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From Brendan: For my wife, Mona.

From Jim: For Sue. Of course, of course.



CHAPTER 1

I know within thirty-three seconds of entering the front door that my home is empty and my husband and daughter are missing.

As a US Army captain, assigned to the Military Intelligence Command, I have years of training and battlefield experience in Iraq and Afghanistan in evaluating patterns, scraps of information, and bits of communication.

This experience comes in handy when I enter our nice little suburban home in Kingstowne, Virginia, about eight miles from my current duty station at Fort Belvoir. Our light-blue Honda CR-V is parked in the driveway, school has been out for hours, and when I take my first two steps into our house, there’s no television on, no smell of dinner cooking—which my husband, Tom, said would be ready when I got home, since I am late once again—and, most puzzling, no ambient noise or presence from our ten-year-old, Denise, who is usually singing, chatting on her phone, or tap-dancing in the front hallway. Hard to explain, but the moment after I open the door, I know the place is empty and my loved ones are in trouble.

I gently put my black leather purse and soft leather briefcase on the floor. I don’t bother calling out. Instead I go to the near wall, where there’s a framed photo of a Maine lighthouse, and I tug the photo free, revealing a small metal safe built into the wall and a combination keypad next to a handle. I punch in 9999 (in an emergency like this, trying to remember a complex code is a one-way ticket to disaster), tug the handle free, and reach in and pull out a loaded stainless-steel Ruger .357 hammerless revolver.

It’s always loaded. Always. When we first moved in here three years ago, Tom teased me about my paranoia, but he stopped teasing when one of my fellow intelligence officers died in a home invasion gone bad in California: nothing was stolen during this supposed home invasion, and my colleague was nailed to the wall of his bedroom with eight-inch steel spikes.

I kick off my black shoes, move down the short hallway. Kitchen is empty. Tom’s cluttered office is also empty. Since leaving his reporting job last year, Tom has spent many hours in this office writing a book—about what, I don’t know—and I remember he’s supposed to leave to interview a source for said book in two days.

I move on to the also empty dining room, which has an oval-shaped table, six dining room chairs, and a glass-enclosed hutch holding our best china. A single rose stands in a slim glass vase in the center of the table. A gift from Tom last night.

Living room, with reclining chair, two couches, bookcases, flat-screen television with Denise’s collection of DVDs shelved beneath.

Also empty.

I open the door to the basement, sidle down, and then quickly switch on the lights.

Furnace, stored boxes, Denise’s old bicycle, some odds and ends, broken toys and hand tools, Bowflex machine Tom claims he’ll get to one of these days, next to a dusty treadmill I also promise to get to one of these days.

Clear.

Now I’m on the stairs leading to the second floor, creeping up, keeping myself close to the wall so my quiet footfalls won’t cause nails or wood to creak.

I’ve been through basic, extended basic, two infantry tours in Iraq, and was one of the first women to make it through US Army Ranger training. In the past few years, I’ve gone face-to-face with some of the most dangerous people in the world, interviewing Al-Qaeda, ISIS, and Taliban men (always men!) who looked at me with such hate from their black and brown eyes that it has caused terrible dreams at night and paranoia during the day; I am always looking over my shoulder.

But nothing so far has scared me as much as walking up these fourteen typical steps in a typical American house in a typical Virginia suburb. Among the many skills an intelligence officer needs is an active and extensive imagination, and I’m imagining—

Tom, facedown on our marital bed, the back of his head a bloody mush from being shot.

Denise, in the corner of her bedroom, holding a stuffed Mickey Mouse toy in her dead arms, her throat slit, blood staining her Frozen T-shirt purchased on a Disney vacation last year.

Tom and Denise, their butchered bodies dumped in the bathtub, a mocking message smeared on the bathroom mirror, written in their blood.

My family, my loves, my life, all dead because of where I’ve gone, whom I’ve fought, and the sins I’ve committed over the years in service to my country.

I’ve never been a particularly religious woman, but as I reach the top of the stairs, my prayers to whatever god is “up there” have deteriorated from “Please, God, let my family be safe,” to “Please, God,” and now, as I step onto the second floor, just to whispers of “Please, please, please.”

My mom instinct kicks in, and I go into Denise’s room.

Messy, but clear.

Our bedroom, across the way.

Much neater, but also clear.

The bathroom.

The door is closed.

I take a deep breath, bat my eyelids to blink out the tears. I spin the doorknob and fling the door open.

The floor mat is tumbled, like it’s been disturbed.

Clothes from Denise—her practice soccer uniform—are in a pile on the floor.

My girl’s room may be messy, but she knows enough to pop her soiled clothes in the nearby hamper.

Wrong, it’s all wrong.

With a hard, deep breath, I rip the shower curtain open.

Clear.

But still oh so wrong.

And now I’m on the ground floor, revolver still in both hands, still looking, hunting, evaluating, and there’s a smell I hadn’t noted before.

A scent of fear, of sweat, of terror.

I pass by the dining room and there’s something there I missed earlier, partially hidden by the vase holding the single rose.

I go into the room, pushing back the happy memories made at this very table—of family dinners, helping Denise with her math homework, Christmas mornings and Thanksgiving afternoons, meals with my fellow officers and civvies from Fort Belvoir—all sorts of pleasant thoughts that are now gone.

There’s a sheet of paper on the table.

Next to the paper is a cell phone I don’t recognize. Mine is in my purse, and both Tom and Denise have iPhones.

This cell phone is square, with a small screen and a keypad underneath.

I step closer to the paper.

Look down.

Standard eight-and-a-half-by-eleven sheet of white paper, with the words centered, the black letters looking like they came off an inkjet printer.

Typical and usual, except the words underneath are neither typical nor usual.


WE HAVE YOUR HUSBAND AND DAUGHTER. NO FBI, STATE POLICE, CID, MILITARY POLICE. YOU AND YOU ALONE.

FOLLOW OUR INSTRUCTIONS TO THE LETTER AND COMPLETE YOUR TASK IN 48 HOURS, OR THEY BOTH DIE.



I read and re-read the message, clear and to the point, and I’m in the middle of reading it for the third time when the strange phone rings, jolting me so hard that I nearly drop my weapon.



CHAPTER 2

I keep the revolver in my right hand and pick up the unfamiliar phone with my left, push the Answer button, and say, “Cornwall.”

There’s a male voice on the other end. No hint of static, or crackling, or anything else. This is a burner phone, but it’s a high-end burner phone.

“We have your husband and your daughter,” he starts, in a low but straightforward voice with just a hint of an accent that I can’t place. “They are perfectly fine for now. Within the next forty-eight hours, you are to proceed to Three Rivers, Texas, to a secure location under the control of your intelligence services and free a man very important to us. Forty-eight hours. Once this man is free, we will perform the exchange for the safe return of your husband and daughter.”

I close my eyes, forcing myself to memorize the man’s voice, the inflections, the slight accent, and I do my best to tamp down the emotions roaring through me, from fear to terror to pure hate.

“All right,” I say.

He says, “I know there are instructions for you, left on your dining room table. Those instructions are not a joke. If we get any indication that you have contacted any law enforcement agency, either civilian or military, then you will never hear back from us, and you will never see your husband or daughter again.”

“Who is the prisoner?” I ask.

The man says, “Let’s just say one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter, and leave it at that.”

“Where is this man?” I go on, eyes still closed, still working the problem. “Where in Three Rivers?”

“Do you agree to this task?”

The black hate in me that’s been stirred up by this man wants me to scream, What choice do you think I have, asshole?

But I keep it professional.

Trying to keep my voice calmer than my mind, I say, “I need assurances that my husband and daughter are safe.”

The man says, “That sounds reasonable. Hold on.”

I put the Ruger on the table, push a finger into my other ear, try to see if I can hear anything going on, anything that will help me later.

Nothing.

Another male voice comes on the phone, and this voice nearly buckles my knees. It’s clear but filled with emotion.

“Amy,” my husband says, his voice strained but tired. “Denise and I are just fine.”

I dig my finger deeper into my ear, focusing hard on listening for any sounds in the background that might provide a clue to where Tom is calling from.

But I don’t hear anything useful.

I ask, “Tom, what’s the day today?”

He sounds puzzled. “It’s Tuesday.”

A murmur and the other man comes back on the line. “What was that all about?”

I open my eyes, and the safe and happy dining room seems to mock me.

“I needed to know that my husband’s voice wasn’t a recording,” I say. “I have the assurance. I’ll perform your task. What’s the address?”

“Linden Street, Three Rivers, Texas. Number forty-six.”

“What’s the prisoner’s name?”

The caller pauses, just for the briefest of seconds.

Why?

He goes on. “His name can change from month to month. It makes no difference to you successfully doing your job. You’ll know him when you see him. He’ll be the one without a weapon.”

“Why is he being held? What has he done?”

The man says, “Captain, please. Will that make any difference to you? If he made car bombs in Afghanistan, or shot up a school in Pakistan, or dropped an airliner over the Sudan, will you still not free him to retrieve your family?”

I keep my mouth shut. I’m ashamed that he knows exactly what I’m thinking.

He clears his throat. “There’s a pre-programmed number in the phone. That will be your only means of contacting me, but I only expect two more phone calls from you via that number: one telling me that you’ve retrieved the prisoner, and one when you have arrived at the exchange site. Phone calls begging for more time, for more flexibility, for another chance to speak to your husband or daughter—those will be ignored. Is that clear?”

“Quite clear,” I say.

“All right.”

Another quick pause, and then he chuckles, again with the slight accent I can’t place. “Isn’t this the point where you warn me that you’ll kill me if anything happens to your husband and daughter?”

“No,” I say.

“Really?”

I say sharply, “Yeah. Really. You want to know why?”

“Of course,” he says.

“Because I don’t have the goddamn time to waste.”

And I hang up on him.



CHAPTER 3

After disconnecting the call, I check the burner’s screen and memorize the ten-digit phone number.

I look away to the far wall, jam-packed with photos of me in full battle rattle in Afghanistan and Iraq, Tom in his reporter’s gear somewhere in Venezuela, our wedding photo from Bar Harbor, photos of the two of us with an increasingly taller and older Denise, and I repeat the number under my breath three times, look back at the burner phone.

Exact match.

I’ll never forget that number—not now, not ever.

I pick up the Ruger, drop the burner phone in my jacket pocket, and get to work.

Upstairs first, to our bedroom, where I fling open the closet door and retrieve a black zippered duffel bag with two carrying straps from a locked trunk. My go bag, filled with spare clothes, water, rations, cash, a SIG Sauer P320, and other items. Tom’s go bag is in there as well, and when we first moved in three years back, I was surprised he didn’t give me any pushback about having a go bag prepared.

“Amy,” he said, while we were washing dishes together, “I’ve been grabbing an airplane, boat, or train to get to a story for years. Don’t worry about me. I know the drill.”

But one of us didn’t know the drill, and I often hoped she would never learn it. Nestled behind Tom’s duffel bag is a pink-and-white Minnie Mouse knapsack, which I’ve never told Denise about and which I’ve always maintained. My ten-year-old daughter’s go bag, to quickly go with Mom and Dad in case of disaster, natural or man-made. Denise’s mom, determined to protect her daughter, no matter what.

And Denise’s mom, a failure.

For a moment I grab one of Tom’s shirts, bring it to my face. Tom doesn’t smoke and doesn’t wear cologne, but his scent is here, and I rub a sleeve against my face—so many memories rushing in, from first kisses to the birth of Denise and our many moves across the country.

Then I slam the closet door shut before I break down and lose my focus. I can’t lose my focus.

I just can’t.

I race downstairs and damn it all to hell, a phone rings and it’s mine, stashed in my soft leather briefcase, and I’m tempted to ignore it while I prep to get the hell going, but suppose—just suppose—it’s good news?

Tom was a tough reporter and is now a tough writer, working on a nonfiction book. I know he wouldn’t sit back and be a nice, cooperative prisoner. He would fight back. He would look for means and ways of escape. He would—

I drop my iPhone on the floor, think, Tom, Tom, Tom, as I grab it and pick it up.



CHAPTER 4

With my iPhone finally firmly in my hand, I see the name on the screen.


BRUNO WENNER



Damn, of all times.

Bruno is a major assigned to my unit, the executive officer to my boss, Lieutenant Colonel Hugh Denton.

The phone keeps on ringing.

I should let it go to voice mail, but Bruno’s a good guy who’s backed me up and helped me along in navigating the increasingly bureaucratic world of an eighteenth-century organization adjusting to one very challenging and strange twenty-first century.

I slide my finger across the screen, bring the phone up to my ear.

“Cornwall.”

“Oh, Amy, glad I caught you,” Bruno says. “You at home?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Tom and Denise okay?”

I clench my jaw and say, “They’re fine, sir.”

“Of course they are … I just sent you an email, and just to reconfirm, your meeting is on for oh-eight hundred tomorrow.”

“The meeting …”

Right now about 90 percent of my body and being—the other 10 percent focusing on breathing, heart beating, so on—is wrapped up in one thing, and one thing only.

Bruno sounds concerned. “You know, the meeting with Warrant Officer Vasquez? From the CID? To interview you about … well, what happened in Afghanistan two months back. The incident with the prisoner.”

Afghanistan.

Like a stone-and-dirt avalanche, the memory of the “incident” pours over me. The grueling hours interviewing a captured Taliban member who shouldn’t have been in the government-controlled territory we were supporting. The grin, the joking from the prisoner … his utter assurance that nothing would happen to him, especially with me—a woman!—in charge of his questioning. The heat, the sand, the dust that got into everything, the messages from on high demanding to know why the Taliban member was there, what I was going to do about it, what I was going to learn. Come on, Captain Cornwall, we’ve got lives depending on your skills. Get to it!

Yeah. Right up to the point where I went to pick him up in his cell for another go-around and found him huddled in the corner, blood and foam around his nose, lips, and beard.

Dead.

On my watch, under my control.

“You sure, sir, oh-eight hundred?”

“That’s right, Amy.” His voice lowers. “Just so you know, the colonel is increasingly going apeshit over this matter. So far it’s been kept out of the news, but the more people know about it, the better the chances it’ll get leaked. He really wants you to … cooperate with the CID officer as much as possible tomorrow. To nip everything in the bud.”

And relieve my superior officer of any troubles from his superior officers, I think.

“Okay, Major, message received,” I say. “I’m on it, sir.”

“Good,” Bruno replies, almost in relief. “Amy … this could be a career-ender. Or worse, if your meeting tomorrow doesn’t go well.”

Yeah, I think. Worse means exchanging my usual uniform for a brown, heavily starched outfit at Leavenworth, joining other prisoners who are in there for rape, murder, drug trafficking, and, at last count, two for treason.

“Thanks for the reminder, Major. May I go, sir?”

“Very well, Captain.”

I disconnect the call, shove my iPhone back into my leather bag along with the Ruger and burner phone, grab that and my purse, and toss my duffel bag over my shoulder.

In the movies, this would be where the frightened yet determined heroine would stand mournfully in the hallway outside of the door, recall and flash back to all those happy times in here with her strong and smart husband and her precious and also smart young daughter, ready to start those fearful steps from childhood to growing into a young woman.

To hell with that.

I don’t have time, so I open the front door and get the hell out of this place that used to be a safe home.



CHAPTER 5

And then this brave heroine, off on a quest to save her family, comes within inches of bowling over an elderly woman standing on the concrete steps.

I do a half dance and jig, and then land with both feet on the lawn. Shirley Gaetz, our next-door neighbor, utters a mixed laugh and cry of surprise as she steps away.

“Oh, Amy, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s okay, Mrs. Gaetz, honest,” I say, rearranging my duffel bag, which nearly fell off my left shoulder. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, it’s this, my younger son, Timmy, ever since his father passed on years back,” she begins, and she starts a long and winding tale of how her son had agreed to help take care of the house after Shirley’s husband, Roger, had passed on after serving more than thirty years in this man’s army, and on and on and on …

Mrs. Gaetz is the oldest resident in the development. She’s watched over Denise when Tom and I were out on our respective jobs, and she looks adorable in black stretch slacks and a floral top that could camouflage a dirt mound into a flower bed.

I look longingly at my black Jeep Wrangler, and I interrupt her and say, “Mrs. Gaetz, I’m terribly sorry, but my office called. I need to get back to the base, straightaway. How can I help you?”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she says, reaching up to adjust her white-rimmed eyeglasses, secured by a thin gold chain around her fleshy neck. “It’s just that I’m curious if you and Tom were pleased with your carpet-cleaning service, the one that stopped by a few hours ago.”

I stand there like the proverbial dopey wife who doesn’t know what’s going on with her family. With our weird work schedules and occasional separate trips, organizing our lives and that of our daughter’s sometimes feels akin to planning the invasion of Normandy. Lots of moving parts, lots of time-sensitive schedules. I’m ashamed to say it, but twice poor Denise has been left abandoned at soccer practice because Tom and I each thought the other had it covered.

But a carpet-cleaning service?

“Ah … well, I haven’t talked to Tom yet, so I really don’t know,” I say.

“Oh,” she says with disappointment. “I was hoping you could give me a recommendation.”

Then it clicks, just like that. “You know, I didn’t really notice. I’ll have to ask Tom when I see him.”

“Oh,” she says, glancing at the CR-V. “He’s not here?”

“Ah … he’s out with Denise.”

“I see.”

“Tell me, did you get the name of the company?”

She shakes her head. “No, I’m sorry. It was a bright-red van, and I saw letters on the side, advertising some carpet-cleaning place. Funny thing, I saw it drive in, and then turn around and back in, right up to the garage door.”

I thought, Driver makes a mistake, heads in with the front, then turns around so whatever they’re doing can be blocked from view from most neighbors.

“Was there one guy, or two?”

“Two,” she says. “Wearing those gray … what do you call them, jumpsuits.” A pause. “Amy, is everything all right?”

Good God, what a goddamn question.

“Things are fine,” I say. “Did they stay long?”

“Now, funny you should say that. No, they didn’t stay that long at all. I just saw them come out with two of your Oriental carpets and put them in the back of the van.”

It feels like there’s a giant hand in the center of my chest, squeezing, and squeezing hard.

Tom and I don’t own any Oriental rugs.

“Well, I hope they do a good job,” I say. “I bet they wrapped them up nice and secure.”

Mrs. Gaetz smiles and nods. “That’s what struck me, when they left. They opened the garage door and came out with the rolled-up rugs between them, and they put them in the van, real careful like, one by one. Like those two rugs were very precious.”

I manage to say, “You have no idea,” before hustling by her and getting into my Jeep.



CHAPTER 6

I stop at the intersection, waiting for the light to change. Our house is on a cul-de-sac, meaning there’s only one way in and one way out.

One way out.

Before me is the busy traffic of Kingstowne Boulevard, which eventually leads into the extremely busy traffic of I-95 if you make a left-hand turn. If you were kidnapping a dad and young child from this neighborhood, heading to I-95 would be your best bet. Get buried in traffic, lots of options north and south to make your escape …

Escape where?

Just across the street is a Sunoco service station and minimart.

The light changes.

I hit the accelerator.

Drive across the street and behind the service station.

I take a deep breath, step out.

Inside the service station there’s a coffee setup, a pastry cabinet, and the usual narrow aisles filled with overpriced junk food, from chips to cupcakes—and I shouldn’t be a wiseass, because there have been a number of times when I’ve stopped here with Denise to pick up something to drink or munch on while going on an errand or a school trip.

At the left is a counter with two register stations with piles of cigarettes in shelves on the rear wall, and there are lines of three people each in front of the registers.

Busy day.

I’m wearing my class B service uniform with a short zippered dark-blue jacket, and that has the benefit of not displaying my name tag. Good enough.

But the lines aren’t moving.

Any other time, any other day, I’d be patient.

By God, this sure as hell isn’t any other time or day.

I push my way forward, saying, “Excuse me,” in a low but brisk voice, and I pull out my military ID—making sure my thumb is covering my name—and I come up against a cashier named Sarah, plump with brown hair and a silver nose ring.

I flash my ID at her. “Ma’am, I need to see the manager. Right now.”

“Ah.” Her eyes widen. “That’s Tommy … he’s on break.”

“Then who’s in charge?”

She looks over to another woman, older, with long pink fingernails and bright blond hair. Her name is Tina, and she shrugs and says, “It’s you, hon. You’ve been here longer than me.”

Sarah nods, takes her new responsibility well, puts up a sign saying USE NEXT REGISTER PLEASE with a little arrow pointing to Tina’s station, and leads me around to the side office as the three good Americans in line quietly join the other one.

I don’t waste time. “Sarah, I’m investigating a matter of national security. Can I look at your surveillance camera system, please?”

“Sure,” she says, pointing to a wall that has a bank of six small monitors, with a larger monitor nearby, and a computer and keyboard. The wall is cluttered with tacked-up greeting cards, notices from the Virginia Department of Labor and Industry, and sloppy photocopies of memos from the home office, warning workers about the latest phone scams.

There’s a counter below the keyboard and two chairs, and I take one and Sarah takes the other, and I look at the six monitors and oh my God, yes, yes, yes, monitor number 4 shows the entrance to the Sunoco station, Kingstowne Boulevard, and the very beginning of our street, Jackson Street.

“Sarah, I know you have lots of questions, but I’m sorry, I can’t answer them,” I say. “But I need for you to go back and review the footage for monitor number four.”

She scoots the chair closer, starts working on the keyboard. “How far back do you want to go?”

I check my watch. It’s six p.m. Mrs. Gaetz said the supposed carpet guys were at our house “a few hours ago.” Call it four hours, just to be safe.

“Starting at two p.m.,” I say.

“All right.”

She works with a wireless mouse, and on the large monitor, a menu appears. After a series of clicks, we’re watching the video feed from monitor number 4, and the time stamp is for two p.m.

“Great, Sarah, that’s just great,” I say. “Now … can you fast-forward it for me, please?”

“Sure,” she says, and soon enough, the images of the cars and trucks are moving along—flick flick flick—like a silent film from the 1920s speeded up, and at the 2:46 p.m. mark I see our CR-V turn into Jackson Avenue, and I just nod and think, Okay, Tom’s home, and the flick flick flick goes on until—

A school bus stops, extends the Stop sign from the driver’s side, and when the bus moves away, there are four little shapes racing out of view, one with a pixie blond haircut, wearing a soccer uniform, and I must have gasped or made some sort of noise, because Sarah says, “Oh, do you want me to stop there?”

“No,” I say firmly. “Keep on going.”

And, thank God, I don’t have long to wait.

A red van shows up at the traffic light and I say, “There, right there.”

Sarah works the keyboard again. The view goes into normal time. In the movies you get to see the keyboard operator freeze the film, zoom in so you can see the license plate of the suspect vehicle, and sometimes you can even see the driver’s lips move and decipher what he’s saying.

This little Sunoco station is definitely not Hollywood. On the screen the van makes a left-hand turn onto Jackson Street and I catch some of the letters on the side: ABLE CARPET. It looks like it has Virginia license plates, but the numbers and letters are too fuzzy. I check the time.

Wait.

Per the video feed, the van comes back sixteen minutes later. There are two men in the front. Can’t tell if they’re Caucasian, Asian, African American, or any mixture thereof. I chew on my right thumbnail. My two loved ones are in the rear of this van. I’m positive.

The van makes a left and then disappears. I know the geography. The exit to I-95 is only about five minutes away.

That’s that.

I push the chair back and say, “Sarah, thank you so very much.”

She nods, looking quite serious. “Glad I could help. And I promise, I won’t tell anyone.”

“Thanks,” I say. “One more favor? I need to use a restroom.”

Sarah says, “I’m not supposed to let customers use it … but this is important, right? Follow me.”

Six minutes later, at the rear of the service station, I’ve changed into civilian clothes—blue jeans, black turtleneck, short black leather jacket. I quickly walk to my Wrangler, lots of thoughts and plans bouncing around in my head.

I suddenly remember being with Tom on a warm night in McLean, walking off a fine restaurant meal, and as we went past a corner Walgreens, a man leaning against the wall, smoking a cigarette, smiled at us both and said something I didn’t understand.

Tom said, “Excuse me,” and walked back to the man, said something. The man said something back and went after Tom, and in a quick movement Tom made a boxing stance, and in one hard punch, the man was on the ground.

Tom later said, “He called you a whore in Farsi. I told him he shouldn’t have said that. You saw what happened.”

“I didn’t know you knew boxing.”

“For a while, I did.”

“Why did you stop?” I said.

“Every time I got hit in the face, I cried,” he said.

So I knew Tom would do his best to keep Denise and himself alive.

But it was up to me to get them safely free.

Near the Wrangler is a pump island for diesel, and four tractor-trailer trucks are lined up, refueling. I tug out the burner phone. This is my connection to the kidnappers, the ones who have up-ended my life, have stolen my husband and child, and who’ve put them in danger.

I go to a nearby tractor-trailer truck, belonging to Walmart. I shove the phone in a crack under the doors and go back to my Wrangler.

Earlier the kidnapper thought he had sent me on a mission.

He has.

Mine.

Not his.



CHAPTER 7

In his years as a journalist, Tom Cornwall has been in some tight places: under artillery bombardment in a Kurdish peshmerga outpost in Syria, accidentally separated from a Filipino army patrol while they were hunting Abu Sayyaf terrorists in the jungles of Jolo Island, and in an armored-up Humvee convoy in Afghanistan when the lead vehicle did a flaming backflip after it ran over an IED.

In all of these close calls, Tom had one sustaining mantra: his circus, his monkey. He was in danger because that was his choice, his life, and if things went to shit, well, he’d be the only one bloodied out.

Sitting on the edge of a cot in a concrete cube somewhere, he sighs, rubs his head. Now he is in danger again, but now it is so terribly different.

He lifts his head. His daughter, Denise, is curled up on an identical cot, on the other side of the room. She’s barefoot, wearing black tights and an oversized sweatshirt from Epcot Center. She’s clutching a stuffed Tigger in her arms, and it’s been ten minutes since she last let out a sob.

Progress, of a sort.

She looks up and says, “What about Mister Banjo?”

Tom gets up and examines their quarters. A square room, made of light-green cinder blocks. Concrete ceiling with a small air vent. Concrete floor with a drain in the center. One metal door, leading out. No handle or doorknob on this side. Four lightbulbs dangling from black cords. A dial that can lower the lights but not turn them off. In the corner of the room, a metal sink and metal toilet.

That’s it.

“Daddy, what about Mister Banjo?”

He walks back and forth, back and forth, working out the kinks in his legs and arms. The events of the past hours keep on running back and forth in his mind, like a defective DVD that skips and repeats the same scene.

A regular day at home. Denise in the kitchen, running the blender, making a fruit smoothie, having just changed and dumped her soccer clothes in the bathroom, with a promise that she’ll pick them up, real-soon-now. He in his office, supposedly doing research on his book, but going down a YouTube rabbit hole showing black-and-white science-fiction movie clips from the 1950s. Looking out the window, seeing a red van make a turn in a driveway two homes down.

Back to YouTube, seeing old footage of a V-2 rocket launching from White Sands, pretending to be a moon rocket. Hearing a vehicle come into the driveway, leave, and then return.

Doorbell rings. He gets up, goes to the door.

Whirring sound of the blender.

Open the door to two smiling yet nervous men wearing gray jumpsuits, one of them holding a clipboard, and the one on the left, in an accented voice, says, “Sir? We’re here for the carpet cleaning?”

Situational awareness.

It all comes right to him at that moment.

The men are nervous, jittery, their dark-skinned faces sweaty.

He and Amy haven’t ordered a carpet-cleaning service.

This is wrong.

He smiles at the two men, starts closing the door, knowing the gun safe is right at his shoulder, and says, “Sorry, there must be some mistake.”

No more smiles, no more nervousness.

The larger of the two men snaps out something in a foreign language, and they break in, and now it’s like a bad dream that’s only getting worse, and he shouts, “Denise! Run!”

Then on the floor, gasping, legs and arms trembling, as some sort of Taser-like device is being pushed into his ribs. He’s thrown on his stomach, hands and feet are being bound, and in a high-pitched voice that will haunt him to his deathbed, he hears Denise screaming.

He fades in and out. He’s rolled into something. It goes dark. He’s lifted up. Dropped. Movement. Engine sounds. Stops and starts, stops and starts. More lifting. Engine sounds.

Lifting up and down, up and down.

Then …

Unwrapped in this room by the same two men, plastic ties cut away, Denise sobbing next to him, long hours trying to calm her down …

Knowing they are trapped, knowing he is in the greatest danger of his life, and also knowing he has put his ten-year-old girl in a depth of jeopardy he dares not even consider.



CHAPTER 8

Now, in their concrete prison, trying not to obsess over his mistakes that got them here.

Right now, trying not to panic in front of the little girl who’s depending on him to make it all right.

“Daddy! Mister Banjo!”

Her scream cuts through his thinking, his memories, and another chunk of guilt has just been added to the monument piling up in his gut.

“Sorry, hon,” he says.

He goes over, sits down on the cot next to Denise. He strokes her back, looks around at their surroundings. Where are they? He’s not sure. He was so out of sorts for such a long time that he has no idea if it’s been three or six or nine hours since their kidnapping.

He tried talking, reasoning, and even begging the two men who deposited them here, taking the unrolled carpets with them.

He tries to remember the word the larger man said back at the house. Middle Eastern, of course, but he didn’t understand it.

And his wife, Amy, a captain in military intelligence.

Lots of puzzle pieces out there.

“I’m sorry, hon, who’s Mister Banjo?”

Her voice is filled with accusation. “I already told you!”

Tom grits his teeth, tries to keep it together. “I’m sorry, hon. Could you tell me again?”

Tears come back to her eyes. “Mister Banjo. In Mrs. Millett’s class. He’s our pet hamster. I was going to bring him home tomorrow and keep him a week, like the other kids. This week it’s my turn … and I won’t be there tomorrow!”

She starts sobbing again, and Tom brings his hand up higher, to Denise’s head and soft blond hair. He strokes her hair and she sniffs and rubs a hand across her runny nose. She’s ten and normally wouldn’t be hugging a stuffed Tigger like this, but nothing here is normal. Still, despite the anger and fear and anguish, there’s pride in his little girl. She’s not your typical ten-year-old, especially since she has parents who sometimes depart for weeks or months, spending quality time on Skype or FaceTime.

He says, “I’m sure Mrs. Millett will understand. Mom … Mom will probably tell her when she can. And then we can fix the schedule so you can get Mister Banjo later.”

Denise nods and Tom wonders at what point his little girl will no longer be convinced that her dad can solve any problem in the world.

“Daddy?” she finally asks.

“Yes, love?”

“I’m scared.”

“I know,” he says.

“Are you scared?”

“I’m … okay. I’m concerned. This will be figured out. I’m sure.”

He strokes her fine hair, a part of him still wondering how he—with brown hair, and Amy, with black hair—managed to come up with this little blond princess. Not an angel, good Lord, no, not with her temper and her insane curiosity and daring—like the time she saw a Bugs Bunny cartoon and climbed up on the garage roof, black umbrella in hand, convinced she could come down like an eight-year-old parachutist.

In his daughter’s profile, Tom sees the outline of Amy’s face, first time they met. It was at an afternoon college lecture series in Maine—where, full of himself and a year into his first journalism job at the Boston Globe, he pontificated on the state of the world and the military—and at a following reception, she came up to him in her Army uniform, a sergeant.

“Nice lecture,” she said. “Too bad fifty percent of it was bullshit.”

Stunned but instantly attracted to her smile and bright eyes, he said, “Which fifty percent?”

“Take me out to dinner, and I’ll tell you,” she said.

And he did just that, and for years afterward.

Denise stares up at him, still looking like a much younger version of her mother.

“Why did they take us, Daddy?”

“Because … they want something. And we’re going to be traded, like when you trade those Magic trading cards.”

“What do they want?”

“I don’t know.”

Denise rolls over and now he’s stroking her forehead. “Who are they, Dad? I mean … they’re so scary. And it hurt. It really hurt when they zapped me.”

“I don’t know who they are, either. I’m sorry.”

He takes his hand away from her smooth forehead, and she scrunches her face, like she’s trying not to cry.

“Dad?” she asks.

“Yes, hon?”

“Will Mom and her friends rescue us?”

Tom says, “I’m sure.”

“The Army. I bet those bad guys kidnapped us because of Mom and her job.”

“Maybe,” Tom says. “In the meantime, let’s see if we can’t rescue ourselves.”

“Huh?”

He rubs the side of her face. “We’re smart. We’re tough. Maybe we can figure out a way of escaping. What do you think?”

She nods, barely smiling. “That sounds good. I’ll start thinking, okay? And when we get out, maybe you can call Mrs. Millett. About Mister Banjo.”

He now rubs her belly. “Sure. That sounds great.”

Now she’s smiling and he turns away, because he’s afraid he’s going to choke up in front of his daughter, who is relying on Daddy to save her. And who believes—and makes a good case—that this kidnapping is due to Amy’s work in the Army.

But Tom knows better, and the guilt is threatening to consume him.

For he has secrets, secrets he’s been keeping from Amy.

And he’s terrified they will end up killing him and Denise.



CHAPTER 9

In the kidnap note that I’ve left behind at the house, I was warned not to contact any military or law enforcement personnel.

But they didn’t say anything about public libraries.

I’m at a computer terminal in the corner of the Kingstowne Library, which on the outside looks like an outlet mall—no doubt because it was built in the Landsdowne Centre shopping complex—and on the inside has lots of bright colors and white ceilings and open shelves. I grew up in a small town in Maine, and our library was one of those places donated by Andrew Carnegie, a dark, Victorian-style building with lots of brick and turrets. Sometimes, when the librarian dozed, I’d play hide-andgo-seek with my gal pals.

Back then, there were no computers, but this library has a nice little section for public use, and I’m hard at work, believe it or not. A few years ago the president and the secretary of defense made a big deal of transferring millions of dollars from our DoD budget to help upgrade computer systems in libraries across the country. Yay, everyone said. But there might have been a few nays if folks realized that in all this upgrading a back door was installed in the software for the use of nosy intelligence officers like myself who were stuck somewhere in flyover country or on the run.

Call it defense in depth, or increasing the stability of vital DoD intelligence services, or another few bricks in the wall-to-wall surveillance of everything we do in the States, but all I know is that it works, and I need it.

I go to an obscure federal government website about protecting rare flowers and click on a tiny gray box in the lower right-hand corner, which brings up a log-in box. I gain access by using my name, Army service number, and password.

There’s a host of options available to me but first on my list is getting a readout of all surveillance cameras in and around Kingstowne, including those at service stations (like our friendly Sunoco from down the way), ATMs, drugstores, malls, banks, private homes, private businesses, and anywhere else with a view of the busy streets of Fairfax County. That program is called TANGO TRAPPER.

Once I “caught” the carpet-cleaning van going down our street, I saved the blurry photo, then repeated the process when it exited. And then I caught it one more time, just as it was heading onto exit 169A north on I-95.

Three catches.

Enough.

I go to another program, feed in the three blurry photos. Wait.

Wait some more.

Deep in some heavily guarded and secure server farm out there somewhere, things are hard at work.

Do I know exactly what is going on?

Nope.

But I’m not worried.

I take a moment and look around the pretty and safe library. A number of kids sitting at the tables, or gliding past the crowded shelves. Seeing a blond girl working at a round table stabs at me so hard that I have to turn around and look elsewhere.

Once upon a time, places like these that contained books and knowledge were stored in heavily fortified monasteries in Europe, to protect them from the barbarians.

Now the barbarians are no longer at the gates. Thanks to the wonders of this century, the barbarians could reach across half the globe and give you a deadly tap on the shoulder with a digital finger. Viruses, malware, phishing …

I go back to the screen, using the program called BORAX.

There’s my target van, sharpened up, clean, and looking fine.

ABLE CAREPT CLEANERS, ALEXANDRIA.

With a local phone number painted below.

The van looks legit.

Stolen?

Probably.

I’ll look into that later.

With the sharpened photo of the van in my digital grasp, I send it along to another complicated tracking program that uses algorithms, predictive software, traffic analysis programs, and other cool stuff to watch vehicle traffic on the nation’s roads, from highways to dirt paths, as long as there is a surveillance camera in the area. This one is called CYCLOPS. I imagine some bored bureaucrat somewhere in Crystal City, whose job it is, all day long, to assign code names to various programs.

Do I know the intricacies of the CYCLOPS program?

No.

Just like the sweet kids wandering around out in the safe confines of this library don’t know how their handheld devices work.

Just a tool.

That’s all.

I go back to the screen.

The spinning little doohickey, spinning away.

Look away once more.

Ah, damn it!

Out in the general area of the library is Sue Judson, an assistant librarian who’s taken a shine to Denise, helping her find books about whatever obsession my daughter is exploring that month: astronomy, genealogy, the history of Victorian fashion … my smart, tough, and sweet little girl.

Now Sue is looking this way, and I turn, hoping I’m not spotted.

She’s lovely, about my age, desperately trying to have a child with her handsome husband, Luke, an E-6 in the Army and stationed in my building, and any other day, I’d love to talk to her.

But not now.

Not today.

I go back to the screen.

The doohickey is still spinning, spinning … stops.

A map of Fairfax County pops up, every street, avenue, and highway lit up in pink. Little symbols of steering wheels are blinking at me.

I click one.

There’s the van, heading north on I-95.

I click on the next one.

Two miles farther north on I-95.

And with this magic hunting system, I track the van as it goes up the highway … then to an exit … and then to a state road, and then another state road. The van moves along in a specific direction, no doubt about it, and I try very, very hard not to think of Tom and Denise, wrapped up and terrified, bouncing in the back of that stolen van, which has left Fairfax County and is going into Fauquier County.

Then there’s no more blinking steering wheels.

Damn!

The van containing my life and loves is gone.



CHAPTER 10

I take a deep breath, trying not to panic, trying not to lose faith.

I check the last viewing of the van, passing by a private home that has a camera overlooking its driveway gate. Then …

It’s gone.

Somewhere in this area, the van has disappeared. But where?

“Hey, Lucianne, how goes it?”

Sue Judson is coming this way, having just greeted someone named Lucianne. I scrunch up my shoulders, desperately trying to avoid Sue’s notice.

I examine the map again.

A rural area near the small town of Atoka.

I don’t know anything about it.

I do a bit more research.

Not much to know.

There are single-family homes, a lot of farms, and—

A private airport.

Morgan Airport.

More digging and dumping through the miracle of the Internet.

It belongs to a medical device company with its main offices in Alexandria. It has a five-thousand-foot paved runway. Nice. No manned control tower, no real facilities except for those who have a reason to land or take off there.

And no Internet-linked surveillance cameras at the two small buildings.

Damn, damn, damn.

CYCLOPS is now down for the count.

What now?

What other resources are out there for an Army intelligence officer on the run?

If there was a security camera overhead right now, it would see me tapping away furiously at the keyboard, like the cliché scenes from movies and TV shows about dedicated hackers who can solve a knotty plot problem in five minutes
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