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        This novel is entirely a work of fiction. As a fiction author, I have taken artistic liberty to create plausible experiences for my characters void of confirmed scenarios. Any resemblance to actual innovative developments in any scientific area is purely coincidental. My writing was thorough, and editing accurate; hence active depictions of any kind in this book are attributed to creativity for a great story. It was my pleasure sharing these stories with you! ALL glory to GOD.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright First Edition © 2019

        Joy Ohagwu

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

        

      
        CHRISTIAN FICTION TWINED IN FAITH, HOPE, AND LOVE.

        Life Fountain Books and Life Fountain Media logo are trademarks of Joy Ohagwu. Absence of ™ in connection with marks of Life Fountain Media or other parties does not indicate an absence of trademark protection of those marks.

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior permission of the author, except as brief quotations in printed reviews.

        This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, incidents, and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance or similarity to actual events or persons, living or dead, scenarios, or locales is entirely coincidental. This ebook is licensed for your enjoyment. Unauthorized sharing is prohibited. Please purchase your copy to read this story. Thank you.

        Christian Fiction.  Contemporary Religious & Inspirational Fiction. Religion & Spirituality Inspirational Fiction

      

        

      
        Except where otherwise stated, "Scripture taken from the New King James Version Bible®,

      

      

      Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. All rights reserved.

      
        
        All glory to God

        Printed in the United States of America

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To JESUS

      

      To GOD BE ALL THE GLORY FOREVER

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CLICK HERE & get your next book #9 – HIS STUBBORN CHASE!

      

      

      

      Unless THE LORD builds the house, they labor in vain who build it. – Psalm 127:1

      

      This is really happening. We’re really doing this. David De Angelo gave a sweeping glance at the arc formed by the cluster of his fellow inmates at the base of the brown utility ladder, and a bad feeling began growing at the pit of his stomach.

      He could feel it.

      Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      But everything looked right and was proceeding according to plan—or was it?

      Clutching the rusty rails and bringing up the rear, he glanced behind him and spotted no guard around. Not even the most alert of them were present to stop this prison break—several months in the making.

      But then another thought assailed him. Why should he expect failure with such extensive planning? He’d done his job, and, he hoped, so did the others.

      Maybe Sam had been successful in slipping the sleep medicine he had into the night guard’s food at the kitchen like he’d said he would—since every other Tuesday night, they had only one-and-the-same guard on duty. David shrugged. Or maybe that hadn’t worked and the guard had gotten knocked out cold.

      Sam—a former bodyguard jailed for the murder of a famous client whom he claimed he didn’t kill but was the last to see him alive—gave pretty mean punches that had almost taken out his front teeth during an argument over a jagged toothbrush a year ago.

      Plus, only a few days ago, the guard might’ve muttered something in passing about being sick while coughing. Hadn’t he mentioned taking some Benadryl? If so, Benadryl, plus Sam’s sleeping medicine, would’ve done a number on him. No way could he know a prison break was in progress.

      David ground his teeth and tore his gaze away from the others.

      He’d protested about Sam putting anything in anyone’s food—a useless protest. The others were just as desperate as he was to get out. The difference was that they were willing to do anything to get out, whereas his desires for the least possible damage to human life set him at odds with them. Being the brains of the operation, he had little room to maneuver once an idea left his lips. Thankfully, food tampering was never his idea. The escape was.

      When extreme escape plans had sailed across from the others, he’d wished he hadn’t aired his thoughts about a possible escape. But they had suffered such extreme mistreatment that it was only a matter of time before they died off by starvation, beatings, and disease or were killed since no one was seriously seeing to their welfare.

      But tonight was the night.

      He and his fellow inmates had this one chance to escape. “The first opportunity in a thousand days,” he muttered under his stale breath, and they were not going to miss it.

      Glancing upward, he sent up a prayer—strange as it was under the circumstances—while pushing away the sliver of concern that God might not endorse his current action. “God, please, if I ever mattered to You, I beg You, help me get out of here.” His heart twinged with the memory of what had prompted him to set their escape plan into motion—a hunger to live, really live.

      Determination strengthened him afresh. Yes, he fully backed this escape plan. “I didn’t do what they said I did.” He prayed again. That would be a long story on its own, one inappropriate for a busy night like tonight. “And I don’t want to die in here like a dog, God. I’m an innocent man paying for a crime I didn’t commit.” And dare I name the person who really did it? Will the world believe me? His shoulders dropped. He’d prayed as much as he could.

      Here and now, all that mattered was that, by the morning light, he breathed in the air of freedom and felt the warmth of sunrise. How, didn’t matter so much.

      “Howard! You’re next.” Clive muscled up the lanky balding guy at the top of the ladder. Seven men stood on ladder rungs, and seven others surrounded the base, including David, while another seven waited in the dark for the two tranches to exit first.

      Shielding his eyes from any falling debris with one hand, David watched Howard struggle to maintain his grip on the slick metal ladder usually used for maintenance at the back of the dingy basement storage locker where they were often sent to fix the generator when it broke down during winter—rather than the guards calling in expert help. If they fixed the generators, they had light and heat. If they didn’t, they suffered blistering cold and lacked drinking water for days.

      He gulped hard at the suffering he’d endured in the last decade of prison living, counting his times here as the worst. Having been moved around a lot, he knew who was behind his getting moved farther and farther away from any comfort in life. From the truth being known. The same person who had set him up for a convenience store robbery gone wrong that had left two dead—and whom he loved nevertheless.

      But, because he was still alive despite it all, there must be a God in heaven looking out for him for justice—even if it never happened during his lifetime.

      Howard’s hand slipped up the ladder, and his feet wobbled. But Clive’s hand behind his elbow steadied him.

      “Easy there.” He offered from the ground, doubtful that the man could hear him. His heart pounded in his chest.

      Sweat clammed his hands—and that weird feeling in the pit of his stomach worsened. He glanced around again. From the looks of it, nothing was wrong. But he could feel it in the air. Inhaling sharply as he saw the manhole cover lifted after an audible creak, his breath caught as fresh air pouring in first reached him. Then the smell of…gasoline…hit his nostrils.

      Gasoline?

      His nose crinkled. Why would gasoline smell around here?

      “David, it’s your turn. Get on up the ladder.” Garry tugged at his sleeve, and having no time to think further, David glanced down at his jumpsuit’s black sleeve.

      Orange had seemed bad at first, but when they’d transferred him here and clad him in gray-and-black stripes, and then all black, he felt like they’d dressed him for his funeral ahead of time. Everything here spelled the end to him. A shudder ran through him, a chill stiffened his joints, and he shook his head.

      No way. He was not missing this chance to escape the worst prison on earth he’d ever been in. Stepping on the ladder—and surprised that its rusted rungs were sturdy enough to hold his weight and the weight of those already on it—he peered above him. Clive climbed out through the open manhole. Howard had gone out first, and David had heard nothing.

      “It seems your plan worked, David. No alarms going off, nothing. We’re making it out of here one by one, man.” Sylvester, the bulky guy with a goatee and dark-brown teeth, patted his back.

      But David was too nervous to answer. As he inched higher, and not a sound came out the other end, several things seized his attention.

      First, the thought that he was only steps away from freedom energized him while simultaneously the worry that something was wrong threatened to freeze him. But he was sure of one thing—nothing made him want to go back to that cell.

      So, he pressed upward as Cruz climbed out next. And with each of his moves up the ladder, his heart pounded with excitement, adrenaline, and trepidation.

      A wave of the gasoline smell hit his nostrils again, stronger this time. He gripped the ladder harder and paused—finally voicing his thoughts. “Something is wrong.”

      “What did you say?” Chris asked, coming up behind him.

      Tipping his head, David could only make out parts of the man’s face in the partial darkness. “I said something is wrong. I can feel it.” And smell it. The scent was so strong now that it threatened to overpower his senses, and it was coming from outside the manhole.

      He wanted to shout to the men at the top to pull back. To cancel the escape plan.

      To regroup and figure out what was wrong before proceeding.

      If only he could pinpoint exactly what had gone wrong! His plan had been painstakingly detailed and exact. And it’d seemed to be going according to plan.

      Plus, he had planned for eventualities. And the fact that none of them were happening alarmed him.

      David was at the middle of the ladder—the fourth and fifth man having already climbed out—when the ladder tilted and he caught himself to steady his stance.

      A whoosh sounded, followed by a scream.

      Then another scream pierced the still night.

      And yet another.

      From outside the manhole.

      He froze, and his grip tightened.

      Another guttural scream followed, and the sound of that pain would stain his soul for life. When the smell of smoke and burning flesh hit his nostrils he now knew what had happened, and nausea trailed the realization.

      The fiery heat wave blazing from outside, and the flash of fire trailing the gasoline back toward the manhole, led the man at the top to slam it shut and save the lives of those still inside—also sealing the men burning outside to certain death.

      “Clive! Howard!” David cried out, but he got pushed down and slid off the ladder when he lost his grip, landing on unsteady feet.

      Rain which must’ve been falling outside had wetted Jude—the fifth guy’s body—and must’ve shielded him from the fire torching him since he was the next to go out the manhole.

      Jude rushed at him and pounded him with blows, while he cried out loud. “Did you set us up, eh?”

      David staggered back and blinked against the pain, and his heart tore at the screams still filtering in through the manhole vents.

      His friends who had trusted him were dying, and he couldn’t do anything about it.

      “No.” He shook his head, clutching his chest that was hurting outside and breaking inside. The men gathered around him and hurled words he wished he’d never heard—and would never hear again.

      “I didn’t know this was going to happen,” he protested, willing them to believe him. “I’m telling you the truth. I mean it. I didn’t set you up!”

      Clearly, they’d been set up, but not by him. But blow after blow landed on his body from men whose last hope had just been burned off, never to be rekindled again because he’d failed them. And David told himself he deserved it.
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      The king answered Daniel, and said, “Truly your God is the God of gods, the Lord of kings, and a revealer of secrets…” Daniel 2:47

      

      Former Secret Service Agent Hunter Huddleston stood at the family living room, stared at the bleak cloudy weather out the window, and swung his hands to his hips. His mind swirled with the same list of names it had every day.

      Lucy Huddleston.

      Ashley Prescott.

      Rita Udo.

      All missing. For one year, the whole family had been wishing, praying, and waiting for their return. Yet there had been no news of the trio. Kidnapped from a bus while on their way back to Maryland by men who were said to have been clad in police uniform, it was impossible to tell where they could’ve been taken to. Or what might’ve happened to them.

      Those kidnappers had worked like pros, covering their tracks fast and making it impossible to catch them.

      But their family had collaborated with the police to search everywhere for the three girls. Hunter, Dean, and Kevin worked around the clock, day by day, seeking out and following every possible clue. They agreed that none of them would rest until the girls were found. And up till now, he felt like they’d just been grasping for straws as every lead fell through.

      Frustration wound his belly, and he turned from the window to face the guys in their living room. Granted, they all worked in private security now, but Dean and Kevin, also former Secret Service agents, were his close friends and colleagues.

      Their presence when he’d gotten the news of his missing sister and her friends had helped him stay focused. And they’d kept their word to make the girls’ rescue their priority. For men who joked and teased a lot among themselves, they had shared very little, if anything, to laugh about in the past year. Sporting puffy eyes for weeks due to little and no sleep, Kevin glanced up from the system he was working on, so Hunter addressed him first. “You’d said you got something. Can you tell us anything from the latest clues we’d received? Any pointers to where they might be held?”

      “Have they been spotted by anyone?” Dean questioned, swinging one long leg over the other and covering a yawn. His eyes were no better than Kevin’s.

      “Surely, someone must’ve seen something by now.” Dean pressed from where he sat on the sofa right next to the TV, dangling the remote in his hand. He scanned multiple channels many times a day for news relating to the missing girls. “They can’t just…disappear.” He pressed the power button and turned it off, facing Hunter and the rest.

      Hunter’s hope ebbed just a little when his mom strode in and glanced at him and he shook his head, meaning there were no new leads.

      She sunk into the seat close to where he stood, and soon, their dad joined her, running a hand along her back. He peered in her face. “Honey, are you okay?”

      She turned her brown eyes toward him. “I keep telling myself she’s going to walk through those doors like when she worked in the nursing home and tell me what Mr. Anderson said to her today. Or where she went to after work with her best friend, Rita. Maybe for ice cream or some custard…”

      Hunter glanced away, unable to take the pain in her eyes.

      Her voice cracked. “I keep rehearsing how I’ll welcome her home as usual.” A pause lifted Hunter’s gaze to hers again. “I keep choosing the outfit I’d wear to go meet her when they find her to bring her home. I keep my eyes raised to the door, waiting.…”

      Sniffles trailed those words that tore at his heart. “I keep hoping that one day all this will end in a good way. Now, my eyes have grown weary. How long will this last? How much longer should we be waiting?”

      Sharon, his sister, who sat next to Kevin, broke into sobs, and Hunter managed to contain himself though he was pretty close to tears himself. He could count the times since they’d become adults that he’d heard Sharon cry, beyond the time her husband, Ash, had left her. But even then, she’d shown strength he hadn’t known she was capable of. But this? This took her out.

      Their love for Lucy was something they shared in common. She was their little sister and the baby of the house before the last two were born. Love for her ran deep in their veins, and he was sure none of them could remain the same, even if Lucy came home. Or when she came home. He reminded himself to stay hopeful that she would return, even if it looked bleaker by the day.

      “We’ll keep searching and seeking and I’m sure that God, Who knows where they are, will lead them home. On my own, I will check with the police in case they found something so we keep the matter about these three girls at the top of their cases.” Even he struggled to believe the words coming out of his mouth, but for his family, and as the one who had worked in law enforcement, it was important that they stayed hopeful. “God, please, let these words become real. Please lead Lucy home to us.” Whispering this one last hopeful prayer, he turned his full attention to the search.
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      One year earlier on Highway 95…

      

      Lucy Huddleston sat inside the Greyhound bus and dug her nose into a book. It was a relatively short ride from the rural Virginia community where she and her best friend, Rita Udo, were returning from fulfilling the promise she’d made to a dying man. She and Rita had waited for Ashley Prescott, the lady whose mother had been murdered, and who had now insisted on going back to Maryland with them to pursue a conclusion to the cold case of her mother’s murder, to finish tying up her affairs in Virginia. It was four p.m. before they left the state.

      Now returning to metropolitan Maryland, she occupied her time with a book. She’d started reading it prior to hitting the road the day before and was eager to see how it ended. Engrossed in the tale, she scarcely noticed when the bus rolled to a stop.

      She did notice when screeching tires rang in her ears.

      Darkness was already falling over the landscape. But there was still enough daylight to make out the four men entering the bus from the rear. Sitting at the back of the bus, she had full view of all the men.

      They wore masks. And wore police uniforms.

      She swiped away the smoke filling the bus. One of the men leaned heavily on his left side. But their faces were all covered.

      A tattoo on one of them peeked out of his long-sleeve shirt. “Everyone, stay calm, and we will be done before you know it,” the tattooed man said.

      A girl shouted. Another man raised his hand to motion silence, and a gun in the other hand spoke loud enough for him. “No one screams or this gets worse for everybody, understood?”

      That silenced the screamer and sent all the passengers lowering themselves under their seats.

      “Who is Lucy Huddleston? Who is Rita Udo and Ashley Prescott?” The men scanned the bus.

      She, Rita, and Ashley sat in different seats because they’d reached the station late and could not sit together. So they’d bought tickets and sat away from each other.

      What did they want with her and the others?

      She pressed her hands to her chest but couldn’t still her rapid heartbeat.

      “I said, if you heard your name, step out to the aisle, or I will start shooting.” From the coolness of his tone, the other man wasn’t issuing an idle threat. “We have your pictures and can easily identify you. It’s better you cooperate.”

      Lucy peeked from the side and saw Ashley inch out of her seat. The man with the gun and cold eyes pointed the gun forward, and her head poked out. “I know you’re one of them. I don’t want to kill you, but I will if you make me.”

      How did he know who she was?

      Lucy thought about ducking back into her seat and searching her purse for her phone, but the noise of the gum wrappers in her purse would tell on her.

      And that cold look in the man’s eyes said he was ready to make good on his promise to shoot her. So she eased out of her seat, heart pounding and legs shaking.

      He motioned for her to step forward. Then he patted her shoulder and swept her in between the other man and Ashley, whose frightened eyes met hers. “Good. Now there should be three. So come out on the count of three, or I shoot these two dead.”

      He waited. No one moved.

      “Three. Two. One.” They heard the gun cocking and gasped. The bus driver tried to get in between to snatch them, but he got pistol-whipped and passed out cold on the floor.

      Rita stepped out, trembling. “Please don’t hurt anyone. I’m right here.”

      They gathered the girls and herded them out of the bus.

      Pushing them forward to one of six black vehicles that looked like unmarked police cruisers, they reached one. All three of them were shoved into the dark interior, and the door was slammed shut. A man was already seated beside the driver in the front seat. They both wore dark sunglasses like the others.

      “Let’s move. We have the girls. Make the call,” the man in the front passenger’s seat ordered. As they sat huddled in the back, Lucy took Rita’s hand who took Ashley’s hand and prayed. “Lord Jesus, please save us, protect us, and rescue us.”

      “Amen,” Rita said, but Ashley was silent. They hadn’t asked about her faith and didn’t know whether she had any.

      The door opened. A man sprayed something in their faces, and dizziness set in. “You can drive now,” he said before shutting the door and locking it.

      Lucy pushed at the door, but it wouldn’t open. Rita and she tried tackling the driver but got punched in the nose, and blood seeped from her nostrils. But whatever they’d gotten sprayed with had kicked in, and she was passing out.

      The vehicle slid off the side of the road, climbed back into the main road, and began speeding.

      The guy in the front passenger seat glared at them and pointed a gun at them, and they shrank back. He spoke through gritted teeth. “Shut up, stop fighting, and keep your head down if you want to live. I’m only doing my job, and there’s nothing you can do but cooperate.”

      He was wrong, she thought just before her vision went dark. He was wrong, because they had already prayed.
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      He who scatters has come up before your face. Man the fort! – Nahum 2:1

      

      “I thought You said she was mine. And then she got kidnapped.” Adrian Washington prayed, knees sunk into the old church’s faded gray carpet. He’d returned here to see a friend, but when he stepped into the church, memories rushed in too.

      How he’d come by often to discuss and debate with the pastor about Jesus, after he’d experienced a miraculous turnaround that didn’t rhyme with his previously atheist beliefs.

      How the pastor had, one by one, shown him the love of Jesus, which triumphs over arguments.

      How he’d ultimately given his heart to Jesus in one of these pews and hadn’t looked back since.

      A sigh slipped through his lips. He drew his focus back to his prayers, eager to pour his heart out to God. “I knew You were not lying, God. I just didn’t understand why You would tell me Lucy Huddleston was the girl you had for me to marry, and then I get to her house and discover she’d been kidnapped. How am I to reconcile all this?” His head hung low. “I’ve counted day upon day, week upon week, checking with her brother and yet, nothing.”

      Frustration wound cold fingers around his heart. “I’ve waited for a year, God. I will continue to pray for her safe return. But, I think I need to let myself look for love elsewhere
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