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Cheryl Adams paced the hardwood floor of her one-bedroom apartment, the click of her heels keeping time with the ticking of the grandfather clock. She glanced at her watch, and her eyebrows drew together in a look of concern, as the shrill voice emanating from her cell phone reached new heights. She winced, and held it further from her ear.

On her way past the front window of her living room, she paused for a moment, taking in the blue sky, white puffy clouds, and the ornamental cherry trees in full bloom. She watched the birds as they flitted from branch to branch, their full-throated singing filling the apartment with the sound of spring. A soft breeze ruffled the curtains, and the dark blond curls that framed her face, but did nothing to free the rest from the hair clip that neatly confined them. Closing her hazel eyes, she breathed in the scent of fresh cut grass.

For a moment, she forgot the phone in her hand, and the one-sided conversation that continued to carry on, whether she was interested in hearing it, or not.

But only for a moment. The plaintive voice called Cheryl back, demanding her undivided attention, and with another impatient glance at her watch and a roll of her eyes, she interrupted.

“Jennifer, look, I’ll... figure something out. I’ll take off work early if I have to, even if it does mean losing my job,” she said, with another eye-roll.

The voice on the other end of the line lost some of its sharpness.

“Really? Are you sure?” Cheryl said, sarcasm tinging her words ever so slightly. “Because I can get another job any day, but getting fitted for this bridesmaid dress—again—absolutely must happen right in the middle of an important mandatory meeting my boss expects me to be at.”

There was a moment of silence, then the sound of sobbing.

“Look, I know you’re stressed,” Cheryl rubbed her forehead wearily, as the grandfather clock struck the half hour. She slung her purse over her shoulder, and snatched up her keys. “Maybe you can call your matron of honor, or your mom, or something. I’ve got to go, though. Just—hang in there, and I’ll talk to you later.”

Cheryl tapped the screen of her phone rather viciously to end the call, then hurried out of her apartment and down the stairs.

What Jennifer really needed to do, was call a therapist! Or get on some kind of medication. Or both! Bridezilla Fever hit her with such a vengeance, Cheryl didn’t even recognize her anymore. She felt sympathy for her cousin, the groom, which led right into a feeling of personal responsibility, and a pang of guilt. After all, she was the one responsible for introducing him to Jennifer. But, Jake seemed happy... and eventually, this nightmare production of a wedding would be over, Jennifer would no longer be a bride, and she’d go back to being Jennifer again.

One could only hope.

Cheryl walked as quickly as she could, considering she was wearing a calf-length pencil skirt that allowed for almost no mobility whatsoever. It looked good, it looked professional, but it was a lousy choice for a girl who was in a hurry. Mindful of her high heels, she refrained from taking a shortcut across the lawn, and stuck to the sidewalk that meandered between the buildings of her apartment complex. She glanced at her watch again, and resigned herself to the inevitable; Goodbye breakfast, and hello office coffee. She made a slight face. It would just have to do. It was better than running the risk of being even a second late, for work.

The sidewalk looped around the last building. She was almost to the parking lot, and so far, no more calls from Jennifer. Maybe she was busy harassing one of her other bridesmaids.

Cheryl wondered if Jennifer’s brother was as high strung as his sister was lately, and groaned. She better go to the wedding armed, just in case, because if he was... she’d just have to put herself out of her misery.

Finally her sense of humor kicked in, and she laughed to herself.

She hated being a bridesmaid, and she hated being set up, but it was just one evening. All she had to do was smile, and be civil. Like all things, it too would come to an end. If this was the worst thing that ever happened to her, she’d count herself lucky.

Cheryl’s phone alerted her she had a text, which reminded her that while Jennifer held her captive on the other end of the line, her mom tried calling repeatedly.

She dug in her purse for her phone, as she neared her vehicle. She glanced up before glancing at the screen, and groaned at what she saw.

Two of her new tires were flat. Judging by the lack of tilt to her vehicle, it was likely that all four of them were.

“Oh, for crying out loud!” she exclaimed under her breath.

Cheryl looked around frantically, and spied a tow truck parked nearby. That seemed awfully fortuitous, maybe a little too fortuitous. A wave of suspicion rolled over her, as a guy in a grease-stained jumpsuit and baseball cap approached.

“Need some help?” he asked.

He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, he was clean-cut, actually. Dark brown hair and blue eyes, probably late twenties, around five foot nine, no scars or tattoos that she could see, Cheryl took a step back as she memorized every detail, because she had a very bad feeling about this.

“No thank you,” she said firmly, taking another step back, and giving him an even look. The name “Ray” was embroidered on the jumpsuit, and Ray’s Automotive was painted on the side of the truck.

“I don’t mind helping you out,” he said. His voice and the look on his face were relaxed and easy-going. But the way his eyes darted, calculating—

“I said NO,” she stated loudly, as she retreated several more steps, then glanced at her phone, ready to call for help if this guy didn’t turn around, and go the other way. The message on the screen startled her.

YOU’RE IN DANGER CALL 911

Cheryl stared at her mother’s bizarre text message, as a chill washed over her.

The sound of steadily approaching footsteps snapped her out of her stupor. She looked up to see Tow Truck Guy rounding the back of her compact SUV.

“I said back off!” she shouted, her heart pounding, as she swiftly moved to the side, in order to keep the vehicle between them. Her phone vibrated in her hand again, but further text messages would have to wait.

“Geez, I’m just trying to be nice,” the guy said. He continued to move closer, his face expressing amusement at her obvious overreaction, as he held up his hands in a calming motion. “There’s no need to get all uptight over it.”

Her gut instinct told her otherwise.

“I said NO, I don’t want your help!”

She kept the vehicle between them as he circled it, resting his hand on the back bumper, and glancing at the tire as he passed by. He gave a low whistle, then made a tsking sound.

“All four tires. Good thing I came along when I did.”

“Get away from my car!” Cheryl shouted, as adrenaline flooded her bloodstream. Either no one was within earshot, or they didn’t want to get involved. Her heart pounded in her ears, nearly deafening her, as she fumbled to bring up her phone’s keypad while maintaining her distance from Tow Truck Guy. “Back off, I don’t want your help!”

“It doesn’t make sense calling another truck when I’ve got mine right over there,” the guy moved faster.

“FIRE!” Cheryl screamed, and he lunged.

She struggled to stay out of reach, but her pencil skirt and heels were a poor match against Tow Truck Guy’s jumpsuit and boots. Tow Truck Guy’s hand closed around her arm painfully, jerking her to a halt, and for a moment, panic threatened to overwhelm her. With a flash of inspiration, she pressed the alarm button on the key in her hand. She prayed that if anyone was within hearing, the rapid blast of the SUV’s horn would do more than just annoy. Tow Truck Guy cursed, and fought her for the key. She fought back, rage against this man boiling up and exploding, as she beat, scratched, and clawed, driven by instinct to seek out and exploit every weakness.

Tow Truck Guy’s grip on her loosened, as he tried to protect his eyes from her onslaught, and the key in her hand. She felt a fresh rush of adrenaline surge through her, and she fought harder, determined to keep him on the defensive. If she fought long enough, someone would hear, someone would see, someone...

Darkness engulfed her, and she was drowning. She struggled against the nameless, shapeless, faceless enemy that numbed her mind, made her limbs heavy, and her pleas for help garbled. She cried and fought, thrashing and grabbing desperately for something to hold onto, as her strength ebbed, and weakness overcame her. With one last desperate prayer for deliverance, her world faded to nothing.

~***~
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JACK RYLAND CAUTIOUSLY edged along the side of the building, keeping to the shadows. His blue eyes were focused and intense as he watched for any sign of movement, and listened for any sound. He paused for a moment, brushing back his blond hair as he thought.

He sensed, more than he saw movement, and instinctively reached inside the light jacket he wore. The feel of the handgun in his shoulder holster was reassuring. It gave him the confidence to talk his way out of most altercations, and got him out of those he couldn’t.

Well... most of them, anyway. He rubbed the bridge of his nose ruefully.

Out of the shadows materialized a slight, unimposing figure. The middle-aged woman silently joined Jack, glancing over her shoulder furtively as she did so. The two made eye contact, and the woman handed him an envelope. He looked at the photos inside, read the captions on the back, and smiled. 

Jack put the envelope in an inside pocket of his jacket, then took several bills out of his wallet. He held them out, but the woman refused, holding up her hand as she shook her head. Jack frowned a little, and shook his. He took her hand and folded her fingers around the bills, then held her gaze.

“C’mon, Marta,” he said quietly. “I know you can find a way to put this to good use. Don’t be difficult.”

At last Marta sighed, and nodding briefly, she put the bills in the purse she carried on her arm. Then she leaned closer.

“It will be too late, soon.”

Concern etched Jack’s face as he looked at back at her. Marta nodded solemnly.

Jack rubbed his forehead as he looked up at the building, and thought. Then he nodded. Marta also nodded, a look of relief in her eyes.

“You will hurry, I think?” she asked softly.

“Yeah,” Jack nodded. “Whatever it takes.” 

Reaching inside her purse, she removed a Barbie doll and held it out. Jack laughed softly, and took it.

“So she’s expecting me?”

“I did not think you would let her down.”

“You’re right. And on that note, I’ve got a kidnapping to orchestrate.”

“I shall pray for you,” Marta said, then she melted into the shadows once more.

“Yeah. I’ll be praying for me too,” he said softly, and the concern in his eyes deepened, as he looked up at the building once more.

Jack turned swiftly, pocketing the doll, then followed along the wall until he reached the sidewalk. Falling into step with the rest of the pedestrians, he continued along the front of the hotel. At the first set of automatic sliding doors, he went inside and made a beeline for the check-in counter.

Tina was working today, a stroke of luck if he ever saw one.

“Tina, it’s great to see you again,” he said, disarming her with a smile.

“Joe Taylor!” she beamed. “It’s great to see you! How’ve you been?”

“Not too bad,” Jack replied cheerfully. “I’ve got more work than I know what to do with, so not bad at all.”

“That’s great,” Tina said admiringly. “So what can I do for you today, Joe?”

“I need a room, Tina, and I need it now,” he said quietly, as he put his elbow on the counter, and leaned in. “I’m about dead on my feet, or I’d still be on the road. I know I’m taking a risk coming here without a reservation, but all I need is three or four hours. I’ll be on my way again, way before this afternoon’s check-in time, so I was hoping...”

She bit her lip as she thought, then leaned against the counter conspiratorially.

“Alright, Joe. You’ve got until one o’ clock this afternoon, that’ll give housekeeping time to ready the room before check-in.”

“Thank you, Tina. You’re a lifesaver,” Jack replied gratefully, and she beamed again.

Tina took out a plastic key card, then tapped on the keyboard in front of her. She watched the monitor briefly, then swiped the card and handed it to Jack.

“There you are. Room three-fifteen.”

“Tina, thank you,” Jack smiled, then he looked thoughtful. “I wonder if you happen to have a lost and found, here. The last time I was in town, I forgot and left a pair of sunglasses behind. I could really use them, driving into the sun this afternoon. I can always get another pair, but if they’re here...”

“Sure, Joe, we have a lost and found. You won’t believe all the things people forget and leave behind! It’s in back. If you want to come around, I’ll show you.”

“I hate to ask it Tina, but could I possibly beg a favor, and come back for them on my way out?”

“Oh, of course! I wasn’t even thinking,” she said quickly. “I’ll go look for them right now, so I don’t forget.”

“You’re the best, Tina,” Jack smiled again. “I don’t know what I’d do without you. They’re Thompsons, it’s a little known brand, but the name is printed in small letters on the inside of the left earpiece. Or maybe it’s the right.”

“If they’re here, I’ll find them,” she smiled.

“I owe you Tina,” he replied.

She laughed and looked pleased, then disappeared through the door behind her.

With a quick glance around, Jack was over the counter. Several key strokes and a swipe later, he was back on the other side again.

Jack walked briskly across the lobby, to the elevator. With the press of a button, the doors opened with a swish, and he stepped inside. He selected the floor he wanted, then looked through the photos in the envelope. Reading the captions on the back, he committed the information to memory.

Placing the envelope back in his jacket pocket, he glanced at his watch, and wondered how soon too-late would be.

The doors swished open, and Jack stepped out into the hallway. As he turned right, he scanned his surroundings.

During the hours between check-out and check-in, the only guests were those spending more than one night. During the week, that didn’t amount to a lot of people. If there were any, they had yet to show themselves. Considering it was Friday, housekeeping would be very busy preparing for the weekend, though, so...

Jack made a beeline for the end of the hall, turned the corner, then opened the door on the left and stepped inside.

Laughter and the sound of voices, met him. Apparently not everyone in housekeeping was busy working.

The size of the building required stations on multiple floors. Maybe housekeeping on the first or fourth were more prone to work, than chat. But, soon it would be too late. He’d have to make this work. Jack took a deep breath, and prepared to walk around the privacy wall, and into housekeeping’s domain.

Then, he made a hasty retreat back out the door. The laughter and chatter were coming his way, and the fewer people who remembered seeing the tall, well-built, blond-haired, blue-eyed, extremely good looking guy anywhere near the penthouse, the better.

Jack pulled out his phone, and held it to his ear. His other arm rested on the wall, his forehead pressed against his wrist.

“Hi honey, how are you?” he said softly, as the door to housekeeping opened behind him. The chatter was cut off at sight of the guest who stood there, talking on the phone. “I can’t wait to get home, it won’t be much longer. How are the kids?”

The soft footsteps signaled that the ladies were on their way to elsewhere. No cart, all bearing purses, and no smocks. They were going home. Or somewhere else. They weren’t going to be here, that was the main thing.

Jack put his phone in his pocket, and turning swiftly, he went back through the door and into housekeeping, once again.

Silence this time.

Jack stepped around the brief wall, and instantly spied a whiteboard. On it, was written the schedule. The mid-morning shift was about to begin. 

Jack did a little rearranging.

Dropping the marker back in the tray, he sorted through the smocks and chose one that would fit. On second thought, fit wasn’t a fitting word. The best he could do, was choose the one that would cut off circulation the least. He had to lose the jacket, though. He took the photos out and stuck them in his pocket, then chose a cart. Folding the jacket, he dropped it in the empty laundry hamper, then unfolded and dropped a few clean towels on top. He donned the smock, which sounded suspiciously as though several threads snapped, in the process. His gun made a decided bulge.

He frowned as he thought, then unpinned the nametag. It was just as well, he didn’t look much like a Bertha, anyway. Laying a few cleaning cloths over his shoulder, he used the nametag to pin them to the front of the smock, then draped them over the tag, concealing it and the lump made by his holster and gun. He draped a few more cloths over his shoulder for good measure, then rolled the cart to the door and out into the hall.

Jack wasted no time in reaching the elevator. He glanced through the photos again, as he waited for it to arrive.

It would take a miracle for this to work. But, he’d seen miracles before. He’d also been shot, knifed, come in second in a few fights, and an old girlfriend did try to poison him, once. It could go either way.

The doors swished open. Jack pushed the cart inside, pressed a button, and prepared to face whatever came next.

The elevator reached the top floor. Jack swiped his keycard, and the doors opened to reveal a large, lobby-like entryway. Through the doorway on the left, two men and a woman were involved in rapid conversation.

“The pilot will be ready for take off in ten minutes,” one of the men said, and that’s all Jack needed to know.

He briskly turned to the long hallway on the other side. Some of the doors lining the hall were open, but most were not. He heard more voices coming from one of the rooms, but it wasn’t the one he was looking for, and he rolled on past.

The door at the end of the hall was ajar. Jack pushed it open and wheeled in the cart, then closed and locked it behind him, as he glanced around.

A dark-haired girl with olive skin sat on the floor, staring at Jack with her large brown eyes. She was motionless, a piece to the puzzle in front of her, still in her hand.

Jack pulled the Barbie doll out of his pocket, and her eyes grew wider. She leaped to her feet, in a sudden frenzy. She snatched up a small suitcase, and a stuffed giraffe that had seen better days, then said not a word as Jack picked her up, and guided her into the hamper.

“Sorry about this,” he said softly, as he unfolded clean towels and stuffed them around her. It wouldn’t do for anyone to see the shape of a four-year-old girl in the dirty laundry hamper. It wouldn’t do for anyone to see movement there, either.

The little girl said nothing in response, she only held her finger to her lips, as she looked at him. That made him smile, and she smiled back. That made him even more determined to get this little girl out of here, and back to her mother, where she belonged.

Jack draped towels over her, and she hunkered down and was still. He opened the door and turned the latch so it would lock behind them, then wheeled out the cart, and closed it.

So far, so good. Jack started back toward the lobby at a brisk pace.

A woman in a fitted dress suit stepped abruptly out of the nearest room, and into the hall. Jack stopped just short of plowing into her.

“Pardon me, ma’am,” he said, and started to go around, but she blocked his way.

“Who exactly are you, and what business do you have here?” she demanded to know.

“Housekeeping, ma’am,” Jack replied pleasantly.

The woman shook her head, her lips pressed in a thin line.

“No. No... I don’t think so,” she said, and lifted the small communication device she held in her hand. She pressed a button. “Tony, we have an intruder.”

~***~
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VOICES WITHOUT MEANING, wavering up and down, up and down... a monotonous, endless drone that had no beginning and no end.

Cheryl’s mind was thick. Too thick to wonder or think or care. She listened to the hypnotic droning, as it went on and on.

Light dashed at intervals across her eyelids, and a series of uncomfortable jolts interrupted at random the hum and vibration that surrounded her. She felt herself sliding, and a spinning sensation joined the rest.

An unpleasant squeal joined the other sounds, and her stomach lurched, as she steadily began to tilt to one side. The surface beneath her was moving one way, and she another. Despite her sluggish thoughts, fear began to grow. Her heart struggled to beat faster, as she continued to tilt—then with a jolt, she fell back again. Now there was no hum, no monotonous voices, no hypnotic droning. Cheryl lay still, her ears ringing so loudly, she winced. She was still moving, her head spinning, but the surface beneath her was not.

Her thoughts strained to free themselves from the paralysis that gripped them. There was another jolt, and she abruptly tilted the other direction, then settled back again as the humming resumed, the monotonous rhythm of the voices began anew, and her thoughts were lulled into oblivion once more.

Another jolt, poised on the edge of another precipice, then falling back, all over again.

The humming stopped. The vibration ceased, leaving her numb and fuzzy, as if she somehow absorbed it.

The door of a vehicle slammed shut, jolting her some more. Then there was another, and she wondered...

Thoughts began to throw off their confines, filling her with anxiety, as memories fought to the surface. The alarm bells they stirred, set off a chain reaction. By the time the door to the van slid open beside her, she remembered enough. She willed her heart to slow, and her muscles to relax.

“It’s clear,” she heard Tow Truck Guy say in the distance.

Someone scooped her up, the movement making her aware of her wrists which were bound, and likewise her ankles. She remained limp, in spite of being jostled by each step this person took.

The scent of pine was strong. The wind as it whispered through the tops of the trees, the singing of birds, and the crunch of footsteps were the only sounds. Light dappled her eyelids, but she felt no warmth from the sun. In the shadow of the trees, the air left her chilled. 

The steps paused, and the jostling ceased. A key turned in the lock, and a door creaked open. The jostling began again, and behind her, she heard the door close and latch.

The scent of pine was gone. Now the air was still, and unused, and tinged with mildew.

Whoever carried her paused again, as another door opened ahead. Her carrier turned, and carefully stepped sideways. Three steps later, she was deposited on a soft surface. The scent of mildew was stronger here, mixed with a faint reminder of fabric softener.

The footsteps turned and walked away, and the door closed. A key turned in the lock, and the steps faded on the other side.

Still, Cheryl remained motionless.

“Shouldn’t she be awake by now?” she heard Tow Truck Guy’s muffled voice.

“I don’t know...” a second man replied roughly, in a tone deeper than Tow Truck Guy’s. “She breathed in a lot of that stuff. She’s not all that big, either. It’ll be a while before I start to worry.”

“She’s lucky you jumped in before she put my eye out,” Tow Truck Guy said resentfully.

“You’re lucky I jumped in before you did something stupid,” Rough Voice replied, with a note of warning in his voice. “You’ll lose more than an eye, if she ends up hurt.”

Cheryl latched on to that bit of information.

“I’m not gonna do anything,” Tow Truck Guy grumbled.

“Good,” said Rough Voice, then he chuckled quietly. “Besides, she might just leave you wishing you’d left her alone.”

“Shut up,” Tow Truck Guy said, but his resentful tone was unable to completely mask his embarrassment.

“Alright, alright,” Rough Voice replied, though he still sounded amused.

“Girl’s like a feral cat...” Tow Truck Guy grumbled. 

“She needs something else to wear, a sweater or jacket or something,” Rough Voice said.

“Won’t the bruises just give them more incentive?” Tow Truck Guy questioned.

“All I know is what Roberts said,” Rough Voice replied. “I don’t know about them, but it’d give him incentive. Believe me, you don’t want that.”

“I don’t get that,” Tow Truck Guy said disapprovingly.

“You don’t have to,” Rough Voice replied shortly. “If you want to survive, you’ll quit questioning instructions, and put your energy into following them, instead.”

“Fine, I just wondered is all,” Tow Truck Guy answered sullenly. He seemed annoyed by the reprimand.

“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop,” Rough Voice replied firmly, then he chuckled again. “You might want to take a class in how to safely wrangle feral cats, too.”

Tow Truck Guy laughed a little, in spite of himself.

There was the thump of footsteps, as the two men moved about the room on the other side of the door. Cheryl heard the sound of cabinets opening, and a refrigerator running, as one of the men looked inside. A muffled voice carried through the thin wall behind the headboard of the bed, and she felt a jolt, as something bumped into it hard on the other side.

Cheryl cautiously opened her eyes. She was in a small bedroom, which didn’t surprise her. The bars on the one tiny window, didn’t either.

“There’s not a thing,” said Tow Truck Guy.

Rough Voice sighed deeply, and there was a pause before he spoke.

“We’ve gotta make a run into town, then.”

“Who’s staying?” asked Tow Truck Guy.

The silence dragged on so long, Cheryl wondered if Rough Voice intended to answer at all, but at last he did.

“You are,” Rough Voice decided, but he didn’t sound happy about it. “I’ve got to check in.”

“You can’t do that from here?” Tow Truck Guy asked.

“No signal here,” said Rough Voice. Cheryl heard the jingle of keys. “I don’t like this... can’t leave her alone, either.” 

“It’s not like I’m gonna do anything,” Tow Truck Guy said in an offended tone.

“If she gives you any grief, I can see it going bad.” Rough Voice replied grimly.

“Fine, I’ll go then,” said Tow Truck Guy. 

“I’m the one that’s got to check in. That’s not an option... but, it’s been long enough.”

“You’re knocking her out again? She’s not even awake,” Tow Truck Guy said in surprise.

“And I don’t want her to be, not unless I’m here to play referee.”

Cheryl’s mind raced, as footsteps neared the door.

“Count down for me,” said Rough Voice, as the key turned in the lock. “About thirty seconds, should do it.”

Cheryl breathed out hard, then filled her lungs until they could hold no more. Now if only she could hold out!

The door opened, and there were footsteps. A damp cloth was held over her nose and mouth. Cheryl remained motionless, and prayed her years as a lifeguard would pay off now.

“One, two, three...” Tow Truck Guy counted slowly.

Cheryl’s lungs felt as though they would burst. Slowly she exhaled, using the countdown to pace herself.

“Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty,” Tow Truck Guy finished. Cheryl wanted to sigh in relief. Oh, how badly she wanted to! But that would have to wait.

Rough Voice removed the cloth from her face, and after what felt like several eternities, both sets of footsteps retreated, the door closed, and the key once again turned in the lock.

Cheryl turned her face into the musty bed covering, and rubbed against it furiously. By the time she was satisfied, she was seeing stars, and on the verge of passing out from lack of oxygen. She breathed deeply, fighting her body’s determination to gasp and pull in air as quickly, and loudly, as possible. When a television began to blare on the other side of the door, she gave thanks, and made rapid time replacing the oxygen missing from her bloodstream.

As her vision cleared, she briefly assessed her condition. Duct tape, on her hands and ankles. Well that was easily remedied.

Cheryl cautiously sat up. Not too dizzy. She raised her hands as far above and behind her head as she could, and brought them down hard in front of her. Like magic, the tape ripped away. She was thankful once again, for the cover provided by the television on the other side of the door.

Cheryl worked her fingers, relieving enough stiffness to tear through the tape on her ankles. She looked with annoyance at her fitted skirt, which allowed about as much movement as an out of water mermaid would have. Her shoes were gone, but other than as a weapon, right now they’d be of little use to her.

She slid off the bed and stretched quickly, restoring circulation to her limbs, as she turned in a circle and surveyed the room.

Bars at the window. A lock on the door, and an enemy on the other side. A bed, nightstand with no drawers, a lamp, a small rug... two exterior walls, and two interior. She felt of the papered wall behind the bed, then ripped the cord to the lamp from the wall.

Please, let it be sheetrock, and only sheetrock! Cheryl prayed, as she gouged the wall with the prongs of the plug. She gouged, and dug, accompanied by the sound of the action movie playing in the room on the other side of the door. She broke through the surface, there was emptiness on the other side. She worked the fingers of one hand inside the gap and pulled, and felt a renewed burst of energy as a large chunk of drywall tore loose.

There was silence, and she froze.

A commercial began to play, and Cheryl sighed with relief. But while Tow Truck Guy liked his action movies as loud as possible, he didn’t want to listen to the advertisements the same way. She waited, biding her time, breathing in air, until the movie came back on. Then, the volume rose, and she set to work diligently once again.

It dawned on her that the movie was familiar. She saw this before, many times, thanks to an old boyfriend. It was one long chase scene, with very little downtime. While it exhausted her to watch it over, and over, and over... that played in her favor, now.

The shooting, the screeching cars, and the background music that played so loudly, closed-captioning had to be used to know what little the characters had time to say, drowned out the sound of ripping sheetrock in the tiny room she was in.

She was through her side, now. Time to start on the other. If the door to the next room was open, this would all be over soon, but it was a gamble she had to take. In that spirit, she didn’t hold back. Gouging and working away at the layer of sheetrock that separated her from the room on the other side, she grabbed hold, and pushed outward this time. A chunk broke free, and she paused briefly for a brief word from the movie’s sponsors, and for a look at what lay on the other side.

It was a bedroom almost identical to the one she was in. The door was shut, which was good, but the bars on the window of that room were not. Still... she wasn’t out of ideas yet.

The movie resumed, and so did her escape attempt.

Cheryl broke loose another large piece of sheetrock, and gauged the opening. Exhaling, she pushed and pulled her way through the holes on both sides of the wall. Thank goodness she wasn’t as well-endowed as some women, she’d never make it! With a gasp of relief, she was through, and standing in the next room.

She turned, and almost tripped over a suitcase.

Cheryl fell to her knees, and began to rummage. As she presently had nothing, anything she found could prove useful.

The clothing, she tossed aside. This must belong to Rough Voice, because even Tow Truck Guy would be swallowed in these things. But the socks might come in handy.

She reached inside the pocket of the suitcase, and for a moment she froze. Then her heart raced, as she lifted out the nifty little pistol. It was a Colt Mustang, and it was loaded.

“There is a God!” she breathed. That wasn’t news to her, but she’d never been more grateful for anything, than she was right now.

She said a silent prayer of thanks for the pistol, and the Army Ranger she once dated, who insisted on teaching her to shoot. She didn’t appreciate it then, but she did now.

She hurriedly pulled on all five pairs of socks, adding a layer of protection to her bare feet. Checking to ensure the safety was off, she held the gun in both hands as she wondered what to do about her skirt. She wouldn’t get very far, very fast, in this.

She frowned and completed her search of the suitcase, but it contained nothing more that could be of use.

Cheryl glanced around, and spied a nail stuck through the sheetrock, and into a two by four of the wall through which she just came. She set to work breaking away more of the wall, so that enough of the nail was exposed to grab hold of.

She pulled and maneuvered, then pulled again, as sweat trickled down the side of her face. Try as she might, it refused to budge. Cheryl brushed aside her dark blond hair with the back of her hand, and reluctantly admitted that without a claw hammer or pair of pliers, she’d never wrench it out of the board in which it was imbedded.

She glanced around the room again with a frustrated sigh, then the framed painting hanging above the bed, caught her eye.

Cheryl swiftly removed it from the wall and set it aside, then pulled at the nail, which once held it there. She pushed down, then up, and it began to loosen. Finally, the nail was free.

She knelt on the floor with the pistol beside her, and set to work on her skirt. The nail was a poor substitute for a knife or pair of scissors, but it was all she had. She could hardly blast a slit in her skirt with the pistol. That thought would make her laugh later on, when she was safe again, maybe after she had enough counseling to make her feel safe again, if that was even possible.

She felt relief, and a slight lessening of her frustration with the nail, and the ridiculous, useless garment she wore, when at last she accomplished a small tear. She struggled and strained to lengthen it, and with a sudden rip, the skirt tore all the way to the hem. And there, it stopped.

Cheryl listened anxiously, willing Rough Voice to take his time. She’d shoot them both if she had to, but if they were armed also... she doubted Roberts’ order not to harm her would have much of an influence on either of them, after she shot the first one.

She used the nail to rip through the threads that held the hem in place. Whoever manufactured the skirt probably thought they were doing the modern business woman a favor by serging the seam over and over, but right now that mass of thread stood between her, and a hasty escape. Inching her way to freedom, wasn’t going to cut it.

The last thread broke, and she ripped through the hem and threw aside the nail. She snatched up the gun, and moved to stand beside the door.

She heard nothing but the rattle of gunfire, as several of the movie characters battled it out somewhere on a busy European street.

With a deep breath, she grabbed the doorknob, threw the door open, raised the pistol in both hands, and stepped into the main room of the small cabin.

Tow Truck Guy leaped to his feet, with a startled scowl on his face.

“Put the gun down, lady,” he said sternly. “Just put the gun down, and no one has to get hurt.”

“Sit back down, or someone will,” she warned him shortly.

“No one has to get hurt here,” he said again, his voice soothing this time, as he took a step toward her.

Cheryl fired.

Tow Truck Guy cursed, and fell. He grabbed his leg, and rocked back and forth, howling.

Cheryl crossed the room rapidly, her eyes on the front door, and on Tow Truck Guy. She hesitated briefly at the sight of her purse and phone, lying on the couch. Holding the gun in one hand, she snatched up both with the other. She slung the strap over her head, dropped the phone inside, and with another quick step, reached the cabin’s only exit. She wasted no time in opening the door, then closed it behind her.

Cheryl glanced around feverishly as she moved to the side, and away from the cabin’s door and front window. She rapidly took in her surroundings as she ordered herself to think. This wasn’t over yet. She had no idea where she was, or where to find a safe haven. Which direction was the best direction, was impossible to determine.

Through the gaps in the thickly growing pines, she caught a glimpse of a van as it traveled the road to the cabin.

Her blood froze, and panic threatened.

She turned, and ran.

~***~
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THE COMMUNICATION DEVICE in the woman’s hand emitted static, as she released the talk button.

Jack bristled.

“Are you telling me I have no business being a housekeeper, because I’m a young, white man?” he glared icily. “What’s the matter, I don’t fit your stereotype?”

The woman was taken aback, but speechless was just fine with Jack. He had more to say.

“This is the sort of ageist, racist, sexist, intolerant, judgmental attitude that’s holding down young white men everywhere! I suppose next you’ll tell me I don’t have a disability, either. Well OCD is real, lady!” Jack glared some more, then his eyes narrowed as he looked at her suit lapel. “You’ve got something, right there.”

He snatched up a spray bottle, grabbed a cleaning cloth, and the woman leaped back, as he squeezed the trigger. A stream of cleaning solution erupted from the nozzle, and she jumped aside to escape it, as he sprayed again. She rapidly retreated into the room from whence she came, as he sprayed a third time.

“Go, just—go!” she spluttered, and slammed the door.

Jack glared one last time, then continued on down the hall and into the entryway. With a swipe of his keycard, the elevator swished open, and he rolled the cart safely inside. He pressed the button to close the doors, and breathed a sigh of relief as the elevator began to descend.

The doors swished open on the second floor, and Jack wheeled the cart out, and straight to the end of the hall. There was no housekeeping station here, and that was fine. He turned the corner and stopped, then rapidly unburied the little girl. She held her suitcase, Barbie, and giraffe tightly in her arms, and it took but a moment for Jack to rid himself of the smock, and snatch up his jacket.

The little girl saw his shoulder holster and handgun, and her eyes grew bright, as she looked up at him.

“They can’t stop us now, can they!” she said quietly.

“No ma’am,” Jack said, as he slipped on his jacket. She smiled, and laughed softly as he relieved her of her Winnie the Pooh suitcase, and took her hand.

Opening the door to the stairwell, they slipped inside, then rapidly followed the steps to the ground floor.

With a sigh of relief, they escaped through the hotel’s back exit, and into the parking lot. Jack buckled the little girl into the middle row of his SUV, then joined her in the driver’s seat. As they left the parking lot and the hotel behind, he breathed another sigh of relief.

“You ready to go home, kiddo?” he asked, as he glanced in the rearview mirror, and they made eye contact.

“Yes!” she smiled, and that made it all worthwhile. Being knifed, shot, beat up, all of it... even though none of those things happened this time, and he wasn’t disappointed in that fact... But this, he thought, as he looked up again, and saw that she was still smiling. This, was what made it worth being a PI.

“My name’s Mia. What’s yours?” she wanted to know.

“Hi Mia, my name’s Jack,” he said, and she smiled again.

“Thank you, Jack.”

It was worth it. 

~***~
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CHERYL THREW EVERY ounce of strength into putting as much distance as she could between herself, the cabin, that van, and those two men. She dodged between trees, around rocks, and over fallen logs. She ran, her heart bruising her ribcage with its frantic beating, fear of what might be behind, robbing her of the ability to think, and reason. The harder she ran, the more fearful she became. Panic overwhelmed her, as she pushed herself on, and on, until her body rebelled, and in self-defense her muscles refused to move any further. She fell, struggled to get up, then fell again, with a sob.

She was completely spent, with nothing left to draw on. She lay on the forest floor, her lungs burning and heart aching, but otherwise numb in mind and body.

Gradually, as oxygen reached her starving cells, her breathing slowed. As she lay there waiting for her muscles to forgive her and accept orders again, the questions she had no time for previously, now demanded her attention.

Why? What did this Roberts guy want with her? They wouldn’t cooperate...

Cheryl managed a slight frown. She needed to have a look at her phone. She struggled, but her movements were jerky, and erratic. She shook with the effort, and once again lay still.

Were “they” her parents? What could Roberts, whoever he was, possibly want from them? What could he possibly want from anyone, badly enough to abduct her?

Unless Roberts was a code name, for Jennifer. Maybe this was how Bridezilla intended to get her to that dress fitting.

Cheryl’s laugh was feeble, but laugh she did. The thought was as ridiculous as using a handgun to shoot a slit in a skirt.

She was probably losing her mind, and if she did, she wouldn’t apologize for it. Not after what she went through. It wasn’t over, either.

She took a deep breath, and slowly exhaled.

What was that verse about giving thanks in all things? If she didn’t get out of this alive... the bright side, was that she could forgo both the wedding, and being set up with Jennifer’s brother.

She felt slightly cheered.
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Chapter 2
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Jack Ryland ran briskly up the steps of the McIntyre building, through the front doors, and into the lobby.

“Good afternoon Mildred, how are you?” he smiled, as he passed by the receptionist’s desk.

“Just wonderful Mr. Ryland, and how are you? Successful, I hope?”

“As always,” he replied. “Is Shawn in?”

“He most certainly is, go on back.”

“Thanks Mildred,” Jack said, and with a swipe of his keycard, he passed through a set of double doors and into a long hall.

He stopped in front of the open doorway on the right, and knocked on the frame. A man a few years older than Jack’s twenty-eight, looked up from the papers on the desk in front of him, and smiled. 

“Hey, Jack!” he greeted him, as he reached out to shake hands.

“Hey, Shawn, good to see you,” Jack smiled.

“How’d it go?” Shawn asked, and motioned for him to have a seat.

“It went great,” Jack replied, as he leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head. “Not exactly as planned, but it never is, so...”

“I’m glad you pulled it off,” Shawn said, then concern for what might have been, darkened his eyes for a moment. “If her father made it out of the country with her, I’m not sure we would’ve had another chance.”

“That’s why I could never be a detective,” Jack replied. “I don’t have the patience to wait for the wheels of the legal system to turn. Not when it comes to stuff like this.”

“Not much for due process, are you, cousin?” Shawn commented with amusement.

“Takes too long, and too much can go wrong during the wait,” Jack answered. “I can’t live with the thought of that little girl being raised by a father who only wanted her, because it would hurt her mom.”

“That’s how he kept her mom from leaving for as long as he did,” Shawn replied. “He promised she’d never see Mia again, if she did.”

“Yeah, I don’t get that,” said Jack. “The guy was abusive, he didn’t love either one of them. So why wouldn’t he let them go? But I guess that’s the explanation. It’s all about control.”

“I think so,” agreed Shawn. “The courts did the right thing in terminating his rights, and granting full custody to her mom.”

“They were able to do that much. If they were able to prove the guy had Mia, and figured out where he was keeping her, and had time to get a warrant after, they would’ve gone in and rescued her. But, they weren’t, and they didn’t,” Jack said. “And that’s why I could never be a detective. I need more freedom than that.”

“You and the rest of the family,” Shawn said.

“So the foundation that footed the bill for this... you’re certain they can protect Mia and her mom, so this doesn’t happen again?”

“According to Uncle Jackson, they can, and they will,” Shawn confirmed.

“Good,” Jack said, and was satisfied.

“Speaking of family, how’s your sister?”

Jack made a face.

“About to drive me and everyone else around her crazy,” he replied.

“And how’s Jake?” Shawn smiled.

“Proving how much he loves her, I guess. He’s still around. Hasn’t vanished yet.”

“Probably because her PI brother would just go and find him,” Shawn replied.

“I won’t be a party to torture,” Jack disagreed, and Shawn laughed.

“She’s really that bad?”

“Dude, she’s got me set up to escort one of her bridesmaids, if you can believe that!” Jack said incredulously. “I still can’t believe she did that!”

Shawn laughed again.

“So what’s the problem? Are you dating someone?”

“No, and don’t I wish I was,” Jack replied. “If it wasn’t too late, I’d start.”

“What’s the big deal?” Shawn asked. He found his cousin’s disgruntled attitude amusing. “It’s just one night. Besides, what do you know about this girl? Maybe you’ll like her.”

Jack looked at Shawn as if he just stabbed him in the back. Shawn couldn’t help laughing at his expression.

“It’s some consolation, anyway, to know my misery brings you such joy,” Jack said coldly, and gave him another look which only made Shawn laugh harder.

“Well—come on, Jack! What’s the big deal? I don’t get it,” Shawn said, and Jack rolled his eyes a little.

“I can get a date all on my own, any time I want,” Jack replied. “I don’t need my sister picking out a girl for me to babysit. Especially in the mental state Jennifer’s in right now. What if this girl is as bad as she is! If she wasn’t completely awful, she’d be able to get her own date.”

“I think you’re making a big deal out of nothing. You’ll probably end up having fun, and date the girl after. For a little while, anyway.”

Jack shook his head and looked grumpy.

“I highly doubt that. Seriously, Shawn. I’d do just about anything to get out of this.”

Shawn shook his head in amazement.

“Your commitment issues know no bounds, do they.”

“I don’t have commitment issues,” Jack denied, as he spied the stress balls on Shawn’s desk. He gathered three, and began to juggle. “Choosing not to commit is not an issue, it’s a—well, it’s a choice.”

Further discussion on the subject was interrupted, as the phone on Shawn’s desk rang. He answered, and Jack continued to amuse himself juggling. Shawn looked stressed, though. Whatever the person on the other end of the line had to say, it wasn’t good.

“You’re serious? No, I know, of course you wouldn’t joke about this. I’m really sorry, Val. Just... take care of yourself. Try to get hold of some Tamiflu, and feel better.”

Shawn hung up the phone, then spent the next several minutes staring at nothing. Jack watched him curiously, and waited. Finally Shawn fixed his gaze on Jack, as though seeing him for the first time.

Jack looked back. He was beginning to feel a little concerned.

“What?” he wanted to know.

Whatever Shawn was thinking, he worked it over in his mind for a few more seconds, then leaned forward with his elbows on the desk.

“Jack... I have an assignment for you. But it could mean missing Jennifer’s wedding.”

Jack placed the stress balls back on the desk, and gave Shawn his full attention.

“What kind of assignment?”

“Well, this is a little different. It’s not your usual thing, but it’ll get you out of going to your sister’s wedding.”

“Okay... but if it involves notifying some girl she’s inheriting a fortune, no thank you.”

Shawn laughed.

“So how’s the nose?” he asked. Jack felt it, and shrugged a little.

“It’s fine. I’m thankful I didn’t lose my good looks, when her boyfriend punched me.”

“Well... he did think you were a hitman, sent to kill her.”

“Sure, defend the guy who wailed on your cousin,” Jack said in mock reproach. “That’s nice, Shawn, real nice.” 

“Well, this job is different,” Shawn replied. “This girl needs a bodyguard.”

“What?” Jack asked in surprise, then gave his cousin a confused look. “Since when did I become a bodyguard? You’ll have to enlighten me, because I sure don’t remember!”

“This is an emergency situation, and the agent I intended to assign to guard the girl, came down with the flu. I’m desperate, Jack.”

“No, no way,” Jack refused, and shook his head firmly. “Being stuck babysitting some friend of Jennifer’s for one night, is bad enough. No way am I babysitting some girl long-term!”

“I’m not asking you to go out with her,” Shawn stressed. “But listen, hear me out. It’ll be like a vacation. There’s this great lodge, it’s booked up for a gardening seminar. You’d like to learn about gardening, right?”

“I have absolutely no interest in gardening, and I am not a bodyguard,” Jack replied flatly.

“If you don’t want to go to the classes, you don’t have to,” Shawn hurried on. “But you do have to keep an eye on the girl. I know you’re not a bodyguard, but come on, Jack. You’ve got the training. You’ve got the license to carry a concealed weapon. You know how to use it. You may not be a bodyguard, but there’s no reason you couldn’t be, for a little while, anyway. Val won’t have the flu forever, and then he can take over. Did I mention in the meantime, I have no one else to send? And... did I mention she’s really pretty?”

Jack raised an eyebrow, as Shawn opened the folder on the desk in front of him, and held up a photo. Jack reached out and took it.

“Wow.”

“Yeah,” Shawn said.

Jack handed back the photo.

“So what’s her story?”

“Early this morning, her parents contacted the agency. They’re afraid she’ll be used as leverage to influence their willingness to testify in an upcoming trial. They were adamant that she be taken into hiding and provided with a round-the-clock guard.”

“Is there reason to believe their concern is legitimate?”

“They were taken into the state’s witness protection program afterward, so there may be.”

“What case are they testifying in? Who’s it against?”

“I didn’t do intake on this one, James did. I haven’t read the report yet, he’s writing it up right now.”

“How old is she?” Jack asked, as he studied her picture. “If she’s in danger, why wasn’t she taken into the program along with her parents?”

“She’s twenty-three, living on her own, so ineligible for protection under the program.”

“Hm. How long is this expected to go on? I mean... am I looking at retiring at this lodge, or what? As often as Val’s out sick, I’m not optimistic about his recovery time. The guy should get his immune system checked.”

Shawn breathed a silent sigh of relief. Jack was in.

“You can get back to your life, as soon as one of my agents is free to take over.”

“And when do you expect that to be?”

“A week, tops.”

Jack made a face, as he considered that.

“It’ll get you out of the wedding, and escorting Jennifer’s friend,” Shawn reminded him.

Jack sighed as he lay the picture back on his cousin’s desk.

“Alright, Shawn. I’ll help you out here. But on one condition.”

“And what might that be?” Shawn wondered.

“You call and inform Jennifer I’m not going to be at, or in, her wedding. You’ve got to tell our mother, too. And Jake, might as well tell him.”

Shawn looked a little less pleased, and a little concerned. Then he sighed in resignation.

“Alright, Jack. I’ll take care of it.”

“Then you’ve got yourself a bodyguard. So give me the details. First off, who am I?”

“I don’t know, Jack, who do you want to be?” asked Shawn, as he swiveled in his chair, then began rifling through a drawer of the filing cabinet beside him.

“How about Zach Peters?” Jack suggested.

“Alright, we can do that,” Shawn replied, and tossed Jack a driver’s license. On it was his photo, the name Zachary Peters, and a false address.

“Do I need new plates, or how are we getting to this lodge?”

“You can take an agency vehicle if you want,” Shawn offered.

“No... I’d prefer to have my own,” Jack replied. “I need to exchange my gun for Zach’s, too. Is it where I left it?”

“It is, you can pick it up on the way out. I’ll have Zachary Peters’ plates put on for you,” Shawn said, as he lifted the receiver from the phone’s base. “I also need to authorize ID for your sister, Charlotte Peters.”

“My sister, huh? Clearly you don’t want to be accused of trying to pull a Jennifer,” Jack commented.

“Something like that,” Shawn replied, and pressed the button for the appropriate extension.

Jack retrieved the stress balls from his cousin’s desk, and resumed tossing them in the air.

There was a knock at the door. Shawn glanced up, as Cheryl walked into the room. Jack turned to look over his shoulder, and lost track of his juggling.

Cheryl’s hand trembled, as she brushed a strand of her dark blond hair away from her hazel eyes. A combination of muscle fatigue and prolonged, intense anxiety, left her feeling weak. Thanks to the heavy sweater, jeans, and boots she now wore, she was no longer chilled. She silently thanked the agency staff member who purchased them, a couple of suitcases, and enough clothing and necessities to fill them both. Still, she shivered in spite of the warmth provided by her outfit, and wrapped her arms more tightly around herself.

“Hi, Charlotte,” Shawn greeted her, as he stood and offered his hand. “Let me introduce you to your brother, Zachary Peters.”

Cheryl raised an eyebrow, then gave Jack an appraising glance.

Jack looked back, and smiled.

“Well. This day is just full of surprises,” she said, then turned back to Shawn. “My parents will be even more surprised than I am, when they find out.”

Jack laughed, and setting the stress balls back on the desk, he stood and offered her his hand.

“Nice to meet you, sis. Not only am I the brother you never knew you had, I also double as your bodyguard.”

Cheryl raised both eyebrows as they shook hands, then shrugged. Posing as brother and sister wasn’t such a bad idea. It would explain why they were together.

“So what now?” she wanted to know.

“We drive to an undisclosed location, and learn how to garden,” replied Jack. He sat down again, and resumed juggling.

Cheryl looked as though she might be considering whether or not evading capture was worth it.

“I live in an apartment,” was all she said.

“So do I,” Jack replied. “According to Shawn, we don’t have to attend the lectures. But, whatever we do, we need to do it together.”

The look on Cheryl’s face said this day that couldn’t get any worse, just did.

Whatever was upsetting her, Jack knew it wasn’t because she dreaded being a captive audience to an unattractive guy. More likely, she was wondering how she’d stick to their cover story. She was probably falling for him already. With his good looks and charm, it was inevitable. He’d go easy on her, if he could... but it was impossible for him to turn off either one.

Cheryl rubbed her forehead wearily. When she lay on the forest floor, alone and unable to continue, she thought if she ever reached safety, she’d never want to be alone again. Relief didn’t come close to describing how she felt when the middle-aged couple found her and took her back to their cabin, then contacted the agency as one of her parents’ texts directed her to. But now... she wanted to be alone. She needed to be alone, so she could process everything that happened today, and the repercussions it would have on her life. She would really like to have a good cry, but instead, she sighed. That would just have to wait until they reached their destination, and she had a room to escape to.

“What else do I need to know?” she asked, as she focused her attention on Shawn. “Is that it, me and Zach here are siblings, and we’re attending a gardening seminar together?”

“When you put it that way, it sounds kind of strange,” said Jack.

“We need to have a family business, perhaps we own a nursery,” Cheryl continued. “How advanced are these classes? If this is an amateur group, that won’t work. We won’t be attending classes, but we may be required to chat with the other attendees at times. Are meals communal, or is it possible to avoid everyone else entirely? Even if that’s the case, we can’t count on it. We’ve got to be prepared for questions, and have answers. The same answers.”

Jack was somewhat impressed.

Shawn was very impressed.

“I don’t have all the details just yet,” Shawn replied. “I’ll get that, and a detailed cover story ready for you, by the time you reach your destination. So when you get there, check in, and go over the email that’ll be waiting for you both, in Zach’s inbox. After that, if you do have to mingle with the other attendees, you’ll be prepared.”

“Unless they want to talk about gardening,” said Cheryl, and she almost laughed. “I pity the person that takes any of the advice I give out.”

Jack did laugh.

“Same here. In an effort to protect the environment, we’ll stay out of things as much as possible, and reply with ‘what do you think?’ when asked for an opinion.”

Cheryl considered that briefly, then turned back to Shawn.

“Were you given any details about why my parents were taken into the program, and how long this may last?”

“I don’t know any more than you do at this time,” Shawn replied.

“How long is this seminar?” she wondered. “If my understanding is correct, it may be a while before I’m able to go back to my own life again.”

“The seminar lasts one week,” Shawn replied. “Next Friday, we’ll move you somewhere else, and continue until this is over.”

Cheryl sighed.

“I don’t suppose I could get my hands on a kindle, could I? I’m not used to doing nothing. If I had something to read... What about a laptop? If I could convince my boss...” her voice trailed off.

Everything she did to get where she was, and now... Cheryl had no illusions. She missed the meeting. She missed work. Her inflexible, unforgiving boss would not miss the opportunity to fire her.

She had no job. If this dragged on, she’d have no apartment, either. Cheryl had no idea how all-inclusive this agency was, but she’d need to move her things into storage somehow. Who knew when, or even if, she’d ever return to Glen Haven.

She sighed wearily, and ran her hands through her hair. They were still shaking.

“We’ll see that you have a kindle and laptop,” Shawn said sympathetically. “You’ve got your phone too, and a new number. Caller id is blocked, so as long as location services stay off, then you can call whoever you need to.”

“Except my parents,” she said softly. Before her emotions could get out of hand, she forced her thoughts to turn elsewhere. “So... is that it, then? I’d like to get started.”

“Zach?” asked Shawn.

“I’m all set,” Jack replied. His bags were already packed, and in the back of his SUV. His cases kept him on the move, and it saved time to stay prepared. “Although, an address would increase the likelihood that we reach the right seminar.”

“If it weren’t for the paper trail we’d leave behind, taking off with no destination in mind would be a good way to keep anyone from finding us. What sort of trail will Zach and Charlotte leave behind? Will our identities be changed with each move?”

Jack was impressed, again. Unless she was in the habit of going into hiding, she had to be somewhat intelligent to come up with the questions she did.

“Yes, your identities will change with each move, and you’ll be issued an agency credit card with your new names and a new number,” answered Shawn.

She seemed satisfied with that.

“So where are we going, Shawn?” asked Jack.

“The seminar is at Pine Ridge Lodge, which is northwest of here, on the outskirts of the town of Pine Ridge. Do you need directions?”

“No, I know exactly where that is,” Jack replied.

Shawn handed Jack an envelope containing cash, two credit cards, and the reservation confirmation for the seminar. Shawn shook both their hands and said he’d be in touch, and to expect his email. A McIntyre employee brought in Cheryl’s new suitcases, Jack picked them up, and they started on their way.

But Cheryl came to an abrupt halt at the office door, and turned back.

“Just a second, Zach,” she said. “I almost forgot something.”

She borrowed a post-it from the pad on Shawn’s desk, then jotted down Jennifer’s name and number and handed the paper to Shawn.
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