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Sometimes those who can’t be found just might not be lost… 

 

In the remote mountain town of Boone, North Carolina, Hank “Hanky J” Johnson and Bim Mayer find people that nobody else can. All thanks to Hanky J's brains and Bim’s ability to psychically connect to other people. 

Their skills get put to the test when a group of  elderly people go missing. All of whom used to teach at nearby Appalachian State University. 

And each missing person shares a connection to a shady character with deep, dark ties to the mountains—and to Bim and Hanky J…

The first genre-spanning book in the Finder Team series: a mystery with a hint of the paranormal and more than a little humor added to the mix. 
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Prologue




He hid her away in the basement again.

She rubbed her wrist, wishing her silver bracelet was still there, but she'd left it at home the day before all of this happened. And the last bracelet she'd worn had been a pair of cold handcuffs. 

She sank to the smooth cement floor, still holding her wrist and trying not to think about home. 

How long had she been here? Two days? Three? She couldn't remember, because this room in the basement had no windows.

It was completely dark, cool, and unforgiving. Like this room had been set up this way on purpose, to hold people captive. There was the main door, which was always locked, and a narrow door on the opposite wall leading to a cramped bathroom with just a toilet and a sink. No light, no mirror. The water from the sink tasted like metal, but she drank it anyway, slurping it up from her cupped hands.

What kind of person, she kept thinking, had a room like this?

He'd only touched her twice, this man she'd first seen walking behind her in the mall parking lot. 

He touched her once to grab her that first night and shove her into his big SUV with a surprising strength, and a second time tonight to pull her back into the house after she'd tried to escape. 

He didn't say much, either. Even when she managed to slip outside tonight and run. Down the sloping yard to the black lake lit up by distant stars and the occasional spotlight of a neighbor's house. She'd run, but she had no idea where she was, so she was immediately lost. And then he'd found her.

She remembered his deadly grip on her arms, followed by a choke hold from behind as she tried to fight. She'd slipped, tearing her shirt and getting mud all over her jeans. But her arms had been too heavy to struggle for long, and her adrenaline buzz had left her too soon. She hadn't eaten much since he'd taken her, so she was worthless in her attempt to escape. She would've killed someone for a bag of Cheetos.

And now here she was, back in the dark, windowless room. Trying not to think, because thinking too hard led to panic. She closed her eyes, clenching and unclenching her empty hands until she relaxed.

Barely five minutes later, she heard his footsteps above her on the hardwood floor, in the nice part of the house. Footsteps growing closer, then pausing at the door leading to the basement. And then he was coming down the basement steps. Coming toward her.

She slid across the cold floor as far as she could into the darkness until she hit the farthest corner, all the while wishing she had something to put in her hand. Some sort of weapon. 

She heard the key scratching at the lock, along with the now-familiar jingle of handcuffs. The sounds filled her with dread. She buried her face in her hands, wishing she could hide, but knowing he'd find her. 

He'd always find her.

















Chapter One




Hank Johnson drove up a narrow, almost vertical, road south of Boone, North Carolina at 8:25 on a snowy Wednesday morning in late March. 

He needed to pick up his partner Bim in front of Mossy Creek Apartments, which sat halfway up a mountain overlooking Highway 321. The tires of Hank's wheezy old Ford Escort strained for traction on the latest layer of snow as he worked his way up to Bim's place.

And, of course, by the time he'd slid and spun his way to the top of the hill, nobody was waiting for him outside. 

Most of the other apartments contained students from nearby Appalachian State—kids half the age of both Hank and Bim—and all of the apartments remained dark in the gray light of early morning. 

"Unbelievable," Hank exhaled, his breath pluming in a cloud around him. "But not completely unexpected."

He shut off the car, popped open the door, and hurried across the parking lot, leaving the first set of tracks in the newly fallen snow. 

Hank stood barely five foot five inches, and he wore chunky black glasses, now flecked with bits of melting snow that partially hid his most prominent features: his intense, dark brown eyes. His skin was a few shades darker than his eyes, a trait that had turned heads his way in a curious and sometimes unfriendly way for the past forty years here in this patch of the Blue Ridge Mountains.

He rapped on the metal door leading to Bim's ground-level apartment, switching his weight from one foot to another in his annoyance and anticipation. 

After three more rounds of knocking, Hank took a quick look around, checking for potential observers. Then he pulled a piece of wire from his coat and stuck it into the lock to Bim's apartment. 

The big man should've given me a key years ago, he thought as he turned the cold metal knob ten seconds later. But that's Bim for you, stubborn as hell. 

Hank took one last breath of clean, cold air and pushed his way into Bim's apartment.

The mixed smells of old food, dirty socks, and musty furniture hit him along with a blast of hot, humid air. Hank tiptoed around piles of dirty clothes, crinkled magazines, soda cans, pizza boxes, and a bag of cat litter—Bim had a cat now? Hank didn't know that—on his way to the bedroom. A huge new flatscreen TV presided high over the room, its black rectangle of an eye reflecting the mess below it. 

Hank had hoped that a couple loud knocks on the bedroom door would be enough, but he ended up having to barge through that door as well.

The heat was even more intense in here, as was the tangle of clutter, but the strangest thing was Bim's soft, high-pitched snoring. It sounded like a huge mosquito buzzing in Hank's ears. But as he stared at the large mound of person buried under a striped black and gold blanket in front of him, he felt a rush of relief. Hank worried that one of these days he'd find his old buddy not snoring, not moving at all, after Bim's overworked heart finally gave up on him. 

Bim had been big for as long as Hank had known him, and he was now easily over three hundred and fifty pounds. The guy just couldn't stop eating, and he refused to exercise. Hank had long since given up sharing health and fitness tips with Bim, though. It was a losing proposition for someone who only seemed to want to gain.

"Bim," Hank said, poking him softly in the shoulder at first, then harder when he remembered their mission that day. "Wake up, man. Bim!"

Hank remained a safe distance from Bim's bed, reaching out just enough to poke Bim and then retreating in anticipation of what was to come. On about the fifteenth poke, Bim's buzzing snores abruptly stopped. He rolled toward Hank, a big arm swinging hard for Hank's head. Hank felt the breeze from the swing, which missed him by just three inches.

Bim mumbled something that sounded like "Always finder" as he wobbled his way to a seated position in his bed, still barely awake. His light blue eyes were wide in his hairy white face, making him look once more like the chubby first grader Hank had first met so many years ago. Bim groaned and shook his head slowly, still draped in his blanket.

Hank noticed a glint of silver in Bim's left fist that could've been the end of a slim bracelet. He nodded to himself, approving of his partner's dedication to the job at hand. That must have been some dream Bim had been having.

"Frickin' alarm clock," the big guy muttered, looking all of his forty-four years. "Must've stopped working this morning."

"Right," Hank said. He was starting to feel light-headed from the swamp-like aspects of Bim's bedroom. "We've gotta hit the road, partner." He peeked at his watch and winced. "We're a good twenty minutes behind schedule now."

Bim rubbed his puffy eyes, scratched his uneven beard, and made an attempt to pat down his wild, dark brown hair, which was streaked with a good bit of gray these days. 

"Was up late last night with Juan, checking out some leads," Bim mumbled. 

"Some leads. Right."

"Seriously, man. And he found some old Atari cartridges and a console at a yard sale last weekend, so we had to try that out, you know? He had that E.T. game, remember that one? It was so bad and so impossible to beat, we had to keep playing it, you know, until about, um, two a.m. or so..."

Bim trailed off under Hank's non-smiling glare.

"I'm just gonna go get dressed now," Bim said in a meek voice.

Hank stepped out of the bedroom, worked his way out of the messy apartment, and welcomed the cold air from outside.

As he paced around his Escort, not wanting to sit down in it just yet—he'd be doing plenty of that for the next four or five hours on the drive south—Hank mentally pushed away his irritation at Bim. Getting irritated at Bim did no good. 

Some people, he thought, just don't have the same high standards for themselves. 

He did ten quick deep-knee bends, followed by a dozen jumping jacks.

His current fitness obsession, isometrics, involved lots of stretching, jumping, and muscle-flexing to keep toned. He'd also experimented with cutting back on how much sleep he needed in a day. His goal was just four hours a night. Last night he'd slept for a little over five hours, and he'd followed his short night with a couple big mugs of extra strong coffee. 

But with all the flexing and stretching he'd been putting his body through, combined with the lack of sleep, Hank kept battling a nagging feeling that he was forgetting something. 

He just couldn't put his finger on it yet.

Standing outside in the cold, as more late-winter snow fell silently around him, Hank stretched to touch his toes, blinked his sore and tired eyes, and waited for his partner and his oldest friend to emerge from his smelly and steamy cave.




* * * * * 




They departed Boone at three minutes past nine. Bim sat wedged into the unforgiving passenger seat, overflowing into the middle console area, so that Hank had to rub Bim's left love handle whenever he shifted gears. Just as he always did whenever he went on a road trip with Bim, Hank wished his car was an automatic.

For the first hour of the ride down the mountain, he let Bim ramble on about the snow, old missing persons cases, video games, his young and rowdy neighbors at Mossy Creek, problems with the heat in his apartment, the cold, and anything else that came to the big guy's head. 

Hank's mind kept rolling from one open case to the next, like the background checks he needed to get set up with Juan for one client, the reports he needed to type up and send to his lawyer buddy in Banner Elk for a couple other cases, and the surveillance he was supposed to be doing for a case that came in two weeks ago. His brain felt too full with all the details he needed to manage back at the office, so getting out on this road trip was a welcome reprieve. 

But he still couldn't come up with what he was forgetting, and he did his best not to take out his irritation on Bim. That was another one of his weaknesses, Hank knew. Something else he had to work on in his unending need for self-improvement.

After swallowing hard one last time to make his ears pop on the descent from Boone, Hank glanced over at his old buddy. 

Bim was decked out in a slight variation of what Hank thought of as the big guy's standard-issue uniform. No jacket despite temps in the low thirties back home in the mountains. The ever-present dark blue sweatpants. Faded gray T-shirt one size too small for him, the front too faded for anyone to be able to read the jokey, ironic message stretching across Bim's bulging man-boobs. Hank thought the T-shirt once read "Got Lunch?" 

And then the flip-flops. Always with the dang lime-colored flip-flops, even when the temperature was ten below, with half a foot of snow still stuck to the ground like dried glue. For as long as Hank had known him, Bim had never worn socks.

"Your turn's coming up," Bim said, interrupting Hank's side-eye examination.

At some point Bim had pulled out his new smartphone, a tiny, thin rectangle of blue in his big white bear paw of a hand. He'd been texting with Juan back at the office. Juan would be tracking their progress on one of his own enhanced smartphones, helping them navigate from the relative comfort of their new office building.

As he made the turn, Hank grinned at the thought of the office. He'd bought all the buildings and the land for the Mountain Villa Motor Lodge perched on the southern bluffs of Boone for a song. Sure, the place needed some work, having seen its best years in the '60s and early '70s, but it was going to make a fantastic headquarters for his team. 

Juan could set up his servers in his oversized office, and still have space to spread out all his gadgetry and other equipment in the various banquet rooms and dining areas as needed. Marly had taken charge of contacting the various contractors for the fix-up work (the place had been condemned as a hotel when it closed almost two years ago), and she was thrilled to finally have her own office for all of her files and paperwork instead of working out of their cramped little cottage outside of Valle Crucis with Juan. 

And Bim had claimed the small, six-sided building outside next to the pool, vowing to work while sunbathing all summer. Hank tried not to let that mental picture invade his brain.

"There you go, 26 South, mah frien'," Bim said, slipping into his version of Juan's accent.

Hank made the turn while cringing. Juan barely had an accent, though it became more pronounced when things got heated at the office, or when Marly's mother stopped by. Now that woman had an accent. She hadn't known more than a dozen words in English when they moved here decades ago, and her accent had stuck with her all these years.

"You guys are sure about this, right?" he asked Bim. "We don't have time to drive around in circles for the next few days, hoping to bump into April Mae back at the mall." 

That was where the white guy in the black baseball cap had nabbed her, outside a mall in Charleston, SC. Security footage had uncovered just two fuzzy images of a man, first walking up to April Mae in the parking lot, then standing right next to her, hands on hips, looking down at her in her car. A tuft of gray hair under his cap. No name yet, but Juan promised they'd have one before they arrived at his place. The footage was from Sunday night, two and a half days ago. Her face had been splashed all over the Internet and news channels on TV since that time, but nobody had any other leads than that. 

Hank and his team would find her first. Because with Finders, Inc., everyone comes home safe. It was their unspoken motto.

Bim, meanwhile, hadn't bothered answering Hank's question. He was too busy staring at the roof of the car, at the place where Hank had always wished he'd installed a sunroof. 

As Hank watched, Bim's eyes flicked shut; he could've sworn he heard a clicking sound accompany the movement.

He drove on in silence, feeling unsettled. Bim always did this, usually at the most inopportune times. Usually whenever Hank had questions for him or if he just wanted to talk. Bim could disappear like this for up to half an hour, and a bomb exploding at his feet wouldn't disturb him. That was Bim for you: never doing the expected thing, and never feeling uncomfortable about it either.

As they drove farther south and east into the lower flatlands, the snow turned to spitting rain. Hank plowed through the precipitation on the interstate at an even eighty miles an hour, keeping one eye on the radar detector mounted to the left of the wheel, while keeping his other eye on the slowly unfurling digital map on his phone, mounted to the right. The big evergreens and leafless oaks receded, making way for grassy winter fields and empty pasture land wet with mud and the last melting remnants of snow. 

He wondered how April Mae had been holding up these past three days. If she was somewhere inside, keeping dry and warm. If she was able to keep a lid on her fear.

Everyone comes home safe. 

"Dude."

Hank looked up from the broken white lines of the road, sucking in a sudden breath.

He turned and saw that Bim had ended his study of the ceiling and was now staring at him. He heard a few small jingles of metal from one of Bim's large hands that must have come from the bracelet Bim had taken ownership of, temporarily.

"You doing okay over there?" Bim asked. "Want me to drive for a while?"

"No," Hank said, too quickly. The few times Bim had taken the wheel had resulted in minor disasters, from fender benders to nose dives into ditches. Good thing the old Escort was a tough little car.

"You kinda went away for a while there, bud," Bim said.

Hank laughed. 

"Learned it by watching you."

"Whaddaya mean?" 

Bim never admitted to spacing off while on a case, but Hank always knew what was going on. The guy was reaching out with his special abilities. Connecting.

"Never mind," Hank said. "I was just thinking about all the work waiting for me back home. The usual. What do you guys have for me? I feel like I've been a bit out of the loop on the legwork for this case. These court cases have been eating up all my time." 

Not to mention all the texts and phone calls from Mom, he added silently. 

She'd set him up on three straight nights of dates, Sunday-Monday-Tuesday, with three different women whose mothers went to the same church as her. Mom was worried about never getting grandbabies, because he had yet to marry, same as his younger brother William (Hank refused to call him "Billy J," no matter how often William asked him to do so). She really wanted those grandbabies. 

Hank kept telling her he was too busy running Finders, Inc. and saving lives, but she didn't seem to get it. William's response was to just disappear years ago. Last Hank had heard, William was bouncing around the country, working odd jobs and eventually getting into some sort of trouble that required an influx of cash from Mom to fix. Which enabled Mom to focus solely on Hank. For his love connection, she'd almost worked her way through the whole 35- to 45-year-old segment of the female congregation at her church. Hank feared the 46- to 55-year-old segment was next.

He had yet to meet anyone that way who lit a fire in him. Usually, all the dating just made him feel sad—for himself as well as his female counterpart. It felt too much like a desperate competition for some sort of vague, questionable prize.

"Yeah," Bim said after a meaningful pause. "You have been a bit outta the loop." 

He cleared his throat and glanced at his phone for a second. 

"But that's all good, 'cause that's why you have us. Gotta give credit to Juan for finding the neighborhood where this guy lives—he found some emails related to human trafficking coming from a place just outside Charleston, and he was able to compare IP addresses and locate it, all from just one email. That's all the dude needed to crack the case. Now we just have to find where this guy has hidden her and pull her the hell out of there."

"Nice work," Hank said.

He let out a silent sigh of relief as they left the interstate and the sun broke through the clouds for a moment. They'd been in the car for almost three hours, and Hank needed to get out and stretch.

They stopped for a quick fill-up for gas, and Bim volunteered to grab lunch for them both. Hank demurred, but gave Bim the company credit card anyway. He was working on eating just one meal a day, and snacking was for wimps. 

While the gas pumped away and Bim flip-flopped his way inside, Hank did some stretches, then knocked out two dozen push-ups to help him ignore the rumbling in his empty belly. He'd gotten used to odd looks from strangers, so he barely noticed the wide eyes in the occasional car rolling past as he got his heart rate up and his muscles burning again.

Bim came back just as the gas clicked off. He watched Hank finish his speed round of calisthenics, grinning and shaking his head.

"Gonna kill yourself exercising all the time like that, Hanky J," he said as he tore open a large bag of Cheetos. He munched on an orange handful as he dropped like a small nuke onto the passenger seat. To his credit, Bim didn't spill a drop of his 32-ounce Coke. 

Snacking was for wimps, Hank reminded himself, sniffing the tempting scent of imitation cheese. He dropped into the driver's seat, and they left the convenience store behind.

After they were moving again, closing in on April Mae's location, Hank felt his anticipation growing. And when he started getting worked up like this, he couldn't keep his mouth shut. He needed to talk.

"Human trafficking," he began. "I mean, what kind of term is that? That doesn't even touch on the horror of what's really happening."

Bim shrugged and ate more Cheetos.

"I mean, are we talking slavery here? A hundred and fifty years after Abe Lincoln, for crying out loud? It's not right. And a sixteen-year-old girl, too. What kind of sickos are we dealing with here? And in America, not some far-off place like Thailand or China. Right here. So messed up."

"I know," Bim said. "Watch your speed here. Drops to fifty-five."

Hank checked the radar detector and maintained his speed of seventy. According to his phone, they were about half an hour away. Very close now. He took a deep breath, held it, and let it out. Forcing himself to stay in control. Always in control.

"So what sense do you have of her? April Mae, that is."

Bim froze, just for a moment, with his hand deep in the bag of Cheetos. He pulled his hand out and began licking the orange crud from each sausage-like finger, smacking loudly. Being intentionally annoying in an attempt to change the subject.

"Come on, man," Hank said. "I want to know. You got a touch of her a few minutes ago, didn't you? I saw you holding her bracelet."

"Fine," Bim said, blowing out all his breath and glancing once more at his phone. "Slow down to the frickin' speed limit and I'll tell you. I don't want this bucket to hydroplane and kill us both this close to finding April Mae. I'm worried about this one. I don't like what I saw."

Hank did as he was told, though dropping to fifty-five miles per hour suddenly felt like crawling. He tensed his muscles and chewed his lip some more.

"I saw a jumble of places," Bim began. "The back of an SUV, which was all dark due to the black-tinted windows, and it even had a cage separating the driver's seat from the back seats, like a cop car. Then I saw brown water gushing from a culvert ten feet wide, like a horizontal waterfall churning into a black river, near a busted-up bridge." Bim's voice dropped to a whisper, with a lilt of curiosity to it now. "And the culvert, it was set in these gray rocks, big rocks, most of them jagged and irregular? Her hands were cuffed with cold metal cuffs, but something about those rocks. Sharp rocks all around, I guess? And then, darkness, a room, I think. Cold, no windows."

Hank felt goosebumps rising on his arms, the skin on the back of his neck prickling as well. Even after all these years of witnessing them firsthand, Bim's skills utterly freaked him out. But he'd never admit that to him.

Bim let out a long belch that made Hank's ears rattle. The car filled with the odor of Cheetos and carbonation.

A culvert, Hank thought. An SUV and some rocks. 

"Satisfied?" Bim asked. Hank glanced over at him at last, and saw the big guy's face was red, his wide forehead shiny with sudden sweat. His left hand was clenched into a tight fist around the delicate silver bracelet April Mae's uncle had brought to their new office yesterday. Hank had assured the uncle that they were only borrowing it, and they'd get it back to April Mae soon. 

He nodded. He waited a few more heartbeats before saying what had to be said next.

"Try to keep in touch with her as best you can when we get there."

"Dude," Bim said, affronted. "I got this. How long we been doing this action together? It's what I do, every time. Except for those few times..."

"I know," Hank said quickly, before Bim started traveling down that long, heartbreaking road. "I figured you did."

He also knew that in Bim's wallet was a business card for Finders, Inc. that had four names written on it. 

In the twenty years they'd been working together, the first decade of which it had just been The Bim and Hank Show, they'd only failed to find four people. Bim had written the names on the card himself, in big block letters. He hadn't left room on the back of the card for another name.

Except for those four times, everyone had come home safe. Seventy-one lives recovered; April Mae was going to be number seventy-two.

"The neighborhood's coming up," Bim said, his big hand back in the bag of Cheetos, hunting for the last few orange blobs. Subject officially changed.

Hank elbowed Bim's flab once more as he shifted the car down into third gear. As they slowed, Hank's tension grew.

"So," Bim said with his mouth full, "at what point should we engage the local authorities?"

Hank tapped out a beat on the steering wheel, calculating.

"Not just yet. I have to talk to this guy first. I have to know." 

Bim let out another less noisy burp and tossed the now-empty Cheetos bag into the back. 

"Hanky J," Bim said in a soft, almost high-pitched voice that made Hank think of his snoring from earlier that morning. "Don't take unnecessary risks, man. Your turn's coming up."

Hank scanned the budding trees on either side of the road, and then he turned left at the fancy eight-foot-high entrance wall made of stones and concrete. The houses here, a good ten miles outside of Charleston, sat on two-acre lots, surrounding a lake that must've been a quarter-mile wide. 

Bim's phone beeped.

"Look at that," Bim said, nodding at a house at the end of a driveway almost a hundred feet long, bounded by a treeless front yard with brown grass. He held up his phone, but Hank didn't look away from the house. "Gilbert Menson. Juan got us his name, right on schedule."

The place was three thousand square feet, easy, made of red brick and highlighted with white siding. Two stories, but with a basement peeking out from a hill around the sides. A nice view of the lake from the back deck, Hank could tell.

He turned onto the drive, almost bouncing in his seat now. Bim had taken one last look at his phone, and then he leaned back to stare at the roof of the car again.

They did it, Hank thought as the car rolled inevitably forward. Bim and Juan and Marly had brought them right to the guy's house. Gilbert Menson's house.

It never failed to surprise him. Especially when he hadn't had much to do with it, up until this point. Because he'd been too busy, distracted with other—

Wait. He almost had it. Something he was supposed to be doing today. That was what he was forgetting.

But it was too late to follow up on that now. They were in the critical portion of this case.

Hank drove right up to the closed garage doors, parking between them so no car inside of it would be able to escape without a ton of damage to both vehicles. 

"Lots of privacy out here," he said, whispering now. "No streetlights. No cars in any of the driveways around here."

Bim didn't respond. 

Hank killed the engine.

"I'm just going to ask Gilbert for directions," he said, still whispering. "Tell him I'm an old-school traveling salesman who lost his way and is almost out of gas."

"Fine," Bim said in a quiet, somewhat distant voice, still contemplating the ceiling of the car. "She's here. Just... be careful. You crazy bastard."

"You know me, always careful," Hank said, and then—he couldn't help himself—he gave Bim his wildest "Lethal Weapon" grin this side of Mel Gibson. But Bim wasn't paying him a bit of attention. 

Hank popped out of the car without a sound and nearly ran up to the front door. He didn't feel a drop of the cold rain that had begun falling in the past few minutes. He was in the zone now. 

This was why he did this job: confronting the bad guys, looking them in the eye without blinking, and then taking them down.

After flexing the muscles in his arms, abs, and legs one last time, Hank Johnson rose to his full five foot, five inches and pressed the glowing orange circle of Gilbert Menson's doorbell.







Chapter Two


Dark. Dark out here under the half-moon, the night cold and too cloudy for stars. 

The river pulled at her sore eyes through the tinted windshield like a giant magnet. It was a moving creature out there in the darkness, shimmering bits of moonlight reflected in the current. A monster, waiting.

He got out and slammed the front door, yanked open the back. He moved in close to her again, ordering her to get out. She held her cuffed hands out in front of her for balance as he pushed her out of the back seat of his black SUV and onto the rocks. The place smelled like fish and mud.

Legs wobbly, as if she'd been walking all day, or standing without a break, she tumbled and hit her shin on a rock. He'd taken her shoes, not wanting her to run again, and her socks were already wet and muddy.

All she could think about was food. Cheetos. Hungry. She told herself she was done crying.

Strong hands gripped her, long fingernails biting into her upper arms. Trying to get her back onto her feet again. She reached out blindly in the dark, grabbed something fist-sized from the ground before rising.

He let go of her arms. He never touched unless he had to. At least so far. 

"We all end up here," he'd said from behind her. Voice low and angry, hint of a southern accent that had never fully faded. "Thrown in once our usefulness is up, washed downriver and carried on out into the ocean to rot. Remember that next time you wanna run."

She was too weak to escape his low voice, and the knowledge both haunted and infuriated her. She made helpless fists, felt something cut into the insides of the fingers of her right hand, and she welcomed the pain.


* * * * *


Bim sucked in a sudden breath, heart hammering in his chest under its thick layers of fat.

I'm not gonna die, he thought as he lowered his gaze from the roof of the tired old Escort. 

It was always his first thought after coming back from a connection, especially one that had been broken. The sound of Hanky J ringing the doorbell had done it for April. She'd been thinking about the events of the previous night again like a kid messing with a partly healed scab. All of the images and words from April Mae's memories had passed through Bim's head in the time it took his fearless partner to get from the car to the front door.

Now he was sweating again, and his mouth tasted like stale cheese and acid. He slid the silver bracelet into the side pocket of his favorite sweatpants with some difficulty in the close quarters of Hanky J's car.

Hanky J. Everyone used to call him that in middle school, but by the end of high school it had become just Hank again. Hanky J had come up with the nickname for himself when they were both twelve, and he'd made a big deal about requesting that folks use it with him. Giving yourself your own nickname broke some kind of a rule, Bim always figured, but now he called him Hanky J partly out of habit, and mostly out of stubbornness. 

"Wait a minute," he whispered in a thick voice, talking only to himself.

Something was messed up here, something more than just the kidnapping and Hanky J's plans to save this girl whose head Bim had been popping into like a mental eavesdropper. Or stalker. 

Bim had the sense that Hanky J was walking into a shitstorm. He always did this, playing the lone crusader, going in all by himself. No backup but Bim. And he always told Bim to keep his butt in the car.

We all end up here.

Something the kidnapper had said. Just last night, out under the half moon. By the rocks.

The rocks.

Bim sat up straight, slapping his knee and starting a ripple effect on his flabby leg. 

That was it. Cutting into her fingers.

I promised Hanky J I wouldn't get involved, Bim reminded himself. Last time I did, we nearly got both our asses shot by that poacher down in the holler close to the Tennessee border.

Bim forced his hand into the tight space between his side belly and the door. He grabbed the handle just as he saw Hanky J disappear into the house.

"Wait a minute," he said again as he pulled open the door. Getting out of the car took some effort, because he'd been jammed in there pretty good. Stupid compacts. 

At last he made it out of the Escort and onto the driveway, body aching in places he hadn't been able to reach in years. He couldn't stop thinking about the gun tucked under the back of Hanky J's sweater vest. He knew how fast his friend was, though that never made Bim feel any better. Bim's dad had guns, and Dad thought he was good with them, too, just like Hanky J. 

He stopped for breath at the bottom of the ten steps leading up to the front door. He had no gun, no weapon of any kind except his own size, which he of course knew was no weapon or shield at all. But he was Hanky J's backup, his partner, and his best friend, so he had to get up those steps and into that house.

He closed his eyes, slid his left hand into his pocket to touch the bracelet, and for an instant he connected to April Mae again.

She was in that room without windows again, still handcuffed, still thinking about how hungry she was. Hungry, and angry. 

Her right hand gripped something tight, so tight her fingers ached. The rock she'd found by the river. The one with the sharp, sharp edge on it. She'd already flicked off the light, and she stood next to the hinges of
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