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Chapter 1 – Blue Rock, Montana 
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MONROE OLD CHILD ALWAYS wondered if his father knew that Monroe would be born seven months after his death. 

Did his father hear the car roaring behind him as he walked along the shoulder of the road on a moonless Montana night? Or was death silent, wearing moccasins like Monroe’s grandmother who snuck up to smack his head when he was little? 

Mostly he wondered if his father had felt the same sharp edge of a feather that he now felt on his own neck? 

“Get a move on.” Corrections Officer Geblin’s voice urged Monroe forward. “The sooner you finish, the sooner we can both get back to sleep.” 

Monroe didn’t ask why Geblin rousted him from his cell to unload a delivery in the middle of the night. The CO was six-four, two-hundred-fifty pounds. You didn’t ask him anything. You just did what he said. He hadn’t given Monroe time to grab a jacket. He wore only a t-shirt and thin pajama bottoms. 

Geblin’s steel-toed work boots clacked on the concrete as they walked down the quiet corridors of Blue Rock Corrections Center. Monroe’s sneakers were slip-ons that didn’t make any sound. No shoelaces allowed in the prison. 

They passed the commissary and kitchen to the double metal doors leading to the loading dock. Geblin carded the lock and the door clicked open. His chin motioned Monroe through. 

Out into the bitter night air. 

For the past week, days had been warm. But Spring in Montana was a trickster that fooled humans, animals, and plants into believing winter was past. Without warning, a seventy-degree day could turn into a twenty-degree night. 

Like tonight. 

Monroe looked around the service yard. No truck. The loading dock was empty. 

Without moving his head, he scanned the U-shaped catwalk fifteen feet above. One leg of the U ran along the warehouse where supplies for the prison were kept. The middle leg crossed above the loading dock. The last leg ran in front of second-story offices for the warden and administrative staff, windows overlooking the yard. 

Usually, a second CO patrolled on the catwalk while deliveries were unloaded, supposedly to prevent theft. What a joke. Geblin and the warden stole a thousand times more every day than any dude doing time could stuff in his underwear. 

The open end of the U was a chain link fence with single-coil razor wire and a rolling gate through which delivery vehicles entered. The gate was closed. 

The freezing temperature heightened the prickling on Monroe’s neck. Gooseflesh rose on his arms as he swung them hard to keep warm. He wanted to pace but knew better than to move without the CO’s permission. 

Geblin stood with his legs apart, thumbs in his belt. He wore an insulated jacket, a watch cap pulled low covering his ears, and leather gloves.

Monroe didn’t dare make eye contact. “Where’s the truck?” 

Geblin said, “On its way.” 

After several minutes, Monroe could no longer control the chattering of his teeth. Frigid air knifed through the thin t-shirt. Shivering made his whole body quake. He looked sideways at Geblin, still not meeting his eyes. “Can I sit?” 

Geblin shifted. “Yeah, go ahead.” 

Monroe dropped to the cold concrete floor, hugging his knees to his chest to conserve body heat. 

“Stay here,” Geblin said. “I’m going to check on the truck.” The door clicked open then slammed shut. 

Monroe recognized the guard’s lie. He could contact the driver with his phone. He just wanted to go inside to get warm. 

There was no truck. 

Monroe looked around for something to cover himself. The utility area was bare and empty, broomed clean by inmates at the end of the workday. Not even a sheet of cardboard left behind after deliveries. 

A light came on above in one of the offices. Monroe saw Geblin make himself at home in Warden Quinelle’s cubicle. 

Monroe knew the layout from working inside the office for the past few weeks. Monitors filled an entire wall fed from security cameras that scanned every inch of the prison. From the console, the warden could see every time a mouse ran across the floor. 

At first, Monroe’s new bookkeeping job had sounded cushy, a reward for doing well in his GED business classes. Rather than sweating in the overheated laundry, he sat at a computer all day. Pretty quickly, he figured out the reason for his supposedly privileged position. Quinelle was a ferocious cost cutter. Employing an inmate was cheaper than a civilian accountant. 

But Monroe had learned more than that, a lot more. 

In the twenty-thousand acres of prison grounds were gold mines, openly worked by inmates, that supported the facility without taxpayer dollars. 

Inside the office, Monroe discovered a different, secret export from the scarred earth. A computer window had inadvertently been left open to a spreadsheet file. It showed the side business run by Warden Quinelle and CO Geblin—selling rare Yogo sapphires each month and pocketing the cash. The inventory sold during the past four years was valued at almost ten million dollars. 

Monroe had quickly closed the spreadsheet of the unofficial set of books, hoping Quinelle hadn’t noticed. But the next day, Quinelle watched him with narrowed eyes. 

He knew. 

The computer must have recorded Monroe’s accidental intrusion into the secret file. 

At this moment, CO Geblin was likely erasing security video that showed Monroe crouched near the loading dock. His shivering image would disappear as if he’d never been there. 

Sitting outside in the cold was his punishment. A warning. 

Or was this his execution by hypothermia? 
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Chapter 2 – Faked Out
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TWO PHONES VIBRATED simultaneously with incoming texts, jittering across the rosewood desk in the Kalispell, Montana law office of Rosenbaum and Landes. The phones belonged to Tawny Lindholm and her husband Tillman Rosenbaum who were waiting for the arrival of Tillman’s new client. 

Tawny picked up her phone while Tillman’s long fingers scampered over his keyboard, ignoring the racket. “Probably that asshole saying he’s late,” he muttered. 

The video image on her screen made Tawny’s heart thunder in her ears. “Oh my God.” 

Against a black cloth backdrop, Tillman’s eighteen-year-old son, Judah, sat tied to a chair with electrical cord. A strip of duct tape covered his mouth. His brown eyes were wide, the irises surrounded by white. 

Tawny thrust her phone into Tillman’s face. His typing paused although his solemn expression didn’t change. He tapped the play arrow, and the video began. 

Judah lurched side to side, trying to break free of his bonds while a stilted computer voiceover spoke: “We have your son. Pay ten thousand in small, unmarked bills by five p.m. or he will die.” 

A hand from an unseen person came into view and yanked the duct tape from Judah’s mouth. He yelped in pain. “Dad! Tawny! Help me!” The hand slapped the tape back in place. 

“This is proof of life,” the voiceover went on. “Ten thousand in small, unmarked bills by five p.m. We’ll be in touch.” 

The video ended. 

Tillman snatched up his own phone and tapped the screen. The identical video played. 

Watching it the second time reinforced the impact. Judah’s frightened eyes were silent screams for help. His cry of pain and the flat, sinister tone of the computer-generated voice terrified Tawny. 

Tillman’s face didn’t change, as hard as Mount Rushmore. He went back to typing. 

“Tillman?” Tawny choked out his name, unable to believe his apparent indifference. At the same time, she called Judah’s number. It immediately went to voicemail. “He’s not answering. Oh Lord, what’s happened?” 

Tillman stared at her over his half-glasses. “Calm down.” 

“What do you mean? We have to do something.”

“I know what I’m going to do.” He returned to typing. “Kill that little sonofabitch.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Watch it again.” 

Tawny’s hands were trembling too much to hold her phone steady. She set it on the desk and tapped to replay, teeth clenched, sending a stab of pain up her jaw to her ear. 

What had Tillman seen that she’d missed? 

She searched Judah’s face, still slightly pudgy even after his adolescent growing streak. He had a crown of black curls that Tillman disparagingly called his Jewfro. Tawny had seen old photos of Tillman at that age, his Jewfro the size of a beachball, a thumb in the eye to his own father who was half black. Yet Tillman somehow missed the ironic parallel with his son. 

Judah’s eyes lacked the piercing focus of his father’s but were just as dark, making the whites glaring in contrast. 

The cloth backdrop gave no clue to where the video had been made. A curved metal bar was barely visible on one side of the screen. Tawny zoomed in, trying to identify it. 

The intercom buzzed followed by the husky voice of Esther, Tillman’s case manager and bookkeeper. “Your client’s here.” 

Tillman answered, “Send him in.” 

Tawny shot to her feet. “What? How can you—” 

“Judah’s fine,” Tillman said. “Let’s take care of business.”

“How do you know he’s all right?” 

Exasperation edged Tillman’s deep baritone. “Number one, no genuine kidnapper demands a ransom that small. Number two, that chair he’s sitting in used to be in the conference room of my Billings office. Number three, that metal piece is a handlebar on a rare, old Raleigh bicycle—the model that London bobbies rode. Probably the only one in Montana.” He paused, his stare intensifying. “The bike belongs to Eve. This video was made in her garage in Billings. He’s pulling another stupid prank.” 

Tawny scrambled to catch up with his conclusion. Judah was temporarily living at the home of Tillman’s law partner, Eve Landes, while he attended the community college in Billings. But how could Tillman know the video was a prank? 

He went on, “When I talked to Eve yesterday, she said he’s taking a videography class. Learning how to manipulate images. The little dickhead figured to scam me for money while fulfilling a course requirement.” 

He called his son, tapped the phone to speaker, and together they listened to the outgoing message. “Judah here. I’ll get back to you...someday...maybe.” An exaggerated, cackling laugh followed. The boy still had a lot of growing up to do. 

“Judah.” Tillman’s voice boomed like James Earl Jones. “You have two choices: either quit lying to me or learn to do it a whole lot better.” He disconnected. 

~~~
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AS SOON AS THE NEW client left an hour later, Tawny called Judah again. Still no answer. Despite Tillman’s dismissal of the video, she couldn’t help worrying. 

To distract her concern, she checked the office landline for messages. One was timestamped at six that morning. A gruff, alto voice gasped out, “Mr. Zee—whatever the hell your name is! Monroe Old Child is dead. I need help bad!” Noisy breathing. “I gotta talk to you.” Tawny couldn’t tell if the voice belonged to a male or female. 

The law office still received calls from time to time for Steve Zepruder even though he’d been dead for several years. At the time, the publicity around his death had gone nationwide despite Tillman’s attempt to keep it quiet. In a matter of days, the prestigious Billings law firm of Rosenbaum, Withers, and Zepruder had imploded, leaving only Tillman standing.  

Since the formation of the new partnership, Rosenbaum and Landes, retired judge Eve Landes had overseen the Billings office while Tillman and Tawny worked in Tawny’s hometown of Kalispell at an office they’d opened after their recent marriage. 

Tawny suspected Eve preferred Tillman when he was four-hundred-fifty miles away. Eve had once told her, “He’s a testy, arrogant asshole, but he possesses the most magnificent legal mind I’ve ever known. But how you can work for him, let alone marry him, is a mystery to me.” 

Eve had a point. Tillman and his three troubled children required a lot of care and feeding, particularly Judah. But she dearly loved the boy.  

The caller log showed a 406 area code—Montana. Tawny ran a reverse directory search. The number belonged to a payphone at a Gas N Go convenience store in Townsend. Landlines were still common because cell dead zones existed all over the state. 

Nothing to do except wait for the frantic-sounding woman or man to call back, if they ever did. Would-be clients sometimes left panicky life-or-death messages that usually turned out to be wolf-crying silliness that resolved after the alcohol had worn off. 

Next, Tawny called Eve in Billings. “Is Judah OK?” 

Eve chuckled. “He was fine when I left the house this morning. Breakfast was half a dozen eggs and an entire package of English muffins.” 

“When did you last talk to him?” 

“About eight-thirty,” Eve answered. “The darling was loading the dishwasher. I thoroughly enjoy having Judah live here with me but don’t tell Tillman. I want him to think he’s in my debt.” 

Tawny’s gratitude to Eve welled. “We really appreciate you keeping an eye on Judah. He gets in more trouble than a toddler on speed.” She twisted her long auburn braid, her worry habit. “Does anything seem off with Judah?” 

“Since he quit going to his psychologist, he seems a little moodier than usual but nothing too strange. Why?” 

“We both received a video on our phones a little while ago. Tillman’s sure it’s fake but I wanted to check with you.” 

“What’s the video?” 

“It appeared as if Judah had been kidnapped, tied to a chair against a black cloth background, tape over his mouth. Ransom demand of ten thousand dollars. He isn’t answering his phone.” 

Eve snorted. “Tillman must be furious.” 

“So you know it’s a stunt? Judah really is OK?”  

“A couple of days ago, he asked me for a black tablecloth. Nailed it up on the garage rafters. Had his phone on a tripod set up to record. Said it was a class project but that funny little squint he gets at the side of one eye told me he was lying.” 

Tawny sighed. “He’s always been an immature goofball, but this stunt is over the top.” 

“I’m bringing pizza home for dinner. That guarantees his presence. I’ll have him call you then.” 

“Thanks, Eve.” Tawny disconnected, still unsettled. 

Judah’s visits to his psychologist had ended with his last birthday when he’d proclaimed, “I’m eighteen. An adult. Dad can’t make me go any more.” 

Then he’d surprised her and Tillman by enrolling in college, giving them hope he was growing up. 

Evidently not. 

~~~
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JUDAH ROSENBAUM SWAGGERED down the hall at City College after his morning class. Even though he couldn’t show his work to the instructor or other students, he was proud of the best video he’d ever made. The words matched the movement of the mouth. The gestures, tilt of the head, set of the shoulders, all were like watching himself in a mirror. 

Except it wasn’t him. It was the deep fake image he’d created. 

Perfect. 

Now he just had to wait for his dad to cough up the ransom. Petty cash to his old man but enough to pay off Judah’s football debts to Hector. 

Judah did feel guilty about Tawny—the video would scare her. She always stuck up for him against his dad. But she was the only one who could influence that hard ass. Without her pressure, Dad might refuse to pay the ransom, even though he had more money than God. 

Most important, Judah would finally have the bucks to buy the ring for Carmelita. Six thousand dollars of diamond bling would prove to her that he was The Man, not just an eighteen-year-old punk freshman. 

She was nine years older than him and all about shit like setting goals and hard work. She’d pushed him to enroll in college and plan a career path.

Same way his dad, Mr. Superstar Lawyer, pushed him. 

Judah knew how to push back against that asshole. 

But pressure from Carmelita was different. He wanted her approval—so bad it hurt. 

After Judah’s skateboard wipeout, Carmelita had been his physical therapist. Without her, he never would’ve walked again. During days in the rehab facility, he hated her for the pain and endless exercises over and over and over until he wanted to tear his skin off. 

But, at night alone in his room, he thought of the silky brush of her black hair across his arm and imagined how he’d slide the scrubs off her shoulders and bury his face between her breasts. 

Soon.... 

In the parking lot, Judah started to swing his leg over his lime-green Ninja 400 motorcycle, but muscles seized on him. He looked around to see if anyone was watching before he grabbed a fistful of baggy jeans to drag the leg across the leather seat. Pitiful. His sneaker wobbled uncontrollably on the foot peg.

Dad called him the six-million-dollar boy, between the titanium rod doctors had put in his leg when a horse threw him years before and, more recently, the pins, plates, and screws from his skateboard wipeout. He didn’t remember much from when he’d been in ICU—they had rad drugs in there—but he knew they almost had to cut off his leg. Sometimes he wished they had. Carmelita kept telling him it would get better, that pain was part of the healing process. When her soft fingers ran along his ragged, puckered scar, he almost believed her.  

Judah settled on the seat, adjusting the crotch of his jeans. Just thinking her name made him rigid as a baseball bat. 

He turned the key, the engine burbled to life, and he veered out onto the street. After a few blocks, he caught a glimpse in his side mirror of a black Dodge Charger. 

Damn. Hector and Dom had been dogging him to pay his debt. He’d missed the deadline. Again. But he was good at talking his way out. 

The Charger revved and moved closer toward his bike, forcing him to the curb. It stopped diagonally in front of him, blocking him. The dark-tinted passenger window slid down. 

“Yo, Judah. Whassup, man?” Shades hid Hector’s eyes. His black hair had lightning bolts shaved in his fade.  

“Hector,” Judah answered. “Been gonna call you.” 

The driver, Dom, had spiderweb tattoos around his eyes, like weird mascara. He revved the engine, the noisy blap-blap-blap echoing up and down the avenue. 

Hector propped his elbow in the window opening. A cobra tat encircled his arm. 

Judah forced his tone to sound casual. “That a new tat, man? Lit.” The broad trunk of a black walnut tree on the parkway blocked him from jumping the curb. To get away, first he’d have to back up, awkward and difficult in the tight spot. He was cornered. Shit.

“So, you been trying to sell the bike?” Hector asked. 

Judah swallowed the bile rising in his throat. “I told you, man. It’s in my dad’s name. I can’t without him knowing.” 

“Not my worry.” 

“Listen,” Judah said. “I’m working on a new plan. Should pan out in a couple of hours. I’ll get with you tonight, OK?” 

Hector’s head slowly wagged side to side. “Your plans have a real bad pattern of not working out. I think it’s time to go with my plan.” 
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Chapter 3 – Prison Break
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A NEWSFEED ON THE RIGHT margin of Tawny’s computer screen caught her eye. 

Convict escapes from jail aided by guard.  

She tapped the video clip. 

Yesterday morning, inmate Monroe Old Child, 23, escaped from Blue Rock Corrections Center. Corrections Officer Lucille Ellwine, 39, was supposed to deliver the prisoner to a parole hearing. Surveillance video showed the couple leaving the facility in an official vehicle, but they never arrived for the hearing. The vehicle was later found abandoned in a mall parking lot, where they were believed to have changed cars. Store video led officials to suspect Ellwine is Old Child’s accomplice in the breakout. They are considered armed and dangerous. 

Two photos filled the screen, a booking shot of a young Native man with heavy-lidded, sad brown eyes. Curly black hair didn’t quite cover a deformed ear. 

The second showed an employee ID photo of a light-skinned black woman squinting suspiciously at the camera. She had orange hair with dark roots, a permanent frown line between her brows, and deep brackets around her mouth that made her look as if she were chewing on aspirin. 

A video clip showed the woman driving a Ford sedan. The camera zoomed in on a profile shot of the same man in the back seat behind a cage.  

Tawny recalled the early-morning message on the office phone. It had mentioned the name Monroe Old Child. 

The voiceover continued: Seven years ago, Old Child was convicted of aggravated assault against his grandmother and was given the maximum sentence of twenty years in prison. 

A file photo showed Old Child and Steve Zepruder standing before a judge in a courtroom. 

Crap. 

Tillman’s former partner kept coming back from beyond the grave to haunt them. 

Tawny left her workstation and went into Tillman’s private office, once a bedroom in the historic old house they’d converted. He glanced up at her over the tops of his readers. “What is it?” 

“Call up your news feed. One of Zepruder’s old clients escaped from jail.” 

Tillman immediately brought up several screens on the 48-inch monitor mounted on one wall. Social media sites buzzed with speculation and lurid headlines. 

HUNKY CONVICT ESCAPES, HELPED BY GUARD GIRLFRIEND?

THE COUGAR AND THE CON FIND LOVE BEHIND BARS?

Reporters from Helena, Billings, and Great Falls parroted the same statement. They asked for the public’s help to report sightings but warned not to approach because the fugitives were armed and dangerous. 

“Shit,” Tillman muttered. 

“Does this involve you?” Tawny asked. 

“Not directly. It was Zepruder’s case. It’s been adjudicated.” 

Tawny knew from the slight side-to-side movement of his dark eyes that his brilliant brain was whirring, assessing the situation, considering action, projecting into the future. “But?” 

“I need Old Child’s files. I want to review everything Zepruder did—or didn’t do—for the defense. Find out if he screwed up as badly as he did with other old cases.” 

Tawny knew Tillman felt responsible for Zepruder’s past clients who had sometimes been left twisting in the wind. “Conviction was seven years ago. Where are the files?” 

Tillman’s mouth pulled sideways in annoyance. “Deep storage in the basement of the Billings office. Dammit.” 

“Aren’t the records digitized?” 

“Pleadings and filings are but Zepruder made notes by hand. Have to go through the hard copies.” 

“Do you remember the case?” 

He shook his head. “Not well.” 

“Maybe Esther knows.” 

Tillman called through the open door to the reception area. “Esther, I need the archivist for Rosenbaum, Withers, and Zepruder.” 

Esther heaved herself up from her desk, lumbered into Tillman’s office, and plopped in the second visitor chair beside Tawny. “Which buried bodies are you looking for this time?” 

Tillman suppressed a grin. “More like skeletons in the closet. Zepruder’s case, Monroe Old Child.” 

Esther picked up a pen from the desk and waggled it between her index and middle fingers. Although she’d quit smoking years ago, she still missed cigarettes. 

After a moment’s thought, Esther said, “Seven, eight years ago. Aggravated assault. Kid from the reservation. Black mother, Blackfeet father, both out of the picture. Grandma raised him. She was a piece of work.”

Tillman said, “Details?”  

Esther went on, “Monroe was sixteen at the time but tried as an adult. Said he and Granny were both drunk and got in a shoving match. She fell backwards, hit her head on the pellet stove, and had a stroke. Tribal Police didn’t get involved because they were living outside the rez at the time. The county attorney pushed through a charge of aggravated assault due to the stroke. Steve pled him guilty, no trial. He didn’t like wasting time on pro bono drunk Indians.” She made air quotes. 

Tillman’s jaw tightened. “Prick should have knocked that down to a misdemeanor, if not dismissed outright.” 

Esther replied, “My papa always said, ‘don’t speak ill of the dead’ but some people earn it and Steve Zepruder’s one of ’em.” 

Tillman grunted. 

Tawny knew he regretted not ending the partnership with Zepruder sooner but he’d yielded to pressure from his then-wife, trying to keep their marriage together for the sake of the children. That ended in disaster. Tillman was still cleaning up wreckage Zepruder had left. 

Esther continued, “Kid didn’t have anyone to talk to because Steve kept ducking his phone calls from jail. So, I wound up listening to him. Told me he had nightmares when he was little because Grandma read him Red Riding Hood. ‘Grandma, what big eyes you have. What big ears you have.’ When it came to the line ‘Grandma, what big teeth you have’, she bit off part of his ear.”

Tawny gasped. “That’s horrible.” She recalled Old Child’s booking photo with the misshapen ear.  

Esther’s wrinkled face didn’t change. Both she and Tillman had seen too much to be shocked. 

Tillman asked, “Sentence?” 

“Twenty years at Blue Rock Corrections Center with the possibility of parole in seven. Hearing should be around now.” 

Tawny frowned. “Seems like a stupid time to escape when he has a chance of getting out.” 

Tillman cocked an eyebrow. “Clients aren’t usually brain surgeons.” He faced Esther. “Anything else?” 

Esther’s gaze rose to the ceiling. “Shit, boss, you want me to remember his favorite ice cream flavor, too?” She left the office and hip-checked the door shut.  

Tillman looked at Tawny. “Feel like a road trip to Billings?” 

Tawny knew, despite his grousing, he would help the client his former partner had neglected. And she loved him for it. “I don’t know. Eight hours cooped up in the truck with a grouchy lawyer?” 

Tillman almost smiled. “Followed by more hours digging through dusty banker’s boxes in the basement. Another generous employee benefit.” 

“Can we stay at the Northern?” Sensuous memories stirred inside her of the huge pillowy bed at the historic hotel. 

Remembrance also gleamed in his dark eyes. 

She came around to his side of the desk and lifted the readers from his nose. 

His hand paused her movement. “Without those, your face is out of focus.” 

“Without those, you can’t see my wrinkles.” 

“You don’t have wrinkles.” 

“Exactly.” She bent to kiss his soft lips. 

~~~
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JUDAH THUMPED BOTH feet against the inside of the trunk lid. “Assholes! Let me out of here!” 

Hector’s muffled voice came through the Charger’s back seats. “Shut up!” 

The trunk was dark, stuffy, and stank of motor oil and a dirty gym bag. The car’s exhaust rumbled beneath Judah. Behind the Charger, he heard the high-pitched engine noise of his Ninja following. Dom must be riding it.  

Zip-ties bound Judah’s wrists behind his back. They had blindfolded him with a do-rag. He rubbed the side of his face against the gritty carpet and pushed the rag up away from his eyes. Why bother to blindfold him when the inside of the compartment was too dark to see anyway? 

Maybe to scare him? Dom liked to brag about how many different blood types he’d wiped off his switchblade. Judah didn’t know if his boasting was real or just meant to impress. 

Judah wasn’t impressed—he was pissed. When he got loose, he’d pound the crap out of Hector and Dom. 

Judah’s upper body strength was pretty good after months on crutches and maneuvering a wheelchair. When Dom had cinched the zip-ties, Judah tightened his muscles to make his wrists bigger, trying for a little slack. If his hands were in front of him, he could have busted loose. But they were secured behind his back. Not enough leverage. 

He wiggled around in the cramped space, measuring the tight dimensions with his feet, feeling for any weak spot. The taillights were shielded by carpet and couldn’t be kicked out. 

Someplace in the trunk, he remembered, was a latch to release the rear seats. Back in winter, when the three of them were still friends, Hector had lowered the backrests to stow their snowboards and gear for a trip to Bridger Bowl. 

One sneaker found the T-handle of the latch. Judah toed it but couldn’t get a grip without his hands. 

He pushed against the seat back with his feet and felt a slight give. Maybe the latch wasn’t locked completely. He pushed harder but it snapped tight. 

Between the seats, he tapped a foot against the armrest. It wobbled. Yeah!

Judah shifted more, lying on his back, until his legs lined up with the armrest. He sucked in a deep breath, drew his knees up, then punched hard with both feet. 

The armrest flopped down. 

His feet were now trapped in the gap. He realized he couldn’t kick Hector in the driver’s seat. 

Shit.  
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Chapter 4 - The Previous Night
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LUCILLE ELLWINE HAD to make it to her SUV before CO Geblin caught her. She gasped against the stabbing stitch in her side. Her legs threatened to collapse. Still, she ran, work boots pounding the pavement.

Keys jingled in her bag, but her fumbling fingers couldn’t grasp them, buried in the bottom, under the wallet, lip gloss, hair pick, flip phone, expired coupons, loose M&Ms, and bent tampons. Her periods had stopped a year ago. Why the hell didn’t she clean out this mess? 

The metal tracks of the zipper scratched the back of her hand. Something sharp and pointed punctured her middle finger. 

She reached the driver’s door, still searching the bag, and glanced back. A hundred feet away, a flashlight bobbed in the darkness. 

Where are the damn keys? 

She upended the bag, dumping the contents onto the hood of her aging Bronco II. There, finally, was the key ring caught in the wire spiral of a notebook. She yanked it free and unlocked the door. 

Geblin’s shouts were getting closer. No time to repack her bag. She grabbed her wallet and left the rest. When she started the engine and floored it, the flotsam on the hood flew off, falling on the pavement. 

She had to find a safe place to hide where she could call the number on the creased, stained business card that Monroe Old Child had given her days before. 

Rosenbaum, Withers, and Zepruder in Billings. 

Oh Jesus, help me.  

For the next three hours, she bounced over dirt ranch roads, avoiding highways and towns. By the time she felt safe enough to drive on main thoroughfares, the gas gauge hovered on empty. 

Shortly after dawn, Lucille spotted the lights of a Gas N Go on the outskirts of Townsend. She pulled off the road a hundred yards before the station. There, she removed her Blue Rock Corrections Center uniform shirt, leaving only the black, long-sleeved, underlayer t-shirt. Her khaki cargo pants by themselves didn’t look like part of a uniform. She tucked her hair into a green baseball cap, put on shades and a paper facemask. With her hair covered, her skin tone was light enough to pass for Hispanic or white with a good tan. 

Nothing too recognizable for security cameras. 

She drove to the station, parked at a pump, and pinpointed cam locations. Head down, she entered the convenience store. 

Although pandemic mask mandates had been lifted, workers in public contact jobs, like the store clerk, often still wore them. Lucille’s masked face didn’t stand out. She put a twenty on the counter and pointed at the Bronco. 

After she pumped gas, she locked herself in the exterior restroom and checked it for cameras. None that she could see. She pulled the shades and mask off and splashed water on her face. Looked like hell after driving most of the night. 

Wiping her pits with a wet paper towel didn’t help because her t-shirt still smelled of nervous sweat. 

Bloodshot eyes stared back at her from the mirror, reviving the memory of Monroe Old Child’s sorrowful brown eyes the moment before they closed forever. The pleading look, begging her for something she couldn’t give. 

She couldn’t have saved his life. She couldn’t have prevented his losing struggle with Geblin. The hulking guard had pushed him over the edge into the concrete pit of the loading dock. 

When Monroe’s skull struck the ground, the chilling crack had nauseated her. Now the sick feeling again roiled in her gut.  

No, she had to stop reliving his death. She had to escape from Geblin, the man who wanted to kill her for witnessing his crime. 

She replaced the mask and sunglasses then checked herself again in the mirror. Unrecognizable. 

Outside the restroom, she found a payphone mounted on the wall and fumbled in her pocket for the lawyer’s business card. She called the number but only got voicemail. After leaving a message, she wondered why she’d bothered since he couldn’t call her back. 

She reentered the store and walked the aisles, plucking a Red Bull from a cooler and two packages of buffalo jerky from an endcap display. At a rotating rack, she paused to flip through t-shirts, looking for different clothes to change her appearance. 

The clerk sat on a stool, staring at a wall-mounted TV. The sound was turned down, but Lucille read the news ticker. Daring prison escape. 

Escape, hell. 

She hung back and watched the screen. 

Hers and Monroe’s photos appeared. Damn, did she really look as old as that employee ID picture? 

Video played, showing Monroe standing in a jail corridor, both arms extended, his middle fingers fuzzed out. Clearly, he was flipping double birds at the camera. 

That wasn’t like Monroe. Prison hadn’t destroyed his dignity. Unlike most incarcerated slugs, he was always respectful and courteous to her. Almost deferential. At first, she’d wondered what he was trying to pull on her. Later she realized that was just his way. Polite. 

More footage showed surveillance views of the prison sally port—the drive-in security garage with doors on both ends where inmates were processed in and out of the facility. In the video, an official vehicle waited for the exit door to open. 

A shot through the windshield showed Lucille in the driver’s seat and Monroe in the back. 

What the hell? 

That never happened. 

Monroe was already dead. 

Lucille had escaped in her own Bronco, not a prison vehicle. 

More video played, panning across a mall parking lot to the same official vehicle surrounded by cops. The ticker read: Fugitives abandon getaway car. 

The next video showed a residential neighborhood. A woman and man were embracing. When they moved apart, the camera zoomed in to show their faces, fuzzy but recognizable as Monroe and herself. 

The ticker now read, Guard flees with prisoner-lover?

Goddammit, they were setting her up. She didn’t know how but they’d not only made her look like an accomplice but also Monroe’s girlfriend. 

Guard’s insider knowledge used to plan escape?  

Lucille yanked a blue and gold Bobcats t-shirt from a hanger and snagged a ball cap from a display. Head down, she set the merchandise on the counter and shoved two twenties at the clerk. When he turned toward the register, she grabbed the stuff and hurried out the door, more worried about getting away unrecognized than eighty-five cents in change. 

The clerk’s tip. 
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Chapter 5 – Playing Games
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JOE JON QUINELLE RECLINED on his couch, his seven-year-old son, Ethan, warmly tucked in the crook of his arm, watching the Angels and Mariners game. Montana lacked major league sports teams, so Joe Jon didn’t have a dog in the fight. He didn’t care who won but Ethan liked MLB. 

At least Joe Jon thought he liked baseball. Sometimes it was hard to tell. The boy had fallen asleep in the first inning, mouth open, noisy breaths raising his chest. Much easier to know what he didn’t like because rage was one of the few sounds he made. He excelled at that. 

To entertain Ethan, Joe Jon had spent months perfecting his ability with deep fake software. Earlier that morning, he showed his son another new game created on his computer. He’d done an easy face swap, superimposing Ethan’s face over the hero’s, giving the appearance that his son was dodging dinosaurs that were attacking him. His virtual image soared to the top of a cliff where he grabbed a machete then swooped down to slash off the heads of the prehistoric monsters. Ethan’s interest in the game lasted twenty minutes, a new record. 

Joe Jon’s hand brushed the boy’s tangled blond hair, savoring the rare time when Ethan was asleep and didn’t protest being touched. 

His cell phone rattled on the end table with a text from the sheriff. Press conf 30 min. 

Hell. 

Joe Jon should’ve known better than to think he could squeeze in time with his son. Less than twelve hours into this crisis and already he’d grown weary of breaking news alerts on TV and social media. They endlessly replayed his canned statement: “I swear to the good citizens of Montana that I will not rest until these dangerous fugitives are apprehended.” 

As Joe Jon began tapping a response to the sheriff, Ethan stirred and bolted up. His mouth opened wide. A piercing wail spilled out. He scrambled across Joe Jon’s legs, off the couch, and ran to his room. 

Dammit. Joe Jon started to stomp toward the boy’s bedroom but stopped himself. Calm down. Yelling at Ethan only made things worse. 

He returned to the couch and called his ex. 

She answered on the third ring. “What’s wrong?” Once upon a time, her familiar question would have brimmed with concern. Now she merely sounded annoyed. 

“Shayla, I have to go to work. Can you pick up Ethan?” 

“You’re supposed to have him until seven.” 

“Something came up. Can you get him? I’ll make it up next week.” 

“Sure, you will.” A pause. “Did you find those fugitives yet?” 

“Working on leads.” Joe Jon’s standard line. How many more times would he have to repeat it before the crisis ended? “Shayla? Soon?”  

A grunt. “Be there in ten.” 

Good. That meant she was home, only a mile from his condo. She’d be there by the time he had cleaned up and changed clothes. 

He finished the text to the sheriff. Stuck in const zone. The perfect fallback excuse. There were two seasons in Montana: winter and road construction. 

Scrubbing fingers through his hair—did it feel thinner today than yesterday?—he walked to Ethan’s bedroom door, forcing calm into his tone. “Hey, buddy. Mom’s coming. Get your stuff together.” 

The boy was under the bed, one little foot sticking out. Joe Jon knew better than to grab it to pull him out. Better to leave him there and let Shayla deal with him when she arrived.  

He went into his bedroom and took a fresh shirt from the closet. Press conferences required a coat and tie. In the bathroom, he brushed his teeth and washed his face. More hair came out in his comb. Every week it became harder to disguise creeping baldness. 

He rubbed the stubble on his face. Shave or not? No, better to look as if he’d been up the whole night pursuing leads. 

He changed into pressed jeans, buttoned his shirt, and knotted his tie. After putting on the sport coat and straightening the lapels, he checked himself in the full-length closet mirror. Except for less hair, he looked the same as the day he took the job of Chief Executive Administrator of the Blue Rock Corrections Center. An earnest, conscientious professional and community leader who was confident in his important position, justifiably proud of his achievements but still humble in a charming way.  

Perfect. 

Despite his success, his in-laws, both lawyers in Helena, objected vehemently and frequently to his career. 

At Thanksgiving dinner a few years before, his mother-in-law had exclaimed, “Aren’t you watching the news, Joe Jon? They’re closing private prisons down all over the country because of abuses.” 

His father-in-law chimed in, “The whole concept of private prisons is built on a massive conflict of interest. They only make money if they incarcerate more people. There’s no incentive to rehabilitate prisoners. Their vested interest is in keeping the population high.” 

“But my compensation package is incredible,” Joe Jon had countered. “My quarterly bonuses pay for those specialized counselors and tutors for—”

Shayla’s sharp stiletto struck Joe Jon’s foot under the table. She glared at him with a slight head jerk toward Ethan. The boy sat between his grandparents, using his bare hands to shape a mountain of mashed potatoes on his plate. 

Shayla’s silent message: Don’t mention special needs in front of Ethan. 

Joe Jon changed tack. “Blue Rock was a dustbowl for decades.” He placed his palm on his chest. “I saved the community from bankruptcy and revitalized the whole region. I created hundreds of good-paying jobs. New construction, new businesses, opportunities for young people so they don’t have to leave home to earn a living. Isn’t that a good thing?” 

The in-laws exchanged knowing glances with Shayla. 

To hell with them and their morally superior attitude. Who were they to say people shouldn’t earn a decent wage? Who were they to judge how Joe Jon provided for his family? 

Prisons were overcrowded. Convicts had to be housed someplace. Why not at Blue Rock? His enterprise filled a desperate need in the correctional industry and for society in general. The quiet financial arrangements he’d made with a few trusted judges and county attorneys ensured they steered inmates to his facility. Everybody won, as long as nobody shot off their mouths. 

But, among Joe Jon’s many accomplishments, he was proudest of the profitable mining operation. 

Shortly after he took the chief administrator job, he learned the area’s history. In addition to gold mining in the nineteenth century, prospectors had also found what they called little blue rocks. They turned out to be valuable Yogo sapphires. The region had been named Blue Rock and brought a rush of treasure hunters digging for gems, but the deposit quickly played out and no more sapphires were found. Then, in the 1920s, the Blue Rock River flooded, causing the mine to be abandoned. For decades, the land was considered useless. 

Almost a hundred years later, the inexpensive, remote property made an appealing location for investors to build a private prison. 

Joe Jon was the only one with the vision to recognize the site’s potential. He revived gold mining, using cheap inmate labor. The venture quickly turned a profit.

Then he discovered the real treasure on the sprawling prison property. 

Corrections Officer Devaughn Geblin had approached him with a handful of blue rocks—uncut Yogo sapphires ranging from ten carats to more than a hundred. Geblin kept the first stone he’d found and called it his lucky sapphire. He carried it in a cloth bag in his pocket whenever he wasn’t on deck at the prison. 

No one outside the facility knew about this rich, new deposit except Joe Jon and Geblin. Gems were easy to smuggle, unlike gold mining which required massive truckloads of rubble to process. Geblin made contacts on the dark web with a buyer who paid cash for the rare, coveted sapphires. 

Joe Jon didn’t know who the buyer was and didn’t want to. That was Geblin’s job. He handled the grubby details while Joe Jon’s hands remained clean. Deniability was his guiding principle.  

Within a year, the covert mining operation earned Joe Jon enough cash to pay off their home mortgage. He hired autism specialists. They evaluated Ethan, recommended enrichment programs, and treated him with promising experimental therapies not covered by medical insurance. Joe Jon could now afford whatever his son needed. Knowing the boy would never live on his own, Joe Jon was stockpiling cash for his care in future years. 

His professional reputation in the private corrections industry soared. Reviving the once-abandoned gold mine made more than enough profit to please the corporate owners. They didn’t need to know about the additional secret millions from sapphires.  

Meanwhile, though, his personal life had withered. 

That Thanksgiving dinner three years before had been their last gathering as a family. Shayla had filed for dissolution and the court ordered him to vacate their house. Gone were his hopes for a brother or sister for Ethan. He and Shayla shared custody of their son but he never had enough time with Ethan.  
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