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PROLOGUE
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The cloth bag over her head smells like burritos and vomit.

She loves burritos.

Vomit, not so much.

Tammy Walker knew something was wrong before when she turned the corner, while scrolling through her friends’ Facebook posts, and didn’t immediately know where she was.  She was in Manhattan, that much she knew, somewhere on 59th Street, maybe a dozen or so blocks from Central Park.

More importantly, where in the hell were her friends?

She didn’t normally go out to clubs, but after she broke up with Jacob she had to do something, go somewhere.  He was too demanding, and she cherished her personal time if she was to maintain her 4.0 GPA.  Jessica, Amanda, and Christy all raved about this new club, and had been urging her to go for two weeks.

And tonight she finally gave in.

Tammy grew up in rural Tennessee.  Even though Gatlinburg and its neighboring town of Pigeon Forge are quickly becoming a vacationing mecca, it’s still a small town at heart.  She dreamed of moving to the big city, living a big city life, having a big city job.

Her parents weren’t rich when compared to the likes of Bill Gates or Mark Zuckerberg.  But when compared with those around her, they had more than most.  Much of it hinged on the fact they owned a pair of hotels right in the heart of Gatlinburg, along with various cabin rental properties in the foothills of the Great Smoky Mountains.

So when she got accepted at the prestigious NYU, with a declared major in journalism, she knew money for college wouldn’t be a problem.  But in the end, with her stellar grades, and outstanding ACT and SAT scores, she received several scholarships.  Enough to pay for her entire four years.

As she gazed up at the street signs, a dark-colored van came up behind her.

With her heart racing, she dismissed any change in direction as two men jumped out.  She clutched her purse tight, wishing this city would allow concealed carry.  They don’t, of course.  She did have a bottle of mace and keys.

That would have to do.

There were a few cars here and there, but no cops that she could see.  As she started to dial 9-1-1, she was grabbed from behind and a bag was thrown over her head.

“Hel-”

A hand clamped around her mouth.  After her purse was ripped away and her phone taken, she was thrown into the van, which sounded like a tin can.

* * *
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“What do we have here?” a deep male voice asks.

Her arms are pinned behind her.  There is tape across her mouth.  All she can do is breathe in the rank stench of burritos and vomit.

The burritos aren’t from her.  The last thing she ate were a handful of Cool Ranch Doritos before going to the club.

She also doesn’t think the puke is from her either.

Someone whipped the bag off her head.  She’s inside a building, a garage possibly.  The floor is cement and pipes run along the edges of the ceiling.  The dark van is behind her, its back open.  In front of the van is a large overhead door.

Surrounding her are a dozen or so men, many armed with rifles and shotguns.

The man in the deep voice steps closer to her, emerging from the shadows like a wraith.  He’s bald with a dark goatee, thinly sculpted to precision.  He rubs his hands together, light sparkling from the many jeweled rings on his fingers.  He grinned and licked his lips.  “Oh, you’ll bring quite a lot.  Much more than these.  We know just the buyers who’ll want someone as delicious as you.”

The other men chuckle.

To the side are four women, bound and gagged, on their knees.

The man stops when he’s less than a foot away from her.  His breath is minty with a hint of tobacco.

What do they want with me?

She tries to scream this through the tape across her mouth, but all that escapes is a muffled whine.

Grinning, the man rips off the tape.

She screams.  “Help!”

“Scream all you want, darling,” he says.  “No one can hear you.”

She stops, wanting to conserve as much energy as possible.  Not that she’d be able to run anywhere.  Besides, she has a dozen or so men to try get away from, and she was never known for her athletic ability.

What she has been known for these past few years is her research skills.  This has worked well in putting together difficult journalism pieces.  During her freshman year, she quickly grew bored of the trend towards feminism and social justice.  She wanted to set herself apart.  Her publication list soon grew more and more each year, and has now been working on a lengthy piece about human trafficking—a topic, she believes, that is deeply underreported in the media.

Ironic, for she may have walked right into their clutches.

And if I survive, what a story this will make.  The Atlantic or the New Yorker may want to publish it for sure.  I’ll be in the big time.

The man before her steps back and says, “Strip.  Now.”

“What?” she asks, her legs growing weak.

He crosses his arms.  “You heard me.  Now.”

She wants to protest the fact that the other four are fully clothed, but doesn’t feel like giving these assholes any more ideas.

“If I have to tell you again,” he soon adds, “I’ll have one of these guys do it for me.  And they won’t be gentle about it either.”

What she knows about human trafficking is that it is a global multi-billion dollar business.  And the number of victims is in the millions.  Although a small percentage of the victims are abducted, from teenage runaways to homeless people, the majority are drug addicts, working off their debt as if the traffickers are the most aggressive and ruthless collectors ever.

Seeing no option but to take off her clothes, she starts to unbutton her blouse.  When she has two buttons left and the men whistle in delight at the prospect of bare flesh, she stops.  The catcalls and whistles cease too.

Behind the bald, goatee man is a figure.  She isn’t the only one who sees it, for the other men spread out now, racking back slides on their guns.

The bald man spins around.  He has a knife in each hand.  “Who the fuck are you?”

“Let these ladies go,” the figure says.  His voice is tenor in pitch.  Not as high as a woman’s, but certainly not a bass either.

“No,” the bald man says.  He motions to one of his thugs on his right.

A single shot is fired.

He misses.

Having grown up just outside the city limits, Tammy is familiar with guns.  Familiar enough to know that when a shot is fired at an object, it would be impossible for it to be deflected ninety-degrees . . . straight up.

Chips of concrete fall from the ceiling.

The bald man motions to a man on his left.  Both fire this time.  Both bullets end up in the ceiling.

An odd feeling overcomes her.  A feeling of being slowly pushed backwards.  And the feeling isn’t uniform across her body either.  It’s in certain places, like on the front of her jeans, her wrists, even from around her neck.

More shots are fired.

All end in the same result.

By now, a dozen shell casings litter the floor.  Instead of being strewn about in a haphazard fashion, they slowly roll away from the figure in a uniform line.

The bald man shifts to the side so she can see the figure fully now—or as fully as the shadows will allow.  There are a few lights on along the back of this vast room.  The figure isn’t some massive, hulking beast of a man.

He’s . . . normal.

But normal doesn’t describe what she sees underneath his feet.  Light.  Not much, maybe two or three inches, but there is light underneath him, as if . . .

“He’s floating,” she whispers.  Like Neo in The Matrix movies, except this one is standing still and not getting hit by bullets.

The bald man looks back at her, scowling.  He turns back to face the figure, twirling his knives in the air.  “Light this fucker up!”

Her arms are immediately released.  Thank God they are too, for when the shooting starts, the blasts and booms are as loud as any rock concert she’s ever attended.  Covering her ears, she moves back—no, that’s not quite right.  She’s forced back.

Just like the others.

The shooting doesn’t last long, but it’s enough to cause cement chunks to fall like snow.  The bald man and his thugs are thrown back across the room, away from the floating figure, and the van crashes through the overhead door.  The four women cry out as they move away from the thugs.

Bullet casings along the floor form a semi-circle around the dark figure.  Also, he is no longer floating an inch or so above the ground.  He’s now about two feet in the air, his arms spread out.

The odd pushing feeling she experienced before ceases.  The man with the mysterious gift of floating and deflecting bullets runs up to her, his hand extended.

She takes it.

She runs with him outside, followed closely by the four other women.  He then stops, turning back towards the carnage.  None of the thugs appear to be anything but banged up.  There’s no blood anywhere that she can see.  Many are moaning, clutching their heads, staggering around in disorientation.

“Who are you?” she asks him.

Before he answers, the bald man stumbles out of the garage.  He spots them, gasping, pointing.  “Get!  Them!”

* * *
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Tammy is completely lost.

The man—her savior, hero, whatever she calls him, for he doesn’t answer her when she asks who he is—quickly leads her and the women along a labyrinth of alleys and streets.  A few times they duck next to a dumpster while someone runs on by.

“Where are we going?” one of the other women soon asks.

“Safety,” he says.

“But where to safety?” asks Tammy

They had just come through the basement of a dilapidated building.  The door had been chained shut, but he just waves his hand and the door blows out from the wall with ease.

She wants to ask how all of this is possible, but holds back.  Her professors won’t be very pleased with her lack of answers, yet if they were in this same situation she isn’t sure they’d be able to glean answers from someone who is trying to get her to safety.

She tells him where she lives.

Shaking his head, he says, “I don’t know where that is.  I’m . . . not that familiar with the city.  Yet.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” she says.  “You seem to know your way around these parts.”

Chuckling, he says, “Just a good guesser, I guess.”

They follow him down an alley, toward a street that at least has some traffic.  The man is a little taller than her, maybe a few years older, if she has to guess by what little she sees of him.  He wears a black hoodie, with strands of red hair sticking out from underneath it.

Across the lower half of his face is a black mask, as if someone cut off the bottom part of a Darth Vader mask, but it’s smoother than that of the sinister Dark Lord.

He also seems to be fit.  Farmer fit, she calls it.  Not a hulking mass that’s been honed in a gym.  In her opinion, they could never hold a candle to someone who could throw hay bales and not even break a sweat.

He leads them out to the street.  A car drives by, but doesn’t stop.

“Where’s a cop when we need one?” she asks, and the others concur.

“Cops can’t help,” he says.

“Why not?” one of the others asks.  “Cops have guns.”

“So do the bad guys,” he says.

It’s at this moment that she realizes something about her savior.

“How did you know where to find us?” she asks.

He stares back at them, not speaking, not moving.

“I mean, how did you know those guys were in that . . . place?  You know, where you found us?”

Nodding, he says, “That’s a long story.  And one I can’t get into now.  I need to get you all to safety.”

They walk a block—she wishes she at least had her phone, for she doesn’t have a clue what time it is—but stop when a dark van turns the corner behind them.  Its lights turn on high, its engine revs, and its tires squeal.  It angles straight at them.

“Stay over there,” he says, gently pushing her and the others without actually touching her toward the side of a brick building.

He steps out into the street, planting his feet in a wide stance.  He holds one hand behind him and the other extended in front as if he’s getting ready to sprint.  When the van nears him-

“Move!” Tammy yells.  “It’s gonna hit you!”

Then, an odd feeling overcomes her.  It’s the same pushing sensation she felt back at the garage.  This time, though, it keeps her firmly planted to the brick wall.  Now, all she can do is watch while the van runs straight for him.

What the hell is he doing?

As the van speeds closer and closer, a car parked along the curb inches away from him and even a nearby fire hydrant starts bending.  The van then tips on its side, soaring up and around him, and lands on its side.  Shards of glass pelt the street as it screeches to a halt.

The glorious sound of police sirens grows louder and louder.

“You’re safe now, all of you,” he says, still standing in the middle of the street.

“But . . . who are you?” asks Tammy.

He bows slightly, then leaps straight up.  Up high in the sky, the parked car creaking as if someone just jumped on it.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Jody and Allan Deere clasp their hands, interlacing their fingers.

“Ready?” he asked.

She grinned.  “Ready.”

“Now we can finally know what our first born is.”

Since the moment they discovered she was pregnant, they wanted to know what their baby was.  Not that it mattered.  It was just something they wanted to know, even though they knew the ultrasound was never one hundred percent.

The nurse came in the room.  “Ready to be a Mommy and Daddy?” she asked.

“Yes,” Jody and Allan said simultaneously.  “We’re ready.”

As the rest of the obstetrics team arrived, Allan backed away from the gurney.

“What are you doing?” the nurse—he thought her name was Rachel—asked.

“Waiting in here.  Aren’t I?”

“You can.  But if you want to be in the operating room when your child is born, you’re more than welcome.”

His heart raced.  “But . . . my Dad said he wasn’t allowed in the room when I was born.”

Rachel the nurse came up to him, put a hand behind his back, and said, “This is the 90’s, Mr. Deere.  Dads are now welcomed in the operating room when their children are born.”

He sighed relief.

So much of this pregnancy was different from what he had been told.  This, again, proved it.

But the one oddity that had baffled them, including the obstetrician and nursing staff, was their inability to use the ultrasound.

Well, there were other oddities, but that one topped the list.  They even drove down to the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, to test their new 3D ultrasound machine.  Again, it broke down.

No, it didn’t break down.  It simply didn’t work at all.  It worked on others, before and after, but not for them.

Even when the obstetrician, Dr. Angelica Dullah, put the stethoscope against Jody’s abdomen, she had a difficult time keeping it on her skin.  It was like there was invisible barrier surrounding her abdomen, and no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t push hard enough to get through.

The few times it worked, Allan put his lips along the side of her abdomen—he was careful, as Jody could be quite ticklish—and hummed a lullaby.  He would hum for thirty or so seconds, and then Dr. Dullah had no troubles after that.

Allan suggested they even try the ultrasound, but at that point Dr. Dullah said it would be pointless.

Rachel the nurse led Allan to a changing room, where he donned a pair of pale blue scrubs and booties to slip over his shoes.  Just before going into the OR, she handed him a face mask and a cap.

“Looking good, Daddy,” she said, then led him inside.

Jody was in the center of the room, a blanket propped up along the upper portion of her chest, to prevent her from viewing her stomach being sliced open.  Dr. Dullah was focused on swabbing Jody’s abdomen, asking for instrument readings to be relayed to her.

Allan stood next to his wife.  She grasped his forearm with a tight grip.  He silently groaned in pain, but knew she was going through something much more painful.

“Picked out any names?” one of the other nurses asked.  “I understand you didn’t want to find out if it was a boy or a girl.”

Instead of correcting her, Allan said, “Bret, if it’s a boy.  A girl . . . Bridget.”

Jody stared up at him, a single tear running down her cheek.

* * *
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Jody had a twin sister.

But on one warm February day—the fifteenth, the day after Valentine’s—she became an only child.  She just didn’t know it until twenty-two days later.

They grew up in Bemidji, Minnesota, where both parents worked for the university.  Their mother worked for campus security and their father was a janitor.  They all loved the outdoors, spending as much time as possible at their small cabin along Turtle River Lake, a good fifteen minute drive northeast of the city.

In the summer, they’d hike and bicycle along the trails, and even go camping.  During the winters, they spent an equal amount of time on either snowshoes or cross country skis.

Both girls excelled in academics and athletics, and had even just received their red belts at the Tae Kwon Do school before that fateful February day.  A recent storm blanketed the area with at least six inches of snow, then the temperatures soared into the low forties.  It only stayed that high for the day before dipped back into the low twenties.

“Bridget,” Jody whispered in her sister’s ear, right when the sun cracked over the horizon.  “Look at the snow.”

Bridget’s eyes snapped open.  A grin slowly formed as she peered outside, gazing at their surroundings like a young child on Christmas morning.  “Last one to get their skis on has to do the dishes.”

Bridget bolted up first, but not before Jody shouldered her hard into the wall.  It wasn’t a hurtful shoulder, and it certainly didn’t darken their moods as they giggled all the way outside.

Both got their skis on at nearly the same time—it was so close that the only competition they could think of to decide who would be doing dishes was to race to the lake.

As Bridget took off, Jody noticed that the fresh snow kept the door from closing.

Oh well, she did the dishes yesterday.

Jody brushed as much snow away from the door as she could until it would close properly.  Their parents would be mighty upset if they allowed the door to be left open.  Bridget was halfway to the lake by the time Jody started her trek.

For the next hour, they made trails across the lake.  When they made it back to their side, their father stood on the porch.  “French toast is ready!”

She couldn’t believe her luck.  She loved her father’s French toast, with the right amount of cinnamon, and a special cranberry syrup—the latter she called the “pink stuff” on account that is was, well, pink.  The recipe had been handed down from her grandmother on her mother’s side.

The cabin had electricity and running water, but one thing it lacked was TV.  Not that she minded it, but hindsight as it was, it may have been better if they did.  Two or three nearby cabins had just installed satellite TV, but it seemed spotty and failed to work when it was cloudy.

There were no other children at any of the other cabins, so it was just Bridget and Jody to entertain themselves.  While Jody washed the breakfast dishes, Bridget went back out.

“Careful,” their father said, pointing at the thermometer.  “It’s already thirty eight and it’s supposed to get into the high forties again today.”

Jody put the plates and silverware into the soapy water.  As she waited for them to soak, Bridget went right back out to the lake, hitting the trails they had just made.  By the time Jody neared the end, saving the griddle and spatula for last, Bridget was nowhere to be found.

At first, she thought Bridget had already made it to the other side or was even blazing a new trail.  Then, their father’s warning caused her heart to race.  What if she fell into the water?  There were two spots where they had already come across open water.

With all of the dishes on the drying rack, Jody bolted outside.  Her sister was still nowhere in sight.

Since they stuck mainly to a single trail, it was easy to follow Bridget’s tracks.  Her stomach churned as she emerged onto one of the open water spots, noting that her tracks went right on the edge of it.  She had no way knowing whether or not her sister fell inside, but didn’t want to take any chances.

The Beltrami County Sheriff’s Department, the Minnesota DNR, the State Patrol, and the Bemidji Fire Department scrambled out to the lake.  By this time, it had been close to an hour since she last saw Bridget.  But it didn’t take long before they called off the water recovery effort.

Bridget’s skis were found in the snow alongside Highway 71.

They also found blood and a white glove.

The Sheriff’s Department had a strong hunch they knew who had taken, and potentially hurt, Bridget.

Vance Mendel was a local man who would nowadays be classified as a sex offender.  He had recently been released from jail, as a string of child molestation charges were dismissed due to a lack of proper evidence to support a search warrant.  Even though there was enough evidence collected to send him away for a good twenty to thirty years, the technicality caused the case to fall apart.

He was taken into custody within six hours of Bridget’s disappearance and maintained his innocence throughout their lengthy interview.  The cops then had no choice but to let him go while evidence collected from his truck was sent off to the Minnesota BCA crime lab for analysis.

Twenty-two days later, when Bridget’s body was discovered in a ditch less than a mile from her parents’ cabin, investigators decided to visit Mendel again.  The analysis was still months away from completion, but wanted to see if he would be willing to speak with them again.

Upon arriving at his trailer house, they heard a gunshot.  They forced their way inside, only to discover he had shot himself with a .30-30 Winchester lever-action rifle.  The TV was on, turned to the local news, undoubtedly reporting the breaking news about Bridget’s body.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO




[image: ]


Allan didn’t know what was being pulled out of Jody.

He knew it was their child, but it honestly didn’t look like the babies he’d seen born on TV.

Their baby’s skin was gray and wrinkled, and appeared to have been dipped in a reddish slime.  The obstetrician and nurses didn’t act alarmed, and it wasn’t until their child was placed in a bassinet and started crying that he heard Dr. Dullah say something that sounded like “outdoor plumbing” that he knew everything went as planned.

Huh?  Outdoor plumbing?

Jody gasped.  She tugged on his forearm.  “It’s a boy.”

“So, we have a Bret,” a nurse said.

A boy?  Oh, wow, a boy!

“Daddy, do you want to cut the cord?” asked the nurse.

Did he ever!

But what was it about the outdoor plumbing?

Then, he quickly realized what it meant—and suddenly felt stupid for questioning it.

He was halfway across the OR when he heard the nurse say, “Um, doctor, we have a problem.”

He stopped.  A chill ran down his spine.  This was not something he wanted to hear about their new child.  What was wrong?  It had to do something with the ultrasound not working, he was sure of it.

Two nurses had syringes in their hands, pushing them towards the newborn baby, but somehow their hands kept drawing back as if they were tied to a string in the ceiling.

“This can’t be right,” Dr. Dullah
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