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Chapter One
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JUST AFTER MIDNIGHT, two figures clothed in black tiptoed into a room where a woman sat up in bed, apparently reading a novel called The Laird’s Lusty Wife. The room smelled of peanut butter cups, and several wrappers had been wadded up and left on the nightstand.

As the figures entered, they passed two men leaning against the wall. One was checking his phone, though he’d muted the sound. The other one, who was chewing on a toothpick, toyed with the idea of tripping the nearer figure as she went by, but professional courtesy—or perhaps common sense—prevailed, and the figures passed without interference.

The occupant of the bed wore a flannel nightgown, and she’d stacked pillows behind her back and pulled the covers up around her waist. Completely absorbed in the novel, she didn’t seem to notice the interlopers at first. When the slighter of the two made a throat-clearing sound, the reader looked up, and her eyes went wide.

“Aaaaaahhhhh!” The book fell from her hand and thumped to the floor as she pulled herself to a crouch at the center of the bed. “Who are you?”

“Who we are doesn’t matter.” Altered by a mechanical device, the voice sounded like a kid’s toy robot.

The woman raised clasped hands to the ceiling. “Lord, help me! Help me now in my time of need. I’m counting on you, Lord!”

“We aren’t going to hurt you.”

“That’s a lie.” She pointed an accusing finger at the larger of the interlopers. “He’s going to rape me and then slit my throat.” Knitting her hands again, the woman hollered, “Help me down here, Lord. I need an angel to rescue me from some big-time trial and tribulation.” There was something off in the delivery, but it didn’t lack volume or emphasis.

The intruders looked at each other. The larger one shook his head, and the smaller one rolled her eyes. “Hey. Hey!” The volume decreased, but their target’s calls for Divine Intervention went on. “Stop that,” the intruder ordered. “You need to listen.”

“I ain’t listening to you,” the woman hollered. “You’re straight from the Devil. I can see it in your squinty little eyes.”

“My squinty...” The figure shook that off. “We’re here to talk to you about something important.”

Clutching the neck of her garment, the woman asked, “What?”

“Your city commission meets on Monday, Mayor Gessing. We know about the bribe you were offered to support one bidder for the new project. They asked you to convince your co-members to ignore their reputation for sloppy work and cost overruns.”

The woman gasped. “I would never take a bribe. I am an honest person.”

“You haven’t accepted it yet, as far as we can tell, so we want you to remain honest. Reject the money Lawson offered and vote your conscience at the meeting. Will you do that?”

The woman released the grip on her nightgown and dropped into her original position, making a soft plop when her back hit the pillows. “Sure thing,” she said, her tone suddenly bored. “Y’all talked me right into it.”

“There, Robin.” Cam pulled his ski mask off and rubbed his spiky hair. “She agreed. We’re done.”

“Nice entrance this time. Completely silent,” Hua said from where he and Tom had watched the rehearsal. “But, Luca, you gave in very easily.”

“It’s like the twelfth time we practiced this,” Luca complained. “One time I cried, another time I screamed for the cops. I got mad, and once I even pulled a ball bat out from under the pillows. I’m plumb worn out with playing the hysterical target.”

Tom, who was helping Robin untangle her earring from her ski mask, offered their newest member positive reinforcement. “You’ve been great, Luca. You were convincing every single time.”

“Loud, for sure,” Cam commented. “This last one hurt my ears.”

Robin countered Cam’s brutally honest comment with more praise. “You played the role very well.”

Luca leaned down to pick up her book. “If there’s one thing girls like me learn how to do, it’s act convincing.”

The others made no comment. Luca didn’t often refer to her former occupation as a hooker, and no one else did either. Back then she’d done what she had to. Now she was part of the Kidnap Gang, as they called themselves. Though Robin had been reluctant to accept the term, a gang was what they were.

In addition to Luca, the gang consisted of Robin, once a middle-class law clerk; Tom, a wounded Iraq War vet; Hua, a former slave from Thailand; and Cam, a Georgia farm boy with Pervasive Development Disorder. Not part of the gang but living in their house were Mai and Jai, Vietnamese sisters they’d rescued from human traffickers during a caper. Part of the gang but not living in the house was Robin’s brother Chris, whose main job was finding people the legal system couldn’t or wouldn’t deal with, criminals who needed a wake-up call.

The vigilante group had begun by accident when Cam encountered a crooked politician and kidnapped him, largely by mistake. He’d called Robin for help, and together they’d made the man face his dishonesty and promise to reform. Liking the idea that they might force other criminals to reconsider their behavior, they went on to a second “caper,” and from there the gang grew. After researching a potential “target,” they swept in, isolated the offender, and made him or her admit to their crimes. The confessions were recorded to keep the offenders honest going forward, and “fines” were levied to make the experience financially painful and therefore more memorable. The amount charged was split 50-50; half to charity and half toward the gang’s living and operating expenses.

Cam addressed the room in general. “We’re ready, right?”

“We’d better be,” Robin answered. “We leave in the morning.”

Her words were met with a rebellious silence that hinted the others weren’t fully behind the current plan. Finally Luca spoke. “Can you all get out of my room and give me some quiet time now? I’ve been trying to finish this book for the last three days.”
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Chapter Two
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AS CAM TOSSED ROBIN’S suitcase and his gym bag into the trunk of the car, less gently than she’d have liked, they answered the barrage of questions aimed at them as patiently as possible. “Did you pack your ski mask?” Hua asked.

“Got it.”

“And your outfit? You won’t find big and tall men’s black sweats at most stores.”

“Got it,” Cam repeated. “I’ve got everything, Hua, honest.”

“Did you check the batteries in the voice-changer, Clarabelle?” Tom used Robin’s clown name, a practice they’d developed during capers to prevent identification. “You don’t want equipment trouble in the middle of everything.”

“I checked this morning.” Robin’s tone hinted he was irritating her. “And I packed extras too.”

Unconsciously, Tom massaged the spot where his flesh-and-blood stump met his prosthetic hand. “I still think two people isn’t enough. What if something goes wrong?”

“Nothing’s going to go wrong,” Robin said calmly. “We go in, do our thing, and leave.”

“I could hide my tats,” Luca offered for the tenth time. “If I wear long sleeves and take out my nose and eyebrow rings, nobody will even notice me.”

“It’s a small town.” Robin kept her tone neutral, though she’d said it all before. “Strangers are a novelty unless it’s tourist season, which it isn’t.” She phrased her final argument tactfully. “Cam and I fit the local demographic.”

Luca’s brow rose “Y’all are what they’re used to, so the home folks won’t guess you’re up to no good.”

“We’re not kidnapping anybody this time,” Cam reminded her. “We’re just going to let the mayor know we’re watching her.”

“But you don’t have to do it by yourselves,” Hua argued. “The rest of us could go along, in case there’s trouble. Jai and Mai have kept the house going on their own before.”

Robin ran a hand through her hair. “Guys, Brandell, Indiana, is kind of like Mayberry, R. F. D. Everyone in town would notice a black woman who favors booty skirts or an Asian man in pastel leggings who smells of ginger. Since we plan to commit unlawful entry and threaten a city official, we need to be as inconspicuous as possible.”

Hua crossed his arms. “I can tone down the flames, Robin. You know that.”

“I do.” She looked to Tom, silently pleading for help. Though he was no happier than the others with her decision to proceed without backup, she knew he’d set aside his doubts and judge her arguments fairly.

“They’ve done their homework,” he said reluctantly.

“They sure practiced it often enough,” Luca agreed. “Over and over and over.”

New to the group, Luca was coming to understand how important practice was to Cam. Because of his disorder, he needed repeated rehearsals to become confident about a caper. Over and over he would ask, “What if this happens?” He’d listen carefully as the others discussed what they might do in different situations. The apparent negative had become a positive, since the group was forced to consider every possible scenario. That was good for all of them, but for Cam, it was like a vaccine. Once he knew his part thoroughly and had walked through it several different ways, he suffered no anxiety during the real event. Even when things went wrong, he coped, having considered ahead of time what the right thing to do would be.

Robin was the complete opposite. No matter how often they practiced, she worried before, during, and after each caper. She tortured herself with questions that had no firm answers. Might they scare a target so much that his health suffered? Were the fines she levied too easy on criminals who had no mercy toward their fellow citizens? Had she risked the safety of one of the gang members unnecessarily? And on and on. By the end of a caper she was a bundle of nerves, exhausted and enervated.

“You’re going to be fine.” Tom put a reassuring hand on her arm. Because he didn’t often do that, Robin felt her face warm. She suspected Tom Wyman was everything she’d ever wanted in a man, but, fearing a relationship between them would undermine the gang’s purpose, she hadn’t let herself respond to her emotions. He seemed to understand that the work they’d chosen to do had to come first, at least for now.

Robin and Cam drove off, kicking up a light cloud of dust, as their five housemates and their dog, Bennett, watched with various degrees of concern. As Cam guided the car smoothly from the narrow, two-lane road onto a state highway and then toward I-70 East, the GPS screen indicated it would take seven hours to drive from Kansas City, Kansas, to Brandell, Indiana. “Should be there by six,” Cam predicted. After a moment he added, “But you said they haven’t got much for fast food there, right?”

Turning her face toward the side window, Robin smiled. While she fretted about all the things that might go wrong, Cam was concerned because there’d be no Taco Bell. Still, he’d matured a lot since they met. Raised by parents whose version of love was protecting their “damaged” son from outside influences, Cam had been left adrift when they died. With the support of the gang, he’d become much more confident in the past year. Fiercely loyal to his friends and especially to his partner Hua, Cam had found talents in himself that helped the gang and furthered their cause. His growing confidence didn’t alter the fact that his main concerns in life were vehicles, video games, and “vittles,” preferably the order-at-the-counter kind.

“It’s been a while since I was in Brandell, but I doubt there’s a big choice in restaurants.” Reminded of food, Robin opened the sack Hua had provided and got each of them a cream puff. Biting into its gooey chocolate center she said, “We’ll stop in Terre Haute for dinner. You can choose the franchise.”

Cam swallowed half of his cream puff in one bite. “You said your uncle had a cabin in that town?”

“My dad’s uncle,” she corrected. “My brother couldn’t find it in the records, but that’s because neither of us remembers Uncle Tim’s last name.”

“But the town has a crooked mayor.”

“She isn’t a crook, at least not yet.”

“I thought Chris said we need to make her behave.”

She refreshed Cam’s memory, since he usually played video games while the rest of them discussed the reasons for a caper. “Chris wasn’t looking for a criminal. When he saw an article online about a proposed development in Brandell, he read it because we spent time there as kids.”

“And he figured out the mayor is going to do something crooked.” Cam hadn’t missed all of it, just parts.

“Maybe. There are two major bidders on the project, one local guy who’s apparently known for honesty, and one state-wide company with some less than honest dealings in their past. Chris got curious and hacked the large firm’s internal emails. He found the top guys emailing back and forth about offering the mayor a bribe to push acceptance of their bid. Chris passed the information on to me, and I brought it up to the group for a vote. Since this mayor doesn’t seem to be a bad person, Tom suggested a gentle warning rather than a full-on kidnap, and we all agreed.”

“So you and I visit the mayor’s house, tell her we know what’s going on, and make her turn it down.” Cam licked a last smear of filling off his thumb and then wiped his hands on the napkin Robin had provided.

“Since the mayor has been honest until now, we thought it was only fair to warn her we know about the bribe she’s been offered. We warn tonight, and tomorrow we head for home. Easy-peasy.”

“Why don’t we stay at your uncle’s cabin? Then no one would even know we’re in town.”

Robin shivered. “Even if I could remember how to find it, the place wasn’t much fifteen years ago, and I doubt it’s gotten better. No electricity, no running water, lots of dirt. The lake was pretty, but no thanks on the cabin.”

“Did you and your brother fish there with your father? My dad and I used to do that a lot.”

“He wasn’t a fisherman.” Mark Parsons had been everything a parent shouldn’t be, and nothing he’d ever done benefitted anyone but himself. Robin had been terrified of the dank, dark cabin, but she, her mother, and Chris had several times been forced to stay there after one of Mark’s cons went wrong and got him into trouble.

Things would be going well in a new place. Robin would have a few friends, and she’d know the neighborhood and the school pretty well. Then out of the blue Mark would come home and announce, “Pack your bags, kiddies. We need to drop off the face of the earth for a while.”

Mom’s face would go tight with anxiety, but she never argued. Loading the car in the dead of night with whatever fit, they’d leave a place that had been home for a year or two at best. They’d live in the crowded cabin for weeks, sometimes months, until Mark found them a new place where no one knew his cheating ways. Then the scams would begin again, often with Robin and Chris forced to act as accomplices.

Their con-man father was cheerful when “on a roll,” but it wasn’t wise to trust his smiles. If a scheme was successful, Mark often left them on their own for a while, living high on the money he’d scammed from some sucker. Those were better times for Robin and Chris, though there was no money and their mother cried a lot, wondering what they’d do if “Daddy” didn’t come home soon.

“Not get knocked around,” Chris would answer, and Mom would cry harder.

“Don’t talk like that,” she’d say. “He’s your father.”

“Sperm donor,” Chris would mutter, but their mother never saw the truth about Mark.

Brandell, Indiana, had few pleasant memories for Robin, though she recalled the smell of lilacs in the spring and the nice woman who worked at the library and seemed thrilled to have two avid readers visit. Cam would not understand that. He’d had two loving parents and a settled life on a small farm in Georgia. She could never explain what being the child of a volatile, narcissistic, flim-flam man had been like, so why try?

After Terre Haute the car smelled of fries and chicken nuggets, but Cam was happy. They arrived at the Brandell village limit at six-thirty and began looking for a motel. The first one they saw, the Lucky Angler, was nowhere near a lake, though there were lots of them in the area. It sat in the center of town, near a gas station, a family market, a dollar store, two bars, a Head Start preschool, and two resale shops. The other buildings were shuttered, with signs announcing businesses that hadn’t made it: a pie shop, an ice cream parlor, a fishing tackle store, and a movie theater.

Expecting more than a six-unit, shabby motel with a leaping fish atop its sign, Cam passed the Lucky Angler and drove all the way through town. When they reached the second city limit sign, he pulled in at the abandoned Mike’s Bait and Tackle and asked, “That’s it?”

“Yup. The Lucky Angler it is,” Robin said. “We’re sure to get a room this time of year, but I’ll bet it’s musty and at least one of the lamps doesn’t work.”

When they entered the lobby, a bell over the door called a woman from behind a curtained space to wait on them. With her came the smell of something spicy, perhaps lasagna. She seemed neither pleased nor displeased to have guests but accepted the cash payment Robin offered without asking for any sort of identification. “One night, you said?”

“Possibly two. My husband and I are nature photographers, and we need some specific shots for an article on deer season. We’d like to get in and out before the hunters take over the woods.”

The motel owner almost smiled. “I don’t leave my yard when they’re here, running around in overpriced camo and blasting away with guns they haven’t sighted in since they bought ’em.” She licked her teeth before adding, “Bunch of grownups acting like they’re John Rambo.”

“Can we get two double beds, please?” Robin tilted her head at Cam. “He’s a restless sleeper.”

The woman eyed Cam’s oversized frame. “I ain’t got one big enough his feet won’t hang off the end.”

“No problem,” Cam told her. “I’ll sleep crosswise, corner to corner. I do okay like that.”
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JUST AFTER MIDNIGHT, two figures clothed in black tiptoed into a room where a woman lay, reading a book called The Sultan’s Lusty Slave. The room smelled of popcorn due to a large bowl near the woman’s knees. A few bits had escaped and lay on the floor beside the bed. The occupant wore an oversized T-shirt and rested her head on one hand as she held the book with the other. Completely absorbed in the novel, she didn’t notice the intruders for a few seconds. Silently, the larger one circled the room, outside the spill of lamplight, and stopped at the far side of the bed. When he was in place, the smaller figure made a throat-clearing sound.

When she looked up and saw Robin, the woman gasped. The book fell closed, and the almost empty bowl of popcorn spilled across the blankets. As Robin opened her mouth to speak, the woman’s hand slid under the pillow. It came out holding a pistol, but that was one of the scenarios they’d practiced. Reaching over her, Cam twisted the gun from her hand and set it on the dresser behind him.

“Ow!” Rubbing her wrist, the mayor of Brandell demanded, “Who are you?”

“Who we are doesn’t matter,” Robin said in her robot voice. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

“Then what’s this all about?”

“Lawson Construction offered you a bribe. We’re here to tell you it isn’t a good idea to accept it.”

“But I haven’t told—” She stopped, realizing she’d said too much already.

“Ms. Gessing, we know exactly what’s on the table.”

The response sounded like something the mayor had been rehearsing. “Lawson’s offering a good deal for the citizens of Brandell. Better than the local guy can do.”

Cam took a document from his pocket and handed it to Gessing as Robin went on in her robotic voice. “If you take their money, we’ll send copies of that to every news outlet in the area. At best you’ll be embarrassed. At worst you’ll go to jail.”

Gessing bristled. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Not yet,” Robin allowed. “Refuse the money, look at the bids honestly, and help your city choose a contractor who’ll do a good job for everyone.”

Gessing’s face clouded. “What gives you the right to invade my home and make demands?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Robin replied honestly. “We represent a group that promotes the general welfare wherever we can. It’s up to you to protect your own reputation.” With that she and Cam backed out of the room, leaving Brandell’s mayor with a lot to think about.
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Chapter Four
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THE CITY COMMISSION met at 9:00 a.m. Monday morning, and by 10:00 the word was out. Brandell would award the bid for the new housing development to a contractor who’d entered the second lowest bid but promised to use local workers and materials to complete the project. Satisfied, Robin called to report they’d soon be on their way home.

“You scare this bad woman very much,” Jai crowed. “She did what you said, yes?”

“We encouraged her to put integrity over greed.” Robin felt guilty on two counts. They’d scared the mayor (though she hadn’t seemed all that frightened), and Jai clearly enjoyed their use of threats to incentivize good behavior. They needed to work on developing the girl’s compassion.

“You are okay?” Jai asked. Robin heard the clink of silverware and guessed she was doing dishes as they talked. “Tom is very worry.”

“Things went well, but I'll be glad to get home. Any news?”

“Em called. I told her you were at work. Is that okay to say over the phone?”

Retired FBI agent Emily Kane had left the gang recently, declaring herself too old and disabled to be of help. Though Robin missed her grumpy friend, she was pleased that Em was now living happily with the man she’d been in love with for years.

“Em will know what you meant,” she told Jai. “How are she and Bennett doing?”

“She says it is good, living in California.” There was a pause. “She want Mai and me to come out there for a visit. Maybe to stay. She says I won’t be cold there like here.”

Along with complaints about not being allowed to help with capers, Jai often voiced strong opinions about moving somewhere warmer than what she usually called, “Kansas, Kansas.” Tom joked that she had more clothes than the rest of them put together and wore all of them at once.

Robin tried to sound surprised. “Em wants you to move out there?”

“Yes. Em’s Bennett has a...guest house near the swimming pool. She says we could live there and go to school.” Her tone changed abruptly. “But I say, ‘What can school do for Mai?’”

Before Robin could explain that specialized teachers help those with Down syndrome become more independent, Jai said, “I told Em we must stay and help you fight bad people.”

Robin made what she hoped was an agreeable sound. The adults in the household spent a good deal of time discussing what to do with the sisters. Since their rescue, Jai was determined to become a member of the Kidnap Gang. She had never lived as a normal teenager, however, and Robin believed she’d benefit from attending high school with others her age. Formal education would develop her natural intelligence and hopefully instill the accepted social norms of American society. At the very least she might learn not to suggest beheading their enemies or “cutting off little parts they will not miss much.”

Em's invitation was the first step in what might be a solution, but there was no sense pushing the idea long distance. “How is the other Bennett doing?”

“He is a good dog. He goes with Mai when she walks in the woods, so I don’t worry she will get lost or eaten by a bear.”

“Jai, we don’t have any bears.”

A louder clink signaled more silverware and strong disagreement. “If you don’t see a bear, doesn’t mean there’s no bears. They are very sneaky.”

“I see. Well, it’s best that Bennett goes along then.”

“Like I said, he is a good dog.”

“Everyone else is okay?”

“Hua is with his computer, like always. Tom is working in the barn. Luca is doing something called Hop-Hop Funk, and she lets Mai do it too. They are very funny.”

“Hip-Hop,” Robin corrected.

“Yes, that. They moved all the dining room furniture into a corner. This is okay, right? Tom said, because we never eat in there.”

“That’s fine.”

“Luca says I should do it too. She show me booty pop. I am very good at this, she says.”

“I’m sure you are.”

“I told her I am too busy with housework to play hop-hop—uh, hip-hop with them.”

Robin smiled at Jai’s definite tone. She wanted so much to contribute to the group’s welfare. “We count on you to keep the place running, and you always get it done.”

“I rearranged the place for sheets and things, the, uh...”

“Linen closet?”

“Yes, that. It is very efficient now.”

“I can’t wait to see it, Jai. We should be home by dark, but I’ll check in when we stop for lunch.”
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ROBIN AND CAM PUT THEIR bags in the car. As Robin tidied up the room, Cam stood outside. The day was mild, and the breeze smelled faintly of smoke from some nearby homeowner’s burning leaves. Cam watched pickups and cars pass, mentally tagging the make and model of each. After a while he went back inside, where Robin was checking one more time to make sure they had everything. “There’s a guy standing across the parking lot. I think he was checking you out.”

Robin froze. “This is the first you’re mentioning it?”

“You’re pretty,” Cam said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I don’t think I need to tell you every time some guy watches you walk away.” After a pause he said, “This one’s old, though. He could be your—”

Robin had moved to the window and angled herself so she could look out without being seen. “Dad.”

“What?”

“We have to go now.” Grabbing her jacket, she fumbled to get her arms into the sleeves. “Is everything in the car?”

“Yeah, but don’t you want to say hi?”

“Cam.” She felt like someone had placed a strong rubber band around her head, immobilizing her jaw. “Mark Parsons is a bad person. He’s...he’s like poison.”

“Is that any way to talk about your father?”

The man they’d been discussing appeared in the open doorway. Cam had never seen Robin react so violently. She froze, one hand fisted at her chest, the other spread at her side as if ready to push herself away. Her breath came in ragged gasps, and she seemed unable to function.

Not understanding the danger but sensing Robin was temporarily unable to deal with it, Cam stepped forward and took a protective stance between the man and Robin.

“Imagine my surprise, finding my long-lost daughter here in my old stomping grounds.”

“We’re leaving.” Robin found her voice, but it was oddly high. “Whatever you’re here for, we want nothing to do with it—or you.”

“A little vacation with your...husband? Boyfriend?”

“My husband,” she replied, but it came too quickly. The man’s eyes flicked to Cam and back to Robin, assessing. She dropped her arms to her sides in an attempt to look relaxed, but they hung unnaturally, like they didn’t belong to her. She tried to brazen it through, though Cam heard a tremble in her voice. “We did some local photography for a magazine article, and now we’re finished. We need to get back home.”

The interloper stepped into the room and raised a small pistol he’d had concealed in his jacket pocket. “I don’t think that’s going to happen, Robbie. The three of us are going to get into your car and go for a ride.”

“People are expecting us.”

“I doubt that.” His smile seemed friendly, but Robin’s obvious distress told Cam they were in trouble.

Though as upset as Cam had ever seen her, Robin tried again. “It’s true. Our boss told us to stop by and show him the photos we got.”

“Then he’ll be disappointed. You’re going to help me make a really big score, and then I’ll leave you and Mr. Universe here alone forevermore.” He put up a hand in a sarcastic mime of a pledge. “Scout’s honor. Now both of you, hand over your phones and sit down on the bed.”

When they’d given them up, the man, who Cam assumed was named Parsons like Robin, did something with her phone, possibly a text message. When he’d finished, he demanded any other electronic devices they had with them. That led them to the car, where Robin and Cam dug out their tablets, which he stuffed, along with the phones, into an overloaded, smelly trash can at the corner of the building. Noticing the GPS device, he told Robin to toss that into the trash as well. Once that was done, he ordered them into their car. Cam looked to Robin, who gave him a tight nod, indicating he should follow orders.

He considered a sneak attack. Parsons was half his size, and Cam might be able to wrestle the gun away if he came at him from the side. But Robin knew their captor and no doubt had a better idea of what his capabilities were. Besides that, Parsons seemed competent with the pistol, holding it level and close to his body. He pointed it directly at Robin, tacitly indicating she’d be his first target if they didn’t do as he said. Cam couldn’t imagine the guy would really shoot his own daughter, but Robin’s tense posture signaled caution. Cam did as he was told.

Starting the engine, Cam backed out of the parking spot. Closed in the car, he noticed Parsons’ body odor was strong, like an old farmer who had lived down the road when he was a kid. Mr. Turner hadn’t believed frequent bathing was necessary, and Cam’s dad had joked that might be the reason there was no Mrs. Turner.

“Turn left onto Main Street and drive until you see an auto repair shop. Turn right there, onto Butler.” Once they’d traveled a few miles down the roughly paved road, Parsons directed Cam down a series of smaller and bumpier roads. Finally he ordered him to pull into a grassy drive that led to a cabin that had to be the one Robin described earlier. Though the lake beyond it was picturesque, the structure itself brought to mind an old song his mother used to sing about a tumble-down shack. Behind it was an even more tumble-down outhouse.

“Home, sweet home,” Parsons said. “Pull around the back, where the car won’t be visible from the road.” Cam obeyed. “Hand me the keys. Now, precede Robin and me to the back door. It isn’t locked. Sit down at the kitchen table and put your hands flat on the top. If you do exactly as I say, I won’t have to put a hole in my daughter’s hide.”

Again Cam obeyed, fearful for Robin’s safety. It was dark inside, owing to the fact that there were only two windows, both small, both filthy. Cam’s nose twitched at the musty, mousy smell, overlaid with hints of decaying food.

Parsons fetched a length of clothesline rope, cut it into lengths with a butcher knife, and ordered Robin to tie Cam to the chair where he sat. “Hands tied to the uprights, feet to the legs. Put a few loops around his chest and the chair back for good measure.”

Murmuring an apology, Robin did as she was told. As she worked she asked, “Why are you in Brandell, Mark?”

“The usual reason,” he said airily, but his tone sobered a bit as he added, “I ran a con in Florida that should have let me retire somewhere nice.” He frowned. “It failed, through no fault of mine, and as it turned out, the mark has some nasty associations. He sent a couple of thugs to hunt me down. Since this place was a good hideout in the past, I figured it would work for me now.”

Robin rolled her eyes. “When will you learn?”

Parsons shrugged as if to say, “Who knows?” After a moment, he gestured at their surroundings. “My cousin never sold the property after Uncle Tim died. Not sure what she’s holding onto it for, since she always despised sunshine and fresh air. Anyway, I figured I could come here, stay off the grid for a while, and regroup.” He finished with a horrible Bogart impression and a mangled quotation: “Of all the boring burgs in the world, you had to walk into mine.”

“Bad luck for me,” Robin’s tone was bitter. “Coming anywhere near you when you’re in trouble.”

“My luck always turns good when I need it most.” He gestured with his free hand. “As happened today. Now let me tell you what I have in mind.”

Cam tried to listen, but he was learning that being tied up was awful. His hands started going numb almost immediately, and he it was awful not being able to move his feet. He felt like a Thanksgiving turkey, all trussed up with an unhappy future. He hoped Robin was already making a plan for how they were going to get out of this, because it looked like their escape would be all up to her.
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Chapter Six
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“ROBIN’S THREE HOURS late for her check-in,” Hua spoke loudly to be heard over the scrape of a wire brush Tom was using to remove old paint from a trim board.

Tom set the brush aside and turned to Hua. “She didn’t call when they stopped for lunch?”

“No. She spoke to Jai this morning, said the caper went well and they'd be leaving Brandell soon. Since then our calls go directly to voicemail. The apps that locate their devices indicate they’re still at the motel.”

“Did you check the website?”

When a phone call wasn't possible or advisable, gang members could send messages at a website called KIDNAP.org. “Under construction” to most users, each of them was listed as an administrator and could therefore see any messages left for the group. “I checked,” Hua said. “Nothing there.”

Tom's gray eyes were troubled. “I assume you tried to call Cam too.”

“Several times.”

“Damn,” Tom said softly. “We shouldn’t have let them travel without backup.”

“Who should go?” Hua’s question revealed that he knew what their next move would be.

“I vote we take all the talent: you, me, and Luca. What do you think?”

Hua looked around to assure himself they were alone. “I think you shouldn't say that where Jai can hear you. She believes she is part of the talent.”

Tom smiled grimly. “True, but sixteen is a little young for crime-fighting. I’ll tell her we need them to guard the house.” After a moment he added, “Maybe Bennett should come along. A dog is a good excuse for a lot of things, and his nose might be helpful.”

Hua ran a hand through his dark hair. “What do you think is wrong?”

“The mayor might have come after them, in which case they could be under arrest. If they realized something had gone wrong, they might have had to leave without their belongings.”

“They might leave their tablets behind, but they are seldom without their phones,” Hua commented. “And if they were arrested, they’d have contacted us.”

“True. The other possibility is that something came up we didn’t predict. If that’s the case, they’ll deal with it as best they can, but they’ll probably need help to get away without being identified.”

Hua turned toward the house. “I'll tell Luca to be ready in half an hour.”

They assembled at the van, Hua laden with electronics. Bennett danced excitedly, pleased to be included. Luca looked almost prim with only three pairs of earrings, an auburn wig, false eyelashes, and a long-sleeved top that covered most of her tattoos. The smell of Beyoncé Rise in her immediate area was stronger than Tom would have liked, considering the long ride ahead.

Mai and Jai came outside to see them off, shivering in the nippy fall air. Peeping out from a tightly tied hood, Jai pouted at being left behind, but Tom stressed again the need for
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