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Chapter XIII
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As Remington knelt down next to Josephine, her seizure began to fade, and she awoke dazedly. “W-what happened...where am I?” she asked. 

“Josephine, oh thank goodness!” Remington said, hugging her tightly. “I was so worried.” 

Remington felt Josephine’s forehead and noted that it was still hot, but not almost boiling as it had been before. 

“I don’t understand – what happened,” Josephine asked, confused as to why Remington was hugging her so tightly. “I just remember sitting here...and I was talking to you about something.” 

“You had a seizure,” Remington said. “And before that, I think you were delirious. You have, well...had, a really bad fever.” 

Josephine put her hand up to her forehead and felt it. “My forehead doesn’t feel hot to me.”   

Remington laughed. “You can’t feel your own fever, Josie. Does your head hurt at all?” 

Josephine nodded. “Kinda, a little, I guess. I don’t know. I just feel...a little out of it. Is Scott not back yet?” 

“No, not yet,” Remington replied. “And I’m starting to get worried. I really don’t think it was a good idea for him to go off on his own like that.” 

Josephine’s ears suddenly perked up and she said, “Wait, do you hear that?” 

“Hear what?” Remington asked, listening to the silence around them. She could only hear the cracking of the wood from the burning house, and some animals rustling far off in the distance. 

Then she heard it. It was a siren – faint, but getting closer. “It must be a firetruck,” Remington exclaimed, relieved. “Someone must have seen the fire and called them.” 

The sound began to grow louder and louder, until it suddenly came to a halt. Josephine and Remington both strained their ears to listen...but it had definitely stopped. 

“N-no, it was coming...it was coming,” Josephine said. “I know it was – why did it stop?!” 

Fearing that Josephine was about to have another mental breakdown, or even worse, another seizure, Remington ran over to her and put her arm around Josephine. 

“Josephine, breathe,” she said cautiously. “Just...take a deep breath. Everything is going to be alright. I’m sure they had a reason for cutting the sirens.”

As Josephine began to hyper-ventilate, Remington did all she could to calm Josephine down, trying her best to prevent another breakdown. Josephine was in a very volatile state – even the smallest flicker of panic or anxiety could set her off. Even more so if Remington also began to panic. 

Josephine huddled into a ball and hugged her knees, crying quietly. “They-they left me. They don’t care about me,” she cried. “They’re never going to rescue us – we’re not important. It’s because of how useless I am. Just get rid of me and they’ll rescue you,” she begged Remington. 

“Josie, no, please never say things like this,” Remington said. “They’re going to come and find both of us.” 

“No, they won’t!” Josephine screamed in anguish, startling Remington for a minute. “They’re not going to come for me – they don’t want me. Nobody wants me!” 

Remington still didn’t hear the siren in the distance, and she didn’t want to know what might happen if Josephine had another seizure. Her body was already weak, and another seizure might cause her body to begin shutting down. 

As she had done before, Remington scooped up Josephine, but this time it caused Josephine to suddenly freak out. “No, put me down!” she screamed. “Don’t touch me – you don’t want to touch me. I’m just a stupid little girl who can’t do anything! I don’t deserve anyone or anything!” 

Josephine’s eyes were wild, and she began to struggle to get out of Remington’s grip, almost knocking Remington over and practically causing her to drop Josephine. “Put me-put me down!” 

Suddenly Remington heard it again. The siren. It was in the distance, but it was getting closer again. “Josephine, listen, they’re coming for us!” she said excitedly. 

“You! They’re coming for you!” Josephine screamed, still fighting and trying to shove herself off of Remington. “They don’t care about me!” 

Josephine suddenly reached out and hit Remington, causing her to stumble back and drop Josephine. The two of them looked intently at each other for a moment, before Josephine quickly turned away from Remington and almost ran off into the distance, before Remington grabbed her arm and pulled her back. 

“Josephine, no, you can’t run off now,” Remington exclaimed. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on in your head, but you have to –" 

“Don’t tell me what to do,” Josephine shrieked. She tried to loosen her arm from Remington’s grip, all while the sirens became louder and louder, but Remington held on with an iron grip. 

“Just a few more minutes, Josie, please,” Remington begged. “Please, I need you to stay here.” 

“Let me go!” Josephine screamed, louder this time. Instead, Remington pulled her closer and looked into her eyes. They were a mix of anger and fear, but also filled with tears and the tighter Remington held onto Josephine, the more Josephine began to cry. 

The sirens grew loud now, and suddenly, the flashing lights of a firetruck came into view, driving through the empty fields, leaving tire tracks and tearing up grass as it made  it’s way towards Remington and Josephine. 

“Yes!” Remington shouted. “Josephine, we’re saved! Look!”

Josephine turned to look at the truck, and immediately hid behind Remington. The truck pulled up in front of them as the lights and siren shut off and the driver killed the engine. 

Two firefighters stepped out of the truck and one of them said, “Well, I’ll be darned. I thought this was a prank call or something...” He looked over at the smoldering building. “What’re you two doing over here? You set this fire?” 

“No, no, we didn’t,” Remington said, as Josephine tried to completely hide herself behind Remington. “We were kidnapped and...it’s really a long story, but my sister needs medical attention. She has a really high fever, and had a seizure only a few minutes ago. And she’s not herself – her emotions are running wild.” 

Josephine peeked out from behind Remington and said, “A-are they there to hurt us?” 

“No Josie, they’re here to take us home,” Remington said, somewhat relieved that Josephine’s demeanor had switched from being violent and terrified, to slightly timid.

“You say she has a fever?” the firefighter asked. He reached out to feel Josephine’s forehead, but she shrunk back behind Remington with a whimper. 

“Josie, it’s okay,” Remington said. “He’s not going to hurt you. He just wants to see how bad your fever is.”

“No, please...don’t let him touch me!” Josephine said with trepidation. She squeezed Remington tightly and Remington felt bad handing her over to the fireman. 

“She’s been like this for a while now,” Remington explained to the fireman. “She’s gone from being angry at...the world, I guess. She didn’t trust me about anything before; I guess she’s switched bases and now she trusts me again, but she doesn’t trust you.” 

The fireman got down to Josephine’s level and said, “Hey sweetie. Listen, you can trust me. I know you might be a little nervous as to what’s going on, but all your sister wants is to get you back home. Don’t you want to go home and see your family again?” 

“No!” Josephine exclaimed angrily, suddenly changing personalities again. She lashed out and shoved Remington, then pushed the fireman forward. “I don’t trust either of you! You all just want to hurt me! She turned to Remington and screamed through her tears, “I hate you! Leave me alone!”

Even though she knew Josephine didn’t mean any of what she was saying or doing, that comment still cut Remington to her core. It was something that she had never expected to hear from Josephine, and especially not addressed to her. 

Swallowing the hurt she felt inside, Remington grabbed Josephine while she screamed and cried and said to the fireman. “I don’t know what’s happening to her...what could have caused such a reaction from her?” 

“I don’t know yet,” the fireman said, standing up. “Look, I hate to do this, but if we’re going to get her in the firetruck and to a doctor...we’re to have to sedate or restrain her.” 

“No, don’t sedate her,” Remington said, Josephine’s scream almost drowning out her words. “She’s already been drugged enough by our kidnapper. Anymore sedations can’t possibly be good for her.” 

Despite all of Josephine’s struggling and pulling, Remington was able to hold onto Josephine. She was still considerably bigger than Josephine, and Josephine was clearly very weak. The fireman looked over, concerned, and said, “If not sedation...we only have one course of action.” 

“She’s going to hate it...and so do I,” Remington said. “It’s not her, and she has moments of calm, but then she spikes again.” 

“Right now, our most important priority is getting you two out of here and to a hospital,” the fireman said. 

Remington nodded slowly, knowing the fireman was right. “Alright, I’ll take her into the firetruck,” she said, as she began to partially carry and drag the protesting Josephine towards the firetruck, as the fireman opened the large rear doors. 

“It’s not an ambulance, but we have some medical equipment in here,” the fireman said. Remington nodded, and carried Josephine into the firetruck, being careful not to accidentally hurt her while she struggled. 

Inside the firetruck was a large stretcher, which the fireman directed Remington to place Josephine on. On the sides of the stretcher were nylon straps which the fireman deftly attached to Josephine’s ankles and wrists while Remington helped hold her down.

Josephine cried, screamed, and fought like a tiger while the fireman restrained her, but there was no other way to safely get her to the hospital while prevent herself from hurting either herself or another person. 

Remington sighed, hiding the emotional pain she was feeling and turned to the fireman who was pulling down the firetruck door. “My friend, Scott, he’s somewhere out on the fields. He went to look for help, and he hasn’t come back yet. I don’t know where exactly he is – we have to find him before we go to the hospital.” 

The fireman in the front started the engine, and the fireman that was in the cab with Remington pulled a bottle of pills from a cabinet above them. “It’s for her fever,” he explained, taking the cap off. “Where is your friend at?” 

“I-I don’t know,” Remington replied. “He left about half an hour ago...maybe an hour. I lost track of time.” 

The fireman shook out a few pills from the bottle, and tried to give them to Josephine, but she turned her head away and refused to take them. The fireman sighed. “I can’t force them down her throat – she’ll choke. I’ll just have to wait until she calms down and is willing to take them.” 

The fire truck began pulling away from the smoldering house, and Remington asked, “Wait, what about Scott?” 

“Relax, we’re going to look for him.” The fireman pulled out his walkie-talkie and said, “This is Engine Number 23. We reached the site of the fire; building was already smoldering when arrived. No deaths, but two...possibly a third at location. One in need of immediate medical attention – high fever, delirium, and at risk of a seizure, as well as burns along her arms and legs. Second party in better condition with 1 to 2nd degree burns also on arms and legs.

“Third party is separate from remaining two – location unknown. Has possibly been wandering around farm fields for an hour plus – finding him should be marked as high priority.” 

There was static crackling over the radio, before a voice came over. “Engine 23, this is headquarters, Jeff here. Bring the two parties to the Hagersville General Hospital.” 

“Copy that – what about the remaining third party?” the fireman asked. 

There was silence for a moment. “Report medical state of first party,” Jeff said. 

“High fever, delusions and second party reports that she has seized more than once,” the fireman reported back. “Currently has to be restrained for protection of herself and us.” 

“Okay, yes, bring both parties to hospital for urgent care,” Jeff said. “I will send a search group out to look for the third, missing party.” 

“Roger that.” The firetruck pulled off the field and back onto the road. Remington looked concerned and she asked, “What if they don’t find Scott in time?” 

“Trust me, they will,” the fireman said. “They’re going to come out with a bunch of off-roaders and scour the entire farmland. But we have to get you and your sister to the hospital first.” 

Remington nodded, seeming unconvinced, but recognizing the little any of them could do in the situation. 

––––––––
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ADRIAN LEANED BACK in his chair and stared up at the ceiling for a little while, before getting up and exiting Harris’ office. Phoebe followed behind him and the two of them took a seat on the soft couch outside. 

“So, I don’t suppose you want to talk about what happened this morning?” Adrian asked Phoebe. 

Phoebe bit her lip slightly. “Not particularly,” she said. “But you’re going to talk to me about it anyway, aren’t you?” 

“Not if you don’t want me to,” Adrian answered. 

“What’s there to talk about?” Phoebe asked. “It happened...and I guess I owe you one.” 

“Phoebe...” Adrian said slowly. 

“Adrian, what do you want from me?” Phoebe demanded. “You don’t know what I went through – you tell me when you see someone die protecting you!” 

“Woah...” Adrian leaned away from Phoebe. “Sorry...didn’t mean any harm.” 

“Just-just drop it,” Phoebe said. “I said I didn’t want to talk about it.” 

“Okay, but I still think you should see someone or talk to someone-” 

“I said, drop it!” Phoebe exclaimed, sounding angry. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

The two sat in awkward silence for a few moments, neither one of them wanting to say anything to each other. Finally, Phoebe broke the uncomfortableness by saying, “I really hope they find Scott, Remington, and Josephine soon.” 

“You and me both,” Adrian said. “You know...” He paused for a second, before continuing, “My parents are genuinely thinking of moving. Because of everything that’s happened. They really just don’t feel safe anymore. And they’re worried as to what might happen to Katie.” 

“Moving?” Phoebe asked. “But you’ve been here your entire life. Your parents are okay with just...leaving all the memories behind?” 

“Yes, well no, not really. They haven’t made any decisions yet, and I think it was more of an offhand statement that my dad said, but my mom took it a little more seriously,” Adrian said. “I mean, if I do move, it won’t be right away, but I’m just saying that it’s a possibility.” 

“What about Kate?” Phoebe asked. 

“Kate...Katie, I’m not sure about her,” Adrian said. “I don’t think that she really knows what’s going on. She just knows that there’s a lot of chaos and that mom and dad are still arguing about finances.”

“Finances still?” Phoebe asked. “But I always thought you guys were rich.” 

Adrian raised his eyebrows. “We’re not exactly what I would call rich...” he said. 

“But your house is huge,” Phoebe said. “And you have that giant RV...as well as about 10 different cars.” 

“Okay, that’s an exaggeration,” Adrian said. “We do not have 10 different cars.” 

“Whatever. You get my point,” Phoebe said. “How do you guys own so much stuff and not be rich? You’re either rich, or in massive debt.” 

“Fine, we’re...well-off,” Adrian said. “I don’t think it’s so much that we couldn’t afford our mortgage payments – my dad just lost track of whether or not we had paid it. And now the company gets to charge us late fees, which my mom is not happy about.” 

“My personal finance instructor said that you should never take out a mortgage that you can’t make proper payments to,” Phoebe said. 

“Phoebe, gosh,” Adrian said. “It wasn’t that we couldn’t afford payments. My dad just forgot to make some. He had the money, just fell behind.” 

“Okay, okay, I got it,” Phoebe said. She perked up her ears as the phone in Harris’ office began to ring. The two of them curiously walked back to the office as Harris picked up the phone. 

“Greensboro Police Department, this is Officer Harris speaking.” 

“Heya Bill, you ain’t gonna believe this,” Jeff, the fire chief said over the phone. “I sent a couple of my guys to check out that fire, and it wasn’t a hoax.” 

“Was it the old farmhouse on fire?” Harris asked. 

“Yeah, and get this,” Jeff said. “My guys found two kids – girls – over at the farm house. One of them was in bad shape – don’t know how they got there.” 

“Two girls?” Harris said. “Did they give you their names?” 

“Don’t think so,” Jeff said. “But Tony said that the older girl said that there was another kid somewhere wandering the fields. Think it was a boy.” 

“Two girls and a boy...” Harris said. “That sounds like it could be Remington, Josephine, and Scott.” 

“Who?” 

“The kidnapped teens...do people not fill the fire department in on these things?” Harris asked. 

“Not when you’re located in the middle of nowhere.” 

“Okay, anyway, where are you taking the three of them?” 

“Two of ‘em right now,” Jeff explained. “We’re taking the two girls to the Hagersville hospital, and I’m gonna send a search party out to find the third kid.” 

“Great, I can meet your guys there,” Harris said. “But one other thing. Did either of the girls say anything about how they got there. To the farmhouse.” 

“Younger girl was delirious,” Jeff said. “According to Tony, she was acting all crazy and ranting about stuff. Remember, Tony only gave me a brief rundown of everything over the radio. He didn’t go into detail. You can talk to him and his partner at the hospital.”

“Alright, thanks for everything, Jeff,” Harris said, before hanging the phone up. He turned to Adrian and Phoebe, saying, “We’re going to take a trip to the hospital. I can’t leave you two here alone, so I guess you’ll have to come with me.” 

“They found Remington and Josephine?” Phoebe asked.

“Well, based on the information that they told me, I can only assume that it’s them,” Harris said, grabbing his keys and walkie-talkie from the desk. “Come on, it’s about a 30 minute drive.” 

The three of them walked out to the parking lot, when Adrian suddenly stopped and said, “Wait, something doesn’t make sense.” 

“What do you mean?” Phoebe and Harris asked at the same time. 

“Remington,” Adrian explained. “She said that Pickens said that the Huntsmen weren’t originally after her. Remember, Phoebe? When he found you and Rem in his shop.” 

“I try not to think about what happened there,” Phoebe said. 

Adrian nodded. “I don’t blame you – but if I remember correctly, Remington told us that Pickens said something about her not being a target.” 

Phoebe squinted. “So, why would they come after her and Josephine now?” 

“You’re right,” Harris said. “It doesn’t fit. But listen, we can talk about it on the drive to the hospital. Maybe Remington or Josephine can explain everything to us.” 

“And Scott?” Phoebe asked. 

“Scott, well, we assume it’s Scott, is still missing,” Harris said, unlocking the cruiser. “They’re going to send a search party from Hagersville to hunt for him.” 

“Wait, shouldn’t we be going there instead?” Adrian asked. “To help look for Scott.” 

Harris shook his head. “The fire department has a specialized team trained for that kind of purpose. There’s nothing we could do to help – but if Scott is by the farmhouse, they’ll find him.”

Adrian was unsure, but he climbed into the car alongside Phoebe and Harris drove off to the hospital. 

Much of the drive was spent in silence, aside from the occasional worrisome comment by either Adrian or Phoebe. As they drove down a lonely and seemingly deserted back road, Adrian asked, “Have either of you heard anything about Erica since we left the hospital?” 

Harris nodded from the front seat. “Yes, she was dismissed a few hours ago. She should be back home now.”

“Who’s going to protect her,” Phoebe asked, concerned. “In case, you know...the Huntsmen come after her again?” 

“Same people that were watching over your houses before,” Harris replied. 

“But they didn’t do a very good job last time,” Phoebe stated flatly. “Or else my house wouldn’t have burned down.” 

“Don’t worry,” Harris reassured her. “Nobody is getting into the Feldmans’ house without this officer noticing.” 

“I’m still going to worry,” Phoebe said. She shook her head slowly. “Greensboro been torn apart. Feels like not so long ago, the only thing that we had to worry about was our school grades. Now...I don’t even know if those matter anymore.” 

“Well...in the long run, of course they don’t matter,” Adrian said. “Nobody is going to care about what grade you got in some random high school class once you have a job or if you have your own business.” 

“But that’s not what I meant,” Phoebe said as Harris turned around a bend. She rested her chin on the side of the door and gazed out the window. “I want a time machine, Adrian.”

“And where would you go?” Adrian asked. “To the 18th century?” 

“Not that far back,” Phoebe mused. She turned away from the window and faced Adrian. “How long has it been since your flower garden got run over? It feels like that’s what lit the starting fuse and snowballed this avalanche of corruption and hate into Greensboro.” 

“It’s not all bad,” Adrian replied. “Miles and McKinley’s wedding was fun and definitely a positive thing.” 

“Yeah, but even that was tinged with the undertone of darkness,” Phoebe said poetically. “Bert stabbing Erica, the bomb that exploded your car – anything good that happens in this town seems to be just a foreshadowing of the death and chaos that’s to come.” 

“Seems like an awfully pessimistic outlook,” Adrian commented. “But then again...I can see why my parents would want to get Katie out of Greensboro.” 

“I don’t want to leave Greensboro...” Phoebe said pensively. “I just want to go back to when Greensboro wasn’t so...twisted.” 

“You can’t change what’s already happened,” Adrian said to Phoebe. 

“I know that,” Phoebe affirmed. “It’s just wishful thinking. You can’t tell me that you don’t miss how life was before.” 

Adrian thought quietly for a while and listened to the sound of the road and the car’s engine. “I don’t know, Phoebe,” he said finally. “I think that...actually, I don’t really like to think about what could have been.”  

“I didn’t used to,” Phoebe said. “I always thought looking towards the future made so much more sense.” 

“Why should it be any different now?” Adrian asked. 

“When you watch someone die...saving your life, Adrian...it-it changes you,” Phoebe said in a trembling voice. “Suddenly, instead of focusing on the future...the only thing you can focus on is running away from the past. And you run and run and run, but it somehow always finds a way to implant itself in your life. You’re forced to relive the tragedy over and over again.” 

Before Adrian could respond, Harris pulled the car into a hospital parking lot and shut the engine off. “Phoebe, there are people that have been through so much trauma and there’s one thing that they all say helped them,” he said, before opening the door.  

“What’s that?” Phoebe asked, stepping into the parking lot. 

“Therapy,” Harris said. 

“You’re kidding me,” Phoebe said. “I don’t want to go to therapy! I don’t need therapy.” 

“That’s what everyone says,” Harris said. He pushed open the hospital door and the three of them were met with the strong smell of bleach and chlorine. “But afterwards, they all admit that it helped them a lot.” 

Harris walked up to the front desk where the receptionist was busy chatting with her friend. “Excuse me,” he said, as the receptionist turned to look at them. “Did Jeff tell you I’d be coming?” 

The receptionist squinted and looked at Harris’ nametag. “Officer...Harris?” she asked. “Oh yeah, you’re from the Greensboro police, aren’t ya?” 

Harris nodded and the receptionist pointed her finger down the hallway towards the elevator. “Second floor, Rooms 214 and 215. That’s where they put the two girls they found.” 

“Are the firemen still here?” Harris asked. 

“Nah, they split. Something ‘bout finding another kid,” the receptionist said. “Dropped the kids off and left. One kid was totally freaking, though. Wouldn’t stop screaming and fighting until the nurse sedated her. Cute kid, but I think she mighta got some sorta mental disability, y’know?” 

“Yeeeaaahhh...thanks,” Harris said. The receptionist nodded and turned back to her conversation. Harris, Phoebe, and Adrian headed for the elevator and rode it up to the second floor. 

“A mental disability, really?” Phoebe asked Adrian, as the two of them walked down the hallway. “That seems farfetched.” 

“I don’t know,” Adrian shrugged. “She also said that they had to...sedate her?

“Room 214 and...215 – there it is,” Harris said, looking at the room numbers. “Right across from each other.” 

“Might as well knock,” Adrian said, giving the door to Room 214 a quick rap. “There was no sound, but the door to Room 215 opened and a voice from behind them said, “She’s sleeping.” 

Adrian and Phoebe whirled around. “Remington!” Phoebe exclaimed. “Oh, thank goodness. We were so worried.” She wrapped her arms around Remington in a deep embrace. “Are you okay?” 

“I think so, for the most part,” Remington said, gesturing for them follow her back into her room. “At least, the doctors said I was. Oh, hi Officer Harris.” 

“How is Josephine,” Adrian asked, as they followed Remington into her hospital room. She took a seat on the bed and answered Adrian. 

“I don’t know. She had a bad fever and was delirious when the firefighters came for us, but they sedated her at the hospital, even though I thought it was a bad idea.” 

“What happened to you three?” Phoebe asked, noting the bandages wrapped around Remington’s burns and the general state of her clothing. 

“Boy, it’s a tale,” Remington replied. “In case you hadn’t already figured it out, we were kidnapped.”

“Yes, so we gathered,” Harris said. “The security footage pointed to the man working behind the drug counter at the hospital.” 

“Oh, it was him alright.” Suddenly, her eyes flashed, and she asked, “Wait, how’s Wesley? The man shot him in the stomach before he kidnapped us.” 

“Someone found him outside the hospital, and he was brought in for surgery,” Harris explained. “They were successful in patching him up, and now they’re just waiting for him to wake up from the Novocaine. He should heal up – the bullet didn’t hit any of his vital organs.” 

“Wow...the man did say that he knew how to shoot a person without killing them,” Remington said. “I guess he wasn’t lying.” 

“He was sent by the Huntsmen...why didn’t he kill you three?” Phoebe asked. 

“Apparently he had an epiphany,” Remington said. “He said that he couldn’t kill kids or teenagers or something like that.” 

“So...he kidnapped you and then said he wasn’t going to kill you?” Adrian asked, confused. 

“He said he was leaving the Huntsmen,” Remington replied matter-of-factly. “And that he was only kidnapping us so that it looked like he was killing us, so that the Huntsmen wouldn’t come after him.” 

Phoebe eyed the bandages on Remington again and asked, “What about all the cuts? Did he also torture you?” 

“They’re not cuts – they’re burns,” Remington said. “And no, he didn’t torture me...well, not technically. He drugged us, lit the farmhouse on fire, and then fled.” 

“And you got trapped in the fire?” Adrian finished. 

Remington nodded. “I thought we weren’t going to make it out of there.” She was silent for a moment before asking, “Did they find Scott yet? He left to see if he could find some help, but he never came back.” 

“They sent out a search party for him,” Harris said. “Don’t worry, they’ll find him.” 

“I hope so,” Remington said quietly. She sighed, “That’s about all there is to tell. I don’t know what happened to the kidnapper after he abandoned us – he said he was planning on leaving the country, I think.” 

“We have his name,” Harris told Remington. “Ross Stevensky.” 

“Sounds Russian,” Remington commented. 

“Oh, definitely,” Harris said. “Most of the people who work for the Huntsmen are Russian.” 

“But not Pickens,” Adrian said. 

“Well, we don’t know that,” Harris said. “For all we know, his name wasn’t actually Hubert Pickens. He was a document forger – it would have taken him 3 seconds to create himself a fake identity.” 

“Didn’t Pickens have a wife?” Phoebe asked suddenly. “Bert’s mother.” 

“Yes, I suppose he must have,” Harris answered, but didn’t say anything afterwards. 

“Don’t you think it’s only fair to locate her and tell her that her son is dead?” Phoebe asked. 

“I absolutely do,” Harris said. “I also think it’s fair that Bert gets a proper funeral, but the world is almost never fair. We have no idea who Bert’s mother is. For all we know, she left the day after Bert was born.” 

“No idea?” Phoebe asked, incredulously. “No idea at all? They must have had a marriage license or something. Or at least Bert’s birth certificate would have had the parents’ names on it.” 

“Both of those things are true,” Harris said. “But Pickens didn’t get married here in North Carolina, and Bert wasn’t born here either. We have no access to the paperwork for either of those events.” 

“Get the FBI involved,” Remington suggested. “I’m sure they have universal access to those documents.” 

“They do, but they’re not going to bother subpoenaing it...well, actually.” Harris paused and thought for a moment. “Since Pickens was a member of the Huntsmen, it would do the FBI good to look into his family members.” 

“You think they might track his wife down and find out if she knew or knows anything about the Huntsmen?” Phoebe asked. 

“Who can say,” Harris said. “As I’m sure many other police officers have told you, the FBI doesn’t care much about sharing information or plans with local police stations. Frankly, taking down the Huntsmen isn’t even our job – any evidence that leads to the Huntsmen gets sent to the FBI.” 

“Wait, then what is your job?” Adrian asked.

“Our job is to find out who hired the Huntsmen to eliminate all of you,” Harris replied. “But of course, in the process of doing so, it’s almost a guarantee that you will tangle with the Huntsmen themselves.” 

“I have a question,” Remington broke in. “If it’s the FBI’s job to deal with and take down the Huntsmen, why aren’t they here protecting us and finding out who hired them?” 

“Weird jurisdictional laws,” Harris said. “Anything to do with taking down the entire organization or finding out who is a Huntsmen goes to the FBI, but people who hire the Huntsmen are dealt with on a local level.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Phoebe remarked. “Wouldn’t the FBI want to get involved with any cases where people hire the Huntsmen? It would lead them closer to locating members of the Huntsmen.” 

“To an extent, sure,” Harris said. “But you know that they’re a nationwide organization – there’s any number of jobs that are occurring at any given time. The FBI doesn’t have the time or the resources to investigate every single one of those. Look, I don’t fully understand the workings of the FBI – I just do what my job requires and report the necessary things to the FBI.” 

Harris’ phone began to ring and he looked at the caller ID. “Sorry, I have to take this. You four stay here – I’ll be back in a minute.” 

Stepping outside, Harris picked up the phone and said, “Sybil, why are you calling me here? You’re supposed to use the walkie-talkie.” 

“Dumb thing is broken,” Damon said over the phone. “Peter, we have some serious issues here.”
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Chapter XIV
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About an hour before:

“Locked,” Damon muttered, shaking the steel padlock on the chainlink fence that blocked off Benny’s car lot. 

“Coulda told you that,” April said, hopping out of the police car and lightly skipping over to the fence. “I told you that he split after he talked with that other guy.” 

“April, go home,” Kenton said simply, getting out of the driver’s seat. “Adrian said that you lived right around here, right?” 

“Yeah...but I don’t really want to go home anymore,” April said. 

“Go home now and don’t get yourself more involved in this than you already are,” Kenton replied strictly. He relaxed a little and said, “Sorry April, but we have an investigation to do, and we can’t have you hanging around us.”

April looked dejected, but she listened to Kenton and left the two police officers, heading back towards her home. Kenton watched her leave, not turning away until he saw her enter her home and close the door behind her. 

“Guess we should go to Robinson’s house now,” Damon suggested. 

“And do what?” Kenton asked. “We don’t have a warrant. If he tells us to screw off, there’s not much else we can do.” 

“You’re right,” Damon said. “But...I wonder if-” Damon started saying something, but stopped before she finished. “Never mind, it’s a stupid idea.” 

“What’s a stupid idea?” April asked from behind Kenton. The two officers spun around and found a smiling April standing there.

“April, geez!” Kenton exclaimed. “I told you to go home – why are you back here?” 

“I dunno,” April shrugged. “Nothing to do at home – my mom is asleep and my dad is either at Arnold’s rugby...or maybe it was lacrosse practice or August’s weird nerd club thingy. No wait, that’s backwards. Arnold has the nerd club and August has lacrosse or rugby practice.” 

Kenton sighed in exasperation. “April, you can’t be here. I’m being serious.” 

“Sure, I can,” April said. “I’m just watching you guys do your thing. The sidewalk is public property, isn’t it?” 

“Don’t be cheeky,” Kenton replied, with more than a twinge of annoyance in his voice. “Just go home and...I don’t know, read a book or something.” 

“Nope,” April said, not budging. “Come on, nothing cool ever happens around here. I just want to watch you guys investigate Benny.” 

“Hold on Peter, you should see this,” Damon said, beckoning Kenton over to her side. 

Kenton gave April a dismayed look. “Go home,” he told her plainly, before turning away and walking over to Damon. She was holding her phone, and she pointed to the screen. 

“I was checking out the address that Harris sent us,” she said. “The one that’s supposed to be Benny’s address, but look.” 

Damon handed Kenton her cell phone and Kenton realized what Damon was confused about. Instead of being a house, the address led to a plot of land that had been foreclosed on by the bank years ago. 

“You’re kidding me...” Kenton said. “Did he at least used to live here?” 

“Nah, he never lived there,” April replied, standing on her tiptoes and peering at Damon’s phone over Kenton’s shoulder. 

“April, I-“ Kenton sounded like he was about to punch a hole through a wall. “How on God’s green earth do you know whether or not Robinson lived at this address?” 

“’Cause the guy that used to live there was my dad’s co-worker or something,” April answered. “He sure wasn’t Benny. But yeah, see, I remember hearing my dad talk about helping his co-worker out with his mortgage payments, but we couldn’t afford to loan him the money. But my dad was at his house like every other day or something, so I sure as heck remember his address. The bank knocked the house down ages ago, ‘cause it was a lousy house anyway, but for some reason they never sold the land...” 

At this point, Kenton had mostly tuned out what April was saying and was now more concerned about how Benny had managed to get a falsified address into the DMV’s records.

“This is the address that’s on his driver’s license?” Kenton asked Damon. 

“According to Harris, it is,” Damon replied.  

“Then how in the world did he – Pickens!” Kenton said suddenly. 

“What about him?” Damon asked, ignoring April who was somehow still rambling about her father’s co-worker.

“Pickens must have created false documents for Robinson. DMV demands proof of address when you get your license, so Robinson must have given them a forged document,” Kenton explained. 

“But why would the two have any connection at all?” Damon asked. 

“If Benny is a member of the Huntsmen...” Kenton said. He didn’t finish his statement, but Damon knew exactly what he was saying.

“Now what?” Damon asked. “Robinson’s clearly not here and we don’t have his address – so we can’t go to his house anymore.” 

“I have his address,” April said suddenly. 

“You do?” Kenton asked. “His actual address.” 

“Oh yeah, for sure,” April replied. “I mean, I know where he lives. He never actually took me to his house...but I kiiinnnddaaa stalked him home a little bit.” 

Kenton gave April a disapproving look and April shrunk back a little. “Hey, look, it was all for fun! I just wanted to see if I could follow him without him noticing me.” 

“You want to tell us the address?” Kenton asked April. 

A mischievous smile spread across April’s face. “Weeellll....seeeee, I don’t really know his exact address, but I doooo know how to get to his house.” 

“April...” Kenton warned. 

“All I’m saying is that you’re gonna have to take me with you for directions,” April finished. “Because I don’t know his address and I can’t tell you how to get to it from the top of my head, but I do know how to get there once you start driving.” 

“Absolutely not,” Kenton said. 

“But-” April began, but Kenton cut her off. 

“I don’t want to hear it – you are absolutely not coming with us to Robinson’s house.” 

“I guess you’re not going there either,” April said, somewhat sassily. 

“April, you’re going to give me a brain aneurysm,” Kenton said, done with her. “Just...give me the darn address and go back home.” 

“I told ya, I don’t know it,” April said, not budging. “I can’t tell you how to get there unless you take me with you.” 

Kenton rubbed his temple and contemplated if he would lose his job for punching a teenage girl. Sighing, he turned to Damon, who shrugged. “Your call,” she said. 

“April,” Kenton said. “I will pay you $20 to give me the address and leave us to do our investigation.” He took his wallet from his pocket and pulled out a 20-dollar bill. “All yours.” 

April laughed. “I don’t want money,” she said. “And besides, I already told you. For the third time – I don’t know it.” 

Kenton gave up. “Fine, April. Get in the back of the cruiser.” 

“Awesome!” April exclaimed, running over to the police car. Kenton followed behind, shaking his head in disbelief. Damon, however, couldn’t help but chuckle to herself a little, watching April annoy the heck out of Kenton. 

Kenton started the car and looked back at April. “Which way?” he asked. 

“Straight, and then left,” April directed. “Should be a quick drive. Only took about 10 minutes on my bike.” 

Kenton followed April’s directions, which eventually led them to a small mobile home sitting on a large plot of land. “Yeah, this is his house,” April confirmed, spotting Benny’s car parked crookedly in the driveway next to his house. 

Kenton shut the car off and parked a few hundred feet away from the house, to not draw attention to the police cruiser, and shut the engine off. 

“Should we just go up and knock?” Damon asked. “But if he ignores us, we can’t go inside without a warrant.” 

“Well...he’s not going to answer the door if he sees two cops there,” Kenton said. “Give me a minute.” Kenton pushed the driver’s door open and walked behind the car. He emerged a few moments later, wearing nothing but a T-shirt and khakis. Tossing his police uniform on the driver’s seat, he completed his statement, “But if he doesn’t know that we’re officers, he might.” 

“I coulda just knocked,” April said. “He knows me; he’s not going to hurt me. And he’d probably open the door to me.” 

“Absolutely no way,” Kenton said. “You’re going to stay in the car. If the worst happens, we don’t need you in the crossfire and I don’t want to have to worry about you getting hurt.” 

“He’s harmless!” April exclaimed. “If he wanted to kill me, he would have done so months ago. He’s had plenty of opportunity to kill me.” April tried to climb out of the backseat and out the passenger door, but Kenton pulled her back inside. 

“Don’t,” he said. “You shouldn’t have been here in the first place – you’re not going anywhere near that house.” 

“Stop me,” April said, climbing out of the car again. “He’s my friend and I’m sure I can help you.” 

“I said no.” Kenton yanked April back into the car again and this time, he pulled out a pair of handcuffs from the side door. He slipped one end over April’s wrist and attached the other end to the bars separating the front seat from the back seat. “If you’re not going to listen to me, then I can’t take any risks.” 

April frowned and pulled her wrist against the handcuffs, jangling it against the bars. “This is really not necessary,” she complained. “I just wanted to talk to Benny is all. You’re reading him all wrong.” 

Damon came around from behind the car wearing her undershirt and a pair of khakis as well. “This feels like a bad idea,” she said to Kenton. “Uhh...why is April handcuffed?” 

“Precautionary measures,” Kenton said, shutting the car door. “Let’s just go up and knock.” 

“What’s our cover story?” Damon asked. “We can’t just knock on the door. What do we say when he answers? Hi, we’re plainclothes cops – can we talk to you about the Huntsmen?” 

“Jehovah’s Witnesses?” Kenton suggested. Damon looked at him strangely. “No pamphlets,” she said. 

“Salesmen?” Kenton offered.   

“No,” Damon said, shaking her head. “That’s almost a guarantee to get the door slammed in your face. Nobody listens to salesmen.”

“We could just say our car broke down and we need a lift or a jump,” Kenton said, running out of suggestions. 

“I don’t know...I doubt he’d bother helping us,” Damon replied. “You gotta come up with a realistic cover story that would also draw his attention.” 

Kenton was about to give another suggestion, when the door to the car flew open and April jumped out, before sprinting over to the front of Benny’s house. 

“April, what th-” Kenton almost shouted. “How did she get out of the handcuffs?”

“I don’t know, but I guess we don’t have to come up with a cover story anymore,” Damon answered as April rapped on the front door. 

Groaning internally, Kenton watched from afar as the door opened and Benny stepped outside. The pair of them talked for a few seconds, but they were too far for either Kenton or Damon to hear what was said. 

Benny made a gesture and Kenton watched in horror as April followed Benny into his house. “What in the world is she doing!?” Kenton demanded, as the door closed shut behind April and Benny. 

“She really doesn’t think that Benny has anything to do with the Huntsmen,” Damon said to Kenton. “Come on, let’s go.” 

––––––––

[image: ]


“WHAT’S WITH THE EYEPATCH?” April asked Benny, as the two of them walked into his house. It was rather dimly lit, but the inside of the house seemed to be meticulously organized. The furniture was clean, and the whole house seemed inviting and comfortable, as opposed to most other trailers in that area. 

“I had an...infection,” Benny said. “Where are your parents at, April?” 

“Oh, they’re home,” April said. “Doing parent stuff. But hey, I wanted to talk to you about something.” 

“Yeah, what’s up?” Benny asked. 

“You ever hear of something called the Huntsmen?” April asked Benny, point-blank.

If the name meant anything to Benny, his face didn’t betray it. “Nah, what’s that?” he asked. 

“I’m not really sure,” April said. “I was talking to the pol-some people and they were talking about them. I was wondering if you knew anything about them.” 

Benny shrugged. “Nah man, never heard of them. What are they – some sort of hunting enthusiasts or something?” 

“I don’t think so,” April said. “Sounds more like they’re a group of assassins.” 

Benny did a double-take. “Man, that’s wild. Here in North Carolina?” 

“Yeah, or at least that’s what people told me,” April said. 

“People? What people?” Benny asked. 

“Just some...um...kids at school I was talking to during lunch,” April lied. “I think they were just making stuff up to scare people, though.” 

“Yeah, sure sounds like it,” Benny said. “You want a soda or something? Also...how do you know where I live? I just realized that I don’t think I’ve ever given you my address.” 

April looked sheepish. “I followed you home once. You never noticed me behind you on my bike.” 

Benny shook his head. “April, someday...you’re going to get in big trouble with someone.” He chuckled a little and asked, “So, a soda?” 

“Sure, thanks!” April said. Benny left the room and returned quickly with a cold soda and handed it to April. 

“Don’t forget to give it a good shake to let the flavor sink in first,” Benny told April, who laughed. 

“I’m not that gullible,” April laughed, popping the tab open on the soda. As she did so, there were a few quick knocks on the front door. Benny raised his head and looked over at the front door. “Wonder who that could be.” 

“Dunno,” April shrugged. Benny got up from his seat and opened the door. He came face to face with Kenton and Damon who asked, “Hi, is April here?” 

“Yeeaahhh...” Benny said. “Who’re you two?” 

Kenton looked at Damon, then said, “Her parents.” 

Benny made a face. “Errr...” He stared at the two officers for a moment, then asked, “Her...parents?” 

“Yes, her parents,” Kenton replied. “Figured she’d be around at your house, since she wasn’t answering her phone.” 

“Look, I don’t know who you two bozos are, but you’re not April’s parents,” Benny said. “And I don’t know what you want with April, but you’d better leave my property.” 

“The audacity!” Kenton said, acting offended. “Give us back our daughter, or I will have the police press charges on you for kidnapping.” 

“You’re not her parents!” Benny exclaimed. “I’ve met her parents before, and they ain’t you. Now get off my property, or I’ll call the police on you.” 

Benny slammed the door shut in Kenton and Damon’s faces. “Awesome,” Kenton said sarcastically. “Now what?” 

“We can wait,” Damon suggested. 

“Wait? Wait for what?” Kenton asked. 

“Until she comes out,” Damon replied. “She’s bound to leave eventually, and I don’t think Benny is going to do anything to her. She’s not a target, and they’re friends.” 

“Yes, but we have an investigation to do,” Kenton reminded Damon. “We can’t sit around and wait for a dumb teenager to come out of the suspects house.” 

Meanwhile, back inside Benny’s house, April was starting to wander around and explore. “You ever get married, Benny?” she asked randomly. “Also, who was at the door?” 

“A couple of weirdos,” Benny said. “They said they were your...parents. But I’ve met your parents before, and they weren’t it.” 

“Um...they said they were my parents?” April asked. “That’s really weird...did they say anything else?” 

“Not really, I kinda shut the door in their faces,” Benny chuckled. “You know, there’s lots of weird people around this area. I wouldn’t sweat it.” 

“Like you?” April asked teasingly. 

“I am not weird!” Benny laughed. Then his face turned serious, and he asked April, “You’re 16, right. You ever planning on getting a car?” 

“Eventually,” April said. “You know, when I get money. But my parents won’t pay for a car for me, and I’m a little broke right now, so it’ll probably be a while before I can afford a car.” 

“Yeah, so, about that,” Benny said. “Listen, do you know anything about fixing cars?” 

“Maybe...a little, I guess,” April said. “I mean, I know a thing or two, but not enough to do anything with.” 

“Alright, so here’s the thing,” Benny said. “I’ve got a 2003 Toyota Corolla and it’s been sitting on my lot for almost four years now. Nobody wants it. I’ve lowered the price so many times, and I don’t think I’ve ever had an interested person come look at it, let alone someone who’ll actually buy it.” 

“I’m sure someone will eventually,” April said. “Y’know, someone who is looking for a cheap car...wait, the Toyota Corolla is a cheap car, right?” 

“It’s very cheap,” Benny said. “But I can’t sell it, because it’s got a problem. The previous owner of it – he gutted the back seat. Ripped out the seats and everything, left nothing but the floor and walls.” 

“Oh...” April replied. “So, it’s just...empty?” 

“Pretty much,” Benny said. “It’s also quite ugly, since he never actually did any work after removing the seats. I don’t know what was going through his mind when he did it, but I guess he decided it wasn’t worth whatever job he had in mind for it.” 

“How’d you get it?” April asked. 

“The man sold it to me, and frankly, it was such a cheap price, that I figured it would be impossible to lose money on it,” Benny explained. “I guess I didn’t take into account that the general public doesn’t seem to want a car with a gutted backseat.” 

“I guess not...how much are you selling it for?” April asked. 

“Currently, $1000,” Benny replied. “It’s literally only $250 more than I paid, and still, nobody wants it. I just can’t sell it.” 

“Man, that sucks...but why are you telling me this?” April asked. “You know I can’t afford a $1000 car – I barely have $100 to my name.” 

“I want to know if I can give you the car,” Benny said. “For free. I’m tired of it being on my lot, reminding me of my bad investment and it’s taking up a spot where a perfectly good car could be.” 

“You want to...give me the car?” April asked. “Like as a gift? Free of charge?” 

Benny nodded. “What’s the catch?” April asked. “Car salesmen don’t just give stuff away for free.” 

“The catch is that there’s no backseat,” Benny said, half-laughing. He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Here, look. I’ll show you what it looks like.” 

He flipped through his camera roll until he found the photos he was looking for. He then handed his phone to April, who raised her eyebrows. “Wow...that’s, uh, quite the interior.” 

“Like I said – I have no idea what was going through the previous owner’s mind when he did that, but that’s why I can’t sell it,” Benny said, as April swiped through the photos. 

“The outside looks pretty nice,” April replied. “At least, it does for a car from 2003.” 

“Oh yeah, and the engine is still good,” Benny said. “Just a little over 100k miles. It’s just the interior that kills the car. I’d fix it up myself, but I really don’t have the time, and I just don’t know if it’s worth it. Even if I spend the time and money to get the interior looking good, I don’t know what the resale value will be.” 

“I mean, I don’t know what I can really do to the inside – I’ve never been one for building and stuff like that,” April said. “But maybe my brother August would be able to help me.” 

“You could just leave it as it is and do some cleaning up,” Benny suggested. “If you don’t care about passengers. But hey, if you want it, it’s all yours. I could give you the keys right now.”

“You’re kidding...” April said, incredulously. “This is a joke, right?” 

“Nope, not at all,” Benny said. “You’re a great kid, April. A little annoying and talkative at times...but I’m sure that you’ll put this car to good use.” 

“I-I-I don’t know what to say,” April said. “I-this is-thank you, Benny! I don’t think anyone has ever given me a gift this big before!” 

Benny laughed. “Think of it as a late Christmas present, I guess. Now, you should probably ask your parents first, so they don’t kill me for giving you a car...” 

“Oh no, they won’t mind at all,” April said. “They’ve actually been helping me look for some ways to earn money so that I can save up to buy a car...but I guess I won’t need that anymore!” 

“Guess not!” Benny chuckled. “Of course, you should still look for a job. Trust me, it will help you with college payments.” 

“Ehhhh, I don’t know about college,” April said. “Seems like it’s all full of a bunch of nerds and people who always have their nose in a book. Sorta like Arnold. I don’t want to spend 4 years with a bunch of Arnolds.” 

Benny shook his head in amusement. “I went to college – got a degree in marine biology. Probably the most epic four years I ever had...but maybe the most useless.” 

“You have a degree in marine biology, and you run a used car-lot?” April asked. “That doesn’t exactly track.” 

“Well, it wasn’t my plan to live in Greensboro for the rest of my life. I got my degree from CalTech, and California was actually where I was planning on staying,” Benny said. “I moved back here to help take care of my father, who had dementia and cancer. My mother had died a decade ago, so he was alone, and there was no way he could get by without someone at his side.” 

“Wow...that’s...inspiring,” April said. 

“I couldn’t get any jobs that matched my degree here, so I just went the second route,” Benny said. “Got some cheap land with a falling apart building and turned it into a car lot. Honestly, it was great. I made a decent amount of money and could even afford my dad’s cancer treatment.” 

“Health insurance didn’t cover that?” April asked. 

“Pfffttt,” Benny said. “Health insurance was trash. They covered the basics, and that was it. Nothing more. They figured my dad would die within a month.” 

“Did he?” April asked softly. 

“My dad was a machine,” Benny replied, smiling sadly. “He lived 5 full years before he passed away in his sleep. And he vowed that he wouldn’t let the cancer turn him into a vegetable – he was active until his final weeks. Helping me in the car shop, fixing up his house, we even went skydiving together! Man, he was unstoppable.” 

Benny wiped his eyes with his arm and said, “He lived a full life. I’m sad to lose him, but I don’t think he had any regrets and neither do I.” 

“How long ago did he die?” April asked tenderly. She reached over to the tissue box and handed Benny a tissue. 

“A day after his birthday,” Benny answered, gratefully taking the tissue and dabbing his eyes. “November 25th.” 

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” April said. “That was so recent...” 

“It’s okay,” Benny replied, smiling. “There were a lot of tears falling at his funeral, but like I said, he lived a full life. No regrets. I think he’s in a better place now.” 

April nodded, having no words left to say. Benny smiled again, then stood up from the couch. April watched as he walked across the room and opened a small panel on the wall filled with car keys. He pulled one out, then tossed it to April, who caught it. 

“There’s your key,” he said. “2003 Toyota Corolla. It’s parked on the side street, so you can just drive it off. Didn’t feel like keeping it in the lot anymore. I’ll drop the title and plates off at your house some time tomorrow and your parents will have to do all the usual stuff at the DMV.” 

“Thank you so much!” April exclaimed. “Now I feel like I owe you something...I just-” 

“April, relax,” Benny said. “You don’t owe me anything. I told you, just think of it as an early Christmas present.” 

“Thank you!” April said again, unable to think of anything else to say. “Wow...my own car. My brothers are going to be so jealous.” 

“Don’t crash it,” Benny joked. He checked the clock and said, “It’s probably about time you got back home. Your actual parents are probably going to start wondering where you are soon.” 

“Yeah,” April laughed. “Thanks again for the car – it means so much to me!” 

“Thank you for taking it off my hands,” Benny said, laughing. “Listen, be careful out there going home, April.” 

“I will!” April said. ‘Have a good evening, Benny!” 

“You too,” Benny said, accompanying April outside. He waved her goodbye and shut the door behind her as April walked from Benny’s lawn. 

Damon and Kenton were waiting for her a short distance from the house, reading all the information that Harris had sent over a few hours ago. “Finally,” Kenton said. “Geez, April, you cannot be doing these kinds of things. Any longer, and I was going to just kick his door down.” 

“Cool your jets,” April laughed. “Benny’s fine – he’s a great guy! He gave me a car.” 

“Uhh...what now?” Kenton asked. 

“He gave me a car!” April exclaimed, showing Kenton the car key that Benny had tossed to her. “He said he couldn’t sell it and that he was just trying to clear it out of his lot.” 

“That’s...something,” Damon said. “But did he say anything suspicious?” 

“Man, what?” April asked. “I asked about the Huntsmen, he didn’t even know what they were. Y’know, like most normal people.” 

“Oh...or he could have been lying,” Kenton said. “Was he still wearing his eyepatch?” 

“Yeah, he was,” April replied. “He said it was because of an infection or something.” 

“Whatever,” Kenton said. “We still don’t have a warrant to get into his house – c’mon, let’s just get back in the cruiser. This was just a wasted trip.” 

“A wasted trip?” April exclaimed. “What are you talking about!? This was awesome. I can’t believe I have my own car!”

“Neither can I,” Kenton muttered, as the three of them walked back to the car. “I’m just going to take you back home and meet Harris at the hospital.” 

“Oh wait, can we at least stop at Benny’s lot first?” April asked. “I want to pick up my car!” 

Damon sighed. “Sure, fine, whatever,” he said, starting the engine. “I don’t care anymore.” 

After a quick drive to the car lot, the three of them immediately noticed something strange when they stepped out of the car. The fence that had been padlocked before was left wide open, with the padlock unlocked and hanging on the side of the fence. 

April peered curiously over the fence and noted that the door to Benny’ office had also been left open. “That’s weird...” she said. “This was all locked up before.” 

“I know...” Kenton said, confused. “You were talking with Benny the entire time – he couldn’t have made it back to the car lot so quickly.” 

Something was off. April cautiously stepped into the lot and wandered over to the office and looked inside. It looked like it had been ransacked; papers were everywhere, and everything had been cleared out from all the drawers. 

“This is strange...” April said to Damon and Kenton as they stepped inside and looked around. “It wasn’t like this 30 minutes ago.” 

“No...it wasn’t,” Damon agreed. She turned on the office light and noted a few pieces of paper on the desk with a sticky note on it. “What’s that?” she asked. 

April took a closer look and realized what the paper was. It was the title for a 2003 Toyota Corolla...and on the sticky note was written, “For April.” 

“For April...” April said aloud. “He left this for me...but how did he...I thought he was robbed at first, but not with this note left here.”

“No, he set this up,” Kenton said. He took another look around the room, then said, “C’mon, let’s get back to Robinson’s house. There’s some questions we have to ask him.” 

April grabbed the title and note off the desk and ran after Kenton and Damon. The three piled back into the cruiser and Kenton took off back from Benny’s house, but he was too late. 

Benny’s car was gone and his front door was also left wide open. Kenton was the first inside the house, followed by April, who noted that everything looked identical as before, but the house was deserted. 

“He’s gone,” Kenton said. “We should have known he was going to split.” 

Damon walked over to Benny’s printer and hit a couple of buttons. The printer spat out a piece of paper, which Damon picked up and said, “It’s a plane ticket. For an 8pm flight to Florida.” She checked her watch. “It’s 6:45pm – that’s an hour and 15 minutes until his flight departs. The Charlotte airport is 45 minutes away – if we leave now, we can catch up with him before he makes it on that flight.” 

Kenton took a deep breath. “Alright, let’s go,” he said. “April, listen. Go home. It’s about a 15-minute walk from here to your house and you need to get home now. Don’t stop at Robinson’s shop and don’t mess with anything there. Not even the car he gave you. It’s all evidence.” 

“But I want to come with you to the airport!” April exclaimed. 

“April, home. Now!” Kenton said, running out of Benny’s house and back to cruiser with Damon at his heels. April trailed behind, but Kenton tore out of the parking spot before April could stop them or say anything more.
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Chapter XV
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“He left for the airport?” Harris asked incredulously. “You have to get there before the plane departs.” 

“No kidding!” Damon exclaimed into the phone. “Listen, we’re about 30 minutes away – I’ll let you know when we get there. If his plane departs at 8pm, we should be able to catch up with him when he goes through TSA.” 

“Good, good, just let me know,” Harris said. “Also, Josephine and Remington are safe. They’re still out looking for Scott, though.” 

“I hope they find him,” Damon said. “Anything on Stevensky?” 

“Remington said he was planning on leaving the country,” Harris replied. “And that he had an epiphany...” Harris fell silent as an intercom went off, calling him to the hospital’s front desk. “I gotta go, but just tell me when you get to the airport.” 

Harris hung up and headed to the elevator, taking it down to the ground floor. He walked over to the front desk, where two fireman were standing and next to them was Scott. His clothes were torn and burned, and his face was stained with ash and charcoal, but he was alive. 

“Oh, thank goodness, you found him!” Harris exclaimed. 

Scott smiled weakly. “Officer Harris,” he said. “Are Remington and Josephine okay?” 

“Yes, they’re on the second floor,” Harris said. “Come on, we gotta get you a hospital room.” 

A nurse hurried over and called for a stretcher, but Scott shook his head. “No, no, I’m fine. I just need...a shower and some hot food.” 

“No, it’s best if you get checked out anyway,” one of the firemen advised Scott. “You never know what can happen weeks or months down the line.” 

“Okay, I’ll trust you on that,” Scott relented. “But I don’t need a stretcher.” 

The nurse laughed. “Okay, you can just follow me to Room 220. She guided Scott to the elevator and rode it up to the 2nd floor. She led him to a room, where she said, “I’ll be right back – I just have to check you in.” 

Scott nodded and took a seat on the bed in the room. “You said Remington and Josephine were okay?” 

“Yes, for the most part,” Harris said. “Remington is in Room 215, I can go get her, if you’d like.” 

“Sure, just to let her know that I’m still alive. What about Josephine?” Scott asked. 

“She’s resting,” Harris said. “She has, well had, a fever and Remington said that she had a seizure.” 

“She what?!” Scott demanded. “I thought-” 

“Relax, Scott, she’s okay now,” Harris said. “The doctors are monitoring her, but I’m sure what happened was just a result of all the stress that you three went though.” 

“Yeah...” Scott leaned back against his pillow and Harris went to get Remington, Adrian, and Phoebe. The nurse returned shortly and handed Scott a clipboard. 

“Just some information that we need you to fill out,” the nurse said. “Also, did you want something to eat or drink?” 

“Yeah, can I have a bottle of water,” Scott asked, taking the clipboard and a pen from the nurse. “And what is there to eat?” 

The nurse laughed. “Gonna be honest with you,” she said, leaning in slightly. “All the food here is pretty terrible. No matter what you ask for, you’re bound to be disappointed.” 

“Oh...” Scott laughed awkwardly. “So, I shouldn’t get any food?” 

“Take my advice and get yourself some DoorDash from the closest restaurant,” the nurse recommended. “Guaranteed to be better than whatever slop they cook up in the kitchens here.” 

“Wow...you sound like you speak from experience,” Scott said. “Just the bottle of water, then, I guess.” 

“Alright, perfect,” the nurse said. “I’ll get that for you in one moment.” She left the room and Remington, Adrian, and Phoebe walked in. 

“Scott, you have no idea how worried I was that they weren’t going to find you!” Remington said, hugging Scott. “I told you that wandering off was a bad idea.” 

“I’m just glad that someone found you two,” Scott said. “And I can’t believe they sent out an entire search party for me.” 

“Well, they weren’t going to let you die out there!” Remington exclaimed. 

“That’s something,” Scott said. He sat up in bed and asked, “Do they know who kidnapped us?” 

“Ross Stevensky,” Phoebe said. 

“Who?” Scott asked, giving Phoebe a confused look. 

“I don’t know, he’s Russian or something,” Phoebe said. “He works for the Huntsmen, so go figure he’s Russian, I guess.” 

“Worked,” Remington said. “He said he was quitting, didn’t he, Scott?” 

“Yeah,” Scott replied. “I guess we can count ourselves lucky that we got a Huntsman who was sick of his job.”

Remington laughed. “The dude who attacked me in the store sure wasn’t sick of his job, though” Scott said. 

“Benny,” Adrian mumbled under his breath, and Scott raised his eyebrows. “What’s that?” 

“Benny Robinson,” Adrian said. “The guy I buy my cars from. Damon and Kenton are investigating him – he’s probably the third Huntsmen and the guy that attacked you in your parents’ store.” 
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