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  CHAPTER ONE




  August 4




  Diablo Family Cabin, Eastern Sierra Mountains




  




  The steam rose in lazy wisps from the mug cupped between Annie Diablo’s hands as she gazed out the cabin windows, at the morning light awakening the grey granite peaks of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Turning away from the view, she looked at her husband Marcus, who was kneeling on the stone floor, methodically placing gear, arranged in ordered piles, by the four backpacks lying in front of him. This morning, they and their sons, twelve-year-old Bodie and eight-year-old Garrett, would be heading out for six nights in the Hoover Wilderness.




  Annie walked toward Marcus, reached down and as she mussed his long, curly brown hair said with a smile, “Why don’t you wake the boys and I’ll go get breakfast started.”




  Marcus looked up, returned her smile and replied in a kidding tone, “Oh yeah, give me the hard job.”




  As Annie pulled eggs and milk from the fridge, she heard Marcus call up to their sons asleep in the loft, “Hey, sleepy heads, time to get up!” Annie counted the seconds off in her head, one hippopotamus, two hippopotamus . . . before she got to ten, after not hearing any sound of movement from the boys, Marcus switched to what Bodie and Garrett referred to as his Drill Sergeant’s voice. “All right, men, if you aren’t both down here pronto, I’m gonna make you double-time it for the first half of the trip—which, as you know, is all up hill.”




  As Annie cracked eggs into a stainless steel bowl, Marcus came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. Squeezing, he whispered jokingly into her ear, “Maybe we should have started having kids a bit sooner?”




  Annie turned away from the counter to face him. Staring deep, into Marcus’s blue eyes, Annie thought, even though she was forty-three, and Marcus forty-five, their children had come into their lives at just the right time. As Marcus hugged her, Annie nestled her face into his chest and murmured, “Everything in our lives has always happened when it was supposed to.”




  Annie felt Marcus’s fingers glide through her straw blond hair, heard him inhale deeply, and let out a contented sigh. Annie knew that she and Marcus were on the same page. For the first ten years of their marriage, they had pursued careers with a vengeance, had a hyper-obsessive commitment to physical fitness, and worked twelve hours a day, often six days a week. When they weren’t working they had an almost reckless sense of adventure. They dove with sharks off the Great Barrier Reef, trekked to 19,000 feet in the Himalayas, explored the Pyramids, and the Jungles of the Amazon, mountain biked across New Zealand, and did most of it while managing to run fifty miles a week, all things that, would have been difficult with young children.




  Annie had built a medical management-consulting firm that she had sold earlier in the year for a handsome profit, plus a lucrative two-year consulting agreement. Marcus imported centuries old timber, limestone slabs, and hand-made terra cotta floor and roof tiles, primarily from Western Europe, for resale to the high-end U.S. housing market. Their successes had made their dream cabin in the mountains, and an adventurous lifestyle with their sons, a reality. And though they were keeping the adventures closer to home, Annie was sure that in a few years, when the boys were bit older, globetrotting would be back on the menu.




  Annie drew back from Marcus as she heard the sound of feet shuffling across the wood floor of the loft. Then one by one, with hands and feet sliding down the rails of the ships ladder, the boys landed like pouncing cats on the native flagstone floor. Brushing past their father, the boys hugged Annie good morning




  “Go on you two, get your packs loaded then we’ll have breakfast,” Annie said, giving them each a playful push toward their dad.




  Bodie and Garrett, their sandy blond hair sticking up and out every which way, gave their dad a quick hug, and then set to their task. Annie stood there a moment longer, leaning against the counter, and watched the three most important men in her life. It was curious she thought, how her husband, who in so many ways was non-conventional, was so-conventional when it came to any type of adventure trip. He insisted on routine and repetition—doing things the same way every time—like loading a backpack.




  When he had first introduced her to his brand of adventure, and then when the boys came along, Marcus, though he had no military background, had a habit of equating being in the mountains to being a soldier. He had said the words so many times she could recite them verbatim. “To be a good soldier, you must follow orders, adhere to a chain of command, have an established routine, plan and train, know your strengths and limitations, and those of your fellow soldiers, and so it is when you are in the mountains. The goal is to live to fight, or in our case, adventure another day.”




  At first, especially with the boys, Annie was worried Marcus was going to scare them to the point that they wouldn’t want to go. But during the summers when they hiked and backpacked exploring the mountains, seeking out remote lakes and streams to fly fish, and looked for routes they could access and ski in the winter and early spring, Marcus played the what if game with them. He would explain the topography, pointing out features that indicated slopes that frequently avalanched, or where a particular fall line terminated in a drainage that would be very difficult to get out of, and then he would pose a what if scenario to the boys.




  And Annie had to admit, the boys were eager to prove to their father that they understood and were excited about the challenge, and more often than not, their answers seemed to be out of context with their age and so in line with Marcus’s golden rule: When you have only seconds to react, when you only get to make one decision, follow your instincts. React, don’t hesitate, if it turns out you made the wrong choice, deal with it then.




  Marcus thrived on taking calculated risks, and had a knack for selling those risks to others, including her and the boys. It was one of his talents, Annie mused, getting people to buy into his vision. He liked to say, “We never dwell on, or contemplate failure. That’s why we have a game plan, because your survival and the survival of others may depend on your ability to make hard decisions and follow orders.”




  Annie’s reminiscing was broken when Marcus walked in, grabbed plates and silverware and began setting the table. Glancing from the stove to the living room, Annie saw her youngest son Garrett sitting on the floor, staring at his pack. Marcus saw it too. He returned to their son and in one smooth motion sat down on the stone floor next to him. “What’s up bud?” he asked as he reached over and put his arm around Garrett’s shoulders.




  Annie heard Garrett ask with a hint of trepidation in his voice, “Are you sure Mom’s up for almost a whole week in the mountains?”




  Annie smiled at her son’s question. Garrett could always sense her nervousness, especially at the start of one of their family adventures. For whatever reason Garrett was attuned and connected to her, in a way no one else was, not even Marcus.




  Marcus tousled Garrett’s shaggy hair. “Mom’s fine. You know she’s tougher than the three of us combined,” Marcus said with a quick wink at Annie. “What’s really bothering you?”




  Sheepishly Garrett looked up at this father, then quickly over at his mom, “Oh nothing, really. Just a feeling I have.”




  Turning back to the cooking eggs, Annie heard Bodie say to his younger brother, “Hey, we’ve been backpacking lots of times. So quit worrying and get your pack loaded.”




  Then Marcus, his voice encouraging, “Yeah buddy, let’s get done. I wanna to be outta here within the hour.”




  Garrett got back to his packing as Marcus went to help Annie get breakfast on the table. Forty-five minutes later, with packs on their backs they set out from the cabin toward the trailhead that would lead them into the wilderness.




  




  CHAPTER TWO




  August 6




  Eastern Sierra Mountains




  




  Around noon, Marcus and the boys had caught some nice golden trout. It was time to head back to base camp. Bodie and Garrett, their sun-bleached mops bouncing in the light breeze, led the way, a good twenty yards ahead of their father, eager to give their mother a blow-by-blow account of their morning.




  Their brotherly banter was as constant as the babbling stream beside them as the boys approached a spot where the trail narrowed to wind through a dozen car-size boulders. At the end of this rock-walled section, the trail took a hard right, and their campsite would come into full view some fifty yards ahead. The boys reached the end of the boulders and stopped abruptly. Marcus was expecting them to scamper ahead, yelling over each other to their sunbathing mother all about what splendid fly fishermen they were. Instead, they turned back and looked at him, worry and concern on their faces.




  They expected to find Annie after her trail run, spread out on her favorite rock on the bluff overlooking Hardin Lake, catching some sun and reading. What they found instead were two young men, tearing their campsite apart.




  To Marcus they looked Latino, perhaps, or eastern Mediterranean. There were always a lot of young backpackers in U.S. wilderness areas and national parks during the summer, but they didn’t usually behave this way, he worriedly thought to himself.




  Something was very wrong, and the boys knew it instantly. There was no sign of their mother. She should be right there, lounging on her favorite rock overlooking the lake, waiting for her three mighty anglers to return.




  The boys were scared. “What’s going on, Dad? Where’s Mom?” Bodie whispered.




  “Look, Dad!” Garrett murmured. “Those guys are tearing our stuff apart. Look what they did to the tent and the sleeping bags—the stuffing is all over the place! What are they looking for?” He paused. “They have guns, Dad! Look!” Garrett said as he pointed to the holsters at their waists.




  Marcus’s mind was running at hyper speed. None of this made sense. These guys weren’t just a couple of young vandals tearing stuff up for the hell of it. They were looking for something, and with every passing second, it became apparent to him that the something just might be them. But why? And why the guns?




  “What’s that language they’re speaking?” Bodie asked. Until he said it, Marcus really hadn’t paid attention to what they were saying—he had been too focused on what they were doing.




  It wasn’t English, not Spanish or French or any of the other western European tongues he was accustom to hearing. It sounded Middle Eastern, and that in itself seemed odd—not something one expected to hear in the high Sierra.




  “What are they saying? What are they doing?” The boys whispered. Marcus had no idea what was going on, but whatever it was had something to do with Annie. They were almost fourteen miles from the nearest real outpost of civilization. Whatever was going on, wherever Annie was, the answers were here, and he needed those answers now!




  Marcus motioned for the boys to follow him back the way they had come. He wanted to put a little more distance between them and the two young men at their camp.




  They stopped near the far end of the boulder-enclosed trail. “All right, guys, listen up,” Marcus said, as the three of them hunched down in the shadow of a gigantic granite rock. “I know you’re worried about Mom—so am I! I don’t have a clue what’s going on. But count on this. I’m going to find out. So here’s what I need. I want you both to go back down the trail to where we saw that little game path this morning, the one that cuts back above us on this side of the mountain.” He pointed that way. “Remember yesterday when we went up above camp to get snow?” They both nodded. “Remember that big rock we looked at, the one that’s just hanging there ready to go?” They nodded again. “Okay, I want you guys to make your way up the game trail and come in around and above that rock. Stay low, and don’t talk—your voices ‘ll carry, and I don’t want these guys to have any idea where you are.”




  The fear on their faces was enough to break his heart.




  “What are you gonna do, Dad?” Garrett said.




  “I don’t know, buddy, but I have a bad feeling about this, and right now I need to get you guys outta here.”




  “What do you mean ‘get us outta here’ ”? Bodie said.




  “Listen, I don’t know where your mom is. All I know is, she’s not here. These guys, they’re looking for something or someone. Since we don’t have anything of value, just our personal gear, I have to assume they’re looking for us. What that means, I don’t know, but I sure as hell plan to find out.”




  Marcus took off his daypack and dumped the contents on the ground. He grabbed the first aid kit, a flashlight, binoculars, a couple of two-way radios that they used to get National Weather Service reports and to communicate with each other, some trail mix, a half-dozen granola snack bars, and his pistol.




  He motioned for the boys to shuck off their small hydration packs. Each had a compartment that would hold a small amount of gear. Opening the first aid kit, he stuffed some Band-Aids and an elastic bandage in one pack with some of the food, and put the flashlight and one of the radios in the other. Then he crammed all the remaining gear and food, as well as their fishing gear, back into his daypack and stashed it just off the trail in a rock crevice.




  He glanced at his watch as he reached for the nine-millimeter Smith and Wesson semiautomatic—almost two in the afternoon. He set the pistol along with an extra nine-round clip on the rock beside him. The pistol was standard gear anytime the family was backpacking in the mountains—not so much as protection against bears or mountain lions—but rather, as protection against the two-legged predators that seem to favor remote wilderness areas for whatever sick, freaky thing might float their boat. Until today, Marcus had never been in a situation that even remotely made him consider taking the pistol out of his pack.




  Now the boys were freaking. The guys at their camp had guns, and now their dad had a gun—what was going on? They had to think that the situation was deteriorating with every passing minute, which it was.




  “How long do you think it will take you to get up behind that rock?” Marcus asked.




  Bodie thought for a second. “Well, we oughta be able to get up around and come in behind it in about fifteen minutes.”




  “Okay, this is what’s going to happen. You guys are going to head back down and turn up the game trail, like we said. You’re going to get yourselves behind that rock. Twenty minutes from the time you leave, you’re going to push the rock down the mountain. Then you’re going to turn tail and head out of here. If you cut up and across to the right, you’ll hit the trail that brought us in—you guys have been on that trail lots of times. I want you to stop at the creek, fill your water bladders, and then you haul ass out of here. Let’s say it’s about two thirty when you push the rock. You should be able to get back to the High Sierra Lodge by no later than seven thirty or eight, before it gets dark.”




  Bodie looked at him. “But, Dad, what about—”




  “You don’t stop and chat with anybody. Now, people are going to think it’s strange for an eight and twelve-year-old boy to be this far in the backcountry by themselves. If anyone says you have to stay with them or go with them, you run. You know as well as I do, there isn’t a person in these mountains who can keep up with you, let alone catch you. Once you hit the summit, you go nonstop all the way down the other side to the Lodge, then find Jake and Bonnie. Explain to them everything you know. Tell them something bad has happened to your mom and they need to get a hold of the police and the park rangers right away.” Jake and Bonnie had spent most of their lives in these mountains and operated the High Sierra Lodge. They had known the boys since they were born, and were close family friends. Marcus knew the boys would be safe with them and that Jake and Bonnie would know whom to contact.




  “All right, take a breath,” Marcus said. “We’re going to figure this out. No matter what, your mom and I are coming out of here tonight. You stay with Jake and Bonnie till we get back. Bonnie will know exactly where we camped, so she can tell the police and the rangers where we are. I’ll be fine.”




  To say that his sons were scared and badly shaken would be a gross understatement. Marcus knew to give them too much time to think about something, like how steep the chute they were going to ski was, or how steep and difficult a climbing route was, would only make it tougher to convince them they were ready and could handle it. Better just to make a plan and then quickly execute it. The problem was, Marcus didn’t have a plan—but he couldn’t let them know that.




  His sons stared at him with a deer-in-the-headlights look as their father continued. “In a few minutes, I’m going to cut down off the trail and make my way along the bushes by the lake and come in under our campsite. You two are going to head for the rock and do just as we planned. No matter what you hear, gunshots, whatever, don’t you dare turn around. You get your butts out of here, and I’ll see you sometime tonight. Got it?”




  “But, Dad, what if it takes us longer than twenty minutes to get to the rock?” Bodie asked, his lip quivering.




  “No worries, I’ll wait until I see the rocks coming down the mountain. I need the distraction if I’m going to get close enough to these guys to get the information I want.”




  “But, Dad, they have guns!” Garrett said, choking back his tears.




  Marcus could see he was losing them. If this was going to happen, it had to happen now! He was also concerned that the two visitors back at their camp would decide they had stayed long enough. It was time to send the boys on their way.




  “Okay, okay, calm down. I need both of you to buck up! You know me. I’m not going to let anyone hurt me—or you, or your mom. So let’s do this! You guys are the key to making this happen. I need you, and so does your mom. Now, come over here.”




  As they fell into his open arms, tears welled up in Marcus’s eyes. He held them, their heads tucked into his chest, and he was overwhelmed with a sense that they may never see Annie again.




  “I love you guys! Now, it’s time to roll.” Marcus looked at his watch, 2:10. “Okay, two thirty should be just about right, but don’t rush. If you need a little more time, don’t worry—I’d rather you were safe and quiet than on time. I’ll be in position in fifteen minutes, and I’ll wait for the rock to start moving.”




  “We love you, Dad,” they both croaked. Then twelve-year-old Bodie looked his dad in the eye and said in the clearest, most confident voice he could muster, “Dad, we got it. We won’t let you down—you can count on that. We’ll take care of each other, and as soon as we take off, we won’t stop for anything. You go take care of this and find Mom. Let’s move, Garrett.” He put his arm on his brother’s shoulder. They turned toward their father and, in unison, each touched their right palm to their chest, tapped twice over their heart, and then pointed their finger at him.




  This was their little thing. It signified from my heart to yours—I am always with you, always! Marcus returned the gesture. No more words were spoken as the boys turned and headed down the trail.




  As he stood there staring at his young sons walking away, they never once looked back. He was so proud of them. In less than a minute, they were around the bend and gone from sight.




  




  CHAPTER THREE




  




  From his position below the bluff, Marcus had a clear view of the two men, who appeared to be in their early to mid-twenties, average height, lean, definitely not Hispanic, maybe of Middle Eastern or central Asian descent. He could hear them talking animatedly in what he assumed was some Middle Eastern dialect. They wore khaki hiking pants and loose-fitting long-sleeved shirts. The taller one, the older looking of the two, wore a red ball cap with Yosemite on the front. The other guy wore the same cap in blue.




  Their daypacks lay on the ground. Like his, they were big enough for a day excursion but not an overnighter. This told him they had probably come from a base camp within a few hours hike, and he had to assume they were not by themselves. The whole thing seemed unreal. One minute, he’s in the back country with his wife and sons, and the next, hiding in the bushes with a gun, staring at two guys who look like poster children for Islamic Jihad.




  He pulled the pistol from the back of his shorts, thumbed the safety off, and waited for the rock to move. The two men were too busy speaking with each other to pay any attention to the mountain right in front of them.




  As he watched, the rock started leaning outward, as if in slow motion. He wasn’t sure, maybe his mind was playing tricks on him, but he thought he glimpsed two small figures scrambling away.




  In just seconds, the two camp visitors were staring up the mountain in front of them, at a huge boulder, and other rocks it had knocked free, bounding down the mountainside. They were in no danger from the slide, but the noise and feel of the raw force was so compelling, they never noticed Marcus slipping up behind them.




  It took about fifteen seconds to cover the distance, with the rock slide muffling any noise of approach. By the time they heard him, he was standing five feet behind them. They looked surprised, which was good because his heart was racing and he was struggling to keep his composure. This was the first time that he had ever pointed a firearm at another human being.




  “All right,” Marcus said, “slowly take your weapons out one at a time, and toss them down there.” He tilted his head at the lakeshore, a stone throw away.




  For a moment, they just stood there looking at him as if they didn’t understand English. He fired a round past the older guy’s ear, its report reverberating off the granite peeks.




  “Now, boys, I’m not fucking around. If those guns are not out of those holsters and in the lake in five seconds, the next shot is going to blow off a knee. First you....” Marcus motioned to the one in the red hat, who eased the pistol out of its holster and pitched it into the water. “And now you,” He said to the one in the blue hat. “The knife, too.”




  Having disarmed them of all the weapons he could see, he wasn’t quite sure what to do next. “Where’s Annie?” He said, his voice desperate. “My wife—where is she?”




  As he held the gun on them, the younger guy, in the blue hat, turned to his partner and started jabbering in an unintelligible language. His partner yelled back, “English, speak English.”




  “What do we do now? You said this would be simple,” said the guy in the blue hat.




  “Shut up. He’s not going to shoot us,” the older guy said. “Good Christians like him don’t do that kind of thing.”




  Marcus stepped around a little farther to his left and trained the pistol on Red Hat. “Now, I am going to ask you only once, and if you don’t answer, then I will shoot you. Where is my wife?”




  “You mean that infidel whore? She is about to find out how women are supposed to behave in the presence of men of Allah. Women in this country are so full of themselves that they believe—” That’s as far as Red Hat got before the back of his head exploded, spraying blood, bone, and brain matter across the face and torso of his partner. By the time his body hit the pine needle–covered ground, Marcus closed the distance to the younger man and slammed the side of the pistol into his face. He felt the crunch of bone and cartilage, as the young man dropped like a poleaxed steer.




  Heart racing, and hyperventilating he willed himself to stay under control. The boys had to have heard the pistol shots. What were they thinking?




  One man was dead, the other out cold. If he was to find out where Annie was, he needed him awake, but restrained when he came to. There had been some rope in the pack inside the tent, but all their stuff was strewn about like a yard sale. Marcus looked about at what else he had—lots of exfoliated slabs of flat, weathered granite, weighing anywhere from twenty to seventy pounds. He dragged Blue Hat by his feet over near the torn-down tent. He then took the rocks they had stacked as a windbreak around the tent and placed one under each ankle and another under each wrist, so that his feet and hands were suspended off the ground. Next he laid rocks over his ankles and shins, his knees and thighs, and gathered more rock and did the same with his arms. It took about fifteen minutes, and Blue Hat had been out cold the whole time. Worried, Marcus checked his pulse—he wasn’t dead.




  With his legs and arms pinned beneath several hundred pounds of rock, he wasn’t going anywhere once he came to. Grabbing two water bottles that had been tossed from the ransacked tent, he filled them with icy lake water and poured them over the young man’s bloody face.




  After the second bottle, Blue Hat began to stir. His eyes blinked, and he grimaced in pain from his destroyed nose. The dark-brown eyes looking back didn’t look like the eyes of someone ready to be a martyr just yet. It was more like looking into the eyes of a very scared young man who, only a few years ago, was just a boy.




  “Let me explain how this is gonna go,” Marcus said. “I’m going to ask you a question, and every time you give me some jihadist bullshit or you start spouting off or getting all full of yourself, I’m going to break one ankle, then the other, then your wrists. Then I’m going lay rocks on your chest, and I will continue piling rocks until I crush the life right out of you. If you think I give a shit what you think or believe, that would be a painful and fatal mistake. Do you understand me? Nod your head, God damn it!”




  He nodded.




  “Good! I hope we understand each other, because if you fuck with me, when I am done, you will wish you were the one who got shot. Okay, I’m going to clean your face up a little bit. And if you think it’s hard to breathe with your nose smashed all over your face, imagine how hard it’ll be with a few hundred pounds of rock on your chest.”




  Marcus picked up a T-shirt that had been thrown from the tent, wet it and wiped the blood and gore off his pinned captive’s face. Blue Hat winced and whined, trying to move his head side to side, but Marcus had it wedged between two watermelon-size rocks.




  There was still about four and a half hours of full daylight left, and if he was going to find Annie it had to be while it was still light out. He wasn’t worried about trekking out of the mountains in the dark—the trail was clear, he knew it well, and he had a good headlamp. He just needed to find her.




  Marcus knelt down close to Blue Hat’s face. “Where is my wife? What have you done with her?”




  The look in his eyes was not so much wild as crazed. He couldn’t breathe through his nose, and his gasps sounded ragged and strained.




  “I don’t know,” he rasped. His voice was distorted with pain, but there was not even a hint of an accent. This guy sounded American.




  “Wrong answer,” Marcus said through gritted teeth. Getting up, he picked up a fifty-pound rock, lifted it to head level, and brought it down onto Blue Hat’s left foot. The snap of his ankle seemed to echo off the mountains. He screamed as best he could. His foot was turned inward at an angle that was just not right. Go on, Marcus thought, scream all you want. It’s just us.




  His mind was whirling, thoughts tumbling over each other. Had he chosen wrong? Had he shot the wrong guy? He had assumed that Red Hat was the alpha, but had he reacted too quickly after letting his anger at Red Hat’s remarks about Annie cloud his judgment?




  Walking back to his prisoner, he poured a bottle of cold water on his face. The eyes that looked up now were unfocused and bloodshot. There was no resistance in them, only agony and undiluted fear.




  “One more time. Where is my wife?”




  “They . . . took her,” he grunted.




  “Who took her?”




  “My…team.”




  “What team? How many? Where did they take her?”




  Marcus was getting rattled, asking too many questions at once. His captive was in excruciating pain. He had to slow down, keep him focused on one question at a time.




  “What team?”




  “She ran up on us as we were setting our....”




  “Our what?”




  “Our...firestorm.”




  “What the fuck are you talking about? What firestorm? If you don’t start making sense in a hurry, I’m going to break you into little pieces and leave you for the crows.




  “Okay, we’re going to take a different approach. You’re going to tell me everything from the time you saw my wife, and I’m going to listen. If you haven’t figured it out yet, I’m not a patient man, and I won’t hesitate to start breaking every bone in your body.”




  From his raspy breathing, Marcus sensed Blue Hat was at the point of passing out. “Talk!” He yelled into his face.




  His voice was low, his tone halting, “She was running...off trail...through the big timber down along Buck Creek. We were...setting our incendiary devises. They are set to...ignite at a specified time and start a fire.” He sucked in a couple of strained breaths, and Marcus poured a sip from the water bottle into his mouth.




  Swallowing, he continued. “Ricky, our team leader, talked to her. They just… chatted about the mountains and...what a nice day it was...and how beautiful the whole area is. She told Ricky about you and your boys, and how you guys had gone fishing. She told him...the area where you had your camp. It wasn’t hard to find it on a topo map. I thought everything would be okay. Then your wife asked Ricky about what we were doing. She must have seen us...burying the devices to start the fires. That’s when Ricky hit her. She was pissed. We restrained her… and tied her to the back of one of the mules.”




  Marcus wasn’t sure he if was ready to hear more. Stay calm, he reminded himself. “Go on,” he said.




  “We came in on horseback a week ago… with a team of mules. There are five on my team. We entered at the base of Buck Creek… just off the highway. This was our last plant...and we were out of here.” He didn’t need to say the next words. “Just a few more hours, and none of this would have happened!”




  To Marcus the kid sounded totally American, maybe not born here, but he had certainly lived most of his life in the States.




  He went on. “Ricky sent me and Alex to find you...and your kids. We were supposed to....” He paused for a few moments and then croaked, “. . . kill you.”




  “What’s your name?” Marcus asked.




  “Kevin. Kevin Alahda.”




  “Where are you from, Kevin?”




  “Colorado Springs.”




  “Where are they taking my wife?”




  Tears welled up in Kevin’s eyes, and he began to sob. “I don’t know. Please don’t hurt me anymore—I really don’t know. Once we got to the highway, we were all supposed to split up...and never see each other again...ever. You have to believe me.”




  He did. “How long ago did you last see your team?”




  “What time is it now?” he asked his teeth chattering as if he was cold.




  “Almost three o’clock.”




  “We left them around twelve thirty...got to your camp just before two.”




  Marcus reckoned, since Annie ran into them, it had to be at least an hour to the trailhead at the Buck Creek parking lot. Shit! If they headed out when Kevin and his partner set out for their camp, they could already be out of here.




  “What was the plan for you and Alex? Were they going to wait for you?”




  “Yeah. Ricky said they’d wait till two...and then head out. We all had our own individual arrangements once we got to the highway. So even if we missed them...we were supposed to follow our plan and scatter.”




  Marcus stood, grabbed the two men’s packs, and dumped them out on the tarp that they had spread under the tent. He didn’t know what he was looking for. There was only the usual stuff: snack food, first-aid kit, flashlights, rain jackets. There was one thing that was a little unusual: five cell phones in a heavy-duty Ziploc bag. Why would two guys need five phones? Not to mention that almost nowhere in these mountains could you get a signal.




  He walked back to Kevin. He was in bad shape, and his eyes were rolling up into his head. Bending down, Marcus slapped his face a couple of times. “Kevin. Kevin! Look at me. What’s with all the cell phones?”




  Kevin was having difficulty focusing, and it looked as if he was going to lose consciousness any minute. “Cell phones?” It sounded like a question.




  “Yeah, cell phones. You guys have five of them. Why?”




  As he faded from consciousness, he was trying to say something. In a voice that was barely more than a whisper, Kevin said, “Not...cell...phones. They’re....” And he was out.




  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  




  Marcus had no more time to waste with Kevin. He would have to come back this way on his way out. Right now he needed to get to the ridge that would give him a view down into the valley of Buck Creek Canyon. If Kevin’s team were headed out, there was no way he’d catch them. But he had to see if they had Annie. He felt in his gut that she was alive, but he needed to be certain.




  Grabbing one of the packs that belonged to Kevin or his dead partner, he gathered up a few supplies. The last thing he tossed into the pack was the bag with the five cell phones—or whatever they were. He wasn’t sure why he took them—he just didn’t want someone stumbling into camp and taking them. For some reason, nothing else seemed as important as those phones—except for Annie and the boys.




  He took off his boots and changed into a pair of shorts and trail shoes, all the while thinking, this can’t really be happening.




  Kevin was out cold. His breathing seemed shallow, as Marcus took off at a steady trot down the trail toward Buck Creek Canyon.




  He made good time and reached the ridge in thirty-five minutes, shucked off the pack, pulled out the binoculars, and began scanning. He could see the trail as it wound down out of the mountains, into the foothills and then the valley.




  Near the bottom of the trail, where it dropped steeply off, out of view, into the parking lot, he spotted five horses and three heavily laden pack mules. He could make out three people with dark hair. This had to be the rest of Kevin’s team, but where was his straw-haired Annie? He could feel the panic rising in him. Had they left her behind? Alive? Injured? Dead?




  Staring through the binoculars he wondered how had he gotten here? In the space of just a few hours, he had sent his sons on a fourteen-mile trek out of the mountains alone, killed a man dead, and tortured another. Strangely, he didn’t feel bad about anything he had done. He was worried about the boys and Annie, but mostly he was anxious. It felt somehow wrong that he had so little emotion about killing a man and, quite possibly, sentencing another to death.




  From the ridge, he couldn’t see the parking lot where the trail ended. But he knew that they were less than half a mile from it. The parking lot was an area where people could leave their trucks and horse trailers. It was specifically for those wishing to enter the wilderness on horseback.




  Backcountry outfitters ran pack stations in this part of the eastern Sierra. They provided guides, horses, mules, and gear and took groups into well-established backcountry camps, where they could enjoy the splendor of the wilderness from the comfort of a well set-up base camp, complete with big wall tents, cots, and home-cooked meals.




  Marcus knew that there were outfitters who rented livestock and gear and provided permits to people wishing to have an unguided wilderness experience. It had to be what this group had done.




  Concentrating so hard his eyes hurt, he could see they were stopped. The three men were walking around at the back of the mule train. Still no Annie! Where the hell was she! She had to be there! Then he saw it: movement on the back of the last mule. It looked as though the three men were trying to offload something. Then he saw the blond hair; they must have had her covered. Then they had her on her feet. He couldn’t quite make it out from that distance, but it appeared that her hands and feet were bound. If they hadn’t been tied, she would be raising holy hell—and for sure wouldn’t be standing in one place.




  She was alive! All he could figure was they were going to hold her up on the trail until they could get the horses, mules, and gear returned. He assumed that the outfitter was waiting with a stock trailer in the parking lot. And there was a good chance that other people would be there. Maybe she could get away, run, and yell for help. God, he hoped so! Please, get away, Annie! Run!




  There was no way he could get to her before they were gone. From where he was on the ridge, it would have taken him two hours, maybe more, to cover the distance.




  He watched as one of the men moved Annie off the trail and into the timber. Then the other two men gathered the horses and mules, mounted up, and made their way down the trail, around the bend, and out of sight.




  He waited, alert for any movement. Nothing! He sat on that ridge for another thirty minutes all the time thinking, what the hell have you guys stumbled into Marcus? No one ever came back out onto the trail.




  He felt so helpless! Had they left her in the woods? Killed her? Were they doing unspeakable things to her? But Kevin had said they were all going their separate ways, never to see each other again. So maybe the one named Ricky had taken her with him.




  “What should I do?” He asked himself out loud. Should he head down and see if they left her in the forest? For some reason—again one he couldn’t explain—he was almost sure she wouldn’t be there. But what if he was wrong and she was there, hurt? What if she had been left for dead?




  Experience had taught him never to second-guess himself. Make a decision and go. If you spent time on every little thing, mulling over every contingency, you only ended up wasting time. As Annie would say, “The rest is just dirt.”




  He had already wasted more time than he could afford. Hefting his pack onto his shoulders, feeling more inadequate than he ever had before, Marcus stood on the ridge, and yelled as loud as he could, “I’m coming, Annie! Hold on, baby, I’m coming!” As the words echoed down the canyon, he turned around and headed back to camp and to Kevin.




  CHAPTER FIVE




  




  Marcus looked at his unconscious captive. Kevin’s breathing was coming in shallow gasps, and Marcus was a bit startled by just how barbaric the whole scene appeared. Crazily, he thought, good thing no one had come upon him while he was gone. Marcus removed all the rocks he had piled on him, removing the ones from his broken left ankle last. Kevin let out a low animal moan. Marcus needed to wake him up.




  Pouring water on a T-shirt he squeezed drops onto Kevin’s parched lips and into his mouth, trying to rehydrate him a little. He started to stir, groaning and mumbling.




  While he was coming around, Marcus gathered his gear. He pulled on his lightweight pants over his shorts and put his hiking boots back on. He was going out with a daypack only. Everything else, he gathered up and stuffed under a tree, covering it with the tarp, making a halfhearted attempt to hide it with some branches and loose pine needles.




  As he was walking back to Kevin, he remembered the two shots he had fired. Looking around in the fading light, he spotted the brass casings, picked them up, and put them in the front pocket of his pants.




  He returned to Kevin. Just looking at him, it was obvious to Marcus, that his fear and adrenalin fueled smash to Kevin’s face had done a lot more damage than a mere broken nose. It was clear to him, this boy was not leaving these mountains alive. But before he died, Marcus intended to find out all he could. He rifled the pockets of the dead guy, Alex, not looking at his exploded head. Then went through Kevin’s pockets. There wasn’t much: a pocketknife, a lighter, a few coins, and a matchbook. Neither was carrying a wallet or identification of any kind. He stuffed it all into the small front pouch of the pack and forgot about it.




  He knelt down next to Kevin and dripped a little water into his mouth. Most of it ran down his chin. Putting his left hand behind Kevin’s head, he lifted gently, pouring a little more.




  “Kevin! Kevin, I need you to stay with me. Come on, man, look at me. Focus on my face.” Kevin’s eyes were red, pupils dilated. After a few seconds, their eyes met. This was as awake as he was going to get. “Tell me everything you can about Ricky,” Marcus demanded. “Where is he from?”




  “No...I—I don’t know...where he is...from.”




  Kevin’s slurred speech made him sound drunk, and it was hard to make sense of what he was saying.




  “How old is he?” He asked. “Older than you?”




  “Yeah...older...I think twenty-five, twenty-six.”




  “Okay, this is important. Did he ever say anything that would indicate where he was from?”




  Kevin’s eyes were starting to roll back up into his head. Marcus tilted his head up and gave him some more water. Kevin was in shock—hell, he had been since he’d been hit with the gun.




  Kevin’s voice was weak, the words broken, barely audible. “One night we were talking about rivers. I’m from Colorado… we have some big rivers. He said something about the Columbia...and, I think, a river called the Willamette...something like that. That’s all I know. We never talked about...our homes or our families—it was strictly forbidden.”




  Marcus knew these rivers, the Columbia and the Willamette. They were both in Oregon. “Kevin, is there anything else you remember about Ricky? Anything at all?”




  “Rivers were important—besides the fire, there was something...about the water...I don’t know what. We only knew about the fire, but there was something else. I think...only Ricky knew.”




  He was fading fast. “Anything else?” Marcus asked.




  Kevin’s voice was now a faint whisper, and he had to lean close to hear. “Ricky...he’s a true believer. . . an important person...important to the cause.”




  “What cause? What are you talking about?”




  “The fires—fires everywhere, I think. And something more, something big, but I don’t know what. None of us knew…except maybe Ricky. All I know...the fire is just a part of it.” He hissed this last bit of information out, and in the fading light, with the sun sinking behind the mountain, he asked Marcus with maybe the most pleading look he had ever seen, “Am I going to die?”




  Marcus, look at the young man. This guy was no Al Qaeda trained terrorist. No, he was just a college kid who’d been sold some load of fanatical crap, Marcus thought. Then in a voice devoid of emotion he said, “Yes.”




  Kevin struggled to move his hand and touched Marcus’s arm. His fingers were cold. With his last breathe, he said, “I am going to Paradise...to be with Allah.”




  Marcus felt for a pulse but couldn’t find one. He left the two bodies where they lay. He considered trying to hide them, but what was the point? These guys were on a mission to kill the boys and him. Why should he care if the rodents and the crows ate them? And at the end of the day, did it really matter? He had nothing to hide. He had done what he had to do. He would have to tell the police and whoever else got involved what had happened here, and this was not the time to try to cover something up. No matter, you couldn’t lie yourself out of this kind of shit anyway.




  ***




  Marcus reached the ridge above Upper Trout Lake just before midnight and keyed the talk button on the radio, hoping the boys had remembered to turn theirs on. “Bodie, do you copy?” He waited. “Bodie, it’s Dad. Do you copy?” He tried to keep the desperation out of his voice.




  “I copy. This is Bodie. Dad, where are you? Do you have Mom?”




  Marcus let out a huge sigh of relief. They had made it out, and they were safe. “I’m just above Upper Trout Lake. I should be to you in about another hour or so. Is Jake there? Over.” He had intentionally ignored the question about Annie knowing full well that in a moment Bodie and anybody else with him would hear what he had to say.




  “Yeah, he’s right here.”




  “Marcus, this is Jake. What the hell is going on? These boys are scared to death!”




  “Jake, are the police there?”




  “Yeah. Sheriff Watkins, out of Bridgeport—I’ll put him on.”




  “This is Sheriff Watkins, over.”




  “Sheriff, this is Marcus Diablo. My wife, Annie, has been kidnapped. Over.”




  “Okay, settle down, Marcus. I need you to take a minute and collect yourself—you’ve been pushing pretty hard. Just sit down for a minute, compose yourself, and tell me what happened, over.”




  Taking Sheriff Watkins’s advice he sat down on a rock and gathered his thoughts. The sheriff needed enough information so that he could get his people and whoever else he might need to the Buck Creek Canyon trailhead right away.




  Knowing that his sons were listening, and that he would have to give the sheriff all the details when he got down, Marcus told a condensed version of what had happened. After a pause in his transmission, the sheriff broke in, “All right, Marcus, you get down here safe. I’m going to head on down to the parking lot at Buck Creek Canyon. I need to get a hold of the search-and-rescue team and my deputies and arrange for some lights.”




  After a brief pause, the sheriff said, “When you get here, Jake will bring you and your boys down. Now, you listen to me. We’re going to do everything possible to find your wife. I really need to go, but you hold it together, you hear me? Are you okay, Marcus? Do you need any assistance?”




  “Thanks, Sheriff, I’m okay. Go find Annie! And I think you might want to call in the FBI. I’ll be at the parking lot in less than two hours. Please find my wife, Sheriff. Find her.”




  “I hear that, Marcus, and I’m on it. See you soon. Here’s your son.”




  Bodie’s voice trembled, “Dad, what about Mom?”




  “I saw her buddy. We’ll talk when I get there. Take care of your brother. Dad out.”




  He changed headlamps and set out at a steady jog down the trail, his mind was reeling, trying to sort out what all this was about. Annie was the toughest woman he’d ever known, and she could outwork, outrun, outhaul anyone he knew—including him, most of the time. She came from tough stock. Marcus thought his family ancestral history was amazing, but compared to Annie’s, his forbears had come to America on the good ship Lollipop.




  When he thought of the struggles and risks that her people took to come to America, from a little town in the Ukraine, across Siberia and the Bering Sea, it explained much about her: how she looked at the world, her love of the wilderness. Annie thrived on hard work and challenge. Physical exertion, to her, was like a drug. If anyone could survive this, it was her.




  




  CHAPTER SIX




  




  Annie lay on her side, facing the back of the rear seat of the car, her legs tied together at the ankles, her arms bound behind her back, and a cloth gag in her mouth. She squirmed around to clear a space so she could get more air. She could hear and see little else. She knew if she let it, fear would soon consume her and that if an opportunity did come for her to try and make an escape, she would be unable to. Marcus was always so good at this, the staying calm in the face of danger and adversity thing, at being level headed when they were out in the backcountry, skiing or climbing. Because of the boys, she too had come to see the value in it. Marcus always said “Find strength in the struggle, or you lose the battle before the fight even begins.” So his words, that had so often infuriated her, now echoed in her mind, giving her a calming, steely resolve.




  The driver’s door opened, slammed shut, the car started, and began moving. She assumed the driver was the only one of the men she had talked to—the one who introduced himself as Ricky. Whoever it was, he didn’t say a word. Annie forced herself to concentrate. She could tell they were on the gravel road that would lead to the highway. She felt the vehicle slow and turn right. South she thought, toward LA. She felt the steep downgrade as she fought to keep her face from being slammed into the rear seat. Minutes later the car slowed again and turned left. Left she thought, what the hell? If she was correct they were now headed almost due east. Shit, all there was in that direction was desert. So that was it. Instead of killing her up on the mountain, in an area where her body might be discovered rather quickly, he was going to take her into the middle of the Nevada desert and dump her in an area where her rotting corpse might go weeks and even months before someone stumbled upon it.




  Find strength in the struggle, she said to herself over and over, until somehow, she drifted off into a restless sleep. When she awoke it was dark and the car was moving at what seemed like a fast clip.




  A few hours later she began to notice the sounds of traffic and light shining through the dark tinted windows as if maybe they were driving through a town or a city. Then she heard the driver speak. “Hey this is Ricky. I have a package for you. I think you are expecting me.” A pause. He must be on the phone she thought, “Yeah I have it plugged into my navigation system. I should be there in about thirty minutes.” Then the conversation ended.




  A short time later the car came to a stop. The back was opened and a man Annie had never seen before yanked her from the car. She looked around. They were in some kind of industrial park, the kind with lots of warehouses. She also noticed how hot it was outside. Even though it was the middle of the night or very early morning it had to be at least a hundred. Without a word, she was hopped to a door and led into one of the buildings.




  Once inside the bonds on her ankles were removed. She was led to another door. Before she entered, her wrist bonds were cut, the gag removed, and she was pushed through, the door slammed shut and locked behind her.




  It was pitch black inside. Standing there she attempted to adjust her eyes but it was no use. She moved awkwardly forward, stooped over, feet taking small shuffling, probing steps, her arms sweeping the air in front of her. Her foot bumped into something on the ground. On her knees she searched with her hands, it felt like a mattress. It was then that she realized the stifling, still heat. It was like a sauna. Crawling onto the mattress she felt the ground around the perimeter. At one end and side a wall, so the space was small, then off to the right side some kind of carton covered with plastic. With more careful inspection it felt like a case of water bottles. Annie was beyond worrying that these men, whoever the hell they were, might try and poison or drug her. She tore through the plastic and pulled out one of the warm bottles. Her first sip was tentative, but then satisfied she finished off the bottle and opened another.




  For a long time she sat in the center of the mattress, trying to make sense of what had happened. She took off her shirt, poured water over it, and carefully probed her swollen eye and split lip. She replayed the scene in her head. Everything seemed okay when, while running, she had come upon the five men with mules and horses. They often encountered groups exploring the wilderness this way and she didn’t think twice about stopping and saying hello. That is until she had asked what it was they were doing, digging around at the base of the big trees. Then out of nowhere Ricky had struck her with his fist in the side of the head while ranting about the faults of American women. Then she was bound and tied, laying on her stomach, across the back of one the mules.




  Pouring more water onto her shirt she washed some of the sweat and grime from her body as a sense of panic swept through her. She was certain she had seen five men, but when a few hours later, she had been taken off the mule, she only saw three. It was possible that the other two had already moved out of her sight. So why didn’t she think so? Another thought popped into her mind, and it surprised her that it had such a calming effect. For all the things she loved about Marcus, there was one aspect of his personality that drove her crazy most of the time, and on a few occasions scared the shit out of her.




  The single-minded focus that he preached to her and the boys when they were on an adventure, especially in the mountains, was for Marcus more about a state of mind than an actual physical location. Throughout their twenty years together, she had seen Marcus, on many occasions, whether business or recreation, focus on a task or a goal so completely that he could tune out almost everything around him. And Annie knew that what Marcus might consider as a viable option, most people couldn’t remotely envision. So if those two men had been sent to their campsite to find him and the boys, they were up against an adversary whose wrath could be fueled by an imagination without boundaries.




  Using the damp shirt to cool her skin, she laid back exhausted on the mattress. As she closed her eyes and tried to picture a happy ending to her nightmare, she knew Marcus was out there, and that he would never stop looking for her.




  




  CHAPTER SEVEN




  August 7




  




  It was almost one a.m. when Marcus arrived at the front door of the High Sierra Lodge and found Jake and the boys sitting on the front porch. After a brief, tearful reunion they loaded into Jake’s truck and headed down the mountain to meet Sherriff Watkins at Buck Creek trailhead parking lot.




  Driving down the dark mountain road, Marcus’s adrenaline buzz began to fade. The boys’ worried voices echoed from the backseat, “What’s going on? Why would they take Mom? Where are they taking her? Is she going to be okay?”
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