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Chapter 1

Slopes

 

 

22 December—4:15 p.m. (Mountain Time)

Denver, Colorado

 

 

Layla cranked her head around and glimpsed the chair lift that had brought her to the top of Ridge. She pulled her goggles over her eyes and smiled at her friend. “Do you always do what you’re told?” She drove her ski poles into the snow and pushed off, propelling her body down the slope.

Abigail glanced at the chair lift and saw the two men who had been shadowing both her and Layla the entire day. The men had their ski poles in one hand, while holding onto the chair lift with the other, preparing to jump off and coast away before the next group of skiers disembarked. Abigail was hesitant to ditch the men, but her fear of being labeled a ‘chicken’ superseded her reluctance. She spotted Layla, her outline getting smaller by the second. Abigail dug her poles into the snow and leaned forward, gaining momentum as fast as she could.

Picking up speed, Abigail felt her heart beating faster. Closing the distance between her and her friend, she could feel her pulse pounding in her head. Her stomach was in knots. Her muscles convulsed. She had never done anything like this before. What’s dad going to do? She drew up behind Layla and watched her friend slow before taking a hard left turn and zipping between two trees, past a boundary sign. Abigail twisted her hips to the left and followed.

Gliding down a narrow path, trees on either side of them, the girls made a sharp right and headed down a virgin trail, closed to skiers. The snow was fluffy and flew into the air as Layla and Abigail’s skis floated across the surface. Abigail was reveling in the cushion of powder beneath her skis. She followed Layla around a curve in the trail. Taking the curve, Abigail stole a quick look over her left shoulder and saw two tiny specks of color; the ski jackets of the two men who had been with the girls all day. A long way back, the men disappeared from sight, when she went deeper into the curve. Whipping her head around, she saw Layla had stopped, and was staring at a person sprawled on the trail. Abigail slowed before pulling alongside her friend and performing a hockey stop, her parallel skis digging in and throwing snow ahead of the girls. She placed her goggles on her forehead. Her cheeks were bright red. Visible puffs of air shot out from her mouth, while she tried to catch her breath. “What happened?”

Layla shrugged. “I don’t know. I came around the bend and saw him at the last moment. If I hadn’t seen him, I’d have taken a nasty spill.”

“Is he all right?”

“He hasn’t moved, since I first saw him.”

Abigail used her ski poles to loosen the bindings of her skis before sticking the poles in the snow. Stepping out of her skis, she approached the man. He was lying on his left side, facing away from her. He had one ski attached to his boot, but the other ski and his poles were further down the trail. She could see he had taken a hard fall. She knelt behind him. “Sir, are you okay?” The man did not respond. She put her hands on his right arm and gently shook him. “Can you hear me, sir?” She heard him groan and mumble under his breath. She leaned closer. “I didn’t hear you, sir. What did you say?” Abigail’s left ear was alongside the man’s right cheek. She strained to hear his broken voice. Closing her eyes to help her ears focus on his words, she never saw the man roll onto his back. She felt a gloved hand slip between her body and right arm and clamp onto her upper arm. She jerked her upper body away, but his grip held her close. She sensed a slight prick on the right side of her neck. Seconds later, her vision dimmed and the world around her was reduced to a small, dark circle. Before she lost consciousness, Abigail heard a muffled scream from behind her. Layla.

...

Thirty seconds earlier…

Dressed in white and hidden among the trees, the man watched the two girls whoosh past his position. A few moments later, further up the trail, he saw the two men who were following the girls. The men were approximately seventy-five meters away. The one in the lead was ten to fifteen meters ahead of his partner. They were skiing as fast as they could, trying to catch the girls.

The man closed his left eye and put his right eye to the scope of the rifle. He was careful to leave enough room, so the rifle’s recoil did not send the scope backward into his eye. He centered the crosshairs of the scope on the second skier’s head and breathed deeply, releasing half the air. His right index finger hovered in front of the trigger of the rifle, while he tracked his prey. He touched the trigger and applied steady rearward pressure until the weapon jumped backward into his shoulder. The rifle’s sound suppressor made the rapport of the twenty-two magnum cartridge barely audible. He saw his target go down into a twisted mass of arms and legs, rolling and flopping head over heels down the trail.

The man swung the rifle and lined up the other skier who was oblivious to his partner’s demise. Repeating the procedure, the man dropped the second skier. Instead of bouncing and flopping, the skier fell onto his back and slid down the trail, stopping twenty meters away.

The sniper stood and emerged from his hiding place. Ascending the hill, he came up to the first felled skier. Raising the rifle to his shoulder, he put the muzzle almost against the man’s head and pressed the trigger twice. He ran up the hill and shot the other man in the head two times before performing a three hundred and sixty-degree scan around his position. Once he was satisfied no one had seen anything, he spun around and hurried down the hill.

 


Chapter 2

Leland

 

 

7:59 p.m. (Eastern Time)

Leland, Michigan (22 miles northwest of Traverse City)

 

 

Close to the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, Leland, Michigan, settled in 1853, is an unincorporated community, situated at the mouth of the Leland River. With Lake Michigan to the west and Lake Leelanau directly to the east, Leland is the departure point for anyone wishing to take a ferry to either North or South Manitou Islands. The population of the entire township of Leland stands at a little more than two thousand people. In the early 1900s, people from Chicago, Indianapolis, Cincinnati and other cities began building summer cottages in Leland. This influx of wealthy individuals kicked off the construction of hotels in the area and contributed to Leland becoming a summer resort.

Less than two miles south of Leland, on the east side of North Manitou Trail stood a two-story, two-bathroom, four-bedroom home built into the side of a hill that gently sloped toward the western shoreline of Lake Leelanau. The eighteen hundred square-foot structure was snuggled among the trees that lined the shore. The modest home had simple vinyl siding, asphalt roofing and an attached garage.

The interior had modern wood paneling and a combination of carpeting and linoleum tile. A brick fireplace was in the middle of the living room, near the sliding glass door that led to the deck, from which the view was anything but ordinary. Enough trees had been cleared to provide an unobstructed line of sight all the way across the lake. At certain times of the year, the rising sun would line up with the path cleared through the trees. During those times, the home’s occupants felt as if God himself was peering into their home.

Sitting on a black leather couch with her feet tucked close to her body, FBI Special Agent Raychel Elisa DelaCruz leaned into the man sitting to her left and playfully pushed him. She smiled and laughed before pretending to pout. “Stop it. That’s not funny.”

Laughing, Aaron Hardy put his right arm around her shoulders, drew her closer, and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m sorry, Cruz,” – Even though her legal name was DelaCruz, everyone close to her called her ‘Cruz.’ She received the nickname when she was in the military. Her fellow soldiers called her Cruz, joking that her real name was too difficult to pronounce – “but I’m just so use to you being so good at everything that I was really surprised at how bad you were at skiing.”

Cruz stared at him. “Have you forgotten where I was born and raised?—Dalhart; as in Dalhart, Texas. Not a whole lot of snow in Texas, Mr. Hardy.”

Pretending to be upset with her son, Evelyn Hardy defended Cruz. “Oh, leave the poor girl alone, Aaron.”

Cruz flicked her eyes toward the older woman. “Thank you, Mrs. Hardy—”

Mrs. Hardy stuck her finger in the air. “Please call me Evelyn, dear.”

“Thank you, Evelyn. He’s been teasing me about it all day.”

Hardy attempted to defend his actions. “We’ve done a lot of things together…basketball, bowling, even tossing around a football. You’ve held your own at all of those. So, you can understand my surprise to learn that you just…plain…can’t…ski.”

“Aaron!” said Mrs. Hardy.

He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “What? I’m giving her a compliment.”

“I think that’s called a backhanded compliment.” Cruz craned her neck and kissed him. “But, I know what you’re getting at.”

Hardy felt his cell phone vibrating in his pocket. Retrieving the phone, he looked at the screen and stood. “I should take this. I’ll be right back.” He crossed in front of Cruz and walked past his mother, who was sitting in a rocking chair near the fireplace. Drawing even with her, he bent over, kissed her on the left cheek, and kept going, never breaking his stride.

As Hardy opened the sliding glass door that led to the deck, Mrs. Hardy left her chair to take her son’s seat next to Cruz. “I just wanted to tell you that I’m so glad you came here.” She put her hands on Cruz’s left forearm. “It’s been a joy getting to know you these past couple of days.”

“Thank you, Mrs.—” Cruz stopped speaking and grinned. “Thank you, Evelyn. That means a lot to me.” Cruz rolled her eyes toward the fireplace. “To be honest, I was a little nervous coming here.”

“Why’s that, dear?”

“I’ve dated men, but I’ve never met the mother of any of them.” She observed Mrs. Hardy. “I guess I was a little self-conscious of what you would think of me.”

Mrs. Hardy locked eyes with Cruz. “You have nothing to worry about. If my son is anything like his father,” she grinned, “he has good taste when it comes to women.”

Cruz laughed when she realized the woman was also giving herself a compliment in the process of alleviating Cruz’s insecurity.

“I also want you to know I’ve never seen my son as happy as I’ve seen him in the last couple days. I see the way he looks at you. It’s the same look I would see in my late husband’s eyes.” Mrs. Hardy patted Cruz’s arm. “Aaron adores you, Raychel. You’re good for him.” She caught sight of her son through the sliding glass doors. “He’s always been a serious and driven person. His teasing you is the lighthearted side of his personality I’ve not seen since the death of his father.” Mrs. Hardy stopped talking and stared at her son. He’s so much like his father.

Cruz could see the woman was lost in her thoughts. She cupped the woman’s shoulder. “Are you okay, Evelyn?”

After a few moments, Mrs. Hardy waved her hand in front of her body. “I’m sorry.” She let out the air she had been holding and smiled. “I just wanted you to know how happy I am he has a woman like you in his life. It gives a mother comfort knowing her son is loved and taken care of.”

Cruz smiled.

Standing, Mrs. Hardy picked up a serving tray from the table in front of the couch. “I’m going to get us some more cookies. Can I get you another cup of hot chocolate?”

Cruz held up her hand before placing it on her stomach. “I really shouldn’t. I’m afraid I’ve put on a few pounds this holiday season.”

Mrs. Hardy, who had started walking toward the kitchen, stopped, looked the younger woman over from head to toe before continuing on her way to the kitchen. “My dear, I would have loved to have had your figure and gorgeous hair when I was your age.”

Cruz was five-feet, eight inches tall and had a slim and athletic build. Her long hair was dark brown, almost matching the complexion of her skin. She had dark brown eyes with long curly eyelashes, not needing mascara to provide fullness. Her face was long with high cheekbones. Though she did not like to talk about it, she had competed in beauty pageants since she was a teenager. She won her state competition before placing second in the Miss America contest. Physical health was important to her and she had always taken care of her body, both inside and outside. Whenever anyone complimented her on her good looks, she would squirm and deflect the attention. She wanted to be viewed and respected for her other accomplishments in life; serving her country in the military, becoming a police officer for her hometown and an agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. On this occasion, however, she accepted the compliment. “Thank you.” She held up her thumb and forefinger less than an inch apart. “Maybe I’ll have a small cup.”

After Mrs. Hardy had left the room, Cruz watched Hardy. He had his phone pressed to his ear, but he was not doing any of the talking. His eyebrows were furled downward. She could see his lips were slightly pursed. I wonder who’s on the other end of the phone. She got a strange feeling in the pit of her stomach. She had seen the look on his face many times before, usually before he had to leave for some other part of the world on a mission. She hoped she was wrong.

...

At thirty years old, Hardy was in the prime of his career. He had spent the last twelve years as a United States Marine, the most recent years as a Special Forces team leader until his entire team was killed in a blast at a tavern in Washington, D.C. During the days that followed, he found those responsible and brought them to justice, catching the eye of the President, who offered Hardy his current position.

Hardy stood on the deck and peeked through the sliding glass door. He saw Cruz staring at him. He also caught his own reflection in the glass. At five-feet, eleven-inches tall, he was in the best physical condition of his life. Standing sideways, he could not remember a time in his life when his chest and arms had been bigger. His hair was light brown and cut short, although it was in need of a little trim.

A light layer of snow had gathered on the deck from an earlier flurry. The air was cold, but it felt good for the moment. The cold also helped keep his mind sober and focused on what the caller was telling him. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Am I dreaming? No, dreams were supposed to be good. This was a nightmare. He could not take it any longer and he interjected his thoughts into the conversation. “Has anyone claimed responsibility?”

FBI Director Phillip Jameson, Hardy’s boss, responded. “Not yet, but details are still coming in from the Secret Service and other agencies. We should have more information by the time you get here. The President has called a meeting of all the top brass from the various law enforcement agencies. He specifically requested that you and Cruz be there, too.”

“The President wants Cruz there, too?”

“Yes. He thinks highly of her, especially since she put her life on the line to protect Abby at the summit. And he’s been on me to get her more involved in the war on terror. Anyway, he wants her there. I assume she’s with you.”

“She is, sir.” He and Cruz had been dating since mid-July. It was no secret. Most everyone at the FBI knew about the relationship.

“Good. That’ll save me a phone call.”

“What time is the meeting?” Hardy switched the phone to his other ear.

“Eleven o’clock tonight,” said Jameson.

“Tonight?” he said, his voice rising.

“That’s right.”

Hardy did not have to check the time to know there was no way he was going to make it to Washington, D.C. in time for the meeting. “Sir, it’s a twelve-hour drive to D.C., if the weather is good.”

“I’ve sent a car to your mother’s house to take you to the airport. A jet will be waiting for you, ready to take off the minute you and Cruz arrive. The car will be there in…fifteen minutes. Have a safe flight, Hardy, and I’ll see you at the White House.”

“Thank you, sir.” Hardy disconnected the call and went into the house.

Cruz heard him enter the home and close the sliding glass door. She was checking her phone messages. “Who was that?” Not getting a reply, she shifted her gaze toward Hardy and saw him staring down at the phone in his hand. She could tell his mind was elsewhere and did not hear her. She repeated her question, louder this time. “Hardy, who were you talking to?”

Hardy did not hear her either time she spoke to him. He was thinking of the President’s daughter, Abigail. She was the sweetest kid Hardy had ever known. He met her shortly after coming to work for the President. They had had several conversations at the White House. She always seemed to know when he was there and would make a special point of catching him before his meeting with the President, or as he was leaving. On one trip, Hardy had bumped into her. School was over for the day, and she was supposed to get an ice cream cone with her father. The President had been extremely busy and could not keep his commitment to his daughter. Abigail had said she was okay, but Hardy had seen a brief moment of disappointment wash over her face. He had an afternoon date with Cruz and invited Abigail to join them. She accepted and the three of them had a terrific time. Inwardly, Hardy smiled, when he remembered Abigail getting two extra ice cream cones for the two Secret Service Agents who had accompanied the trio. Hardy saw Cruz standing in front of him and he flinched.

She touched his left arm. “What is it?”

Mentally, Hardy was in the process of putting his feelings aside and preparing for the mission that lay ahead. “Abby is missing. They think she’s been kidnapped.”

Cruz put her hands to her face. From behind them, she muttered, “Oh no.” A few moments later, she added, “Who?”

“No one knows yet.” He lifted his phone. “That was Director Jameson. The President wants both of us at a meeting in two hours. A car will be out front in…” He checked the time. “…thirteen minutes. Get your things together and I’ll tell you what I know on the way to the airport.”

“Wait a minute. He wants both of us there?”

Hardy nodded. “The President was clear. He wants you at the meeting. Apparently, you made quite an impression on him at the summit.” He poked his index finger toward the stairs. “We need to get ready to leave. Start packing, while I let my mother know we won’t be staying for Christmas.”

When Cruz had gone, Hardy entered the kitchen and saw his mother laying out sugar cookies on a tray. Steam was rising from the stainless steel kettle, which was letting out a low whistle.

Mrs. Hardy moved the kettle to another burner on the stove and the whistle faded. She saw him standing in the archway. “Come pour water into these mugs. I can’t remember. Does Raychel want whipped cream in hers?” When he did not answer her, Mrs. Hardy turned her head toward her son, who was standing still, staring at her. She noticed the playful attitude she had been admiring was gone, replaced by a stern gaze and a rigid demeanor. “What’s wrong, Aaron?”

...

Hardy saw the headlights from the car, shining through the front window. He called out to Cruz, who was upstairs packing before addressing his mother. “I’m sorry I can’t stay, Mom.”

“That’s all right, dear. I understand.”

Hardy regarded his mother. He had not seen her since before July. A pang of guilt welled up in his stomach and he thought of staying with her for the holiday. As soon as the idea entered his mind, the thought of Abigail, and the fear she must be feeling, replaced it, overshadowing his guilt. He heard Cruz bounding down the stairs. “All set?” he said, picking up his suitcase.

She nodded, her feet leaving the last step. She placed her suitcase on the floor before walking up to Mrs. Hardy. “It’s been wonderful spending time with you. I wish we could’ve stayed for Christmas.”

Mrs. Hardy shook her head and hugged her son’s girlfriend. “I’ve enjoyed every minute I was given with the both of you, sweetheart.” The hug lasted several seconds before the older woman pulled away and pivoted toward her son, who stepped forward and hugged her. “You take care of yourself, you hear me?”

Hardy squeezed his mother tighter. “I will, Mom.”

Watching them embrace, Cruz felt her eyes getting moist. An image of her mother came into her mind. She had planned a vacation to see her mother in September, but it had been interrupted by an urgent assignment. She tried to remember the last time she had visited her hometown. Unable to recall, she focused her attention on the present.

Releasing her son, but maintaining physical contact, Mrs. Hardy admonished him. “Don’t wait so long between visits. You’re all I have left and I treasure the moments God gives me.”

Hearing her words, Hardy’s guilt returned.

She leaned left to include Cruz. “And, the next time I see you, you had better have this young lady on your arm.”

Cruz smiled, the red in her cheeks intensifying.

Hardy hugged and kissed his mother on the cheek before picking up both his and Cruz’s suitcase and heading for the front door. Cruz gave Mrs. Hardy another hug and followed Hardy out into the cold night air toward the waiting vehicle. Once the suitcases were stowed in the back of the vehicle and the new passengers were inside, the vehicle drove away from the house. Hardy rolled down his backseat window and waved to his mother, while the black SUV sped toward the airport.

 


Chapter 3

Gulfstream V

 

 

10:13 p.m.

Washington, D.C.

 

 

The Gulfstream V had a maximum cruising speed of five hundred and sixty-two miles per hour. The pilot had strict orders to maintain that speed. The flight from Traverse City, Michigan to Washington, D.C. took a little more than an hour. During the flight, Hardy and Special Agent Cruz had changed into something more appropriate to wear to a meeting with the President of the United States. Aboard the plane, Cruz had her choice among three matching blazers and pencil skirt suits in black, navy blue, and dark red. She chose the navy blue suit to wear over a white blouse. Navy blue three-inch high heels and tan-colored nylons completed her outfit. Hardy did not have any choices. He was wearing a black suit with a white shirt, red tie, and black dress shoes. Fortunately, Director Jameson had the forethought to include a couple of black overcoats to protect them from the cold weather.

Once the wheels of the jet had come to a halt, the flight attendant lowered the stairs and waited for her passengers to disembark. Halfway down the stairs, Cruz was met by two Secret Service agents. One took her hand and helped her down the stairs, while the second relieved Hardy of the suitcases he was carrying. When the luggage was secured in the back of the vehicle and the passengers had their seatbelts fastened, the black SUV quickly accelerated, making its way toward the White House.

Both Hardy and Cruz asked the agents if they had any information about Abigail. The agents shook their heads. Either they did not know anything, or they were told not to disclose any details. Since conversation was off the table, Hardy and Cruz leaned back in their seats for the forty-five minute drive. The atmosphere was somber. All of them knew of the situation and they were feeling the tension that came with the knowledge.

...

After arriving at the White House and being waved through the security protocols, the SUV stopped at its destination. A dark-haired Secret Service agent met Hardy and Cruz.

The driver of the SUV got out and hailed the agent. “Agent Holland, these are agents Hardy and Cruz. They’re here to see the President.” The man opened the door for Hardy.

Agent Holland nodded his head and opened Cruz’s door. He gestured toward Hardy before ushering them into the building and leading them to the ground floor lobby of the West Wing.

Cruz spoke to their escort. “Agent Holland, do you have any information on Abigail’s whereabouts?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’m not at liberty to divulge any details.” He extended his arm. “Right this way, ma’am.”

Facing them, Director Jameson was standing in the middle of the lobby, staring at his cell phone. He put away the phone and nodded to the agent. “I’ll take it from here, Agent Holland.” Jameson acknowledged Hardy and Cruz before whirling around and summoning them. “Follow me. We’re meeting in the Situation Room.”

Phillip Jameson was fifty-years-old and physically fit. He was five-feet, eleven inches tall, weighing one hundred and ninety pounds. He maintained a regular exercise regimen of lifting weights and jogging. He was bald and wore rounded, rectangular eyeglasses with thick black frames. Jameson’s clothing matched Hardy’s—black suit with a white shirt and red tie. Jameson’s long strides carried him swiftly through the first set of doors that led to the Situation Room.

Hardy crossed the first set of doors. “Have there been any new developments?”

“Plenty,” replied Jameson. “You’ll have to wait for my briefing to find out more.” He grabbed the door handle. “The President has been delaying the start of this meeting, waiting for the two of you to get here. I don’t want to delay it any further.” Opening the door, Jameson entered the room, followed by Hardy and Cruz.

 


Chapter 4

Situation Room

 

 

The White House Situation Room consisted of a long conference table with one executive-style chair at the head (for the President) and six similar chairs on either side. Straight-back chairs ran along the walls to the President’s left and right. Most of the wall that faced the President was taken up by a large monitor. Smaller monitors were on the walls above the straight-back chairs. The 5,525-square-foot room was renovated in 2006-2007. The most important changes included updating the monitors (which were still cathode ray tubes), installing more secure and more advanced communication equipment and adding sensors in the ceilings to detect cellular signals, preventing unauthorized communications.

Having never been in the Situation Room, Hardy scanned the room, including the high-ranking officials seated at the table. The President was sitting at the head of the table at the far end of the room, facing Hardy. To the President’s right were the Vice President, the Secretary of Homeland Security, and the Director of the Secret Service. On the President’s left were his Chief of Staff and the Director of National Intelligence. Everyone at the table eyed the newcomers, while Director Jameson sat next to his boss, the Director of National Intelligence.

President Jack Conklin was fifty-five-years-old and in great physical condition. He had a full head of gray hair. He was dressed in black pants and a white shirt. The top button was undone and he wore no tie. His jacket was behind him, resting on the back of his chair. He gestured toward Hardy and Special Agent Cruz. “For those who don’t know them, meet Special Agents Aaron Hardy and Raychel DelaCruz. They’re here at my request.” After informal acknowledgements were made, Hardy and Cruz took their places to Jameson’s left. The President motioned to the Secretary of Homeland Security, Frank Gillespie.

“Thank you, Mr. President. Before I give the floor to Janet,” —Janet Burroughs was the Director of the Secret Service and reported to Gillespie— “I’d like to say how sorry I am. We will be doing everything possible to get your daughter back safely, sir.”

Everyone echoed Gillespie’s sentiment and the President expressed his gratitude. All eyes turned toward Burroughs, who distributed manila folders to everyone at the table.

Janet Burroughs was fifty-years-old and had short, black hair, parted in the middle, the ends curling inward at the collar of her black blazer. Oversized dark blue plastic eyeglasses rested on her small nose. Behind the lenses of the eyeglasses were light blue eyes with extremely long eyelashes, rising upward and outward. Barely noticeable makeup had been applied to her eyelids, cheeks, and lips. She had never married and appeared ten years younger than her age.

“At 5:30 p.m. Mountain Time at Slopes Resort in Colorado, Secret Service agents found the bodies of the two agents assigned to protect Red Rose.” —Red Rose was the Secret Service’s code name for Abigail. She was given the name because of her red hair. In addition, all the Secret Service agents cherished her like the flower— “I’m sorry…the President’s daughter, Abigail.” Burroughs glanced at the President.

The President smiled. “It’s all right.” He loved the code name and hearing it brought a brief moment of happiness to his heavy heart. “Please, continue.”

“An immediate search of the entire area began. Snowmobile tracks were discovered a short ways down the hill from where the agents were found. The tracks led further down the mountain to a little-used service road. Two tandem snowmobiles had been left behind. Tracks from a vehicle, possibly a large commercial van, led to County Highway 7. Agents were able to determine the vehicle turned north toward Highway 40. From there, the trail went cold.”

Henry Overton, the Director of National Intelligence, interjected. “What about Abigail’s cell phone? Did you get a location?”

“When the agents protecting Abigail failed to respond to repeated calls, we immediately began tracking her cell phone; however, it must have been turned off, and not broken, because an hour later the signal was discovered on Highway 40, moving north.”

Overton’s eyes widened. “What?”

“The phone was found secured to a truck. Agents questioned the driver of the vehicle. It was obvious the man had no idea the phone was attached to his vehicle.”

Hardy joined the conversation. “So, it was a decoy. The kidnappers wanted your people to go north, while they most likely took Abby—Abigail—south or in some other direction.”

Burroughs nodded her head.

“Were you able to find out who owned the snowmobiles?” asked Overton.

“They were reported stolen a week ago.”

“Director Burroughs,” Hardy pushed a sheet of paper aside, “can you go back to the mountain where the agents were found? On which ski run were their bodies discovered?” He scanned the last page in the folder. “I don’t see that in the report.”

Burroughs shuffled through some papers. Picking up one, she skimmed it. “There’s no name listed, but it was to the west of Peak’s Valley, near the base of the Valero Territory.”

Hardy searched his mind, trying to picture the area. He had visited Colorado and skied at Slopes Resort when he was in high school. “Are you sure? I’ve skied Valero, and Peak’s Valley is the last run; the boundary line of the mountain runs alongside it. Skiers are not allowed to go any further west of Peak’s Valley.”
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