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F O R E W O R D


Evil doesn’t need an invitation. Just an opportunity.
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Evil doesn’t always wear a snarl or come cloaked in darkness. Often, it slips in quietly, dressed in charm, cloaked in religion, or wrapped in good intentions. The greatest danger isn’t in evil’s obvious forms, but in how easily it hides among us, even in the places we consider most sacred.

Today evil can inhabit the church, not just in systems or scandals, but in hearts. It can sit in the pew beside us, speak from the pulpit, or offer a helping hand while hiding a dagger behind its back. It’s not confined to prisons, politics, or dark alleyways. It may quote truth with twisted intent and lure with kindness. The deadliest evil doesn’t always threaten; sometimes it flatters. It doesn’t always roar; sometimes it whispers.

To be wise in this world is to know that evil may wear a cross, sing in the choir, or promise peace. Discernment isn’t suspicion; it’s a necessity.

Stay vigilant. And remember: the light doesn’t fear darkness—it exposes it.
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FROM THE MOMENT a rusty paint pitted and scarred van rolled to a creaky stop beside a Mustang at Mama Jo’s Market in rural Alabama, Lucas Bonham suspected something wrong.

It just didn’t look right, and he couldn’t help but notice.

The van didn’t shut off. It just sat there, idling. Its engine knocked, rumbling like muffled thunder, smoke coughing from its corroded exhaust pipe. Behind its dark, grimy windows, the muted thump of bass-heavy rap pounded in slow, steady bursts—more warning than rhythm. Lucas watched the driver through the reflection in the store’s window. The silhouette behind the wheel didn’t move. Just sat there. Waiting. Watching.

Lucas kept pumping gas into his gray Mazda Miata—not his first choice in cars. The thing was barely larger than a golf cart with a convertible top, but it had been the car of choice for his ex-wife.

Lucas was just under six feet, lean but not wiry, with the kind of casual posture that made people underestimate him. Mid-thirties. Slight tan. Jaw line shaded by the kind of scruff that said I meant to shave but forgot. His brown hair whipped in the wind, half-styled by habit, half by whatever breeze happened to blow through.

A faded Led Zeppelin T-shirt clung to his chest in the breeze, soft with wear, neither tight nor sloppy. His jeans appeared heavily worn, fraying at the cuffs, and his sneakers, classic white Nikes, showed the kind of scuffs that came from actual use, not fashion.

Traffic was light. A couple of pickups had rumbled past earlier, but now the road was quiet. Summer was gone. Boats along the nearby river had long been grounded or stored, and the air had that sharp edge that came before a storm.

The gas pump was sluggish today, grinding out fuel like it was reluctant to let it go. Worse, the handle lacked a latch, so Lucas was stuck hands-on, unable to clean dead bugs off the windshield while the gasoline flowed.

The Mustang had shown up moments before the van, when the parking lot was empty. Sleek. Red. New, or close to it. Shiny enough to blind someone under the right light. It rolled in and parked near the store entrance. Long hood, short rear deck, matte-black wheels, and a thick racing stripe down the center.

Lucas didn’t see the driver. Not at first. 

The van had pulled in only seconds later, too close to be coincidence, and neither driver had made a move to enter the store.

Had they pulled in together to meet? He didn’t buy it.

Lucas’ grip tightened on the pump handle. He didn’t believe in coincidences. 

Something was building.

And it wasn’t just the pressure in the gas line.

What caught Lucas’ eye even more than the van, or the Mustang, was the young woman who finally stepped out of the red car and strode briskly into the store.

She wasn’t just attractive; she was stunning, impossible to miss.

Maybe five-foot-four, if that. Slim—110 pounds, give or take. Early to mid-twenties. But it wasn’t just her shape or beauty; it was her energy. Her confidence. She moved like she knew every pair of eyes was on her and didn’t care. Or maybe she did, just enough to enjoy it.

Lucas also watched her through the glass storefront’s reflection without fear of being noticed. Her long blonde hair was pulled into a high, swaying ponytail, each bounce catching the gray afternoon light like strands of gold. Loose wisps framed her face, softening the edges of a dazzling smile. Her outfit was straight out of a Friday night stadium: a red-and-blue cheerleader uniform, fitted sleeveless top and pleated skirt that kicked up just a few inches above her knees. A blue baseball cap sat atop her head, angled just enough to look casual—intentional. Her white sneakers were pristine. Socks, perfectly rolled. Everything about her screamed crisp, polished, prepared. Meticulous.

Her bright blue eyes, noticeable even from where Lucas stood,  sparkled, but with something he couldn’t place. Not joy. Not mischief. Something behind it. A current under the surface.

Then came the rumble.

Thunder rolled somewhere in the hills, low and heavy, like distant artillery. Clouds above the treetops had thickened, dimming the afternoon daylight and casting long shadows across the parking lot. The wind picked up and tugged at Lucas’ shirt. He glanced away from the store entrance, drawn for a moment to the sky. Something about the shifting weather mirrored his own mood too well.

He was still raw. Still angry.

Only hours ago he’d signed the final divorce papers. Sat across from Alice in a downtown office, pretending they were strangers now, which, in a way, they were.

She hadn’t even looked at him. Didn’t speak. Just nodded, initialed, signed. Not a word more than necessary. Dressed to kill, but certainly not to impress him. Not a tear, not a glance.

Lucas had wanted to scream. Or maybe collapse.

Instead, he drove away from the lawyer’s office in her gray Miata and told himself it was freedom. He thought he'd scored a win by taking her car in the settlement, only to learn she'd wanted a new one anyway. The realization hit like a sucker punch.

But the hollow hadn’t left. The pit in his stomach still gnawed. Five months since she’d left, and he still wasn’t sleeping right. Still eating alone. Still reaching across the bed for someone who wasn’t there.

Now, standing next to a toy-sized convertible at a backwoods gas station with a suspicious van idling, a beautiful woman in a cheerleader outfit making a purchase inside the store, and a storm rolling in, Lucas felt something he hadn’t felt in months.

Not peace.

Not sadness.

Anticipation.

Something was coming.

And he could feel it.

The last few months had been a slow bleed for Lucas—quiet, colorless, and hollow. He hadn’t expected the divorce to hit this hard, but it had. It leveled him. Confidence gone. Routine shattered. Even the idea of reentering the social world felt like a foreign language he no longer spoke.

Single again, he thought bitterly. And the world’s changed.

The gas pump gurgled beside him, painfully slow. Just like everything else lately.

The van’s engine revved suddenly, coughing up a new cloud of smoke that drifted across the lot like a warning. The smoke wrapped around Lucas like a living thing, clinging to his skin, seeping into his hair and clothes until he could smell nothing else. The metallic clatter from under the hood rattled like loose bones. Lucas narrowed his eyes. Could the guy have followed the Mustang in? Or was he just stopping to take a call, killing time before going inside?

Still, the van hadn’t moved. And the driver hadn’t budged.

Inside the store, the cheerleader blonde was now at the counter. Through the plate glass, Lucas watched her tap a card, her posture still impossibly straight, still composed, like nothing outside that glass could touch her.

Another gust of wind swept across the parking lot. A stray paper towel fluttered across the concrete and slapped wetly against the white ice storage freezer in front of the store. Flies swirled around an over-filled garbage bin beside it. Lucas caught movement to his left, a burly man with gray hair and a lumberjack shirt reattaching an air hose to the coin-operated compressor at the far left side of the building. The man didn’t linger. Just got into his pickup and drove off.

Lucas glanced back at the storefront. A long strip of silver duct tape ran diagonally across the main window, covering what looked like a cracked pane. Sloppy fix. Probably taped the same way inside too. Like the place had taken a hit and no one had bothered with an insurance claim.

The van’s engine revved again. Louder. Angrier. Impatiently.

The smell of exhaust curled across the lot and reached Lucas again, sour and acrid as before. His instincts sharpened. The driver still hadn’t exited, and now Lucas was nearly certain whoever was behind that wheel wasn’t going inside. Not to shop, anyway.

Waiting for all customers to leave so he could rob the place?

Waiting for someone? 

Or . . . watching someone?

Maybe it was all just bad timing. A coincidence. The girl and the van arriving seconds apart. Nothing more.

The pump clicked off with a dull thunk. Lucas gave the trigger a few extra squeezes, coaxing every last ounce into the Miata’s undersized tank, then slid the nozzle back into its cradle and sealed the gas cap. Grabbed his receipt after it rolled out. He gave a final glance just as the girl exited the store.

She held a pack of cigarettes, shook one free with practiced ease, and wedged it between her lips. Her high ponytail swayed with each step, golden strands catching what little light remained.

Without hesitation, she climbed into the Mustang, lit the cigarette, then fired up the engine. Music exploded from the speakers—aggressive hip hop—and for the first time since she’d arrived, the mask of perfection slipped. She peeled out of the lot too fast, tires squealing faintly as she took the curve hard and disappeared down the road.

Lucas stood motionless, hand resting on the Miata’s door.

The Mustang was gone.

But the van was still there.

Still idling.

Still watching.

And now, he was sure of one thing; he wasn’t the only one paying attention.

Lucas folded himself into the Miata, limbs compressed into the toy-like cabin, and yanked the door shut with a hollow clunk. Still watching. Still curious.

As he fastened his seat belt, the cargo van screamed out of the parking lot, tires spitting gravel, trailing a puff of blue smoke, and heading in the same direction as the red Mustang.

That settled it.

Coincidence was no longer on the table.
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WAS THE VAN actually tailing the girl? Something about it didn’t sit right. Lucas had seen enough true crime shows to know the signs—idle engine, delayed follow, no eye contact. If the driver wasn’t stalking her, he was doing a good impression.

At the very least, Lucas thought, I can follow for a bit. If she looks like she’s in trouble, I’ll call it in.

Besides, what else did he have to do? Four more months in an apartment that wasn’t a home; just a holding cell until the lease ran out. Alice had taken the furniture, the good dishes, even the floor lamp that he used for editing manuscripts. What she left behind were echoes and the bitter aftertaste of that final meeting in the attorney’s office. Her glare, cold and perfect. The way she didn’t say goodbye.

Lucas punched the ignition. The Miata sputtered to life. The Eagles blared from the speakers—“Already Gone”—too on-the-nose to be anything but cruel. He slapped the power button, silencing Glenn Frey mid-wail, dropped the transmission into first, and spun out of the lot with a light squeal of his own.

Lightning rippled across the horizon, jagged and sudden, illuminating the darkening sky with ghost-light. The clouds had thickened into bruises overhead. Friday afternoon, but the road ahead was empty. Just two lanes of cracked asphalt and potholes stretching over low, wooded rural hills.

Beyond a scrappy trailer park, the Mustang remained in view. A distant flash of red. The van lagged behind her, keeping steady, maybe too steady.

Lucas leaned forward, gripping the wheel tighter than necessary. The Miata's cockpit felt even smaller now, like the walls were inching in. A few drops of rain dotted the windshield. He was thankful the canvas top was still up, though he couldn’t remember deciding to leave it there.

He shifted gears and settled in behind the van, keeping several car lengths a cushion between them.

The road dipped and curved, the forest pressing in close. Cell reception would be spotty out here, he knew. If something happened, calling for help might be a gamble.

Then again, he thought, this is probably nothing.

Still, the tension in his gut hadn’t let up.

A few miles back, he’d told himself he’d turn around the moment the van and Mustang went separate ways, but now he wasn’t so sure.

The van stayed a steady length behind the Mustang, engine humming low, tires whispering against the asphalt. Was its driver trying to keep his pursuit invisible, slipping along the streets like a ghost? But the coming night held its own secrets—shadows moving just out of sight—and somewhere beyond the van’s cautious trail, another pair of eyes watched. Patient, deliberate. Waiting. Following the follower. 

Lucas hung back farther, cautious, careful not to draw attention. The last thing he wanted was to spook the driver. Or worse, become his next target.

No business markings on the van. No phone number. No faded logo. Just rust, dents, and decay; the kind of vehicle that shouldn’t even be on the road, let alone be shadowing a helpless young woman across the back roads of St. Clair County. The van’s left rear taillight was out, the bumper sagged like a broken jaw, and one side panel looked like it had been kicked more than once.

Lucas almost turned back. Maybe it was nothing. Just an ugly van and a paranoid imagination fueled by too many sleepless nights and true-crime shows. He scanned the side of the road for a good place to pull a U-turn.

Then the Mustang’s blinker flashed.

It veered right onto a narrow, barely maintained county road.

Moments later, the van followed—no signal.

Lucas’ breath caught.

That road. He knew it. Remote. Winding. No lights. Few houses. More wildlife than people. The kind of place where no random traveler would go.

No way this is a coincidence.

Lucas kept a generous distance, headlights dimmed to parking beams as it ghosted the cargo van through the familiar countryside. Each time the van rounded a bend or disappeared behind a rise, he varied the speed just enough to close the gap while remaining cautiously out of sight—never too fast, never too close.

When open stretches made concealment impossible, Lucas eased off the gas until the van was little more than a dot beyond a dip in the hills. For at least a couple of miles, there was no risk the van would turn off.

More than once the van slowed or hesitated, and he almost slowed to a stop, hidden by the rural landscape until it was safe to rejoin the pursuit.

The Miata’s windows were tinted, and its gray color blended with the pavement. And on those silent country roads where every sound traveled far, it was a ghost on rubber wheels—careful, calculated, and determined not to be seen.

His foot eased off the gas again, letting more distance stretch between his Miata and the van. No point in playing hero if he couldn’t see what was coming. Better to remain in the shadows, unnoticed.

The blacktop narrowed to a rough two-lane road flanked by tall grass and weather-beaten barbed wire. Fence posts leaned like tired sentinels, held up more by habit than stability. A handful of cows stood motionless near a pond, tails flicking, heads lifting as the cars passed; bored sentries in a world too slow to care.

Ahead, the road unwound like an old ribbon, hand-laid and half-forgotten, curling with the land’s soft hills. Long gravel driveways disappeared into thick woods, each marked by crooked mailboxes and collapsing gates. On the far side of a pasture, a half-fallen barn slumped against the horizon, its tin roof caved in like a memory trying to forget itself.

Lucas took a breath. Why was the girl traveling this road? It was a short-cut, he knew, to the outskirts of Pell City.

Suddenly the van surged forward.

No warning. No subtlety.

It closed the gap between itself and the Mustang in seconds, riding its bumper hard. Lucas’ pulse spiked as he leaned forward instinctively, his hands tightening on the wheel, sticking to the blind spots and praying the van's driver never looked back.

The van swerved into the opposite lane, now driving side-by-side with the Mustang. Lucas expected a clean pass. Just an impatient driver getting around a slower car on an empty road.

The Mustang’s brake lights flared on.

But the van didn’t pass.

It matched her speed, slowing down.

Held position.

Too long.

The girl in the Mustang braked again, then accelerated, trying to shake the unwanted shadow.

The van stayed right there as if it belonged beside her.

No, Lucas thought, gut tightening.

This wasn’t over.

It was just beginning.

Instead of passing clean and continuing on, the van suddenly swerved into the Mustang.

A sickening metallic thud and screeching tires echoed down the empty road as the van rammed the Mustang’s driver’s side, hard—no hesitation, no warning. The Mustang rocked sideways. Its passenger-side wheels skidded off the pavement and dropped into a narrow ditch running parallel to the road.

Lucas slammed his brakes, his own tires squealing on the broken asphalt, heart jack-hammering in his chest as the scene unraveled in real time—too fast to stop, too slow to look away.

The Mustang lurched forward, grinding uncontrollably and plowing through the ditch. It bounced wildly, the undercarriage shrieking as it scraped over ruts and jagged rocks. Mud and shredded weeds erupted in its wake. The front right tire blew first, rubber exploding into the air. The second followed almost immediately.

The car was limping now, fighting physics, veering toward a shadow ahead. A concrete culvert gaped at the end of the ditch, jagged-edged and half-swallowed by overgrown weeds.

Then—impact.

The Mustang slammed into the mouth of the culvert with a deafening crunch. The hood crumpled like tin foil, metal folding upward as the rear end lifted off the ground, then crashed back down with a brutal slam. Glass sprayed into the air like crystal rain. Smoke, dirt, and steam hissed upward from the crushed engine block. The silence that followed was sharp, unnatural.

Lucas blinked, swallowed hard. “No . . .”

She could be hurt.

He fumbled for his phone, fingers slick with adrenaline. It slipped from his grip, bouncing off the console and dropping with a plastic thunk somewhere in the tight space below his knees, near the clutch.

Lucas hit the brakes hard, skidded to a stop, and threw the Miata into park. Flinging the door open, he dropped to his knees on the pavement outside and groped beneath the seat. The phone had slid deep into a back corner, display glowing faintly, tauntingly, but completely beyond reach. He then shoved his arm under the seat from behind, fingers brushing the edge, but he couldn’t get a grip.

He glanced toward the center console for a pen, straw, anything that might reach the phone and tap it toward him but came up empty.

Then the sound of movement.

Lucas’ head whipped up.

The van’s door creaked open.

Instead of fleeing, the driver stepped out, a white male—muscular, average height, clean-shaven head, clothed entirely in gray. He moved with purpose. No hurry. No panic. No fear of being seen.

He approached the wreckage, tried the driver’s door. It didn’t budge, warped from the side-impact. Then, without pause, he slammed his elbow into what was left of the driver’s window, shattering its remaining glass. He then reached in, pushed the now deflated air bag away, then fumbled for the woman’s seatbelt buckle.

Lucas’ breath caught.

The man pulled her out.

The young woman, her cheerleader outfit torn, her limbs limp, was dragged through the shattered window like a rag doll. She wasn’t fighting. Not even moving.

Lucas’ shock turned to cold fire.

He’s not helping her.

He’s taking her.

What was his intention?

Lucas couldn’t shake the question as he watched the man carry her, unconscious, motionless, from the wreck. If the goal had been to kill her, he could have finished her off inside the mangled Mustang. But he hadn’t. He’d taken her.

That meant something worse. He had something else in mind for her.

The girl’s body hung slack in her captor’s arms, her limbs limp, her head tilted sideways, a curtain of blonde hair hiding part of her face. Her ponytail, once bright and full of life, now dragged almost to the ground, swaying like a pendulum with each step of her abductor. She looked small now. Breakable. Vulnerable.

Lucas stayed low, watching, barely breathing.

The man reached the rear of the van, hefted her higher across his shoulders, and freed one hand to jerk open the back doors. Then, with a grunt, he tossed her inside. No care. No hesitation. Like a sack of feed.

Lucas craned his neck, trying to get a license plate, but the rubble of the Mustang blocked the view completely.

The man climbed back into the driver’s seat, slammed the door, and peeled away, taking her with him.

Lucas’ hands scrambled beneath the seat again for the lost phone, but he knew the truth: every second counted. By the time he retrieved it and fumbled through the dead zone out here, the van would vanish into the back roads or onto a highway, and the girl would disappear with it.

He had only one option.

Follow.

He dropped back into the Miata, fired up the engine, and shot back onto the road. Gravel sprayed from under the tires as he surged forward, the taillights of the van already bobbing around the next curve.

A moment later, flashing lights approached from ahead; a Pell City police cruiser. Two officers inside, speeding westbound in the oncoming lane responding to a call of their own. Lucas flashed his headlights, leaned on the horn, waved his arms, but the officers never even glanced at him. Their patrol car roared past, sirens off but urgency clear, chasing a separate emergency Lucas didn’t have time to care about.

“No!” he barked, slamming the steering wheel.

He focused on the van again, still in sight. Barely.

The road twisted and curved. The van took each bend with mechanical precision, no hesitation. Then, its brake lights flared, and it veered onto the on-ramp for I-20 East.

Lucas followed.

Within seconds they were both crossing the Coosa River bridge, entering Talladega County. The sun had by now fully vanished behind the thick cloud cover, painting the road in a bluish cast, headlights reflecting off wet asphalt. The van picked up speed, weaving through sparse traffic like a predator with purpose.

Where are you taking her? Lucas thought. Is this random—or planned?

He gritted his teeth. As long as the van kept moving, the girl might be safe. Tied up, unconscious, maybe even drugged, but breathing. Unless . . . unless someone else was already in the back with her. An accomplice. A second threat.

Lucas swallowed hard and whispered aloud, “Please . . . God . . . don’t let her face someone else back there.”

He pressed down on the accelerator, keeping the van in sight.

He wouldn’t lose her.

He couldn’t; not after what he’d seen.

But what would he actually do if the van pulled off into some dark clearing and an assault began?

Lucas hadn’t planned this far ahead. He wasn’t a hero. He wasn’t trained; he barely qualified as brave. The guy driving the van? He looked like a gym-sculpted version of every action villain Lucas had ever seen, a real-life Stallone, hard and fast and ruthless.

And Lucas?

More Don Knotts than Dirty Harry.

The truth punched him in the gut.

He’d never win a fight with that man.

Not bare-handed. Not without a weapon. The guy could snap Lucas like a pencil. And if the man had a gun—and he probably did—this would end before Lucas ever got within striking distance. A single bullet and it was over, for both of them.

Still . . .

He couldn’t sit back and do nothing. Not while that girl was alive. Not while she could still be saved. If something happened to her, if she was hurt or worse while he waited safely in his car, it would haunt him the rest of his life. It would become part of who he was.

A shameful part.

And he already had enough ghosts.

He opened the glove box on impulse.

There it was.

The wasp spray. Unused. Still full.

He had insisted Alice keep it in the car years ago. Not just Mace. “Mace alone may not be enough,” he’d told her. “But wasp spray? You can stop a man before he ever gets close. Twenty feet—temporary blindness. It’ll drop him like a Taser.”

Lucas gripped the can, fingers tight around the plastic trigger. He weighed it in his palm. Small. Lightweight. Probably laughable to someone like the guy in the van, but with surprise on his side, it might be enough.

Might.

Could he get within twenty feet before being spotted? Could he sneak close enough without drawing fire?

Unlikely.

But what choice did he have?

The police were gone, chasing another crisis in the opposite direction. He had no time to explain, no way to call. The girl had only him.

No cavalry. No backup. No time.

Just a skinny man in a tiny car, armed with a can of wasp spray and a conscience that wouldn’t let him turn around.

Lucas’ jaw clenched.

He couldn’t outfight such a powerful adversary. But maybe—just maybe—he could outthink him.

As long as the guy didn’t realize he was being followed, Lucas had one advantage left: surprise.

And that was something he couldn’t afford to waste.
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THE VAN VEERED off I-20 onto a rural exit ramp, its brake lights glowing through the deepening dusk. Lucas followed at a safe distance, gripping the wheel with both hands, his heart pounding so hard it echoed in his ears.

Raindrops tapped the Miata’s windshield, then came more. The air thickened with the scent of wet pine and rising tension. Nightfall came early under the cloud-smothered sky.

Lucas tensed again, tires hissing against slick blacktop. The van remained in sight but had begun to weave, first left, then right, drifting just enough to look wrong.

Something was happening inside.

She’s fighting, Lucas thought.

A flash of hope flared inside him; short-lived, cut by dread. The struggle might end in her favor . . . or in her death. Every swerve of the van screamed of chaos inside the rolling rusty shell.

Lucas exhaled slowly, his breath fogging the windshield. Was there any way to stop this without getting himself killed? He was no Superman. Never had been. His life had been a long pattern of caution, of sidestepping conflict, of deferring to everyone else’s needs. He was more mild-mannered than Clark Kent, minus the cape, minus the strength, minus an alter ego.

And yet here he was. Driving into the unknown, chasing a man capable of murder. A hardened criminal.

The pavement broke apart and narrowed—no streetlights, just dense woods pressing in from both sides. The van’s driver seemed to know exactly where he was going, and Lucas knew the area well also—isolated, desolate. And not too far ahead, you couldn’t find a better spot to hide than Cottonmouth Road. If you weren’t there to fish, you were probably up to no good.

How did I get here?

His thoughts drifted, uninvited, to Alice. 

Ever since she had slapped the divorce papers against his chest with all the force of a final goodbye, Lucas had carried something hollow inside. A space where love used to live. Where hope used to echo. The silence in that space had grown louder with each passing day until even mundane things, like eating alone in public, made him squirm. He’d catch himself wondering if people around him were staring, feeling sorry for him.

He knew better.

Strangers didn’t care. No one did.

But the thoughts lingered all the same.

The collapse of their marriage had gutted him more than he let anyone see. Emotionally, he felt like a man bleeding internally; no wounds visible, but the damage undeniable. 

He thought about the baby Alice had once wanted. Her timing had always felt off, her motives unclear. She’d never showed much affection for her nephew, Lucas had noticed at the time. She’d held him, cuddled him, sure, but never seemed to love him. She wasn’t wired for nurturing. Lucas had sensed that. It just wasn’t in her.

Maybe that was why he’d hesitated. Refused, even.

Because deep down, he’d known the truth: Alice was meant for someone else.

Still, it hadn’t spared him from heartbreak.

And now . . . maybe this moment, this twisted detour through darkness and fear, was the price he had to pay for all the things he hadn’t done right.

This intense chase felt almost symbolic.

At least it had meaning.

He could save someone.

He could matter again.

––––––––
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THE VAN SWERVED again, sharper this time. More violent.

Lucas’ stomach clenched.

It could be now or never.

As he watched the van’s brake lights suddenly flare on, its headlights slicing into the remote darkness ahead, the emptiness twisted into something new—urgency.

As expected, the van crawled onto Cottonmouth Road.

Calling it a “road” was generous. Beyond a certain point it was nothing but rocks and ruts, fit for four-wheel drive and little else. Lucas now knew exactly where the van was headed, a small clearing beneath a stand of trees, hidden from view. The van’s oversized tires could crawl the slow, bumpy path, but there was no chance the Miata could make it even halfway.

The van’s taillights bobbed and jolted ahead, carving twin red smears into the night as it veered into the jaws of Cottonmouth Road.

When the van stopped, he’d be forced to act.


Alone.
Unarmed.
And outmatched.

But for once, none of that mattered.

Because an innocent young woman was inside that van.

And if he didn’t do something, her story would end here.

And so would his.
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LUCAS KILLED HIS own headlights and ghosted forward slowly in first gear, easing off the gas, brushing the brakes just enough to slow without drawing attention. Shadows swallowed the road around him, the only sound the light scratching of tires against rocks and the soft percussion of rain on the windshield.

Ahead, the van bounced and swayed as it lumbered along the uneven trail, creeping toward what Lucas knew to be a secluded clearing near the Coosa River.

Then the taillights vanished behind a dense curtain of trees.

Lucas’ stomach dropped.

This was it.

Whatever the man intended, this was where he’d do it.

Lucas stopped the car. For a second, he hesitated, scanning again for his phone. Maybe now it was visible. Maybe now he could call for help.

Nothing.

Still jammed beneath the seat.

Still out of reach.

Every second he wasted was another she was alone with the monster who had snatched her from the wreckage like cargo. If Lucas paused to dial 9-1-1, explain the situation, try to describe where he was . . . she might already be past saving by the time help arrived.

No. That wasn’t acceptable.

Not tonight.

Not when he could do something.

He grabbed the can of wasp spray from the console, his only weapon, his only hope. He switched off the Miata’s overhead dome light and nudged the door open with surgical care, letting it rest on the latch so it wouldn’t click shut and betray him.

The air outside was heavy with damp earth and pine. Somewhere in the distance, a bullfrog croaked. Closer still, the faintest crunch of tires on wet gravel echoed up from the woods ahead.

Lucas stepped into the early darkness with barely enough light to see, the can clenched in his hand, his heart thundering like a marching drum line in his ears.

He was alone.

He was unarmed.

But she needed him.

And he was done watching.

Jagged stones jutted from the ground beneath Lucas’ feet, slicing up the narrow track like broken teeth. Cottonmouth Road had become less of a path and more a battlefield of deep ruts, slick mud, and a minefield of fallen limbs and loose rock, a tangle of debris and standing water.

Every step was another risk.

Twist an ankle and it was over.

But he pressed forward persistently.

The rain came in fits and starts, soft spatters against the leaves overhead, while the trees whispered with the wind like they were gossiping about the fool stumbling through them. From somewhere far off, a dog barked once, then silence. Crickets surged again in waves, and the forest seemed to close in tighter with every step.

Then—there.

The van.

Lucas spotted it through the trees, maybe thirty yards ahead, tucked beneath a crooked canopy of pine and twisted oak. Its taillights flared once, then faded, and the engine sputtered into silence.

It had stopped.

This is it, just as Lucas had thought. 

Remote. Secluded. River within reach. No streetlights, no homes nearby, no hope of a random witness. Her captor hadn’t just picked this place—he’d planned it.

Lucas dropped to a crouch behind a rotted log and watched.

The van sat quiet for several seconds.

Then it moved, rocking slightly on its axles. Rhythmic at first. Then erratic.

Then, a muffled scream.

High-pitched. Female. Frantic. But short-lived, cut off too quickly.

Lucas’ stomach turned. The assault had begun.

Lucas’ grip on the can of wasp spray tightened until his knuckles turned white. The girl's voice, raw, terrified, still echoed in his head.

He inched closer, staying low, circling toward the rear of the van.

His thoughts raced. If the back door was unlocked . . .

He could yank it open, level the spray at the assailant’s face, blinding him, maybe disorienting him long enough to grab the girl and run. He didn’t need to win a fight. Just create enough chaos to get her out.

But if the door was locked . . .

Then it all falls apart.

He’d give away his position. No element of surprise. No chance to run. The guy would come out fast, likely armed, and Lucas would have a target on his back.

It might come down to one thin metal latch. A simple lock.

One click from either saving a life . . . or losing his own.

Lucas crouched beneath the curve of a low-hanging branch, rain dripping from his hair, adrenaline screaming through every nerve. His shoes were soaked. His legs trembled; not from exertion, but from knowing what was at stake.

It was all or nothing.

The door. The lock. The moment.

And no one but Lucas to make the choice.

Another dog barked, closer this time. It cut through the darkness like a warning.

Lucas closed his eyes for a half second and whispered, “God, help me.”

Then he moved.

The girl’s screams were sharper now—piercing, raw, and blood-chilling. Each step closer drilled them deeper into Lucas’ brain. There was no room left for nerves. No time left for fear. This was the line. 

And he was about to cross it.

The back of the van loomed ahead, its double cargo doors tall, narrow, and windowless. Lucas reached for the handle, every heartbeat pounding in his throat. One shot at this. No margin for error.

He yanked.

The door opened.

A split second of visual chaos—dim interior, flickering shadows, the sour stink of sweat and damp pine needles—and there he was.

The man was crouched low inside, facing the front of the van, on his knees, hulking frame bent over the girl who was curled up, shrinking away, body trembling. She screamed again, a hoarse, tortured sound that made Lucas’ blood run cold.

The attacker turned, his shaved head glinting in the van’s overhead dome light, his face twisted in surprise, then rage.

Lucas raised the wasp spray and squeezed the trigger.

Nothing.

Just air.

No!

The can hadn’t been primed. Stupid. Stupid!

The girl screamed louder, her voice now shrill with panic. The man spun around, spewing expletives like venom, grabbing at his waistband with one hand while the other groped for something inside the van. Then he lunged.

Lucas pumped the trigger again and again, then came the hint of a hiss.

By now the thug had already dropped out of the van. A flash of metal—a revolver—gleamed in his hand.

Lucas staggered back, raising the spray like a shield as the man took aim.

A split second from death.

Then, finally, a full blast of insecticide into the assailant’s face.

The man cried out, squeezing the gun’s trigger in reflex. A deafening crack. The shot struck inches from Lucas’ foot, throwing up dirt and sparks.

But the spray worked.

Oh, thank God—it worked.

The attacker dropped the weapon, doubled over, clutching his face with both hands and screaming through his teeth.

Lucas didn’t wait.

He dove into the van. The girl—naked, shaking, mascara smeared, eyes clenched shut—was rubbing at her face, too, flinching from him at first.

“Come on!” he shouted. “I’m here to help you! Now!”

She didn’t move.

Frozen.

Traumatized.

Then her lips moved, barely audible over her rapid breaths. “Thank you, Jesus,” she whispered. “Thank you, Jesus . . .”

“Get out!” Lucas grabbed her left wrist, gentle but urgent, and pulled. “We’ve got to move! I got him, but not for long.”

She blinked. Her
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