
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Murder Retreat


Copyright © 2024 Shirley Spain

https://shirleyspain.weebly.com

ShirleyASpainAuthor@yahoo.com

Facebook Author
Page

All Rights Reserved

 


This book is a work of
fiction.

The names, characters, places, and
incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been
used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any
resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or
organizations is entirely coincidental.

 


The author does not have any control
over and does not assume any responsibility for third-party
websites or their content.



Other Books by Shirley Spain

[image: tmp_0486798-8498ae2f-993e-4e6d-a141-2e2f86e67867_oYa3Ql_html_2ef3b225.png]

 


Jewels Trust

M.U.R.D.E.R. series

Mistaken
Trust (FREE download)

Ultimate
Trust

Relucant
Trust

Deadly
Trust

Endangered Trust

Regretful
Trust

 



Pepper Jackson Thrillers

The Bulls-Eye Killer

Caught in the Middle

Countdown to Murder

Murder Retreat

 



A Killer Among Us Stand Alone
Thrillers

Thriller Book Killer

Forever Breathless

Summer Sweat

Murder Interrupted

The Muffin Man

 



Full Moon Trilogy

Werewolf Awakening, the Hunt
Begins (FREE download)

Werewolf Rising, the Hunt Escalates

Werewolf Legacy, the Hunt Resumes

 



Tumble Lake Thrillers

Buried at Tumble Lake

Abducted at Tumble Lake

Betrayed at Tumble Lake

Deceived at Tumble Lake

 


Short Stories —15-Minute Thrillers

 



 Table of
Contents

Copyright

Other Books by Shirley Spain

Dedication

Opening Quote

Prologue

Chapter One – Nine Weeks Earlier

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirtty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Chapter Sixty-Eight

Chapter Sixty-Nine

Chapter Seventy

Chapter Seventy-One

Chapter Seventy-Two

Chapter Seventy-Three

Epilogue

Thank You

Forever Breathless
FREE – Join Shirley’s Readers’
Club

About the Author

Novels by Shirley Spain

15-Minute-Reads by Shirley
Spain

Buried at Tumble
Lake EXCERPT



 




Dedication

For my Soulmate



Opening Quote


“All serial killers want to
win.

They choose victims they can kill
successfully.”

― Pat Brown Criminal
Profiler

CEO of The Pat Brown Criminal
Profiling Agency and CEO/co-developer of

The Pat Brown Method of
Investigative Criminal Profiling for Major Crimes
Detectives—



PROLOGUE

Early Evening.

New Year’s Day.

 


“Last year will go down in the record books as one
of the most wild and unforgettable,” Jack said with a chuckle.

“Halloween weekend was the wildest
ever, that’s for certain.” Myrna smirked. “Unless you count
November 8th.”

“What was so wild about our
wedding day?” Pepper cocked her head and nibbled her lip to keep
from laughing. “Just because two couples got married at the same
time with the brides also being the maids of honor for each other
and both grooms having the same best man.”

Everyone laughed.

TV tuned to the latest football game, which no one
was watching, Pepper, Jack, Myrna, and Frank relaxed in Pepper’s
family room. Earlier, they had snacked on cold cut sandwiches,
chips and dip, and ginormous maple-frosted cinnamon rolls ordered
from Betty’s Brews.

Pepper and Jack snuggled at one end of the couch.
Myrna and Frank at the other. Maddie and Brooke lay relaxed in
their usual spots in front of the fireplace. Chester was nowhere in
sight, likely hiding in one of the cat towers in the house. Quigley
scurried around his cage that Jack had moved onto the bookshelf
next to the wall mounted TV so the guinea pig would be included in
the party.

“Indeed, the most wild and
wonderful day for which I’ll be eternally grateful.” Jack tapped
his hand over his heart. “But I’m talking about the week before.
I’m talking about the week of Halloween.”

Seriousness rolled across the room like an ominous
black thunder cloud.

Pepper swallowed a dry gulp. There
was so much about that weekend she’d rather forget, not the least being Ted Gein’s
walk-in freezer torture chamber.

Jack tilted his head back and closed his eyes for a
moment. “When I woke up that morning, I never dreamed a twisted
serial killer would be tracked down by an alluring sleuth ,who
happened to be my girlfriend at the time.” He gave Pepper a little
squeeze. “Nor that I’d later fly halfway across the world—on a
private jet—to rescue that same sexy blonde from the clutches of an
evil Prince.”

Pepper grinned. Prince Nima—now King Nima—was
anything but evil. Although she couldn’t say the same about Nima’s
personal assistant, Ajax. The man defined evil.

“Then get captured by an army
wearing plague doctor masks and imprisoned in a foreign land only
later to break out of that prison. And ultimately end up at a party
celebrating the coronation of a king.” Jack shook his head and
smiled at his wife. “And to think, it all started with Pepper
rescuing two women about to be brutally slaughtered by a deranged
killer.”

Pepper felt the burn of embarrassment on her
cheeks.

“You’re a mighty force to be
reckoned with, and I’m so grateful you’re mine.” Jack kissed
Pepper’s cheek.

“Correction.” Pepper smiled at
Myrna, her best friend and partner in crime-solving adventures.
“We’re a mighty
force to be reckoned with.”

“A force to be reckoned with?”
Frank eyed Myrna, then Pepper before settling his gaze back on his
wife. “That’s putting it mildly.” He shook his head. “More like
magnets of mayhem, if you ask me.”

Laughter erupted.

The boisterous outburst drew Maddie and Brooke from
their sleep. They raised their heads. Watched. Listened.

“Ha-ha. You laugh now,” Myrna
nudged her elbow into Frank’s side. “But you ain’t seen nothin’
yet.”

“That’s what Frank and I are
afraid of.”

“Jack!” Pepper hammered a love
slug into his iron chest.

“Ouch. That’s spouse abuse and I
have witnesses.” Jack pointed with his chin at Frank and
Myrna.

“If you think that’s abuse…”
Pepper narrowed her eyes and shook her finger at him, feigning a
threat, “wait until later.”

Frank cupped his hand over his mouth muffling his
snicker.

“What are you snickering about?”
Myrna flattened her lips, knitted her brows, and slugged Frank’s
upper arm.

He wrinkled his face and rubbed his biceps. “That
hurt, Magic Muffin.”

Magic Muffin? Pepper rolled her lips inward dared
not look at Jack for fear of them both bursting into laughter. She
scribbled a mental note for later to ask Myrna how she earned that
pet name and what hers is for Frank. Thinking of pet names, she
wondered why Jack hadn’t given her one. But shrugged it off. She
didn’t have one for him either.

Convinced they weren’t missing out, the dogs
returned to their relaxed positions in front of the fireplace.

“I say we offer a toast to the new
year.” Myrna leaned forward, plucked her Coke off the coffee table,
and raised the glass.

Frank, Jack, and Pepper did the same.

“To good friends. May no harm come
to any of us and may this year be filled with love, laughter, good
health, prosperity, and plenty of crime shopping… I mean
crime stopping.
Damn cow pie.”

“I’ll drink to that, including the
cow pie dropped by my sweetheart.” Frank winked at
Myrna.

Another round of laughter filled the room as the
glasses clinked.

Despite the gaiety, Pepper couldn’t shake the
feeling of looming danger that would make the horrors of last
Halloween look like a day in Disneyland.


 NINE WEEKS EARLIER

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

Writing Retreat.

Tumble Lake Mountain
Cabins.

Halloween Weekend.

Saturday. Dusk.

 


“What do you mean Candice is missing?” Alarm spiked
Rhonda’s voice. She jogged from the patio and across the pine
needle-covered parking area to meet her fellow author baring
disturbing news.

Thunder rumbled in the near distance. Wind gusts
played eerie whispers through the surrounding towering pines. As if
deliberate, Mother Nature set a spine-chilling background for the
writers of nail-biting suspense.

“I can’t find her.” Wendy sucked
air, the fifty-four-year-old catching her breath from sprinting
uphill in the high altitude. “She’s vanished.”

Dread pricked the back of Rhonda’s
throat. Stories—true stories—of people disappearing in the remote
backcountry of Tumble Lake assaulted her mind. But no one had
vanished from these rental cabins. Had they?

Getting together online with fellow thriller writers
to offer feedback on each other’s work was one thing. Meeting in
person for the first time was another, especially at a remote
mountain campground. On Halloween weekend, no less.

Aside from seeing the writers
during their Zoom meetings, Rhonda didn’t know any of them. Now one of those
writers might be missing. Since Rhonda came up with the idea for
this retreat, could she be held responsible for Candice’s
disappearance? Perish the thought!

Switching mental gears to the positive, she reminded
herself that until now, except for Dennis—a dyed-in-the-wool jerk
with a creepy mountain man vibe—the retreat had been more
productive and fun than she imagined. Especially with strapping
Craig Roberts.

Her thoughts drifted to his killer-handsome smile
capable of dropping a woman—at least her—dead in her tracks. Add
the chiseled body of a Greek God and the charisma of a Hollywood
heartthrob, and Rhonda was captivated.

Call it love, lust, or schoolgirl infatuation,
whenever she and Craig were within eyeshot of one another, sexual
desire sizzled in the space between them. Or at least between her
legs. But recollections of the carnally-minded sizzles fizzled at
the prospect that one of the female writers had gone missing.

The icy finger of dread once again scraped the back
of her throat. Yet not willing to succumb to gloom and doom, at
least not with the evidence so far, Rhonda felt compelled to offer
an explanation. Even a lame one. “Maybe Candice is taking a detour
on her way back here.”

Wendy’s green eyes narrowed. “A detour from standing
in the front of the American Kestrel cabin?” she huffed, naming the
skeleton of a cabin at the far end of the camp she and Candice
shared.

As much as Rhonda hated to admit
it, her fellow writer had a point. Nevertheless, there
had to be a logical
explanation. No one simply vanishes.

Despite her optimistic outlook, Rhonda knew better.
She had seen news reports and watched countless true crime shows.
According to the Justice Department statistics, thousands of people
go missing every year. Many never found.

“I thought you two went to the
cabin to grab your blankets and notes for later when we sit around
the campfire sharing our writing progress.”

Wendy flicked her elbow, gesturing at the two throw
blankets draped over her arm. “That was the plan.”

Rhonda waited for Wendy to expand her
explanation.

Another ghostly breeze haunted the surrounding
pines, their branches moaning. The brilliance from a flash of
lightning flickered through the filter of the dense forest canopy.
A clap of thunder followed with less of a delay than before. The
storm was on the move. Coming closer.

Rhonda squinted. Strained to see through the
darkness shrouding the cabin road, hoping for a glimpse of oncoming
headlights. Dammit. The men should return from the trading post any
minute.

A toxic cloud of tension-charged silence hung in the
air.

“I’m confused.” Rhonda’s
crime-solving writer’s mind kicked into gear. Granted, she only had
experience in solving fictional cases; crimes she invented and her
characters solved inside sixty-thousand words. Regardless, Wendy’s
story didn’t compute. “If you two went to the cabin together, how
could Candice vanish without you seeing what happened to
her?”

“Candice’s knees were bothering
her from the hike around the lake this afternoon. I said I’d grab
the blankets and notes so she didn’t have to traverse the cabin
stairs.”

“All three of them?”

Wendy made a sour face. “You never had knee
issues.”

True. Still…

“Candice thanked me and waited at
the bottom of the stairs. I had barely reached the bunk beds when I
heard leaves rustling outside, followed by a faint grunt. Or maybe
a weird growl would be a better description.” She hammed up a shiver. “It
was creepy. With all the talk we had earlier about Big Foot, plus
it being Halloween weekend, I thought Candice was trying to scare
me.”

“You heard leaves rustling
outside when you
were inside the
cabin?” Skepticism hovered in Rhonda’s words.

Wendy’s pronounced pencil-outlined black eyebrows
met in the middle like a strip of decorative rickrack. “The cabin
door was open. It sounded like someone walking on dried leaves. You
know how dead leaves make that crunching noise. And in case you
haven’t noticed,” she gestured with her flat palm at the sky, “a
storm’s headed our way. What are you implying, Rhonda?”

“I’m just trying to
understand—”

“What’s not to understand?”
Frustration underscored her words. “When I came out of the cabin,
Candice was gone.”

“A woman can’t disappear into thin
air. Especially not a two-hundred-pound plus-sized one with long
bleach-bottle blonde hair. She’d stick out like a robust beefsteak
tomato in a crate of ripe bananas.”

“That’s what I thought too.” Wendy
pushed her platinum streaked black bangs up her forehead. “I called
Candice’s name and shined the flashlight around the outside of the
cabin. That’s when I found this.” She extracted a pink mini
flashlight from her pocket and waggled it at Rhonda. “This is the
one Candice was using. I found it at the bottom of the stairs where
she was standing when I last saw her.”

The wind picked up. Pines moaned again. Darkness
devoured the last rays of daylight.

Unease spilled over Rhonda.

“The temperature is really
dropping.” Wendy rubbed her arms, the wind biting through her dark
pink cardigan. “Do you mind if we go inside?” Without waiting for
Rhonda’s reply, she strode to the clubhouse.

“Gladly.” Rhonda followed Wendy
into the camp’s main cabin. “If you and Candice are playing some
kind of twisted joke to scare me, mission accomplished. It worked.
You two win. Now knock it off.”

Brows gathered like stitches, “I
would never joke
about something this serious,” Wendy said, indignation in her
tone.

“Wish you were joking.” Rhonda gazed out the
large picture window of the modest clubhouse named the Eagle’s
Nest. It offered a basic kitchen with running water, an
apartment-sized refrigerator and a four-burner electric stove. No
oven. Across from the kitchen, two separate unisex flushing
toilets, the accommodations similar to the size of an airplane
toilet. A twenty-by-forty-foot open room with folding banquet
tables and chairs completed the simple interior.

Outside, the Eagle’s Nest boasted a thirty-foot
square flagstone patio with a sizeable rock-lined firepit
surrounded by metal benches. Two single-hole outhouses at the
opposite end of the camp near the American Kestrel cabin summed up
the amenities of the six Tumble Lake Cabins.

“It’s pitch black out, a storm is
brewing, Candice is missing, and the guys took the only vehicle we
have.” Wendy dropped the blankets onto one of the banquet tables,
pulled out a folding chair, and collapsed onto it. “What were we
thinking, letting the men go to town without us?”

Rhonda wrangled the cell phone out
of the narrow pocket of her hoodie. Frowned. “No bars.” Not that
she expected to see bars. Spotty cell
phone service had been noted in the
terms of use when she
made the campground reservation. Having no direct contact with the
outside world seemed perfect for a writing retreat. Not so much
anymore.

“What are we going to do? We have
no phone. No vehicle. No way to ask for help.”

Rhonda cringed at the whine in Wendy’s tone. “Gee,
thanks for reminding me.”

“You should have thought about
emergency situations, Rhonda. You should have arranged for a
two-way radio—”

“Next time you can organize the retreat.
Besides, Kay and I were supposed to do this together. When she
bombed on me…”

“I’m sorry. I know. Rather than
cancel the retreat when Kay backed out, you stepped up.” As if
wearing a neck brace, Wendy shook her head and shoulders as one
unit. “I’m just worried. And scared. What if Candice didn’t wander
off on her own? What if someone or some thing took her?”

Another bucket of unease poured over Rhonda. This
one bigger. Colder. More disturbing.

“We could
be next.”

Wendy plucked those exact words
out of Rhonda’s mouth. She struggled to hold panic at bay.
What if she and Wendy are next?

“We don’t have any weapons to
protect ourselves.”

“On the ride up here, I remember
seeing a couple of hunting rifles stashed in the overhead gun rack
mounted on the roof of Craig’s SUV.”

Wendy’s green eyes bulged. “Considering Craig’s
truck isn’t here, hell of a lot of good those guns do us now.”

“Sorry, I was thinking out
loud.”

“Rhonda, we have to
do something. Candice
could have had a seizure or collapsed into a diabetic
coma—”

“Was that before or after Martians
beamed her into outer space?” Rhonda felt like a heel for spouting
the snarky remark. “Sorry.”

“Me too.” Wendy waved her hand in
dismissal. “We’re both uptight and not thinking straight.
Regardless of the circumstances of Candice’s disappearance, we need
to find her. We’ve both watched enough true crime cop shows about
missing persons to know time is of the essence.”

“I agree, we need to find Candice
and the sooner the better. But I say we wait for the guys to
return, then pair up to search for her.” Rhonda bumped up her
shoulders. “Maybe she’ll show up before they get back. We don’t
want to go out looking for her, only to have her come into the
Eagle’s Nest and find it empty.” She exhaled a forceful sigh that
sounded like a bleeder valve releasing pressure from an air
compressor. “We don’t know these woods. If we go traipsing around
in the dark, we could end up lost, which would compound the
problem.”

“We should have never let the men
go into town without us.”

Rhonda couldn’t disagree, but would never admit it.
After breaking up with Donald—a controlling, narcissistic
bastard—she prided herself on independence. On being that woman who
could take care of herself without a man in her life. But at the
moment, she’d give anything to have any of the three male authors
at her side. Strapping Craig Roberts and wiry Philip Olsen were her
first choices. But, at this point, even arrogant Dennis Gardner
would suffice.

She consulted her wristwatch. 8:37. Calculated the
time. “They left a few minutes before seven. The sun was setting,
but it was still daylight. They’ve been gone an hour and a half and
the sky is jelly bean black.”

“As I recall, the Tumble Lake
Trading Post is a thirty-minute drive from here. So round-trip
alone will take an hour.”

Rhonda had arrived at that same conclusion. “They
should be back any minute now, don’t you think?” She sought
confirmation from Wendy, but received a blank stare. “I mean, how
long could it take to pick up a bag of marshmallows and a case of
beer?” Dread descended from the back of her throat and twisted its
wicked finger around her gut.

The metal folding chair squeaked as Wendy shifted in
the seat. “Maybe they had car trouble and broke down.”

“No way.” Rhonda shot down the
notion without a second thought. “That Chevy Tahoe is Craig’s baby.
Besides, if the guys were delayed, they would have let us
know.”

“How pray tell?” Wendy flicked her
palms in the air and tipped her head, looking heavenward. “With
smoke signals?”

Out of what had rapidly become habit—or perhaps more
out of desperation—Rhonda checked her cell phone again.

Of course, still no bars. No service.

As if trying to nail jelly, Rhonda said, “Maybe
Candice is in cahoots with the guys and they’re playing a cruel
trick to scare us.”

“Shy Miss Mousey in cahoots with
the testosterone-oozing gang?” Wendy made a scoffing noise. “Never.
Anyone with eyes can see how uncomfortable she is around men. But
if she is playing some kind of joke and wants to scare
me—us—I agree,
mission accomplished. I’m so uptight I could pee my pants, but I
don’t dare venture to the bathroom.” She gestured with her head
toward the two unisex bathrooms with running water and flushing
toilets in the Eagle’s Nest. “God-only-knows who or what might be
lurking in there.”

“What do we know about the guys…
actually, what do we know about any of us?” Rhonda pulled a face.
“Here we are, a group of six thriller writers, who know each other
only through our online critique group.” Dread tightened its
chokehold on her stomach. Bile inched up the back of her
throat. What if one of them is a criminal?
A felon with a history of violence?

“When you suggested we meet at a
remote mountain cabin for a weekend retreat over Halloween, I was
hesitant.”

“Kay made the arrangements. It was
her idea to meet here, not mine,” Rhonda said, letting herself off
the hook.

“Whoever’s idea it was doesn’t
matter now.” Wendy pitched her head to the side and jerked up one
shoulder. “The idea of writing in the middle of nowhere with little
outside distraction intrigued me, but at the same time, I felt
nervous. I talked it over with my daughter, who’s taking premed
classes at the U. Hannah convinced me that spending a couple of
days with fellow thriller authors would be fun. She said the
writing sprints to invent macabre crimes perpetrated by serial
killers would stimulate my creative juices.”

Rhonda agreed wholeheartedly. If she hadn’t, she
wouldn’t have proceeded with the retreat when Kay dropped out.

“I should have followed my
feelings.” Wendy gathered her thin, Red Vine licorice-like lips to
the side. “My woman’s intuition told me not to come.” She tapped
her chest with the side of her fist.

“For all we know,” Rhonda lowered
her voice almost in disbelief of what she was about to say as
another round of goosebumps splattered her arms, “one of our fellow
male writers is a real serial killer.”

Wendy thrust her hands on her hips. “Why suspect
only the men? Women can be serial killers, too.”

“Are you confessing?” Rhonda
asked, only half joking. “For all I know, Candice isn’t missing.
She’s lying at the bottom of the cabin steps where you murdered
her.”

“How dare you—”

“You’re the one who brought up
women being serial killers.”

“True, but…”

“Well, I guarantee I’m no Aileen
Wuornos,” Rhonda said, naming the prostitute executed for murdering
seven men in Florida in the late 1980s. “And I doubt
mousey Candice, as you
called her, would use her disappearance as cover if her intention
was to murder us later.”

“If Candice isn’t a serial killer,
and you’re not a serial killer, that leaves me, and I guarantee I’m
no serial killer. I have a hard time killing a spider, unless in
the act of self-defense.”

“Never considered spider-killing a
justifiable act of self-defense.” Rhonda grinned at the comic
relief Wendy’s comment offered. Even if only momentary. “That’s
brilliant. It may end up in one of my books. Hope you won’t sue
me.”

A throaty growl reverberated
through the cabin. Outside, twigs snapped. Dried leaves crinkled
under the weight of someone. Or some thing.

Startled, Wendy sat straight up. “Did you hear
that?”

Of course, she heard the guttural rumble and the
auditory clues of stalking footsteps. Wished she hadn’t. “Maybe
it’s the storm,” she offered, not believing a word.

The metal chair creaked as Wendy leaned forward.
Whispered, “That’s what I heard before Candice disappeared.”

Rhonda swiveled her head, scanning the interior,
paying extra attention to the open screened windows and the
unlocked front and back wooden doors that were also open with only
flimsy screen doors covering them. “Where did the sound come
from?”

Wendy jabbed her index finger in the air at the back
door leading to the surrounding thick woods crisscrossed with
narrow deer trails. “Something’s out there.”

No argument from Rhonda. “Could be a bear searching
for its last meal before hibernating.”

“Last meal?” Wendy whispered a
shriek, her eyes about exploding out of her head. “Great. Eaten by
a bear makes me feel sooo
much better than being chopped into tiny bits by
an ax-wielding serial killer.”

“Maybe we should slip out the
front door.” After Rhonda heard her suggestion, she recanted. “Dumb
idea. We couldn’t outrun a bear. Besides, where would we run
to?”

“We can’t just sit here, Rhonda.
We have to do something.”

“Turn on all the lights. Wild
animals are afraid of bright lights.”

“Do lights ward off deranged
murderers, too?”

Without further discussion or delay, the women
dashed about the open room, flipping the light switches to turn on
every light in the cabin. Not that there were many to turn on.

Scurrying into the kitchen, Wendy grabbed a
cast-iron skillet from the stove and a metal serving spoon off the
counter. “Here,” she whispered, thrusting them at Rhonda.

“What am I supposed to do with
these… cook dinner for the hungry beast?”

“Bang on the pan.” Wendy ransacked
the cabinets and drawers. Came up with another heavy skillet and
metal serving spoon. Face fixed in determination, she shook the pan
and utensil at Rhonda. “Bears are afraid of loud
noises.”

“What about Big Foots?” Rhonda
wasn’t joking.

Wendy offered no comeback.

More crunching leaves, breaking twigs, and deep
growls.

Fresh out of options, Rhonda conceded to Wendy’s
pot-banging idea. “On three, let’s bang our spoons against the pans
as fast and hard as we can.”

“Maybe we should bang in
waves.”

There was an off-colored innuendo of a joke in
Wendy’s words. But given their situation, Rhonda let it slide.
“Waves?”

“You start banging—”

“Me?” Rhonda bloated her
eyes.

“Yes, you. I’ll count to five
while you’re banging, then I’ll start banging. You rest for a count
of five, then spell me.”

“Wait a minute. Why do I have to
start? Skillet banging was your
idea.”

“This retreat was
your idea.”

“Why don’t we bang together?”
Rhonda mentally rolled her eyes at the innocent, yet sexual
connotation of her words.

“The wave approach allows us to
each have a few seconds to rest while keeping the noise going
nonstop,” Wendy said. “I have arthritis in my fingers and will need
those few seconds break. Besides, I’m a certified water aerobics
instructor and I know how quickly muscles can fatigue when under
stress.”

“Makes sense,” Rhonda said, more
to convince herself than to agree with Wendy.

Another round of growls rocked through the
cabin.

Panic jabbed Rhonda’s spine. She squeezed the
handles of the spoon and skillet until her knuckles blanched.
“Let’s do this.”

“When I start, you count to five, then you
start, and I’ll stop and rest. Then I’ll count to five and when I
start up again, you rest.”

Rhonda cocked her brow, not
convinced the wave approach was best. Or banging on the skillets, for that
matter. But she couldn’t come up with anything better. At least
Wendy volunteered to start the pan pounding racket.

With noise as their chosen weapon of defense—their
only weapon of defense—Rhonda figured they should maximize it.
“Instead of just banging the skillet, let’s shout and make weird
noises and stomp our feet while running around the cabin. As you
suggested, by taking turns in waves, we could keep this up for
several minutes to make sure we scare away the beast.”

“Brilliant. We’ll look and act so
crazy, not even Big Foot would want to mess with us.”

As silly as it sounded, the outrageous plan might
work. Nothing to lose by trying. Rhonda raised the spoon and
skillet to offer Wendy a double thumbs up of support.

“I’ll go on three. One. Two.
Three. Ahhhh!” Wendy screamed, stomped her feet, and banged the
pan, and kept screaming, stomping, and banging the pan as she
charged across the cabin toward the screened back door.

Rhonda laughed. Wished she was recording the sight.
Whoever or whatever was out there would surely flee from the
lunacy.

Wendy continued screaming and stomping, but stopped
bashing the spoon against the skillet for a moment as she opened
the door.

“Don’t open the door!” Rhonda’s
glass-shattering shriek didn’t stop Wendy. She disappeared outside
and resumed bellowing weird sounds and banging on the iron
skillet. Shit. What’s Wendy doing? Going
outside wasn’t part of the plan.

Wendy’s vocal uproar and pan banging abruptly
stopped.

Rhonda gasped. Held her breath. Then remembered she
had forgotten to count to five. Had Wendy stopped, waiting for
Rhonda to release the second wave of craziness? As much as she
wanted to believe that was the case, she couldn’t. Fear glued her
feet to the planks of the cabin’s wooden floor. Something was
wrong. Terribly wrong.

“Nooooo!” Wendy’s brief
high-pitched screech, followed by dead silence, curdled Rhonda’s
blood. The spoon slipped from her grasp, bounced and rolled as it
hit the floor slats, but Rhonda paid little attention. Palms
sweaty, knuckles white, she gripped the skillet handle with both
hands and held at the side of her face like a baseball bat. Poised
to swing the pan in self-defense, she inched toward the wide-open
back door.

“Grrrrr.”

Rhonda froze. The growl was deep. Drawn-out. Almost
sounded mechanical. Or broadcast by a loudspeaker.

The cabin lights flickered.

Rhonda sucked a deep breath. Clutched the pan to her
chest as a shield.

The lights went out.

She screamed.

A rush of footsteps.

Arms as strong as steel bands engulfed her from
behind. Nanoseconds later, fabric as thick as a sleeping bag
engulfed her head and entire body.

The impact of the weighty material rammed the edge
of the skillet under her chin, causing her to bite her tongue. But
the tang of blood in her mouth was the least of her concerns.

Rhonda contorted her body, swinging the skillet at
her assailant, but the tightness of the total body wrap thwarted
her defensive effort.

One thing was for certain: a bear
hadn’t nabbed her. Neither had Big Foot. Rather, a human with the
strength of Hercules, who had the snatch-and-bundle routine down
pat.

Her situation nose-dived from bad to grim. As if one
he-man wasn’t enough, another swept Rhonda off her feet. One
abductor grasped her ankles and held them together, the other kept
his arms wrapped around her upper body. An instant later, they were
on the move.

Oh God, no! This can’t be
happening! “Help! Help!” Over and over she
screamed, despite the probability there was no one within earshot
of the remote area to hear her. No one to come to her
rescue.

Black panic consumed Rhonda. She bicycled her legs.
Twisted her shoulders back and forth like a washing machine and
swung the pan from side to side within the confining fabric, hoping
to bash Hercules in the face.

Her efforts failed to faze the bastards. They kept
moving. Kept hauling her to God-only-knew where to do God-only-knew
what to her.

“Stop! Please.” She rounded her
shoulders and drew her knees as close to her chest as she could,
then flexed her feet, thrust her legs out, and arched her
spine.

Her abductors held on. Kept moving. Maintained
control. Every act of self-defense proved pointless, driving her
closer and closer to physical exhaustion.

Cocooned in the thick wrap, the temperature sauna
hot, air suffocating, sweat rolled from Rhonda’s forehead, burning
her eyes. Her calves cramped as if compressed by knee socks lined
with sharp metal spikes. Lungs and throat ached like she had
inhaled a caustic chemical. Fear released her bladder. The hot piss
seared her sweaty backside. Yet she continued to fight. Had to.
Quitting wasn’t in her genes.

Despite her never-give-up spirit, her body failed.
Like a cruel heckler, the truth of Wendy’s words about how quickly
muscles fatigued under stress repeated in her mind.

Overcome with exhaustion, she sucked deep breaths in
between words. “Where… are… you… taking… me?” The demand in her
tone deteriorated to a pitiful plea.

Rhonda’s captors remained silent and in control as
they moved. For all she knew, they were going to throw her off a
cliff to splatter on the rocks below or toss her into the lake to
drown.

Doom devoured her. She sobbed without control. Had
Wendy and Candice succumbed to the same terrifying fate?

Without warning, they dropped her onto something
hard. The bed of a pickup truck? Inside a trailer? On the floor of
another cabin?

The impact forced a heavy groan out of her.

The sound of air leaking out of a
tire followed by a stomach-turning sweet smell penetrated her
confinement. She coughed. Her eyes watered. Oh, God. They’re gassing me! She
pinched her eyes shut, pursed her lips, and held her
breath.

The hissing persisted.

Unable to hold her breath any longer, she opened her
mouth and sucked in a lungful of the tainted air.

Almost instantly, every muscle in her body became
soggy like overcooked noodles. Nostrils, throat and lungs felt
singed.

Further resistance pointless.

Rhonda’s eyelids lowered like remotely-operated
window shades. Blackness devoured her mind.


 CHAPTER TWO

The Law Offices of

Evans, Pearce, and
Pratt.

 


“Come on, Dad. You said you would help me.” Despite
his Hollywood handsome looks and rock solid body, H. William
Pearce, Jr. whined like a spoiled teen.

“Son, I’m working on it, but these
things take time.”

“It’s Halloween weekend and still
nothing.” The thirty-five-year-old exhaled a deep sigh and plopped
into the black leather chair in front of his father’s massive
hand-carved desk. “I need something soon, Dad, like yesterday. My
back’s against the wall.”

Pearce Sr. rose from the high-back leather desk
chair on wheels. With the perpetual suntan of George Hamilton, a
full head of sculpted white hair, and the custom dark blue suit
accenting broad shoulders and a trim waist, he reeked of old money
and the sophistication of a Royal. He positioned one of the leather
chairs in front of his desk to face his son. The tips of his
hand-crafted black leather dress shoes all but kissing the rounded
toes of his son’s designer loafers. He leaned forward, rested his
elbows on his knees, and spoke in a hush-hush tone. “William,
you’re my only child. I promised your mother, God rest her soul,
that I would do everything in my power to help you succeed,
regardless of the career you chose.”

“I know, Dad. I’m grateful and
also frustrated.” Junior dropped his shoulders and exhaled a
theatrical groan. “It’s humiliating to have editors tear apart my
writing.”

“That’s about to change.” Senior
offered a confident smile and patted his son’s knee.

“Really, Dad? That’s what you said
about that ghostwriter who was supposed to be so good. She sucked!
Changed the plot and eliminated some of my supporting characters to
a point I didn’t recognize my own story.”

“I apologize for your
dissatisfaction with her work.”

“My agent keeps bugging me for an
outline. She’s going to drop me.”

“I can take care of
that.”

“No!” He jerked his body ramrod
straight and slapped his palm against the top of his father’s desk.
“I want to do that part on my own.” He released the tension in his
muscles and dialed down his tone. “That’s one thing I’m good at,
Dad. Mom even used to say I could charm the panties off a
nun.”

Senior laughed.

“Please leave the agent issue up
to me. It’s important that I at least handle that part of my career
as Dylan Danger Rivers without you.”

“No matter what you call yourself
to the world, you’ll always be Hartigan William Pearce, Jr. to
me.”

“It’s just a pen name, Dad. It’s a
common practice among authors. Even Stephen King and J. K. Rowling
used pen names.”

“One of my most tenacious
attorneys has cooked up a situation that’s guaranteed to skyrocket
you to celebrity status.”

“What am I supposed to do in the
meantime?”

Senior pushed himself out of the chair. Straightened
his suit coat and offered his high-priced attorney smile of
confidence. “Watch the evening news. Who knows, maybe one of those
breaking news stories will spawn ideas for a Danger Rivers
blockbuster.”


 CHAPTER THREE

The Horror of Reality.

 


Head banging louder than Wendy’s wild banging of the
metal spoon against the cast iron skillet, throat dry as sawdust,
leg muscles on the verge of cramping, Rhonda moaned and raised her
eyelids half-mast.

“Thank God you’re okay,” a woman
said, her voice just above a whisper.

Still weak from the knockout gas, Rhonda coaxed her
arms into pushing herself into a seated position. Took stock of her
surroundings.

She had been lying on a dark green twin-sized,
blow-up rubber mattress void of any covering, such as a sheet or
blanket. The portable bed was wedged against the corner of a room
about the size of a double car garage. Across from her, in opposite
corners, Wendy and Candice sat on similar twin-sized air
mattresses. Her mind awhirl, she mashed up her face. “Wendy,
Candice… where are we? How long was I out?” She massaged her
temples.

“Where and how long doesn’t
matter,” Wendy said, her voice monotone. “We’ve been drugged,
kidnapped, and imprisoned.”

“What the hell is this?” Rhonda
plucked at the light blue hospital gown covering her otherwise
naked body. “Where are my clothes?”

“Gone.” Wendy tugged at the thin
material of the baggy garment on her body that matched the one
Rhonda had been dressed in. Candice as well.

“We’re doomed.” Candice sniffled.
Her face blotchy red, evidence she had been crying for some
time.

Kidnapped. Imprisoned. Dressed in a body-exposing
hospital gown… What the hell was going on? It wasn’t until then
that Rhonda noticed the metal shackle padlocked round her ankle
with the attached chain anchored to a metal ring in the cement
floor. Black panic consumed her. She leaped to her feet. “No! No!”
Hands wrapped around the restraint, she twisted her foot back and
forth, struggling to wiggle out of the metal cuff. Making no
progress, she grabbed the chain. Thrashed about like a raging
grizzly whose leg was caught in the unrelenting steel jaws of a
bear trap.

The chain clanked against the cement floor as she
battled the shackles.

Out of breath, heart hammering, lungs on fire, hands
feeling rope-burned from pulling so hard on the metal links, Rhonda
collapsed onto the bed, surrendering to the unbreakable chain.

“I did the same thing,” Wendy
said, as if her admission would make Rhonda feel better.

“Me too,” Candice added with
another sniffle.

“At least… we’re… together,”
Rhonda gasped, offering her own words of pseudo comfort to herself
as she caught her breath. Allowing fear to consume her left her
helpless. Vulnerable. She had to gain control of her emotions. Tamp
down the fear. Think logically. Easier said than done, given the
circumstance.

After taking a few moments to calm herself, and with
the initial shock of captivity over, Rhonda scrutinized their
prison.

Cement walls. Bare. No clock. No television. No
mirror. No window.

Cement floor. Imbedded in the
middle, a Post-it note-sized square brass cover screwed into the cement over a
drain.

Cement ceiling. A florescent shop light hung from
thin metal chains in the middle of the room.

One door. Closed. Gray. Metal. Rusted around the
edges. No interior handle. A fist-sized screened opening about eye
level in the middle of the door.

An outdoor-style spigot with a red wheel handle
protruded out of the wall next to the hinged-side of the door.
Attached to the faucet, a bright green garden hose lay coiled
beneath it.

The six feet length of chain anchoring Rhonda to the
floor prevented her from reaching the door, faucet, or hose.

The distinctive odor of a dank cellar flared her
nostrils and launched a wave of chill bumps over her body.

“Basement bomb shelter converted
to a prison cell,” Rhonda said, vocalizing her
conclusion.

She continued her visual exploration.

The bomb
shelter offered few comforts, yet its
meager accommodations were the same for each captive.

Crammed next to each blow-up twin bed, a small black
laptop computer sat atop a natural wood TV tray that looked like a
rejected donation from a secondhand store. A makeshift desk, she
presumed.

A beige metal folding chair, its scratches and dents
evidence of its likely secondhand store reject status as well,
served as the desk chair. Clipped to the side of the TV tray, a
mini black gooseneck desk lamp illuminated the computer.

Out of habit, Rhonda consulted her left wrist,
expecting to learn the time. “My watch is gone.” She rubbed her
fingertips against her bare wrist, then felt her earlobes.
“Earrings too. And my cell phone was in my jeans.”

“They took everything of mine as
well including my wedding band and necklace,” Wendy
said.

“They even took my continuous
glucose monitor.” Candice rubbed the area of her upper arm where
the monitor had been attached.

“We’ve been stripped of all
personal belongings like inmates in a government correctional
facility,” Rhonda muttered as she resumed surveying their prison
cell.

On the floor next to each TV tray, a white mini
refrigerator large enough to hold a six-pack of soda, nothing more.
On top of the fridge, a box of tampons and a roll of toilet paper.
No eating utensils. No plates or cups.

A flimsy portable toilet with folding legs and a
white plastic bag under the seat was positioned next to each mini
fridge. No sink. No shower. No privacy.

Her attention cut between Wendy and Candice. “Do
either of you have any idea where we are, what happened, or why
we’re here?”

Growling, the same bone-chilling, guttural rumble
heard before their abduction boomed through the screened opening in
the door.

The women shrieked, their chains jangled as they
scrambled as far away from the door as their shackles allowed.

“To answer your question,” the
animal growl changed into a human-sounding mechanical voice. “You
sought a place to write in solitude.”

Rhonda sat clutching her hands
over her chest. Who would know that other
than those in the critique group?

“A place without the distraction
of cell phones and the outside world,” he said.

His words rang familiar. Was he quoting from the
email Kay sent when she pitched the idea to the group?

“Well, look around,” the altered
voice said. “Now you have it.”

Dennis Gardner! Rhonda’s thoughts
jumped to the know-it-all creep she should have never invited to
the retreat had she first met him in person. But hindsight’s always
20/20. She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes, focusing on the
playing card-sized screened opening. “Did Dennis put you up to
this?” She pursed her lips. “No. Wait.” She waggled her finger in
the air. “You are Dennis Gardner, aren’t you? You’re an egotistical
psychopath.”

“You’re going to kill us, aren’t
you?” Candice buried her head in her hands and wept.

“He loves death, she loves life,
he lives for her, she dies for him,” the voice said.

“Quoting Shakespeare doesn’t
change who you are, Dennis. Or whatever your real name is,” Rhonda
shot back. “I knew there was something not right about you the
first time you came into our online critique group. You’re probably
on the FBI’s most wanted list.”

“More like the New York Times best-seller list,”
the mechanical voice responded.

By neither confirming nor denying her accusation of
his identity proved, at least in Rhonda’s mind, that the man
calling himself Dennis Gardner and their abductor was one and the
same. Oh God. Were Philip and Craig in cahoots with Dennis? Was the
beer and marshmallow run to the trading post a lie as part of the
abduction scheme? Had they scripted a story to alibi each
other?

“I want to go home,” Candice
sobbed. “And I want my clothes.” She crossed her arms over her
voluminous breasts, the scant gown offering little left to the
imagination as to what lay beneath.

“Where are our clothes?” Rhonda pressed, a
hint of defiance in her voice. At least she hoped it was defiance
that came out and not the full-blown alarm she masked.

“You’re about to enter the writing
contest of your life,” the voice said, failing to reply about the
status of their clothing. After a brief pause, he added,
“Literally.”

Dread inched bile up the back of Rhonda’s throat.
She and Wendy swapped glances laced with worry. Candice sat frozen.
Her wide eyes a blank stare like a rabbit’s on a highway seconds
before being smashed as roadkill.

“I want you each to write
about this experience. What it feels like to have been abducted, held
prisoner, and the stress of writing to stay alive.”

“No way.” Wendy’s voice cracked.
“I can’t write under that kind of pressure.”

“You can. You will. Or you will
die.”

Candice burst into another round of wailing.

“Document your feelings. Your
thoughts. Your fears,” the altered voice directed.
“Speculate why this is happening to you. Ponder what you’re willing to do to
live another day.”

“I’m willing to ring your cowardly
neck with my bare hands.” Rhonda’s lips twisted into a snarl as she
spoke.

“That’s the spirit!” The modified
voice let out a deep, drawn-out chuckle reminiscent of a sound
track from a horror movie. “I will dole out rewards daily.
Punishments as they become necessary.”

Rewards and punishments? Rhonda
dared not imagine the punishments
the lunatic had in mind. Instead, focused on the
rewards which she prayed included freedom from this nightmare. She
gazed at her laptop as if to bond with it. Her life may depend on that
relationship.

Based on the stories Rhonda had read in their
critique group, she could write Candice and Wendy under the table.
Judgments of superiority and the grim notions of what she may be
forced to do to survive wrestled for control of her thoughts. And
soul.

“Rhonda was on the right track
when she expressed her desire to strangle me,” the voice
said.

He knows my name! Dennis Gardner knows my name. So
do Philip and Craig.

Although Rhonda’s attention remained on the screened
opening in the door, she felt the penetrating icy stares from her
fellow writers. Had they realized they were at a story-writing
disadvantage? Or had their captor’s compliment sparked twisted
jealousy?

“I want you to imagine the
tortures you would like to unleash on your captor—on me—if given
the chance. Curse your situation. Document every emotion you
experience. Every mental and physical anguish. As my captive, and
perhaps my future murder victim, what will you never see, touch,
smell, or taste again? Who will you miss? Who will miss
you?”

Rhonda’s heart wedged in her throat. Tears welled.
Thoughts of her wonderful parents and Lilly, her beloved St.
Bernard, assaulted her. Had she already seen them for the last
time?

“As long as your writing pleases
me,” he continued, “you shall live. When your writing fails to meet
my satisfaction, I will issue a warning. If your writing
disappoints me too often, you shall be murdered in a horrible,
painful way and the others shall witness your hideous
death.”

“What do you mean by a
hideous death?” Wendy
asked, her voice soft.

“You’re the writer. Visualize the
worst way to die. Then multiply it by ten.”

Rhonda shuddered. Her imagination rampaged, filling
her head full of gruesome images of being skinned alive, burned
alive, boiled alive…

“Before you think about escaping,
let me assure you there is no escape and give you fair warning.
Every move you make, I see. Every conversation you have, I
hear.”

Rhonda swiveled her head back and forth, scanning
the cement ceiling and walls for a security camera and wiring for a
microphone. Saw none. Was he bluffing?

“If I see or hear anything that
makes me think you’re trying to escape, you will be punished. Maybe
not you, personally. Instead, one of your fellow writers will
receive the punishment for you.”

Rhonda glimpsed at her fellow authors. Stark horror
consumed their pale faces, a telltale sign of the terror eating
them from the inside out too.

“My computer is connected to
yours,” the mechanical voice said. “Every word you write, I
see.”

“I don’t understand,” Candice
said, her voice almost a screech. “Why are you doing this to
me?”

“Us,”
Wendy snapped. “Why are you doing this to us?”

“I will communicate one-on-one
through your computer,” he said, not missing a beat despite the
women’s outbursts. “If I have something to say to the group, I will
speak to you as I am now.”

“I can’t do this.” Candice burst
into another round of intense sobbing.

“Then you shall be the first to
die.”

“No, no! I don’t want to die!”
Candice pinched her eyes shut, pressed her hands against her ears,
and shook her head back and forth. She looked like an actress
overplaying a dramatic scene in a silent black and white
movie.

“Stop it right now, Candice!”
Wendy sounded like an irate drill sergeant barking out an order to
a whimpering private.

Candice froze. Eyes wide, she lowered her hands from
her ears and stared at Wendy. Sniffled. Dabbed the stream of tears
from her cheeks with the back of her hands.

Rhonda stared wide-eyed at Wendy, too.

“Your bawling is not helping.”
Wendy chopped her finger in the air as if slicing vegetables on a
cutting board.

“I’m sorry. I’m
scared.”

“I’m scared, too,” Rhonda said,
although she was well beyond scared. Terror rocked the depths of
her soul. No. Not terror either. She was well beyond the dictionary
definition of terror as extreme
fear.

“You can do this, Candice,” Wendy said
making an about-face from chastising to comforting. “You’re a
talented writer. Relax and breathe. You’ll get through this…
we’ll all get
through this.”

Rhonda admired Wendy’s optimism.
Wished she believed her. Especially the part about
all of them getting
through whatever twisted writing game their captor had
planned.

“Nice pep talk,” the voice said
with a snicker.

His scornful laugh triggered a bone-deep chill in
Rhonda.

After a brief pause, “Things you need to know,” the
voice continued. “You each have one bottle of water in your
refrigerator. I recommend you keep it filled when water flows from
the hose, which will only be turned on for a few minutes every day.
The first roll of toilet paper is with my compliments. Others you
will have to earn.”

“Earn toilet paper… how?” Wendy
asked.

“By writing, of course. Likewise,
you will earn the replacement of your toilet bag.”

Another shiver ripped through
Rhonda. Oh God. This lunatic has brought to life a warped version
of Write or Die, the online program meant to reward
or punish authors based on how much they write. Struggling to keep
calm, “What about our clothes?” she asked again, hoping to receive
an answer this time.

“Everything you were wearing when
you arrived is gone. Nothing personal remains, including jewelry.
You will earn a uniform,
one piece at a time.”

“Uniform?” Rhonda felt her eyes
bug.

“Sweatshirt. Sweatpants. Maybe
socks...” After a pause, he added, “And you’ll go commando with no bra or
panties.”

What a twisted fuck!

“But clothing comes later. Much
later.”

Wendy perfected her posture and raised her chin.
“People will be looking for us,” she said, a spark of defiance in
her tone. “Search parties are probably being organized right now.
Three women disappearing from the same location at about the same
time won’t go unnoticed.”

“I’m counting on that,” the voice
replied with another snicker. “Three women vanishing without a
trace are headlines. Did space aliens beam them up for
experimentation? Or did a serial killer, perhaps the likes of the
hockey mask-wearing Jason Voorhees in the Friday the 13th movie franchise,
silently take them away and slash them into unidentifiable pieces?”
He bellowed another sinister laugh worthy of a horror movie
soundtrack.

“Police and searchers have
professional trackers and dogs trained to follow scents,” Wendy
persisted.

“True, but the downpour we’re
having is washing away all tracks and scents. Not even a skilled
tracker or the nose of a bloodhound could follow them after this
torrential rain.”

Wendy’s shoulders rounded, caving in her chest and
wilting all the sass that had radiated from her demeanor seconds
earlier.

Based on research Rhonda had done
for her novel, Death
Scent, she confirmed their captor spoke
the truth about heavy rainfall wiping out tracks and scents. But if
he was lying, and it was only raining a few sprinkles, or if the
trees sheltered the forest floor from the driving rain that would
have otherwise obliterated evidence, a drizzle could
enhance tracks and
scents.

Analyzing their captor’s remarks,
Rhonda confirmed that when Wendy reported Candice missing, Mother
Nature was conjuring a thunderstorm that could
have resulted in an evidence-obliterating
downpour. “If you’re concerned about tracks, we must still be at
Tumble Lake,” Rhonda said, vocalizing her conclusion.

“I’ll give you a little warm up
challenge,” the mechanical voice said.

Their captor’s failure to deny
that they were still at Tumble Lake offered some comfort. At least they
remained in the area from which they had been snatched, increasing
their odds of being found. Or so Rhonda convinced
herself.

“You’ll be competing for an apple
and piece of beef jerky in this first of many writing sprints to
come,” their captor’s mechanical voice said. “Losers will receive a
packet with two saltine crackers. Nothing more.”

“I have Type 2 diabetes,” Candice
said. “I can’t survive on a cracker.”

“Good thing there are two in a
packet,” he said, snarkiness coming through his altered
voice.

Rhonda cringed at Candice’s
whining tone. Felt sorry for her. The woman better toughen
up. Had to
toughen up if she wanted to survive.

“Then you better win this writing
sprint. You have ten minutes to document your thoughts as they are
right now.”

Shit. Only ten minutes?

“On your mark, get set,
go!”

The women scrambled off their air mattresses to the
closest laptop. Not that the chain locked around their ankles would
permit them to venture far enough to use any of their fellow
writer’s computers.

The metal links clanked against
the concrete floor as they hustled to their rickety TV tray
desks.

Rhonda opened the laptop and pressed the ENTER key.
Prayed the computer program she would be forced to use was one she
knew, like Word, Scrivener, or InDesign.

The logo for Microsoft Word blossomed on the
screen.

“Thank God for small favors,” she
whispered. Her head percolated with words, forming sentences,
evolving into the makings of a story. Her fingers danced the
flamenco over the keyboard.

 


Until today, I never considered
competing for the chance to take another breath. Live another day.
Yet here I am. Writing for my life. Literally, as my captor said. A sort
of Hunger Games with novelists pitted against one another, where the last
writer writing lives. Or at least lives longest.

I don’t know the identity of my captor, but Dennis
Gardner tops my suspect list. As the creator of thriller novels, my
antagonists are sick and twisted killers. I’ve done my share of
research of real modern-day serial killers in the U.S.

Dennis Radar, known as the B.T.K.
Killer—bind, torture, kill—murdered
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