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For the nameless victims of human trafficking,

the true global pandemic.

And for the nameless warriors fighting to rescue them.

And to Melissa, my angel in Heaven.

With love.  Forever.
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Leaning her faded blue and yellow BMX against the grimy brick wall of the Circle K, with the outdoor ice machines straining to cool in the late July Texas heat, Gabriel Sloan felt the weightiness emanating from the rust-colored panel van parked along the side of the building, away from the highway.

Two inside.  Best friends.

The air wasn’t much cooler in the Circle K, with a haze of cigarette smoke clinging to the ceiling like cobwebs.

“Afternoon, Miss Sloan,” Raymond Schindler said from behind the counter, a freshly-lit Camel in the corner of his mouth.  “Wasn’t expecting you ‘til tomorrow.”

There were a dozen places in town where she could drop off her used glass bottles and all gave her the same amount.  But Raymond always tossed in a pack of Wrigley’s Juicy Fruit, so it was well worth the trip across town every week.

“No bottles today, Mr. Schindler.  Don’t worry, I’ll be here though.  I should have more this time too.”

He grinned, giving her a wink.  “Sounds fine.  I might have to give you two packs.  That Doublemint is mighty good.”

She forced a smile and headed to the glass door coolers along the rear wall.

The front door jingled.  Another customer entered and started yapping away with Raymond about the rising gas prices and how his boy just got drafted to go to ‘Nam.

Gabriel felt bad for not talking more with Raymond, but she was on a mission.  She grabbed a bottle of Coke, then paused as the restroom door opened.  A man with long, blond hair, wearing a dirty white T-shirt and worn jeans walked out.  He hitched up his pants, the shiny silver belt buckle with a long-horned steer on the front flashed to all who noticed.

They told you it was nice.  Then you . . .

The man eyed her for a moment as he brushed past toward the cooler that housed the orange juice.  He took out a bottle, then made his way to the candy bar aisle.

She knew the juice wasn’t for health reasons.  He mixed it with the same clear booze her father drank after supper while he sat on the front porch and whittled on whatever wooden creation he had brewing in his mind.

Raymond was still talking with the stranger about ‘Nam and President Johnson and about Hank Aaron hammering another home run for the Braves.  She didn’t want to interrupt the spirited discussion, so she slid a coin onto the counter for the Coke.

“See ya tomorrow, Miss Sloan,” he said.

“You too, Mr. Schindler.”

She quickly made her way outside.

Another pickup pulled up to the pumps, but the area around the van was still quiet.  She popped the top off the Coke, took a sip, and felt the cool goodness slide down her parched throat.  She leaned against the wall and stared at the van.

Her father was a mechanic.  He had learned how to turn a wrench and change oil before he could read and write.  Gabriel was an only child, her brother John passing away from a weird blood disease when she was five or six.  By rights, John should’ve been the one to gain the knowledge about cars and such, but instead her father was patient as he explained everything he could to her.

Needless to say, if she had time she could do three or four simple things to keep the man from driving away.

But time was something she didn’t have an abundance of.

It was on her twelfth birthday when she discovered she was different.  There’s no other way to put it.  Not in a preachy “God made us each to be in His image and also made us unique with our own gifts” way.  But something . . . different.

Gifts?  Could that be what she had?

Or curses?

She was more unique than anyone she had ever known.  She was similar to the people in comic books, something her late brother was fond of reading.  That and true crime books.

Since time was not on her side—besides, she didn’t have any tools to properly perform the mayhem on the van’s engine anyway, although her abilities gave her a way around it—she finished her Coke, burped, and took out a pocket knife, another possession from her late brother.

She sliced the blade through the rubber, near the stem.  She knew just where to stick it for the best effect.  When both tires on the driver’s side were taken care of, she put the blade away in her back pocket.  She pressed her fingers against the back doors, knowing it was locked.  Then, standing back, she set the empty Coke bottle down at her feet, and spread out her arms.

In moments, the back doors clicked and then swung open.

Inside were two young girls, about eight or nine years old, with their hands and feet bound with rope.  Tears streamed down their faces.  Their sobs were muffled by the red handkerchiefs tired across their mouths.

She wiggled her fingers, and the ropes and gags freed themselves and flew away into the nearby dumpster.

Never again will they be used for evil.

The tires were only partially low by the time the man exited the Circle K.  She could very easily help them along, but had something else in mind.  She urged the girls—best friends since Kindergarten and will be until they passed on, outliving at least three husbands between them, within days of each other when they were in their mid-nineties—out of the van.

“Run,” she told them, pointing to the north.  “Two houses down.  Blue house with a white fence.  Don’t worry, their black lab Barney is friendly.  Mrs. Gilbert will help call the police.”

They were gone and through the fence gate by the time the man came back, noticing his deflated tires and open van doors.

“What the hell is this?  Who are you?”

He glared at Gabriel, knuckles turning white around the bottle of orange juice.  A new pack of Marlboros was in his shirt pocket, unopened.  He ran to the back, seeing the girls were already gone.

Glancing around to see they were alone, he let out a flurry of expletives, tossed the juice onto the carpet lining the floor of the van, and started to march toward her.

“No!” she barked, pointing a finger at him.

He flew up and slammed against the van, feet dangling, his neck pressing against the top of the door jamb.

Oh, how she could easily end his life by forcing the doors shut in a swift decapitation.  But she believed in mercy.

“Listen to me and listen carefully,” she said
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