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For all those that encourage, uplift, and inspired me and others to dream. They gave me hope for the future and meaning of a life dedicated to the Lord.










  
  
From the Author




There are days when we all need an escape from a terrible job, a terrible day, or a terrible life. 

Join my newsletter and get an escape from the real world, stories, and lore designed to entertain and delight.

You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.

Join now at erickercher.com.

Enjoy the book.

-Eric Kercher








  
  
Chapter One




Scott was getting ready for a date that would never happen. By the time he shaved and showered, the humid bathroom air thick with the smell of peppermint shaving cream, he had expected her to have called, and he checked his phone. 

Just an empty, blue screen. No missed calls. He tossed the phone back onto his bed and ignored the worry that was building.

He dressed quickly, throwing on a nice, if not a bit wrinkled, shirt and some slacks. They were comfortable and eased onto his clean skin. She still had not called that night, out of character for Brianna. So Scott began to ask around. He called Becky who picked up on the second ring.

“Yeah, she was here this morning picking up her book from a few nights ago. She had left it here and went home for the night,” Becky said. “But she hasn’t called me for anything else, is she okay?” Scott could hear the fear creeping into her voice.

“I’m not sure, but she’s probably fine,” Scott said, but knew in his heart it wasn’t true. The feeling was deep inside him, in the pit of his stomach like a cold bullet lodged in his gut. His cold apartment mocked him, making it worse. After he hung up the phone with Becky he knew he had to go to her house.

He got in his car and began the familiar drive to her place. She valued her privacy very highly and had elected to go with a small, but still pricey, efficiency apartment with no roommates. Scott cursed under his breath, hoping that she would be there. She lived downtown, above one of the coffee shops that used to be a house but had been converted a decade or two prior. One of those grand, stately homes that the owners had fallen down on their luck and needed to vacate. The upstairs had been converted to multiple apartments to make money. She loved the smell of coffee that wafted up to her room every morning, slowly waking her up.

He parked in the street behind it and quickly bounded up the stairs to the landing. Her door was the far right in a set of three and he knocked on it loudly. Even this late, she would have been up studying. There was no response. Scott crept up on the roof using the shortcut he had discovered a few months back and climbed the ledge to her bedroom window. It was dark inside. He paused. His breath was quick. His heart beat quicker. He grabbed the handle and pulled. He slipped inside.

There was no one in the room. The kitchen, really a small kitchenette consisting of a stove, refrigerator, and sink with a few cabinets was crushed up against the far wall with the entrance door. The bed was next to the window with a small table in between. The only other room was the bathroom, a cramped room barely bigger than the stand-up shower and toilet that were flanking a small sink. The door was shut so Scott made his way over to it, but he knew before he opened it that it was empty. Houses have a certain feel if they are occupied, a warmth as if they are happy that someone was living in them, but there was no warmth here. Just the cold, empty feel of the dark. He opened the door and saw his silhouette in the mirror, the only living being in the apartment.

Scott slumped down, his back coming to rest on the footboard of the bed. He sat in the dark for a few minutes, thinking—and feeling the cold feeling in the pit of his stomach grow larger. She was not here, but she should have been. Where was she? Did he do something that had made her angry? They fought occasionally, but not any more than the usual couple.

His mind immediately went to the worst. Something bad had happened. He reached into his backpack and pulled out his laptop, activating it. He pulled up the synchronization function and began to run it. He had tried calling her on her phone, but she didn’t pick up. She had authorized him to track her phone so he entered his pass key and selected her phone. An error message flashed on the projection screen in front of him, casting a red glow around the room. Unable to detect location kept flashing, suspended in midair. He tossed the laptop on the bed and got up, going to turn on the lights.

He froze as soon as he turned them on. The front door had looked fine from the outside, but from inside with the lights on he saw that there was some form of forced entry. The jamb had cracked around the door handle as if someone had wanted to get in in a hurry. Scott looked more closely around the room, this time noticing small details that stood out as bright as day. Small things were out of place, like the chairs and some utensils on the small amount of counter space available. It was as if whoever had come into the apartment had put everything back but didn’t know her well enough to know that she was very particular about where it went.

Now that Scott knew, the cold feeling in his stomach turned hot with rage. He felt it in his body as it worked its way to his ears. And he knew he was angry when his ears became hot. He turned back to the laptop, picking it up and taking a three-dimensional scan of the room. He pulled out one of the two chairs in the room and got to work.

He pulled up the synchronization function and targeted her secret phone, the one they had decided on years ago. This wasn’t a pretty town, it had a seedy underbelly that was bigger than the good parts. Focusing in he found a location that popped up. Setting the triangulation function took time so Scott prowled the room, looking for more cues using his laptop camera filter functions.

The ground had been sterilized, with no footprints showing up in any electromagnetic spectrum, not in infrared or ultraviolet. Whoever had done this was a professional, which worried Scott. Her laptop was missing, which wasn’t surprising considering the amount of information on it. Whoever had broken into her apartment would likely have taken it. A small chime sounded, and Scott pulled the sync function back up.

He became puzzled. The last location that he could triangulate from the data was far away, but not anywhere she would normally go. Why would she be out there? he thought to himself. It only took a few seconds for it to click when he realized she had been kidnapped. Someone had taken her against her will. He sat back in the chair, stunned at the realization. It made sense, the entry, the odd location, someone cleaning up the apartment.

Emotions raged within Scott, pulling him in every direction. He was angry and afraid, full of hate and despair, torn between action and inaction. If he had only been there when it had happened things might have been different. He sat there for a few minutes eating himself away inside until he was disturbed by the soft alert of his cell phone. He pulled himself together and answered it in audio mode, not wanting to let Rob know where he was right away.

“Hey, man,” Scott said.

“Hey, where are you?” Rob sounded a little bit annoyed. Scott realized how late it was and that he had missed his meeting with Rob by a half hour already. “Yo, Scott, are you there?” Scott had not said anything to Rob and cleared his throat, steeling himself.

“…I’d rather not talk right now. Something’s come up.” Even though they were extremely close he still hesitated telling him. “Actually, something has happened. Can you meet me at my place?” There was a slight pause as Rob digested his words.

“What’s happened, Scott?” he said softly.

“I’ll tell you when you get there,” Scott replied.

“Okay, I’ll be right over.” Rob hung up. Scott wasn’t sure if the same people who took her would be able to track him or Rob but he wasn’t willing to take that chance. He had to assume they were aware of who he was and that they were against him. There was no way this was not premeditate, someone had deliberately broken into the apartment and tried to clean up after themselves. She knew how to handle herself too, she wouldn’t have been caught off guard easily and would have resisted. They had to have been professionals. Scott scanned the room one last time before packing up his laptop into his backpack.

He saw the picture of them on the nightstand, her favorite one. They were up in the mountains for a long weekend, hiking out off the grid. The memory of it flashed back into his mind as he stood there. Her beautiful hair shimmering in the sunlight swaying in the light breeze as they stumbled upon the meadow filled with flowers. The smell was incredible, as if the flowers themselves were trying to make the bees buzzing around them drunk with the sweetness. They stopped and watched the sunset, the entire valley spread out before them, an evening mist creeping up from the river. She took the picture then, as they were arrayed in flowers in the brilliant golds and reds of the sunset.

“For when my nights get cold,” she had said. “Then I can remind myself of the warmth of this night and the warmth in my heart.” A wave of sadness washed through Scott, rocking the very depths of who he was. He could picture himself in that meadow with her, feel the cool breeze and the warmth of her hand.

“Find me,” he could hear her say. His hand clenched as his resolve strengthened. Scott left the same way he came, as familiar to him as the back of his hand. He climbed out the window and across the roof to the landing, feeling cold inside.

It took him a few minutes to make his way back to his place. They had chosen to live close enough to each other to make the trip short but not too close to tempt them to always be with each other. As he hopped into his car he pulled out his laptop and connected it to the net-sphere within it, activating the autopilot to take him there. His car was old enough to have a manual override, unlike the newer models that were completely self-driving. Scott occasionally liked to take the wheel and feel the power of the engine if the mood struck him. But tonight he needed to focus all of his energy on her.

He pulled up the scan he had taken and began to search for clues. He had a diagnostic program running in the background to flag anything he had missed. It was still running when he made it back and paused it to move inside. His apartment was old enough to not be wired, but he still maintained a small net-sphere to run his laptop and a few other electronics like the imager he threw his scan up on. The diagnostic had noted the broken door and the leaky faucet in the kitchen, one the landlord refused to fix even though she had complained enough, and had come up with one more hit that he hadn’t noticed before.

There, in the corner of the room, was something that had been left there very intentionally. A small recording device was hidden in her room designed to look like a screw on the nightstand leg. It had flashed on its small magnetic field put out by the tiny amount of current flowing through the electronics. Scott didn’t remember her putting anything like that in her apartment by herself but he couldn’t have been sure it wasn’t hers. The nightstand was fairly recent, she had picked it up at one of her favorite stores which happened to be a thrift store. But she had bought it a few months ago, it had matched her style exactly, as if someone had made it just for her. He was still looking over the results when he heard the door chime and the security camera display pop up into the foreground of the imager.

Rob stood outside, clearly agitated. Scott went over to the door and let him in.

“What’s going on Scott?” Rob asked again, more insistent than when he was on the phone. Scott motioned him in and headed back to the imager.

“It’s probably nothing,” he said. A thought occurred to him that if they were able to get to her then they might have bugged his place. He flipped up his diagnostic and began to run it on his apartment. “I just have to check something out.” Scott gestured toward the imager and Rob glanced at it. His eyes widened a small amount, revealing some surprise but hidden to almost all except his best friend. Scott knew that he was surprised if he revealed even that much.

“OK…” Rob said, sitting down on the couch and waiting for the diagnostic to conclude. They sat in silence for a while, since it took a lot to compute through that much data, even for his optical net-sphere. Rob looked a little uneasy as he ran his fingers through his hair, pulled his laptop out and spun it around his knuckles. He had learned to do that in the third grade and anytime he had to wait he would always do it. Scott sat in the silence, retreating into his own thoughts. The world was bad, true, but this really didn’t make sense. What kind of evil would be willing to take her?

Based on the evidence that he had this had to be premeditated somehow. The planning was too good, the cleanup too precise. It had to be sophisticated enough to be someone with resources to be able to pull it off, which meant that most of the young gangs were out, and they had to evade a lot of security. Her apartment was gated in the back, and the front lay on a well-traveled road, which meant a lot of security out front. A small chime from his imager brought him back into the present, and he stood up to walk over to the display.

The scan had revealed one unknown electronic signature, emanating from his bedroom. Scott motioned to Rob who was watching carefully and Rob joined him at the image. Scott pulled the results onto his laptop, and Rob followed him to the room. Scott followed the electronic signature to a pen located on his desk. He snapped it in half, shattering the body into two large pieces. Some ink splattered onto his hands and the floor where he had ruptured the inkwell. He cursed and wiped his hands on a dirty shirt on the floor, handing the clean side to Rob.

“Well, this is interesting,” Rob said. He was peering into the broken end of the pen. Scott continued wiping off his hands and the other side of the pen. Rob dumped the contents of the pen onto the desk. It contained the mechanical device used to retract and project the pen tip, but it also had a small chip device. Rob whipped out his laptop and placed the chip onto the analysis pad, booting up a diagnostic program. Scott peered into the somewhat clean tip of the pen and dumped it out onto the table as well. All he came up with was the broken pen tip and a spring.

“That is not as interesting,” Scott replied, in reference to his side of the pen. He stared at the projection from Rob’s laptop as the program ran. “Is it dead?” he asked. Rob shot him a look.

“I think you made sure of that,” Rob replied sarcastically, pointing to the snapped antenna Scott had not noticed before.

“Nice,” Scott said. “Now, who would want to bug little old me?”

“That’s a good question,” Rob said, “along with where did you get this pen?” Scott picked up the pen and turned it over in his hands. The lettering on the pen was not familiar to him, which wasn’t surprising considering how little he used paper. That was always more of her deal. A memory flashed into his head as he thought it.

“I don’t think this is mine,” Scott replied. “Look, it says Middleton National Contractors. I think she picked this up at a career fair a few months ago or something and left it here.” Rob snatched it out of his hands to read it himself.

“Yeah, that does seem a little odd considering you have a job and all. This doesn’t look like you picked it up in the hospital waiting room either,” Rob said, turning it over in his hands as he waited for the program to finish. “It looks like this is pretty common. I don’t think we’re going to get far on it,” Rob stated, scrolling through the unfinished results. Scott sighed and sat down on the bed.

“That does make more sense if it does belong to her,” Scott said.

“How so?” Rob asked.

“Well, that’s what I was going to talk to you about. I haven’t heard from Briana today. I went over to her apartment this evening and found that it was broken into, but someone had cleaned it up.”

“What? What do you mean broken into?” Rob asked incredulously.

“I mean someone had forced their way in through the door and had broken the jamb, but it was hidden from the outside, and they also put everything back into its place to cover it up,” Scott replied.

“How do you know they put it back if they cleaned it up?” Rob asked.

“Mainly from the chairs,” Scott said.

“Ah,” Rob said. That was all Scott needed to say. Briana had a very particular way of wanting things put back and anyone who was familiar enough to go over to her house learned very quickly. Still, she wasn’t very trusting so this came as a surprise to Rob.

“That’s not all,” Scott said. “Follow me.” They went back into the living room, and Scott pulled up the room display. “You can see the chairs and some of her utensils not in the right spot, but look at this.” He pointed to the nightstand.

“It’s bugged. Which would make more sense as to why the pen was bugged too. Did she get them together?” Rob asked.

“I don’t know, I can’t remember, but she picked up the nightstand a few months ago too. It was like it was made for her. I think they specifically targeted her for some reason,” Scott said. Rob sat, pondering what he had just said.

“They had to have some good resources available to be able to pull this one off,” Rob said. His laptop chimed now, and he pulled up the results of the scan. “I mean, even though we’re talking about fairly common stuff here it doesn’t mean it’s easy to access. You have to have connections and some money at the very least. Just one of these bugs is probably upward of five grand.” Scott nodded, agreeing. Rob continued to scroll through the results, finally giving up when he reached the bottom.

“Not much, again, fairly common stuff here. Whoever planted it didn’t leave a trace either, which goes back to the professional theory again,” Rob said, putting his laptop away, exasperated. “And I doubt the other one is going to give us much more if we go back and retrieve it.” He looked over the scan of her apartment again, comparing the energy signatures. “Anyway, what did the cops say?” he asked. Scott stayed silent. Rob turned slowly, Scott would not look him in the eye. “Scott?” he questioned.

“I didn’t tell them,” Scott replied quietly, steeling himself for the response he knew was coming.

“What do you mean you didn’t tell them? It looks a whole lot like Briana was kidnapped, and you don’t want to report it? Are you insane?” Scott could tell Rob was getting worked up as he spoke.

“I just know I can’t tell them. It’s instinct,” Scott said.

“It’s instinct? Is it really?” Rob asked, still visibly worked up.

“Yes, you have to trust me on this, Rob,” Scott said. Rob had stood up as he spun up and now paused. He took a deep breath and sat down. Scott was somewhat impressed.

“Look, Scott, you have to get over that and learn to get help,” Rob said, much more calmly after a few more seconds in quiet. Scott didn’t need to know what Rob was talking about, it was unspoken and would remain that way. Rob had learned not to talk about it directly a long time ago after a few clashes and didn’t need to learn another lesson in beating his head up against a brick wall.

“My instinct has kept me safe in a very dangerous line of work and I’m not about to stop trusting it. The good news is that I still have a lead,” Scott said, pulling up the telemetry data. “And it’s only a few hours old, which means I might still be able to catch up to whoever took her—”

“Whoa, wait a second. If you’re going to do this, then I’m coming with you,” Rob said, cutting him off. “You’re not going to pull that lone wolf stuff.” Scott considered it for a moment, thinking about arguing but then thought better of it. He was about to answer when Rob stopped him again. “And no, you’re not going to agree and then leave me when you can lose me. I’m going to do this. Brianna means a lot to me too.” Scott stared at him, surprised at how Rob could know what he was thinking. He was considering the plan to just leave Rob somewhere convenient, maybe make him follow a false trail for clues and then not get back with him.

“What about your job? This might take more than a few hours,” Scott asked.

“First of all, it’s going to take as long as it takes. Secondly, that job is just a front, and you know it. If I really wanted to get a job there would be hundreds of suitors lining up. Even now I get a few from time to time trying to attract me to the dark side,” Rob said, getting up and going over to the kitchen, grabbing a glass from the cabinet and filling it with water. “We need to start now though. It will only get harder the colder the trail goes.” He took a sip and then pulled out his laptop, executing a few programs.

“I know where to get some gear,” Scott said. Rob shot him a look across the room.

“No way, Scott. You will get in some deep trouble if you do that,” Rob said. Scott ignored him as he tapped his cell phone. “Really, you can’t do that, man.” Scott held up a finger to his lips.

“Already too late,” Scott said, mildly pleased with the exasperated look on Rob’s face. It was true that he would get into some terribly hot water if he “liberated” a few supplies from work but luckily he had a good working relationship with his boss and was relatively certain he could get some authorization.

“Hello?” a man answered sleepily in audio mode only. Scott glanced up at the clock and realized it was already ten o’clock.

“Dave, it’s Scott. Sorry to wake you up, I didn’t realize how late it is,” Scott started, thrown off of his original train of thought. He looked at Rob, realizing his mistake. Rob snickered softly but loud enough for Scott to hear. “Anyway, I need some help.”

A long pause on the other end.

“Hold on,” the voice on the other end said. They could hear the rustle of sheets as he got out of bed and the soft padding of footsteps on carpeting. A slight creak as the door opened and closed, and then more footsteps. The projection alert flashed on the screen and Scott selected it. All they could see was a moving shadow in the darkness, and then the shadow clicked a lamp on and was bathed in brightness. Dave did not look terribly pleased to be awake. “I hope this is worth waking me up in the middle of the night, Scott,” Dave said. Scott glanced over at Rob, again thrown off from his original goal.

“I…I need to borrow some equipment. Also, I’ll be taking some time off,” Scott blurted out suddenly, suddenly regretting his decision to wake up his boss to borrow company assets. Dave just stared at him, looking like a stern father.

“And I don’t get to know why, I’m assuming?” Dave asked.

“I’d rather not talk about it, especially like this,” Scott replied. Dave took off his glasses and sighed, rubbing his temple with his other hand and closing his eyes.

“And will Rob need some equipment as well?” Dave said. Rob and Scott started at his being mentioned. Scott had been sure to set up the projection cameras just to record him and not Rob. Somehow he knew that Rob was with him. Scott sighed and expanded the projection camera to include Rob.

“Good evening, Mr. Devos,” Rob said. “How did you know I was here?” he asked.

“I didn’t. It was a guess that you just confirmed. Also, you have a bad habit of sharing very specific looks between each other,” Dave said, putting his glasses back on. A small smirk appeared on his mouth. Scott was a little relieved and couldn’t help smiling. Dave had that way about him, able to disarm a tense situation which was very fortunate in his line of work. The two of them again glanced at each other, sheepish looks on their faces.

“That being said, why should I authorize you company funds for a personal expedition?” Dave asked, his face once again serious. Scott recovered his composure and became serious as well. The moral dilemma running through his brain paralyzed him. Dave was a great boss, always looking out for him and a great mentor. He had taught Scott everything he knew. On more than one occasion he had saved his life, so the bond between them was very strong, although it was still a professional relationship. Dave was like a father to him. It hurt Scott not to tell him everything, but he couldn’t be sure the connection was safe and he didn’t want to risk anything.

“Because I’ve lost something,” Scott said. Dave cocked his head to the side, a sure sign of surprise to those who knew him well but fairly innocent if you didn’t. Again, a long silence rang out over the connection. Scott was surprised to find himself impatient, but then realized that it was because of the time limit on them. The longer they sat here doing nothing, the worse it would be later on. Dave scratched his chin.

“OK, you have what you need, Scott. I trust you,” Dave said. Part of it was Scott’s track record. He didn’t lose things that were important but was always losing things that weren’t, and never let it get to him. Even when other people pointed it out Scott would acknowledge it and maybe shrug, but never seemed like he cared. Only certain things in his life were assigned such importance that he would keep track of them. Dave leaned forward, suddenly menacing to Rob. “But if you get in trouble, you’d better call me immediately.” Scott nodded, comforted in the knowledge that Dave understood that it was important to him. Even if he didn’t know it was Briana that had gone missing, Dave had a strong suspicion it was related to her in some way. It was what he cared about the most.

“Thanks, Dave. I owe you,” Scott said. Dave snorted.

“Put it on my tab.”
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