice now calm and level again—Vincent said, “That’s three points you’ve lost so far, and we’re just finishing the first day.  If this keeps up, your family will be dead by tomorrow night.  It’s a shame, really.  I’ve gotten pretty fond of your wife.  That body’s a killer, isn’t it, Richie?”

Richard fought back the scream in his throat.  “I’ll get the code word off that rock for you tomorrow.  Then what happens?”

“Get the rock, tell me the code.  We’ll discuss what happens next after that.  By the way, your penalty has just gone up by two points if you haven’t called me with that message tomorrow night.  I’m getting tired of this game already, Richie.”

“Don’t worry.  I’ll be there.”

“Oh, there’s such assurance and confidence in your voice.  How are your feet doing?”

Richard looked down at the bloody socks, still too frightened to pull them off.  He was afraid that if he did see just what horrible shape he was in, he’d quit, regardless of the consequences.

“I’ll make it.  Is there anything else?”

“That’s it for now.  Sweet dreams, Richie boy.”

Richard lay there in the darkness, praying for the numbness in his soul to take over his body.  Suddenly his left calf cramped in a spasm that made him shriek out in pain.  He tried kneading it, but just touching the muscle brought more agony than he could stand.  Forcing himself to take deep breaths, Richard fought through the pain, massaging the calf until finally, after what felt like a lifetime to him, the cramp started to ease.  If only he could relieve the thoughts swirling in his mind.

Had this nightmare really just started four days ago?  Would he ever see his wife and daughter again?  Somehow his happy, ordinary life had been transformed into a madman’s delusions.

Four Days Earlier
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A violent explosion in the distance generated enough force to rattle the plate-glass windows of the Krispy Kreme doughnut shop.  Up until that moment, it had been a typical Sunday morning for Richard Dorey.  His wife and daughter were at home in bed while he made his customary trip out for breakfast.  After Richard brought home the treats, the three of them would have a leisurely breakfast, then enjoy the rest of the day together.  It was a tradition for them, a habit so ingrained that it never varied with the changing seasons.

The college coed behind the counter frowned at Richard as if the blast had somehow been his fault.  “What in the world was that, Mr. Dorey?”

“I can’t imagine, Cheryl.  Whatever it was, it probably woke my family up.  I’d better get back.”  He grabbed his change, tucked the box of doughnuts under one arm and headed for his car.

As Richard hurried toward home in his Ford pickup truck, the sirens of fire trucks, police cars and ambulances shattered what was left of the early morning silence with their mismatched screams as they raced past him.  He pulled over out of their way, and more out of habit than any real hunger, Richard flipped the box beside him open, extracting one of the hot glazed doughnuts as he wondered what could have happened.  He always ate two doughnuts on the way home, and the warm icing clung to his fingertips as he devoured one quickly, and then another.  Richard loved doughnuts, and the evidence of his passion was obvious.  He glanced down at his seat belt as it strained against his stomach and felt a twinge of guilt.  For the thousandth time, he promised himself he’d do something about his growing weight problem.  When he’d first gone to work for his family’s construction company on one of the framing crews, he could eat anything he wanted and not gain an ounce.  But over the years—as he rose higher and higher in the company—Richard found himself spending more time behind a desk and less at the job sites.  The weight had accumulated slowly but steadily, and he felt added pressure knowing he was entering his forties.  He’d already lost one friend to a heart attack, and he couldn’t bear the thought of being next.  Tomorrow, he always vowed, I’ll start my diet tomorrow.

After they’d passed him, Richard pulled out and drove toward his gated community.  He saw with a growing sense of dread that the billowing clouds of black smoke were taking up more and more of the sky.  Hal—a part-time cop who manned the front entrance—wasn’t at his station, and the gate was standing straight up.

A block in, he could catch traces of the undeniable stench of a house fire as melting plastic and rubber, scorched cloth and burning wood saturated the air with their acrid smells.  

Another block and there was no mistaking the origin of the fire.  

The explosion had been on his street.

Speeding through the narrow lane toward home, he said a silent prayer. “Lord, I know this is selfish, but let it be somebody else’s place.  Let Carole and Sandy be safe.”  

Before Richard could get close enough to his house to see what was happening, a police cruiser blocked the street.  Slamming to a stop in Jack Hathaway’s front yard, Richard scrambled from the car and ran toward his house.  His heart was pounding so hard he could feel each contraction in his chest.

“Please let it be a neighbor.  Please, God.”  He was praying aloud as he ran, repeating the words like a mantra as he fought for breath.  Several friends tried to stop him, but he blew right past them.

It wasn’t a neighbor’s house; he could see that now.  

The remnants of his two-story home were shrouded in a billowing cloak of black smoke, punctuated only by errant flashes of leaping flames.  

Everything, and everyone he’d ever loved, was gone.  
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Without thinking, Richard ran directly toward the inferno.  Even from a distance of fifty feet, the heat was an oppressive fist of authority that fought to drive him backward.  It didn’t matter, though.  He had to save his wife and daughter.

A firefighter smudged with soot grabbed him roughly by the arm. “You can’t get any closer.”

“Damn it, that’s my home.  My wife and daughter...”

Richard fought vainly against the man’s iron grip, but the firefighter was too strong for him.  He finally stopped struggling and stared mutely at the smoldering mass.  

Through the haze of his consciousness, he heard the fireman say, “There’s nothing you can do.  You wouldn’t survive a second in there.”

“My...family.  Are they...?  Did they get out?”

Dread swept over the firefighter’s face.  “I’m sorry.  It doesn’t look like they made it.”

Richard stared at the man, his gaze unbelieving.  “It...that can’t be...”

The firefighter called to one of the paramedics standing idly by, watching the flames.  “Get over here.”

At that instant, there was a thunderous crash, and Richard watched as the walls of his home collapsed in a smoking heap of debris.  There was no room for lingering doubts.

His family was dead.

As he collapsed, Richard Dorey’s vision was consumed by swirling eddies of darkness punctuated by blossoms of angry red flames.

––––––––
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Richard awoke slowly, scanning the room without any sense of immediate recognition.  For a moment, the explosion was nothing more than a nightmare lingering just below his consciousness, but as he came fully awake, he realized that his loss was real.  Carole and Sandy were gone.

Someone stepped close to the bedside within his line of vision, and Richard was surprised to see his sister Lydia standing there, her features illuminated by the light from the hallway.

She touched his pillow lightly as she said, “Good, you’re awake.  Are you feeling any better?”

The rest of it came back to him.  Richard remembered going to the hospital, and then being released him into his sister’s care.  The feminine touches around him made it clear that he was now in Lydia’s guest bedroom.

Finally, he managed to croak out, “I’m still numb, I guess.”

He could feel Lydia’s gaze on him, studying him, searching for something, some sign of how she should act.  His sister, usually so brash and sure of herself, appeared to be at a loss for words.  He could understand it.  What could you possibly say to someone who’d just lost everything he’d ever cared about?  ‘I’m sorry’ didn’t even come close.

“Thanks for getting me out of that hospital, Lyd.  I’m so glad you’re here.”

She patted his shoulder gently, and Richard could see his sister clearer as his eyes grew accustomed to the meager light.  She reminded him in some odd way of their mother, and Richard half expected to catch the scent of jasmine, a fragrance their mother had always worn.  Lydia had been beautiful as a teenager, but the years hadn’t been as kind to her as they had been to some.

Her shoulders sagged slightly as she said, “Where else would I be if you needed me?  We’re family.”

“I’m not just talking about today.  I’m really glad you came back home.”  Lydia had spent several years in Europe after graduating college, though Richard couldn’t say with any certainty what she’d been doing.  Six months ago, she’d showed up back in North Carolina, apparently home for good.  The automobile accident that took their parents’ lives two months after that had done more to bring Richard and his sister closer than all the years growing up had accomplished.

Still, it had stunned him after the double funeral when she’d agreed to stay on and help run the construction company their folks had left them jointly. 

In contrast to her normally abrupt demeanor, Lydia’s tone was soft and gentle as she spoke.  “I wish there was something I could do.”

“I should have been there,” he said, the words barely spoken aloud.

“Don’t say that, Richard.  Then you’d be gone, too.”

He looked at her a moment, then buried his head in his hands.  “I might as well be.”

Lydia stroked his hair lightly with a delicate touch, then sat beside him on the bed in silence, waiting for him to speak first.

“Have you talked to anybody ... about what happened yet?” Richard asked.  “Did they find out anything?”   An unspoken question hung in the air between them like second-hand smoke, and his mouth fought to form the words, ‘Have they found the bodies of my wife and my child?’

She shook her head gently.  “No, I haven’t heard anything yet.”  

Words wouldn’t come.  He drifted numbly into the darkness of his heart, letting the grief wash over him.  A burst of chills invaded his body, shaking him to his core.  

The sound of the doorbell caught the edge of his attention sometime later, but it was as distant as a voice lost in a storm.

Lydia rose from the bed.  “I’d better get that.  I’ll be back in a second.”

Richard barely realized she was gone.  A movie of a memory was showing in his mind, running on a continuous loop.  Yesterday, he, Carole and Sandy had gone on a picnic together.  Richard could see his four-year-old daughter Sandy laughing as he chased her around the oak tree in their backyard.  The focal point suddenly shifted to his view of Carole in bed later that night, sleeping softly and silently beside him.  He’d wanted to reach out and trace the gentle curves of her exposed hip and breast, feeling a sudden hungry passion for her.  But at the last second, he’d let his hand drop back to the bed, not wanting to wake her from her sound sleep.  How he wished to God he could take that night back, to make love to his wife one last time, to hold her in his arms once more.

Richard was suddenly jerked back into reality by the sound of loud and angry voices coming from just outside his door.  In a daze, he staggered out of the room and found Lydia in the living room arguing with a slight, thin man in his mid-thirties.  The fellow had sparse black hair and a prominent jaw, and there was strength in his wiriness, like a spring ready to explode.

Richard asked, “What’s going on here?”

Before the stranger could say a word, Lydia said, “This is Detective Jameson from the Jack Pine Police Department.  He wants to ask you a few questions, but I told him it was going to have to wait until you were feeling better.”

The detective looked unfazed by Lydia’s harsh glare.  He said, “Forgive the intrusion, Mr. Dorey, it’s just that—.”

Richard interrupted.  “No, it’s fine; I understand.”  He moved to the couch and sat down.  “What can I do to help?”

Lydia scowled for a moment, then joined him.  Jameson nodded his approval and chose a chair close by.  The room was bathed in pastel shades of pink, green and beige, from the carpet to the furnishings to the paint on the walls, giving the space a soft, unfocused feel to Richard.  

The police officer said, “Mr. Dorey, can you tell me how you happened to be away from your house this morning?”

“Every Sunday morning I get a dozen doughnuts for my family.  It’s become a tradition for us.  I heard the blast from the Krispy Kreme.  Do they have any idea what caused the explosion?”

The detective ignored his question.  “So you’re telling me you went there every Sunday without fail?”

Richard nodded.  “Like clockwork.  You can ask Cheryl, the girl at the counter there.  She always waits on me.”

Jameson jotted quickly in his notebook, then abruptly changed the subject.  “I understand you own a construction company.”

Lydia broke in.  “We both do, we’re partners.  What has that got to do with anything?”

Jameson ignored her.  “Mr. Dorey, how did you and your wife get along?  Did you have any big arguments lately?  Was there trouble at home, that kind of thing?”

The questions suddenly started making sense to Richard.  “You think I killed them?  You’re out of your mind.  Carole and Sandy were my life, do you hear me?”

The detective shrugged.  “In the deliberate death of a spouse or another member of the family, we always start close to home and work our way out.  Let me assure you, these questions are routine.”

Richard couldn’t believe anyone could accuse him of intentionally hurting his wife and daughter.  Then the full ramifications of the police detective’s words sank in.

Richard said, “Deliberate?  Does that mean it wasn’t an accident?  Are you telling me they were murdered?”

Jameson nodded.  “It looks that way.  Our arson investigator found signs that dynamite was used in the bomb that destroyed your home.  Your firm has a supply in inventory, I understand.”

Lydia snapped, “Along with everybody else who does any kind of heavy construction and demolition work around here.  We use it on stumps and boulders, Detective.”

Jameson continued writing in his notebook, unfazed by Lydia’s tirade.

Richard tried to keep his voice even and level.  “Detective Jameson, I would never have killed my wife and daughter.  What possible motive could I have?  I don’t gain anything from their deaths.”

Jameson flipped through the pages of his notebook.  “Well, that’s not entirely true, Mr. Dorey.  We’ve been looking into that angle, and it appears that you and your wife had substantial insurance policies on each other; half a million dollars each.  They’re fairly recent, at that.”

Richard buried his head in his hands, fighting the image of his slaughtered family.  “We decided, Carole and I, that if anything happened to one of us, we wanted to be able to give Sandy the best life we could.  Oh, God, I’d give everything I have to get them back.”  A sudden thought struck Richard, and he jerked his head up.  “Is there any chance she and Sandy got out before the explosion?  It’s got to be possible.  Has anybody been looking for them?  They could be wandering around together, lost and dazed from the explosion.”

The detective closed his notebook.  “I’m afraid there’s no doubt they’re both dead, sir.  We found the remains inside the master suite.  It looks like they were together when it happened.”

Oh no.  Sandy loved to crawl into bed with the two of them on weekends, burrowing like a gofer in the sheets.  The image of them lying there together brought on a flood of tears that Richard couldn’t squelch.  Instead, he gave into his grief, freeing his pain in a rush of tears.  He felt Lydia’s arm go around him, and Richard buried his head into her apricot-scented hair.  She became his anchor, holding him to the edges of reality.

As he wiped away the last errant tears of grief, he was startled to see Jameson sitting there calmly, studying him as if he were a new kind of insect under a microscope’s lens.

Richard said hoarsely, “Sorry about that.”

Jameson looked at him for a second before answering, “Quite understandable.”  

“I have to see them,” Richard said softly.

Jameson shook his head.  “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

“They’re my family.  They’re all I’ve got.”

Jameson looked uncomfortable as he explained, “I understand, Mr. Dorey, but the explosion and the subsequent fire did a great deal of damage to the bodies.  You’re better off not seeing them, trust me.”

Richard sat there stunned as the detective flipped his notebook open again and asked, “Is there anyone who might want to harm you or your family, or any business animosities that you can think of?”

Richard shook his head numbly.  “We bid on contracts against a lot of companies.  There’s no way to be in this business without making enemies.  But was there anyone who disliked me enough to kill my family?  I can’t imagine that.”

The detective asked, “Are there any disgruntled employees who’ve left the firm recently?”  

Richard shook his head, then said, “There’s just one person I’ve had to let go in the last month or two, a man by the name of Vince Walters, but I can’t see him doing anything like this.”

Lydia spoke up.  “What about Pete Milsner?  He swore he’d get you not two weeks ago.  I think that’s where the police should be looking.”

The detective nodded as he said, “Tell me about this Milsner fellow.”

Richard shook his head.  “He’s our main competitor in town.  The guy’s a hothead, but he’s not a killer.  He accused me of buying off a building inspector.”

“To get your work pushed through?”

Lydia interrupted.  “No, he thought we paid the inspector to fail one of Milsner’s projects so he’d look bad, as if he needed us for that.” 

The detective nodded.  “Let’s get back to this Vince Walters.  Did he make any threats when you fired him?  Is there any bad blood there?”

Richard said, “Not really, at least nothing that would make him do this.  The truth is, I never actually caught him stealing from us, but there were too many coincidences of short supplies on his jobs.  I promised not to fire him if he’d quit.  He left on good terms.  Anyway, that’s been quite a while ago.  If he were going to do anything, he’d have done it before now.”  Richard decided not to mention the rumors he’d heard from some of younger employees after the foreman was gone.  It appeared that Walters had a cruel streak, and delighted in tormenting a few of the weaker employees who were afraid of him.    

Jameson said, “Still, I’ll have a talk with him.  Do either you happen to know where I can find these two men?”

Lydia snapped, “Try looking in the telephone book. Detective, my brother’s gone through quite a shock.  Why don’t you go find the real killer and stop pestering us?”

Jameson ignored Lydia’s barbs and Richard could see his sister’s fury build with every deflection.

The detective studied his notebook for a few moments, then said, “I don’t have any more questions for the moment.  I trust you’ll be around, Mr. Dorey?”
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