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Talia "Colt" Levin counted herself amongst the millions of Americans who didn't like flying. Not that she thought air travel was unsafe. No, she just preferred to do the flying herself. Economy class had more elbow room than her Super Hornet, but the view was restricted, and if anything went wrong, she was helpless. Justin called it control issues. She called it playing to her strengths. She pulled a book out of her bag, prepared to spend the flight with the memoir of Britain’s first female fast-jet pilot. Halfway through the book, and Colt had never related to anyone so much.  
A man and a little girl pressed up against her row. Wearing jeans, a black T-shirt and a brown leather jacket, he was a direct contrast to the dainty fairy princess with him. He nudged the girl into the center seat, then ignored her as he settled in, plugging in his earphones and closing his eyes.
Colt did her best to tune them out, but the little girl leaned on the arm between them, distancing herself from the man. Colt downgraded him from indulgent dad to estranged father who didn’t know how to interact with his daughter. Her thoughts on him descended more when the plane taxied, and the little girl nearly slid out of her seat. A glance at the man showed his eyes were still shut, hands clenching the arms of his chair. Colt reached over and buckled the girl’s seat belt as the plane lifted off. 
“My ears hurt,” the tiny fairy whimpered, clinging to a battered brown teddy bear.
“Suck your thumb,” Colt suggested.
The fairy’s eyes opened wide. “Daddy says that’s bad for my teeth.”
“I’m sure he’ll forgive you this once.”
The fairy settled back in her seat, teddy clutched against her, one thumb firmly in her mouth. Colt returned to her book, wondering why the girl hadn’t even looked at the man beside her when mentioning her father.
Once at altitude, the man woke long enough to find paper and crayons for the girl before dozing off again. Colt returned to her book, keeping one eye on the girl. As the flight descended, Colt helped the girl stow her drawings and prepare for landing. The man’s snores competed with the engines as they went into reverse thrust. Colt considered choking him for poor parenting.
As soon as the seat belt light went out, the man sprang from his seat, bag in hand. Dragging the little girl behind him, he was the first to head for the exit.
Colt waited for the aisles to clear, in no hurry to battle the crowds until she noticed the abandoned bear beside her. Grabbing the bear and her backpack, Colt forced her way toward the front. The man was at the exit. Once he reached the jet bridge, she’d never catch him. She shouted, waving the bear. Another passenger tapped the man’s shoulder and pointed.
“Your daughter left this,” Colt called, holding up the bear. She waited for the chagrined look, the exasperated eye roll of “not again,” the pantomime of negotiating a return of the bear.
None of that happened. He stared at her, his face blank, the only indication that he heard her a tightening of his jaw. Then he turned with a jerk and ducked out of the plane.

      [image: image-placeholder]Bear in one hand, phone in the other, Colt followed the procession of passengers up the bridge and into the Scranton airport. The flight from DC had only taken two hours, but there was still the sense of reentering the world. Once she'd cleared the tunnel, she hit the call button and tucked the phone into her pocket. Justin’s voice greeted her over her earbuds. 
“Hawk, the kid next to me on the flight left her bear behind. The dad knew, could have waited for me to get it to him, but he didn’t. Is that weird?”
Justin “Hawk” Halversen had five sisters. If anyone knew the outcome of a girl separated from her bear, it would be him.
“Very weird. My dad would have risked missing the next flight rather than have one of my sisters crying the whole time because she didn’t have her bear.”
“That’s what I thought. How soon can you get here?” She stared at the bear.
“I thought you had your motorbike there?”
“I do. But something’s not right.”
“On my way. What are you going to do?”
“Call the number on the bear’s butt.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The worn patch said the bear belonged to “L. Harris.” Colt dialed the number stitched under the name. 
“Simon Harris.” The voice was clipped, nervous.
“Mr. Harris? I have your daughter’s teddy bear.”
She wasn’t prepared for the blubbering panic that poured through the phone. “Is she okay? Where is my daughter? I’m doing everything you asked! What more do you want? I want to speak to her!”
The knot in her stomach jumped from a standard reef knot to a monkey ball. “Mr. Harris, is your daughter in danger?”
“Of course she is! You have her!”
“I don’t. But I did just spend two hours sitting next to her on a flight to Pennsylvania.”
The only sound over the line was a hitch in his breath.
“I can help.” The words slipped out before she could stop them. When she thought of the tiny girl sliding off her seat, Colt had no question that she would do whatever she could to save her.
“No! The police can’t be involved—no one can. They said they’d kill her!”
“I promise not to endanger your daughter, but I’m going after her.” They were still in the airport. She had a narrow window to catch them before they disappeared.
“No!”
“Do you want your daughter back?”
“Yes! Of course. You don’t understand! She’s only four!”
“Let me guess. They’ve threatened to hurt your daughter if you don’t meet their demands. So you’re going to do two things. One. Do anything they ask. Two. Call this number and tell him everything.” She gave him Hawk’s number. While she chased down the man and the little girl, Hawk could figure out the details.
“But—”
“Stop arguing. Call him. I’m going after your daughter.”
Colt ended the call. With one hand, she stuffed the bear into her backpack next to her book and with the other, she texted Hawk. “We need Kendra.”

      [image: image-placeholder]With her brown hair, gray eyes, and average height, Colt did not stand out in the small airport. The man in jeans and brown jacket blended in equally well. A glittery pink fairy princess on the other hand shone against the drab walls and muted colors around her. 
Colt caught a flash of the little girl’s dress by the escalators and took off through the airport. Another flight had landed while she was on the phone, slowing her down. Scranton was the end of the line, so no one was in a rush to get to their next gate. It was one of the reasons she chose to fly in and out of that airport, but today she could have used a little less lethargy.
The escalator was crowded, so she skipped it for the stairs. By the time she made it to the ground floor, her quarry was outside next to a dark-colored SUV. The girl was pulling back, crying. As Colt watched, the man gave up fighting and grabbed the girl. He bundled her into the back seat, climbing in after her. The SUV pulled away from the curb as Colt burst out the door. Her eyes went immediately to the license plate, searing it into her memory.
The road looped around the parking lot, and the SUV would have to maintain a slow pace until it reached the main road. Colt yanked on her backpack straps to tighten it against her body and took off at right angles to the disappearing SUV, not caring that she jumped in front of oncoming traffic. A car slammed on its brakes to avoid hitting her, but she didn’t have time to respond. She reached full stride by the time she was across the street, and her pace increased as she darted through the tunnel into the covered parking. Her footsteps echoed off the cement walls.
The SUV rounded the far turn, entering the back stretch as Colt reemerged into the sunlight. She ducked her head, pulling air into her lungs, forcing her legs to move faster. She concentrated on landing on the balls of her feet, searching for steady footing. Even if her genetic condition precluded her from feeling pain, a twisted ankle now would slow her down too much. The rows of cars disappeared behind her, but the SUV was closing the distance faster than she was.
She was still two rows away from the end of the lot when the SUV reached the intersection. Her plan to throw herself in front of it at the stop sign was thwarted when it barely slowed. It continued straight through without stopping. She gave up her futile chase, coming to a halt, lungs heaving, keeping the vehicle in sight.
Why were they going to the cell phone lot? Surely they weren’t sticking around for someone else. No, they turned off. A large green sign pointed the way. General Aviation.
They were heading for a charter flight.
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Colt changed her trajectory, glad she had parked her motorbike at the back of the lot. While she waited for the Ducati’s 821cc motor to warm up, she unlocked her helmet and synced her phone to the built-in headset. She had a missed call from Kendra. 
She redialed, then pulled on her fingerless gloves. Hawk had bought her a pair shortly after they had met, to protect her hands against damage she couldn’t feel, and now she rarely went anywhere without them. Commercial airlines frowned on anything unusual, so she had opted to leave them off during the flight.
“Special Agent Kendra Mitchell.”
“Kendra, it’s me.” She put the bike in first and headed for the toll booth.
“Colt. Hawk said you needed my help.”
“I’m currently chasing a kidnapped four-year-old. Sat beside her on a flight out of DC. Father is Simon Harris. Adamant the police not be involved.”
“And yet you called me.” There was no amusement in Kendra’s voice, only a business-like desire for all the details.
“I promised not to call the police. I didn’t say anything about the FBI.” Colt scanned her credit card at the machine and waited for the boom to lift.
“Where are you now?”
“At the Scranton Airport. In pursuit of a black SUV, probably a domestic model. License number KWK-9509”
She could hear Kendra tapping keys.
“Colt, hold up.”
“Why?” She stopped at the intersection, waiting for other vehicles to go ahead of her.
“I just ran a check on the girl’s father. He works at the courthouse in DC as a guard. Right now, Liam Sykes is on trial for multiple counts of homicide. Psychological evaluations have all flagged him as having clear markers for psychopathy.”
“And his friends have a little girl.” Colt clenched her hand, inadvertently making the Ducati’s engine rev. “Tell Hawk I’m heading to General Aviation. Call you later.”
“No, wait—”
Colt cut the call as she rounded the main office building. The gate was open, so she carried on through. Several small charter planes sat on the apron. No one was around. Even the SUV had vanished.
She chalked up the silence to the lunch hour; nonetheless, it was disconcerting. She sped along the apron, checking inside each of the hangars. Most were empty of people. A couple of guys in greasy coveralls sat on camp chairs inside one, enjoying their lunch.
The last two structures sat apart from the others. She slowed, the knot in her stomach tightening. She flicked on her dashcam, angling it toward the hangars. Starting up again, she maintained a steady pace, her head focused on the far end of the runway. Movement inside the hangar called her attention, but she forced herself not to look. Still, there was a restless energy that she could sense. And out of the corner of her eye, a flash of pink.
The final hangar was closed, with no sign of life. Colt passed

      [image: image-placeholder]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT

STRAIEH [

o

'(,
-~
o

'L EIGH JACOBS





OEBPS/images/31560afb-e739-45d5-a052-5ba74d9d3d2d.png





OEBPS/images/0261af07-3a55-46d0-adf2-f4e8d034cd49.png







