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Dominance Unleashed: Unmasking the Monolithic King

The world admires the convenience and innovation of GenaSeed products. However, there is a hidden, sinister truth lurking beneath the surface. Deep within the corporate empire of GenaSeed, an unstoppable force has established its reign. GenaSeed is not just any ordinary corporation but a powerful entity that exceeds conventional business limits. With a stronghold in genetically modified seed products and advanced fertilizer technology, GenaSeed holds the entire world within its grasp. However, history has shown that unchecked supremacy always comes with a cost. Anthony Russell and his company, EnvironLife, recognize that GenaSeed’s domination, although profitable for the corporation, has caused damage to economies, nations, and the world itself. He sets out to expose GenaSeed’s corrupt and sometimes murderous methods. In doing so, he knowingly places his own life and the lives of his employees at risk. Jennifer Bennett, an investigative journalist, is drawn into a risky mission to uncover the enigma surrounding GenaSeed’s chief scientist. Her journey takes an unforeseen twist when she meets Javon Morris, a senior FBI agent who has lived a solitary life for years. The lives of Anthony Russell, Jennifer Bennett, and Javon Morris intertwine as they fight to expose the corrupt and dangerous inner workings of GenaSeed. However risky, their pursuit requires an unyielding search for justice.

Quest

When the President of the United States declares artificial intelligence the most significant emerging threat to national security, a covert task force, codenamed “Q”, is formed to combat the unseen dangers lurking in the digital world, under the command of Dr. Alexandra Conner, the CIA’s Director of Analysis, an elite team of experts races against time to predict and neutralize AI-driven threats before they bring the nation to its knees.

Leading the team of experts is Dr. Robert Jackson, an FBI cryptology specialist. Joining Dr. Jackson are Dr. Thomas Allen, a visionary in cybersecurity; Dr. Samir Patel, a mathematical genius who deciphers AI’s hidden codes; and Dr. Lana Harding, a behavioral psychologist tasked with uncovering human motivations. Together, they embark on Project Quest, a top-secret mission to build the ultimate defense against rogue AI.

As the team pushes Quest to its limits, an unsettling question emerges. Have they secured the nation, or created a monster? Their cutting-edge AI engine, Quest, delivers a chilling revelation that the greatest threat might originate from within when the system flags Jackson, Allen, and Patel, the masterminds behind Quest, as potential national security risks.

Dr. Conner, Dr. Harding, and former Green Beret Mark Peltier must uncover the truth. Are these brilliant developers America’s heroes, or its most dangerous liability?

Quest is a high-stakes thriller packed with intrigue, cutting-edge technology, and pulse-pounding suspense. In the age of AI, it explores the razor-thin line between innovation and destruction, loyalty, and betrayal.

Battle for Lunar Supremacy presents a near-future vision in which the Moon, once a symbol of unity and scientific progress, has become the most contested frontier in human history. As technological advances make permanent lunar settlements possible, multiple nations race to establish bases near the Moon’s south pole—a region rich in water ice. This resource is critical, serving as both a foundation for life support and fuel for deeper space exploration, making it one of the most strategically valuable assets beyond Earth.

Although international agreements such as the Outer Space Treaty officially designate lunar activity as peaceful and cooperative, the reality is far more complex. Beneath the surface of diplomacy, a quiet but intense struggle for influence and control unfolds. Global powers recognize that dominance over lunar resources could shape humanity’s long-term future in space and possibly shift the balance of power on Earth.

In this fragile environment, political leaders, diplomats, and strategists proceed with extreme caution. Every decision carries weight, as even a minor misstep could escalate into a larger crisis. Harsh lunar conditions amplify these risks. Settlements depend on delicate life-support systems, limited supply chains, and mutual cooperation to survive. Yet these same vulnerabilities create opportunities for manipulation, in which disruption can be used as a powerful tool without direct confrontation.

As tensions rise, territorial boundaries are tested, and rival factions begin to challenge one another more openly. The Moon shifts from a shared scientific endeavor to the stage for humanity’s first off-world geopolitical conflict. Control of key locations and resources becomes paramount, with consequences that extend far beyond the lunar surface.

This book is dedicated to the memory of three precious Aunties - Ruth, Madelyn, and Audrey.

You cared for me when I needed it, brought laughter to my days, nourished me when hunger struck, filled moments with joy through playful games, sat with me on the floor, laughing and watching Bugs Bunny, and embraced me when I needed a hug. 

Thank you for allowing me to be a part of your lives. I will cherish the time we spent together, forever.  
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Echoes of Duty: In Search of Innocence
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Chapter 1
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Mark Peltier was sitting on his deck, looking at the Coral Bay Harbor in the US Virgin Islands. As usual, it had been a warm and sunny day, like most days where he was now living. On the opposite end of the deck, his dinner, a nice sirloin tip steak, was roasting on the barbeque with a pair of potatoes wrapped in foil. The aroma coming from the barbeque was enticing. 

As he watched the boats zig-zagging throughout the Harbor, he recalled the first time he’d looked at the property before purchasing it. Like now, it drew him to the property’s tranquility and scenic splendor. 

It’d been three years since he’d come to the Island, and in that time, he’d tried his best to put his past life behind him. Still, all too often, his dreams would take him back to those days when violence and death were all too common. 

He’d given up that life and was now living off the proceeds of the life he wanted to forget. Even with the life of leisure he now lives, he remains in top physical shape, exercising daily. It was a habit he was happy to maintain, a leftover from his days as a Green Beret.

At forty-one years old, he could still pass for mid-thirties and was still regarded as handsome. He stood six feet tall, his gray-blue eyes still his most striking characteristic. His blonde hair, previously cropped in a military style, had transformed, now featuring subtle streaks of gray. The length at the back extended to almost touch his shoulders, while on the sides, it fell halfway down his ears. 

The property where he lived was high up on the hills overlooking the bay, comprising a one-acre lot with two cottages, one upper and one lower. Peltier lived in the upper cottage, which had two bedrooms, a bathroom, and a private front patio built from local stonework. The front yard was filled with tropical plants, and the back deck had a large hot tub where he relaxed when not lying on the beach.

The other cottage on the property, he’d leased almost three years ago to a young couple with a daughter named Becky, when she was just a year old. Their cottage was located down the path from his. It was a secluded residence surrounded by lush greenery. While smaller than the main cottage, Mark had added a second bedroom at his expense two years ago when Becky was old enough to sleep in her own room. The hot tub, deck, and outdoor shower remained, but Mark had extended the original bathroom to make room for a nice-sized bathtub. Both cottages were equipped with new air-conditioning units in the bedrooms, and Mark upgraded the washers and dryers to more modern, stylish models. The property provided off-street parking, and Mark had upgraded the privacy fence surrounding the grounds with security cameras and sensors. While Mark was confident nobody would search for him on the Island, he felt more at ease with the heightened security systems.

The young couple living in the cottage were Tim and Lisa Walsh, both in their late twenties. They’d moved into the spare cottage soon after Mark had purchased the property, and over the past three years, Mark, Tim, and Lisa had become close friends. 

Tim worked full time as a chef and server at a local restaurant, and Lisa worked part time as a clerk in one of the nearby tourist shops.

Becky had stolen Mark’s heart soon after they’d moved into the cottage. He often looked after her when Tim and Lisa were at work and enjoyed the moments he could spend with her. 

Mark and Becky would often visit the beach to build sandcastles, explore, and walk with their feet in the warm ocean water. Like most four-year-olds, Becky had an insatiable curiosity about everything she saw, and “Unka Marky” was only too willing to share his vast knowledge with her.

Earlier that day, they’d once more visited the beach, and Becky found a large seashell while walking near the water. She was thrilled and proudly showed it to Unka Marky, exclaiming, “I’m gonna keep this forever!”

Mark, reclining on his deckchair, recalled her comment and laughed. By the time they’d returned home, Becky had forgotten about the shell, her attention moving to other objects of interest. After returning Becky to her mother, Mark had collected the abandoned shell from the car and added it to the many others scattered throughout his front garden that, in the past, she’d claimed she would “keep forever.”

He rose from the chaise lounge to check on his dinner. As he lifted the lid on the barbeque, the aroma filled his senses, causing his mouth to water. He turned the steak over and checked its condition. Satisfied it was cooked to his liking, he removed the steak and potatoes from the grill and shut off the propane. 

He took his food into the kitchen and gathered a fork and a steak knife from the drawer. As he unwrapped the potatoes from the foil, he was delighted to see that the butter, bacon bits, and green onions had blended beautifully with the tuber.

Not realizing how hungry he was, he quickly devoured the meal while sitting at the kitchen table. After placing the empty dish and utensils in the sink, he went back to the lounge chair on the deck. 

Mark was about to fall asleep when Tim, walking up the pathway, called out, “Hey Mark, I brought an apple pie home from the restaurant. Why don’t you join us for some dessert?”

Mark, upon waking up, responded to Tim, “I just finished a huge meal. I doubt I could eat another bite.”

“Well, then just come down and have a coffee or beer with us.”

“I’m not even certain if I could handle that. I was just about to grab a nap and sleep off my meal.”

“Don’t be a lazy ass and get off your butt and come down for a drink,” he admonished. “We won’t take no for an answer.”

Mark sighed, “Okay, but I’ll need a few minutes to clean up, then I’ll pop down to your cottage.”

“Okay, see you shortly.”

Tim reversed his direction and strode back down the path. Upon arriving at his home, he told Lisa, “Mark’s going to come down shortly, but he says he’s stuffed, so it’ll just have to be a coffee or perhaps a beer.”

Lisa had just finished the last of the dinner dishes and dried her hands on a dish towel. “He suspects nothing?” she asked.

“No, I don’t think so. I had to apply a bit of pressure, however. He was planning on taking a nap.”

“But you mentioned nothing else to him?”

“Not a word.”

“Okay, good.”

Lisa brewed a fresh pot of coffee, thinking it would be a better option to offer Mark, who was already struggling to stay awake.

Tim walked into the bathroom and started running a bath for Becky. Bathtime had become their evening ritual before bedtime, giving Becky time to share the day’s events with her dad. Tonight, however, she was overly rambunctious, and because of her persistent splashing, he was unsure what was wetter: him or the floor.

Mark arrived and knocked on the doorframe; the door was already wide open.

“Come on in, Mark,” Lisa called out. “Tim’s just giving Becky her bath and will be out shortly.”

Mark walked into the kitchen and sat down at the table.

“You look beat,” Lisa said. 

“I didn’t sleep well last night,” Mark confessed.

“Another one of your bad dreams?” she asked, concern in her voice.

“Unfortunately.”

“You seem to be having those more often these days. What’s up?”

“I don’t know. After being here for a year, they would only show up a couple of times a month, but they’ve recently started happening more consistently in the past few weeks.”

“Well, something must’ve triggered that.”

“I guess, but I don’t know what. Hopefully, they’ll subside soon, and I’ll get a good night’s sleep.”

“I made a fresh pot of coffee. Would you like a cup, or would that add gasoline to the fire?” she asked.

“I don’t think coffee would do any more harm than the dreams are. I’d love a cup, thanks.”

Tim came into the kitchen with Becky wrapped in a towel. Her soft red hair was still wet from her bath, and Tim’s clothes were soaked.

“Who was giving who a bath?” Mark asked, laughing.

Lisa looked at Tim and laughed. “Give her to me, Tim, and you go change.”

“I want to go to Unka Marky,” Becky complained.

“We need to get you dressed in your jammies, then you can visit with Unka Marky for a minute,” Lisa offered.

With that, Becky squirmed out of Lisa’s arms and, leaving the towel behind, ran to her bedroom, her tiny bare bum wiggling as she went.

“I’ll be back in a minute, Mark. Help yourself to the coffee. You know where everything is,” Lisa said.

Mark got up from the table, grabbed a cup from the shelf, and poured himself a cup of coffee. He took a few sugar cubes from the sugar dish in the cupboard, then went to the fridge to add some cream to his cup. After selecting a spoon from the drawer, he returned to the table and sat down.

Tim came back to the kitchen in a dry change of clothes.

“I swear, I’ve never seen anyone who can empty a tub of water like Becky,” Tim said, smiling.

Mark smiled and suggested, “Perhaps you should simply bathe her in the ocean.”

“I would, except I’m afraid she’d empty all the water from the harbor.”

Both men laughed as Tim poured himself a cup of coffee and joined Mark at the table.

Lisa returned with Becky, dressed in pink jammies with little blue and yellow teddy bears scattered throughout.

Becky ran over to Mark and climbed up onto his lap.

“Don’t you look nice in your pretty jammies?” Mark asked her.

“These are my favorite, and do you know what?” she asked.

“What?” Mark replied.

“Mommy, let me pick them out all by myself at the store.”

“Really?” Mark said. “Aren’t you the smart little shopper?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Okay, Becky, say goodnight to Unka Marky. You need to get to bed,” Lisa said.

“I wanna visit with Unka Marky more,” Becky protested, hugging Mark’s neck.

“Tell you what,” Mark said. “You go to bed as your mom said, and tomorrow, you and I will go to the beach again. How’s that?”

“Okay!” she said, then kissed Unka Marky and ran off to her room, with Lisa following behind.

“You’ve got a real little sweetheart, Tim,” Mark commented.

“Don’t I know it. I have one fear, though,” Tim said.

“What’s that?”

“I’m not good with guns or my fists, and I expect when she’s older, I’ll need to hire someone to keep the boys away,” Tim said jokingly.

Mark laughed, but inwardly, Tim’s comment hit a nerve. “Well, between the two of us, we can run interference for her,” Mark added.

Mark, changing the subject, asked Tim, “So, how was your day today?”

“It was good. I’m still enjoying being a chef, but the owner wants me to take on additional duties as assistant manager.”

“And you’d like that?”

“I don’t know. I never considered myself a manager because I’ve never been good with administrative activities.”

“Could you do a trial run to see how it works for you?”

“I suppose so, but I’m hesitant. Despite being in a hot kitchen all day, preparing food is relaxing for me.”

Lisa returned from putting Becky to bed, selected a cup off the shelf, and helped herself to a cup of coffee. She took a seat at the table and looked directly at Tim. He caught the look and, turning to Mark, said, “There’s a specific reason we asked you down here this evening, Mark.”

Mark, looking concerned, replied, “Okay, that sounds ominous. You folks aren’t planning on moving away, are you?”

Lisa responded, “No, nothing like that.”

Tim continued, “We’d like to ask if you’d be willing to be Becky’s guardian if anything were to happen to us.”

“Whoa. You know I love Becky as if she were my own, but don’t you think she’d benefit more from being with family?”

“That’s the thing,” Tim replied. “We’ve been here for three years, and in that time, how often have any of our relatives come to visit?”

Lisa answered, “Not once.”

“Exactly,” Tim concurred. 

“There must be a reason why they’ve not come to see you folks. Maybe money is tight,” Mark replied.

“Our families aren’t rich, but they have the financial means to make a trip here to visit with us, or at least to see Becky,” Lisa explained.

“Then what might be the reason they’ve not come for a visit?” Mark asked.

“It’s the old Romeo and Juliet scenario. My family never took to Tim, and his family never took to me. We were told we’d be on our own if we got married. Well, we did, and now we’re on our own. That’s why we’re here. For a short time after Becky was born, we thought it would all work out, but within a few months, both families returned to their hateful criticism.”

Tim jumped in, “It got so bad that we knew we needed to move away from the parents. I found an ad for a restaurant here on the Island that was looking for a chef. I applied and was relieved when they offered me a job and the means to escape from their disapproval.”

“Wow. I had no idea you two had that going on in your lives. I’m so sorry,” Mark said.

Lisa said, “So you see why we need someone to be Becky’s guardian in case something terrible happens to us. And there’s no other individual we’re acquainted with who would be more suitable than you.”

“But you don’t really know me. I mean, you don’t know what I’ve done in my past.”

Tim said, “You’re right, we don’t, but we don’t care. We understand you love Becky, maybe as much as we do, and that’s all that matters.”

“Gosh, you guys. I’m honored that you’d think me worthy of looking after your precious Becky. It’s not that I don’t want to do this for you, but I don’t know if it would be the best thing for her.”

Lisa offered, “Can we ask you to think it over? We’re not expecting to die overnight... hopefully.”

Mark looked at both Tim and Lisa and could see the pleading in their eyes. “Okay, I’ll seriously consider it and advise you once I feel confident about my decision.”

Lisa touched Mark’s arm. “We appreciate that, Mark. Thank you.”
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The next morning, Mark had recovered from the lack of sleep from the day before. Last night’s sleep had been restful, with no reminders of his past. While sitting at his kitchen table and finishing his breakfast, he pondered Tim and Lisa’s proposition regarding Becky. It was true he loved that little girl, and because of that, he wasn’t sure he should agree to their request. He still felt family was always the best option. 

He considered his own situation with his parents. They’d been there for him until his last year of high school. With the loss of his close girlfriend, Rosine Mathieu, who had been killed in a tragic train accident in France over the summer, he distanced himself from those around him. His parents didn’t know how to help him, and he became more aloof. The final altercation came the following summer, after Mark’s high school graduation. His father had insisted that Mark either get a job or leave the house. It was an attempt to spur Mark to confront his depression and move forward with his life. Instead, dumbfounded by his father’s demand, Mark packed a suitcase, left the next day, and joined the Army.

The Army had been both a comfort and a torment to him. Initially, it served as his home away from home, but as he advanced through the Green Beret training regime and was deployed to conflict-ridden areas around the globe, he witnessed the depths of human depravity. He again became withdrawn, and to cope with what he was experiencing, he shut down his emotions. 

When his tour was up, he left the Army and tried to reunite with his parents. One evening, he arrived at their doorstep; his father took one look at him and shut the door in his face without saying a word. That was eleven years ago, and Mark’s last contact with his family.

Mark heard Becky’s voice as she got closer to his cottage. Rising from the table, he went out on the deck in time to see her and her mother come into view, no longer hidden by the lush tropical greenery.

“Morning, you two,” he called down to them.

“Good morning, Mark,” Lisa said, smiling.

“Hi Unka Marky!” Becky called out. “I’m ready to go to the beach.”

“Wonderful. I’ll meet you at the car,” Mark replied.

He walked back into the cottage and closed the patio door behind him. Then, grabbing his keys off the counter, he stepped out of the front door and locked it. 

Becky came running up to him as he approached his vehicle. He picked her up and gave her a big hug.

“How’s my Becky doing today?” he asked.

“I’m good. I brought my pail and shovel so we can dig in the sand.”

“That’ll be fun, won’t it?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Thanks for watching Becky again today, Mark,” Lisa said. 

“Thank you for letting me spend time with her. She’s a real treasure.”

“That real treasure can be pretty stubborn when she wants to be,” Lisa replied.

Becky looked at her mother with a questioning look.

Mark set Becky down on the ground. Lisa handed him a basket containing some sandwiches, napkins, cups, and a jug of lemonade she’d packed for them to take. “You two have fun at the beach.”

Mark took the basket from her and said, “You didn’t have to go to the trouble of putting this together. We could’ve bought lunch at the beach. But thank you. The sandwiches look great.”

“It was no trouble at all.”

Becky tugged Mark’s hand, “Let’s go Unka Marky.”

“Okay, just a minute, and we’ll go.” He looked at Lisa and asked, “Do you need a ride anywhere?”

“No, I’m staying at the cottage this morning to clean. With Becky out of the way, I can get much more done in a short amount of time.”

“Well, we’ll be back around one-thirty. If you need anything, call my cell.”

“I can’t think of anything now, but if I do, I’ll let you know.” She looked at her daughter and, holding out her arms, said, “Give Mommy a hug, Becky.”

Becky obliged, then, looking at Mark, said, “Can we go now, Unka Marky?”

Mark took the canvas bag from Lisa that held an assortment of pails, shovels, a couple of beach towels, sunscreen, and a change of clothes for Becky. “You’d better go, Mark. The real treasure is getting anxious,” Lisa said, chuckling.

Mark laughed and said to Becky, “Okay, let’s go.”

“Yay!” she exclaimed, relieved they were finally getting on their way.

Lisa waved to them and turned to return to her cottage.

Mark opened the passenger door, and Becky climbed onto the booster seat he’d purchased so she could ride with him safely. 

As he started to buckle her in, she complained, “I can do it myself.”

“Okay, you do it while I put our lunch and digging tools away.”

He placed the goods in the trunk and returned to find her still struggling with the belt.

“May I help you with that?” he asked.

“It’s kinda hard,” she replied.

“It certainly can be. Especially for little girls.”

Mark fastened the seat belt and checked to make sure it was secure. He went around the vehicle and got into the driver’s seat. Even after three years, he was still getting used to driving in the left lane. While most cars in the US Virgin Islands had their steering wheels on the left-hand side, like the rest of the vehicles in North America, the rules of the road in the USVI dictated driving in the left lane.

He pulled down the sun visor and read the note he’d posted on it, which stated, “Left is right and right is wrong.” The reminder helped him remember the correct lane while driving, since he occasionally found himself in the wrong one.

He started the car and backed out of the driveway.

By pressing the button on the visor-mounted remote, he quickly activated the security gate, granting him access to drive out onto the street. Once the sensor detected the vehicle had passed, it sent a message to the control unit, and the gate closed.

He glanced back at Becky, who wore a big grin as she watched out her window.

“What should we build today, Becky?”

“I want to make a big castle.”

“Do you think the beach has enough sand for that?” he kidded.

She thought momentarily, then replied with some concern, “Maybe.”

After a morning of digging in the sand and exploring the shells strewn along the beach, Mark and Becky found a spot to eat lunch. Today, the gulls acted more aggressively than usual, making eating almost impossible as they tried to keep the seagulls from stealing the contents of their basket. Mark kept waving his arms whenever they came close, and occasionally, Becky would chase a few of them to scare them off. For Mark, this was becoming monotonous. For Becky, she was squealing with delight and laughing whenever she took off to chase the annoying birds.

Two men standing in the distance watched as Mark and Becky attempted to eat their lunch. The men had seen the twosome at the beach almost daily for the past week. 

Fletcher Howell and Craig Townsend were in their late thirties and had come ashore several weeks back. The freighter they’d been working on had come into port because of a storm threatening the vessel’s safety. While in dock, they managed to slip away with no one making a fuss. 

Originally from London’s East End, Fletcher was a heavyset fellow with a strong Cockney accent. He stood five foot nine and had a front bottom tooth missing due to an altercation when he was in his teens. He hadn’t shaved in the past two days, and the stubble was quite visible. His dark hair was scraggly and hadn’t been washed in several days. Beer lingered on his breath, and his black shirt reeked of sweat.

Craig Townsend, his companion, didn’t look much better. Townsend was just shy of six feet tall and had sandy blonde hair that hadn’t seen a shampoo bottle for several days. His clothes were dirty and stained with grease from the equipment he’d worked on while on the ship. While Townsend was originally from England, he’d moved to the US with his parents when he was twelve and had lost most of his British accent.

Their interest in Mark and Becky wasn’t as innocent as it appeared. Instead, the two men sought a way to separate the two so they could abduct Becky and hold her for ransom. 

A week and a half ago, in one of the local restaurants, they’d overheard Mark discussing the prospect of acquiring a boat in the two-million-dollar range with the chef. They figured if this fellow had two million to spend on a boat, he’d pay at least that to get the kid back.

The fellow seemed to grow tired of fending off the birds as they continued watching. 

Frustrated with battling the gulls, Mark gathered all the food into the basket and packed the canvas bag with shovels and pails.

Turning to Becky, he said, “Let’s get you home, Becky.”

“Aw, do we have to? I wanna chase the birdies some more.”

“Well, let’s at least get the food into the car; then, if you want, you can chase the birds for a bit more.”

“Okay.”

They walked to the car, which was parked in the lot close to where they were attempting to picnic, and Mark placed the basket and canvas bag in the back seat. They returned to the beach, but the gulls had dispersed, with the food now being out of view.

Becky was disheartened. “All the birdies are gone, Unka Marky.”

“I guess they decided to go home, Becky.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and, with a scowl, declared, “That’s no fair. I wanted to chase them some more.”

“I know, but they needed to go home for lunch since they were hungry and tried to take ours.”

Becky considered his reason, but was still not happy they’d left.

“If you’d rather, we could go to your dad’s restaurant and finish our lunch there. Would you like that?”

“Yeah!” she exclaimed, her frown now replaced by a big smile.

“Okay, let’s go.”

The two walked to the car, Becky holding Mark’s hand. Mark opened the back door and helped Becky into her booster seat. This time, she didn’t insist on fastening the seatbelt herself. 

While Mark bent over to work on the seatbelt, the two men approached quietly from behind. Fletcher held a large rock in his hand while Craig kept watch. A few people were scattered across the beach, but they were chasing the waves as they broke onshore. As Mark leaned back from the car to stand up, Fletcher struck him hard on the back of his head with the rock, and Mark went down onto the pavement.

While looking at Craig, Fletcher said, “Qwik, get the keys off ‘im and get in the cah.” 

Becky, shocked at what was happening, screamed. Fletcher slapped his grubby hand over her mouth to muffle her and climbed into the back seat, shutting the door after him. Craig quickly rummaged through Mark’s pockets, discovering a cell phone tucked in his rear pocket, which he promptly tossed beneath the vehicle. He then located the car keys and took his place behind the wheel. He started the car, backed up, and they sped away from the parking lot.

Mark began to revive as the car turned up the street and disappeared out of view. His head hurt terribly, and his vision was narrowed. He vomited onto the pavement and tried to sit up. The world was spinning and wouldn’t stop. After getting to a sitting position, he realized both the car and Becky were gone. In panic, he stood up and instantly fell to the ground. He forced himself up again and looked around, disoriented. He shouted her name as loudly as he could, then listened. When he heard no response, he reached into his pocket for his phone, only to find it missing. He scanned the area and, through his dizziness, could see his phone lying a few feet away. He staggered over to where he saw it and, bending down to retrieve it, collapsed onto the pavement. As he picked up the phone from the pavement, he felt a prick on his flesh. When he turned the phone over, he realized it had been smashed and flattened, and glass shards had cut into his hand. He assumed the car must have driven over his phone, but he still attempted to place a call. Unfortunately, the phone had met its ultimate demise.

He got to his feet once more and staggered toward the people he saw in the distance, near the water. As he approached, he could see the look of terror, or maybe it was shock, on their faces.

He called out, his speech slurred from the blow to his head, “I need help. Could someone help me, please?” 

One of the young men approached cautiously and said, “Hey man, if you’re too drunk to walk, why don’t you just go lie down somewhere and sleep it off?”

“I... I’m not drunk. I was attacked, and Becky’s been taken. Please call the police.”

The young man responded, “Sure thing, buddy. You’ve got puke all over your shirt, and your speech is slurred. And it looks like you’re having hallucinations, too.”

Mark realized the young man had stepped closer to him, obviously feeling more in control of the situation. 

“No, I need you to call the police, please,” Mark said in a frail voice.

The young man stepped closer to Mark, laughing and pointing at him. 

Mark lunged forward rapidly, taking hold of the young man’s shirt and pulling him toward himself aggressively, almost lifting him off his feet.

“I told you I’m not drunk!” Mark yelled in the man’s face. “Call the police now!”

Another of the young men stepped forward to assist his friend, but Mark shot him a look that stopped him in his tracks.

The man, held in Mark’s clutches, took out his phone and, with hands shaking, called 911. When the operator answered, he yelled, “I need help. Some lunatic has grabbed onto me and is insisting I call the police. I’m at Coral Bay Beach. Please hurry.”

Mark released his grip on the man and sank slowly to the ground, all his energy sapped by the effort. The sky grew dark, and the voices became silent as he lost consciousness... again.
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Chapter 3
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The Community Emergency Health Care Clinic was located six miles from the beach where Mark had been attacked and Becky abducted.

Mark had been transported to the facility in the police cruiser that had responded to the young man’s 911 call. 

He regained consciousness slowly while lying on an examination table. As he opened his eyes, he attempted to focus and then recognized that he was gazing at ceiling tiles. His head hurt, he was dizzy, and he was fighting nausea. A nurse entered the room to check on him and noticed he was awake.

“That’s quite the bump you’ve got on the back of your head. How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Where am I?” he asked.

“You’re at the Coral Bay Emergency Health Clinic,” she replied. 

“How did I get here?”

“A police officer brought you here in their vehicle about twenty minutes ago.”

Realization set in, and sitting up swiftly, Mark shouted, “Becky!” The sudden change in position almost caused him to pass out, and he quickly lay back on the examination table. “He took Becky,” he said, pleading with the woman.

“I’m sure Becky’s fine,” the nurse said, attempting to console him.

“No, you don’t understand. She was in my car, and when I came to, the car was gone. Whoever hit me on the head took her!”

The nurse left the room and returned a few seconds later with the police officer who’d brought Mark to the clinic. As she entered the room and spoke to the officer, she said, “He claims someone stole his car, and somebody named Becky was in the car that was stolen.”

Mark, struggling to remain conscious, turned his head to look at the officer. He managed to say, “Someone hit me from behind on the head as I was coming out from the back seat of my car. I’d just buckled Becky Walsh into her booster seat, which was in the back seat. When I regained consciousness, my car was gone.”

Mark pulled himself up, struggling to sit; the room continued to spin. “Look. My name is Mark Peltier. Becky and I spent the morning at the beach.”

“Okay, Mr. Peltier. Can you recall the make and model of the vehicle?” the officer asked skeptically.

Mark angrily looked at the officer, “Of course I can. It’s my car!” He provided the officer with the information, including the make, model, color, and license plate number. The officer left the room for several minutes. Upon returning, his attitude had changed. 

“I was able to verify the vehicle is registered to you, and I’m very sorry that your car was stolen,” the officer apologized.

“I don’t give a crap about my vehicle! My concern is for Becky’s safety,” Mark shouted. 

Sensing Mark was getting more agitated, the nurse left the room to get the doctor.

The officer tried to calm him by saying, “I understand, and I’ve notified the dispatcher to broadcast the info regarding the situation to all officers. He’ll also issue an Amber Alert, but first we need to know what this person was wearing, her age, hair color, visible markings, etc. Then we can send out the warning.”

Mark gave him the information while growing increasingly frustrated with the delay in taking any action to find Becky.

He shared Tim and Lisa’s names with the officer, disclosed their address, and provided details about the restaurant where Tim worked. “Her parents need to be told before the Amber Alert goes out,” Mark insisted.

The officer nodded and left the room to relay the specifics concerning Becky and her parents to the dispatcher. Mark waited several minutes, anxiously wondering what was being done. The officer returned to the examination room and said, “Okay, we’ve notified her parents, and the Amber Alert has gone out.”

Mark cringed. He knew Tim and Lisa would be devastated, and it was all his fault. Becky was abducted on his watch, and that was the simple truth. He thought, I guess that’ll end the question of whether or not I should be Becky’s guardian.

The officer said, “So, you have no idea who hit you?”

“No. I was hit from behind. I don’t even know if it was one person, or perhaps more.”

“Okay. We’ll follow up on it. It’s too bad you can’t tell us anything more. Identifying the suspect or suspects will prove challenging without any preliminary information about their identity.” 

The officer exited the room, leaving Mark alone to reflect on what had happened.

Several moments later, a woman entered the room and said, “Mr. Peltier, I’m Doctor Richards.” 

Doctor Richards had shoulder-length black hair and darkish skin to match. She appeared to be of Afro-Caribbean ancestry and in her early forties. She was an attractive woman and spoke with a soft, reassuring voice.

“How’s your head feeling?” she asked.

“It hurts.”

“I’m sure it does. That was quite a wallop you took back there. Does it hurt, or does it feel like there’s a pressure inside?”

“It just hurts.”

“Okay, I’d like to check a few other things with you, if you don’t mind.” 

“Sure.”

“Are you feeling nauseous?”

“Yes.”

“From the looks of your clothing, it appears as though you’ve vomited. Do you recall when that happened?”

“Right after I came to the first time.”

“Have you vomited since?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Do you have any dizziness?”

“Yes, the whole room is spinning.”

“How’s your vision? Any blurriness or double vision?”

“Some blurriness.”

“I’d like to look at your eyes if you don’t mind.”

“Okay.”

She shone a penlight into his eyes, which made him squint against the bright light.

“Are you feeling sluggish, foggy, or groggy?” she asked.

“Kind of sluggish, I guess.”

“Do you feel confused, or are you having trouble concentrating or remembering anything?”

“No.”

“Looking at you, you appear to be depressed. Are you feeling down or sad?”

He looked at her and said, “How would you feel if the four-year-old child you were looking after was just abducted?”

Caught off guard, she stepped back. “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t know that happened.” 

Shaken by what he’d said, she sat on one of the nearby chairs. “I... I can’t imagine what you’re going through. I’m so sorry.”

“That’s why I need to get out of here. So, I can look for her,” he told her.

She stood up, tested her stability, and then, looking at him squarely, said, “You’re not going anywhere for at least twenty-four hours. You’ve got a major concussion, and you’ll need to be monitored for at least a day just to be sure there’s no hidden or permanent damage. I’d also like to arrange an MRI for you in St. Thomas when you can travel.”

“I can’t do that. My first concern is to get Becky back to her parents. My issues will have to wait.”

“Your issues, as you call them, are my concern, and until I say you’re okay to leave, you’ll need to stay here. I hope you won’t cause us any trouble, and just so you know, the clinic does have a room with bars if need be.”

A wave of nausea hit Mark, and he felt like he was about to pass out, a cold sweat breaking out on his forehead. He lay back down on the examination table. Resigned to staying in the clinic for a while longer, he said, “I won’t be a problem for you, but you need to help me get out of here as soon as possible. I need to find Becky before something bad happens to her.”

“Your release from here depends on you and how your body heals, despite your concern for that little girl. I’ll go and assign a room for you with a proper bed; then we’ll get you moved so you’ll be more comfortable.”

“Thank you, Doctor. I’m sorry for causing so much trouble.”

“I can understand your angst, and you’ve been an angel compared to some folks we get in here. Why do you think we’ve got a hospital room with bars? It’s not for show, that’s for sure.”
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Chapter 4
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Mark was resting in the room Dr. Richards had arranged for him. The blinds were drawn, and the lights in the room were off. The semi-darkness helped to ease Mark’s headache, and the nausea and dizziness were fading. 

There was a knock on the door, and the nurse opened it partially and announced, “There’s someone here to see you.” 

She stepped aside, and Tim walked into the room. When Mark saw who it was, tears filled his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Tim. I won’t blame you if you hate me.”

Tim walked over to the bed. Even in the partial darkness, Mark could make out the redness in his eyes and the tear stains on his cheeks. 

“I don’t blame you... We don’t blame you for this, Mark.”

“It was my watch. I should’ve been paying more attention to my surroundings.” 

“You couldn’t have known what was going to happen. It’s not your fault,” Tim said.

“It is my fault, and I promise I will make it right. How are you and Lisa holding up?”

“She’s pretty much a basket case, and I’m trying to hold it together. The police picked me up at the restaurant and took me home. There was a policewoman with Lisa when I arrived.”

“I’m so sorry... I’m just so sorry. I wish Becky had stayed home this morning with Lisa.”

“Look, the same thing could’ve happened if it had been me at the beach with B... Becky.” Saying her name, Tim started to weep.

“I promise I’ll get her back to you and Lisa. I’ll search for her as soon as I can get out of here.”

Tim regained his composure and said, “The police are looking for her now, and they’ve alerted the ferries and airports to be on the lookout for her. They believe it’s just a matter of time before she’s found.”

“I want to find whoever took her rather than the police. And when I find them, they’ll wish they’d never been born,” Mark said, his anger rising to the surface.

“I feel the same way, Mark. But you don’t want to do anything that’ll cause you trouble.”

“I don’t care about that. They took our innocent Becky, and for that, they’ll pay with their lives.”

Tim was shocked by his statement and said, “You’re not serious about that, are you? I mean, yes, I want whoever took her captured and punished, too, but you’re not saying you’d actually kill them, are you?”

Tim looked into Mark’s eyes and had his answer. Mark was quite serious. If he found whoever had taken Becky, he would end their lives when he found them.

.  .  .  .

After leaving Coral Beach, Fletcher Howell and Craig Townsend drove north along Coral Bay Road, then turned eastward on King Hill Road. The narrow road was paved but twisted and turned as it meandered throughout the St. John countryside. They arrived at the intersection of Centerline Road and North Shore Road, then continued along North Shore Road until they reached Maho Bay. They stopped at a motel at the side of the road, and Townsend stepped out of the car and walked into the main entrance. He enquired about a room, but the owner, a balding, squat fellow about fifty years of age, said they were full for the night. When he got back to the car, he noticed a rest stop ahead with covered picnic shelters and public restrooms.

“I gotta take a leak,” he said to Howell. “You should take the kid in for a pee so she doesn’t go in the car.” 

Howell looked at Becky, who’d fallen asleep after crying out all the tears she had to cry. “She’s kippin’, and I wanna leave ‘er be,” he said.

“Well, if she takes a leak in the car, you’re cleaning it up,” Townsend said.

As they approached the shelter, they saw it was full of people eating at several tables. 

Howell, upon seeing all the people, said, “Well, we can’t stop here. Too many people.”

“Right.”

They drove further down the road and came to a secluded spot where Townsend pulled the car off the road and got out. He ducked behind some tropical plants and relieved himself. Upon his arrival at the car, he rustled Becky out of her booster seat, waking her. He put his face up to hers and sternly said, “You make any noise, I’ll spank your bum; you got that?”

Tears formed in her eyes, and her lower lip trembled as she stifled the cries that wanted to come out.

“Now I’m going to take you behind that bush so you can pee. Don’t try to run away because I’m faster than you. You don’t want a spanking, do you?”

Becky shook her head no.

“Okay, then. You do as I say, and you won’t get a spanking.”

He took her to the edge of the road and looked for a spot where she could go while he could still keep watch over her. He found a secluded area and led her there. “You can go here, and I’ll be over there,” he said, pointing to where he planned to stand. “When you’re done, come back to me. Understand?”

She nodded, watched as he walked a few feet away, and stopped. She was scared and wanted to run away from these men, but she didn’t know where she was. A couple of minutes later, she returned to where the man was standing. 

“That’s a good girl,” he said.

“I wanna go home,” she quietly said to the man.

“I know you do, and we’ll take you home as soon as possible. You be a good girl, and you’ll be home soon.”

“I wanna go home now,” she complained.

Townsend swung around to face her and harshly said, “Well, you can’t. Not yet, now don’t give me any trouble.”

Tears again filled her eyes and flowed down her cheeks.

“And stop your crying, or I’ll give you something to cry about,” he threatened.

When they returned to the car, he opened the back door, and Becky climbed onto her booster seat beside Howell. 

“Next time you’re on potty duty, Fletch,” Townsend said, closing the door as he spoke.

Townsend got into the car and started it. They continued down the road until reaching Cruz Bay twenty minutes later.

Howell said, “We need ter find a place for the night, and we need ter get a ransom note off.”

“Agreed.”

They drove around looking for a place that would offer seclusion and wouldn’t cost them hundreds of dollars for the night. Eventually, they came across a hotel that offered rooms starting at two hundred and ten dollars a night. 

Townsend said, “I’ll see if they’ve got anything available.”

Howell added, “Oi, check if they’ve got a room wiv a bit of space on its tod, yeah?”

Townsend looked at him and said, “For Pete’s sake, use English, will ya? What the hell does ‘on its tod’ mean?”

“Off on me, Jack, separate from the rest of ‘em.”

“Then why didn’t you just say that?”

“I did.”

Townsend shook his head and closed the car door. He walked into the hotel lobby and approached the desk.

“Good day, sir. How has your day been going?” the hotel clerk inquired.

“It’s been okay. Would you have any vacancies for tonight?”

The clerk looked more closely at Townsend, noticed the man’s shabby appearance, and caught a whiff of the odor coming off his body.

“I think we’re pretty booked,” he said without checking.

“Well, can you check to see?”

Reluctantly, the clerk checked his computer and announced. “We have two rooms left. One with a double bed and one with two queens.”

“How much for the queens?”

“Two hundred and thirty-eight a night.”

“Okay, we’ll take it.”

“Oh, you have someone traveling with you?”

“Yes, a buddy and his niece.”

“How old is the niece?”

“She’s a kid, probably four or five, I guess.”

“Well, there’d be an extra charge for the additional adult.”

“And how much is that?” 

“Another forty dollars.”

“Kind of steep, don’t you think?”

The hotel clerk shrugged. “It’s hotel policy. I don’t make the rules.”

“Is there anything cheaper in the area?” Townsend asked.

“I don’t think so, and if there were, most hotels would be getting full at this time of day anyway.”

“Okay, we’ll take the room then.”

Townsend dug the bills out of his wallet to pay the clerk for the room.

“We’d also like a credit card to have on file.”

“Well, it’s nice that you’d like that, but I don’t have one, so it’ll have to be cash.”

“Okay. In that case, there is also a requirement for a two-hundred-dollar cash deposit, which will be refunded to you upon checking out.”

“You’re kidding me!”

“I’m sorry, but that’s also hotel policy.”

Townsend opened his wallet, retrieved two more one-hundred-dollar bills, and gave them to the clerk.

“I appreciate your cooperation with this, sir.”

“Yeah, sure.”

The clerk slid a registration card toward Townsend and said, “Could I ask you to fill out the registration and provide the make and model of your vehicle so it won’t get ticketed or towed overnight?”

Townsend filled it out using a bogus name, address, and phone number. Since he and Howell planned to ditch the car anyway, he falsified as much as he could get away with regarding the vehicle. After handing the clerk the registration card, the clerk reciprocated by providing the keys to the room. Townsend took them without a word and walked out to the car.

When he arrived at the car, he said, “We have a room, but it’s not separated from others on the floor. But, it’ll have to do; it was the last one with two queen beds.”

Howell replied, “At least we’ve got a gaff for the night, mate.”

Townsend shook his head. “You need to learn some English, Fletch. Between your gaffs and your tods, I don’t know what the hell you’re saying.”

Townsend poked his head into the back and, looking at Becky, said, “We’re going to stay here tonight. You remember what I said about being a good girl?”

She nodded her head slightly.

“Good. Don’t forget what I said. If you want to go home, then you need to behave.”

Townsend handed the hotel key to Howell. “Here’s the key to the room. You get the kid upstairs; I’ll ditch the car.”

While looking at Becky, Townsend held up his finger and said, “Fletch is going to take you up to the room, and I’ll be coming up shortly. You’re going to behave for Fletch, aren’t you?”

Becky again slowly nodded her head.

“Good. I’m glad we understand each other. Remember, you need to be good if you want to go home.”

Howell and Becky left the car and walked into the hotel. Townsend started the vehicle and found a car rental lot about a mile from the hotel. The rental cars were parked out of view of the office, which was inside a converted cargo container. He drove onto the lot, out of sight of the office, and parked the car between two other vehicles. He shut off the car, opened the glove compartment, and found the vehicle registration and other papers. As he looked through the documents, he found one with a name and address matching those on the vehicle registration form. The only difference was that this paper included the owner’s phone number. He put the paper and registration in his pocket, left the keys in the ignition, exited the car, closed the door behind him, and walked away from the vehicle unnoticed. Within thirty minutes, he returned to the hotel.
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It was almost noon, and Mark was anxious to leave the clinic. Doctor Richards had stopped by, and while encouraging him to stay until two o’clock, he was planning his escape. He’d used the clinic’s phone to call Tim to ask if he would mind coming to get him. He’d agreed and said he’d be there soon.

Mark’s vision had cleared, and he was no longer dizzy or nauseous, but the bump on the back of his head was still very tender to the touch. Doctor Richards had scheduled him for an MRI at St. Thomas, but he had no intention of keeping that appointment. This wasn’t the first time he’d suffered head trauma, and he’d always healed thoroughly after recovering from the initial injury. This time felt no different.

Earlier, he’d called the police to inquire about their progress; they admitted they still had no leads to Becky’s whereabouts. Mark was sick with worry and needed to start searching for her himself.

As he sat on the edge of the bed, Tim walked through the door. Mark took one look at him and could tell he’d not slept much, if at all.

“How are you feeling?” Tim asked.

“I’m okay. How are you and Lisa?”

“We didn’t sleep much last night,” he admitted.

“What about food? When’s the last time you ate?”

“I don’t know. Probably yesterday sometime.”

Mark stood up and checked his balance. He was steady, and his head was clear.

“Let’s get out of here,” Mark said.

They walked out of the clinic, and as they got to the car, Mark asked, “Would you like me to drive?”

Tim asked, “Do you think you’re okay to do that?”

“Yes. I’m fine.”

“Okay, sure.”

They got into the vehicle, Tim in the passenger seat and Mark behind the wheel. Mark started the car, drove out of the parking lot, and started down the road.

“You’re in the wrong lane,” Tim said, looking at Mark.

“Oh, right. Sorry.”

Mark moved the vehicle to the left. 

They arrived home, and Mark clicked the remote on Tim’s visor, activating the security gate, which opened to let the car proceed. Once inside the security fencing, the gate closed.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to borrow your car, Tim.”

“I don’t mind, but where are you going?”

“I need to search for Becky.”

“Then I should come with you,” Tim offered.

“No. You need to get some rest. This is something I need to do and do alone.”

“I don’t like the sound of that, Mark. You don’t take the law into your own hands.”

Mark looked at Tim and said nothing.

“If you’re thinking of doing something stupid like killing whoever took Becky, then you can’t use my car,” Tim said as sternly as he could.

“You need to get some sleep, Tim. I’ll be back with Becky as soon as possible.”

Mark and Tim stared at each other for several moments, then Tim sighed.

“Okay, Mark. I give up. I don’t have the fight in me to argue with you.”

“Tim, I apologize for all of this, and I need to make it right. I don’t wish to cause you any more pain. Please get some rest, and don’t worry about me.”

Tim got out and stood beside the vehicle. Mark backed up and pressed the remote; the gate opened once more. He drove away from his property and headed for King Hill Road. 

Mark assumed whoever took Becky wouldn’t stay in Coral Bay because of its small population and limited accommodation. Most likely, they would’ve gone to Cruz Bay, located on the west coast of Saint John, where the population was greater, and there’d be more tourists to blend in with. Cruz Bay, the Island’s largest commercial center, had ample shopping and accommodation, and the main port on Saint John was located there.

His first thought was to see if he could spot his car since he didn’t know who he was looking for, other than Becky. If whoever took her was only after his vehicle, they would’ve left her at the beach with him. Therefore, he had to assume she’d been taken for some other purpose. He tried not to let his thoughts drift too far down that path, as they would only cloud his thinking. He needed to call upon his Green Beret training to take over and his instincts to kick in.

On his way to Cruz Bay, he watched to see if his vehicle had been left anywhere. The regular thirty-five to forty-minute trip took him closer to an hour and a half. 

The first areas he wanted to check out were the side streets where a stolen vehicle would most likely be hidden. As he meandered through the streets, he realized just how much he’d become accustomed to the quiet lifestyle in Coral Bay. The number of people on the streets and at the shops along the way was a vivid reminder of days gone by. 

After three hours of searching the areas farthest from the bay, he made his way back down toward the center of the town. As he got closer to the port, the crowds made it more difficult, and several times he was at a standstill when a boatload of tourists blocked his path. He decided to park Tim’s car and walk the streets close to the harbor to avoid waiting for the tourists to get out of the way.

He found a school off Wharf Bypass Road and parked the car in their unpaved lot. From there, he walked east, hiking up and down each side street, which took considerable time, but at least he was progressing. He checked his watch and noticed it was nearing five o’clock, and it would get dark soon. So far, the day’s excursion hadn’t been the success he’d envisioned. Instead of going up the following few streets, he decided he’d go directly to the local cell phone store a few blocks away, one of only two in the area. At least the day wouldn’t be a total loss if he could replace his phone, which had been destroyed yesterday.

He arrived at the store a few minutes before they were scheduled to close. The technician helped him select and activate a new phone, but it took far longer than Mark had expected, causing the employee to work past closing time.

“I’m sorry to make you work past your workday,” Mark apologized.

“It’s not a problem. I don’t have plans for the evening, and supper can wait.”

“Well, I really appreciate your help. We’ve become so dependent on these things,” he said, holding the phone in his right hand.

“I’m not complaining,” the technician said. “It keeps me in business.”

Mark laughed. “So true.”

He paid for the phone and checked for any messages sent to him while he’d been out of communication with the world. The usual spam texts had come through, but nothing significant had arrived. He thanked the technician, wished him a good evening, and left the store. 

The daylight was almost gone, so he decided to head back to where he’d parked Tim’s vehicle and then make his way home. He turned up one of the side streets to save time and walked past one of the several car rental lots in the area. As he rounded the corner, one of the vehicles caught his eye. As he approached it, he discovered the vehicle belonged to him.

He circled back to the office, housed in a converted cargo container, but it had closed for the day. When he returned to his car, he checked the driver’s door and was surprised to find it unlocked. To his astonishment, he noticed the keys in the ignition. He removed the keys, closed the door, and locked the car.

Then, realizing the perpetrator had been here, instinct took over. It was too soon to contact Tim and Lisa with this information, and time was of the essence to locate Becky if she were close by.

He surveyed the hotels in the area and selected three that would be the most likely places where an abducted child could easily be housed without raising suspicion.

He ran the three blocks to the first hotel on his list and stormed into the lobby. When he arrived, the desk clerk was busy assisting a couple with a room reservation.

He butted in, apologizing to the couple. “I’m sorry, but I’m looking for a little girl who’s been abducted. I need to ask the desk clerk a question.”

The couple was startled; however, the man said, “Of course, sorry to hear that.”

He turned to the clerk and asked, “Has anyone with a little red-headed girl, four years old, registered here either yesterday or today?”

The clerk shrugged and replied, “I only came in about an hour ago, and I wasn’t working yesterday, so I don’t know.” 

“Can you check the register to see if anyone came in with a child?”

“We don’t charge for kids under six, so we don’t bother to list anyone under six on the register.”

“Is that just your policy, or is that a standard for all hotels?” Mark asked.

“I don’t know if it’s for all hotels. I’ve only worked here.”

“Okay. Thanks. I need you to keep watch for anyone with a little red-headed girl. Her name is Becky. The police are looking for her, and there’s an Amber Alert out for her, too. Here’s my number if you see her.”

Mark wrote his phone number on a piece of notepaper lying on the counter and handed it to the clerk. “Also, pass that along to all the staff.”

“Are you a cop?” the clerk asked.

Mark replied, “I’m working with the cops. Treat my request as though it had come from the police chief himself. And be sure and do as I’ve asked.”

“Okay,” the clerk said, looking at the phone number.
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