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“Sometimes sequels are underwhelming, but this one? If anything, it was even a bit better than book one.” - ARC Reviewer
Leaving her past in the rearview mirror, Abby and Eric have carved out a new life on an isolated island; their own personal slice of paradise. But after having her world shaken to the core, Abby must come out of hiding to get her memory back and reunite with the part of herself she left behind – though nothing can prepare her for her forgotten sins and the dangerous men awaiting her return.
Coming out of their self-imposed exile, Abby and Eric embark on a journey to reclaim a piece of her past and forever bury the secret location of their new paradise.
Stalked on their journey by guardian angels and instruments of the devil alike, their plan comes to fruition, but at the ultimate cost. While she can run, Abby cannot escape her frightful past.
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ABBY CROUCHED LOW in the underbrush.  The fading echo of gunshots still rang in her ears.  Her loose brunette curls were soaked with sweat and matted to the sides of her face.  Her drenched tank top clung to her small frame.  

He was out there.  

She couldn’t remember exactly how long it had been, but it felt like Bryce had been hunting her for days. She had hardly slept in that time.  She stayed low, remaining still and quiet.  Even breathing seemed like too much noise.  

He was close.  She could sense it.

Abby gripped her knife tightly, ready for action.  The sound of a mosquito buzzing by her ear caused her to instinctively swat at the unseen assailant, which also knocked aside a branch.  Forty feet away Bryce turned in her direction, swinging his gun out in front of him.  He couldn’t see her, but she was looking directly at his face.  

She could see his ice blue eyes glowing with hatred.  Sweat poured from his short-cropped blond hair as he took a few steps toward her, his limp from their last meeting obvious.  Abby had torn nearly every tendon and muscle he had above his knee when she plunged her knife into his leg nearly a year ago.  Bryce had kidnapped her to take her out to sea and murder her, until she turned the tables on him with some help from Eric.  Now she regretted that she didn’t just finish the job and kill him on the boat when she had the chance.

After taking a few steps, he stopped again to listen.  He stood there facing squarely in her direction.  He was tall, and had a broad chest that made a perfect target.  She silently wished she had better knife-throwing skills.  She had a clear shot, but wasn’t about to disarm herself and take the chance that the knife would sail wide of her target and land in the trees behind him.

That gave her an idea, though.  What if something else went crashing through the trees behind him, distracting him and giving her a chance to make a move?  Without taking her eyes off Bryce, she felt around the forest floor until her hand lay upon a rock just a bit smaller than her clenched fist.  

She had to aim carefully.  She wanted to throw it wide to his right and high enough that he didn’t see it sailing by his head.  With any luck, it would fly over him silently and crash into the trees behind him.  He would turn around to see what it was, providing her the opportunity to pounce on him from behind.

Abby lay still, waiting for the right moment.  Bryce was scanning the trees in her direction.  She couldn’t risk throwing it when he was looking in her area.  He would see movement, and she would be found.  

She wished she knew how many shots he had left.  When he had been chasing her ten minutes ago, she had the thought that she was supposed to count the shots so she would know how many he had left.  She was certain she saw this in a movie at some point.  She counted five, and then realized she had no idea how many shots he actually had to begin with, so she gave up.  How many bullets are in a clip?  Abby had no idea, and realized she would simply wait for the clicking sound of an empty chamber.  

Hopefully that would come sooner than later. 

She palmed the rock in her hand as he scanned past her location.  With his eyes diverted, she took a deep breath.  Now or never, she thought.  She cocked her arm back and launched the rock through the air.  It sailed directly over his head and cleared the initial trees beyond him.  It crashed through several large palm branches before slamming into the thick trunk of a tree with a thud, ricocheting off and crashing through several more branches before coming to rest on the forest floor.  

Bryce whipped around toward the commotion, gun up and firing away, hoping to hit Abby.  He was completely unaware as she sprang from the undergrowth forty feet behind him and raced through the trees straight toward him, the sounds of her movement masked by his gunfire.

They both heard the click click click of the empty magazine at the same time, the sudden silence revealing Abby hurtling through the trees and coming up fast behind him, knife in hand.  Bryce glanced over his shoulder to see her coming.  He slammed a fresh cartridge into his gun and loaded one in the chamber as he spun to bring it eye level. 

He didn’t move fast enough.  

Abby pounced as he turned.  He managed to fire off two harmless shots into the air.  Although they had gone off inches from her head, neither the danger nor the concussive sound of the gunfire fazed her.  She twisted the gun from his grip and sprang up with it pointed at his head.  Lightening fast, he slapped it out of her hand as though she were a child, and they both watched it land in a small stream ten feet to Abby’s right.

Empty handed, she reached down to retrieve her knife from its sheath, only to find it gone.  Her thoughts were unclear, and she couldn’t remember losing it.  She swore that she had sheathed it just before grabbing the gun, but the fact was that it was gone.  

Bryce smiled as they stood staring at each other.  Each soaked with sweat from the tropical heat, and their lungs working overtime to suck in enough air.  Separated by no more than an arm’s length, Abby felt a primal fear in the pit of her stomach.  Though her memory was missing, she knew that she had been in a situation much like this one before.  The close proximity to this madman was setting off alarm bells in her head that drowned out all other thought.

Bryce sized her up.  She was small, just over five feet, but strong and fast.  She was beautiful, her gorgeous amber eyes still holding an innocence, though the scars on her arms and dirt smears on her face made her look tough and rugged.  

Abby stared back at him.  He towered over her at a sound six feet, his confident chest puffed out.  He was a man who commanded what he wanted and was used to things going his way.  He didn’t just look tough, he was tough.  A professional killer when he had to be.

She was faced with a choice — stand and fight, unarmed and overmatched, or run.  Her mind said run, her heart said fight, and her feet refused to cooperate with either.  It was as though she were cemented in place.  As she saw his large right fist swing through the air toward her face, she swiftly ducked forward and under it, and took off at a sprint through the trees, running alongside the stream.

Abby had spent countless hours traversing the terrain on this island.  She did not think Bryce had even half a chance of keeping pace with her, never mind catching her.  However, as she glanced over her shoulder, she saw him gaining on her with what she could only describe as superhuman speed.  Her mind couldn’t process how he was able to move so fast.

She tried to pour on the speed, but he came up fast and tackled her.  Abby hit the ground first, cushioning Bryce’s fall with her small frame and losing the air in her lungs.  She laid on the ground, defenseless, his massive frame pinning her down.

She frantically scanned the tree line in search of Eric.  Where are you?  Just a short while ago he had been by her side, and then disappeared without warning or explanation.  I need you now, where are you?  Her eyes probed the forest, finding nothing but vegetation and boulders.  Eric was nowhere to be found. 

Without a word, Bryce grabbed a fistful of her hair and lifted her off the ground.  Her legs kicked wildly as he dragged her toward the stream.  Panic and terror set in as he plunged her face under the water.  Legs flailing, she reached behind her head and clawed at his hands with her fingernails.  She was already out of breath and couldn’t hold it much longer.  As she swung out with her fist, hoping to connect with any part of him, he shoved her head even further under the water.  She contorted and twisted her body, but could not contend with his strength.  

She could not find the surface.  

Her heart pounded out of her chest as she filled with horror.  Her eyes opened wide as her burning lungs gave way and sucked in what would be her final breath.

* * *
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Abby shot up in bed, every bit as panic-stricken and soaked with sweat as she had been in her dream.  She managed to stifle her scream as she remembered where she was.  Her breath came in short gasps as she wiped her wet forehead with the back of her hand and eased back against the headboard to collect herself.  

The bright moonlight filtered through the large French doors at the far end of the bedroom, glittering off the ocean.  She looked over and saw Eric sleeping peacefully.  He did not sleep much, usually only four or five hours, but when he did, not even an air raid siren could wake him.

Good thing, Abby thought.  As the time passed and her last encounter with Bryce on the boat off the coast of Robert’s island got further and further away, her night terrors became worse.  She and Eric had been living in their self-imposed exile for the better part of a year with no sign of Bryce.  Yet, she had trouble getting past that.  

Abby swung her feet over the side of the bed and stood.  She peeled off her soaked tank top and tossed it in the hamper.  In what had become a semi-nightly ritual, she poured herself a glass of water and sat on the wicker chair on the side of the bed while she waited for her damp skin – and the damp sheets – to dry before she would put on a new shirt and crawl under the covers again.  

She envied the peace Eric seemed to have found in their new life.  Abby knew that she was living in paradise, but was constantly haunted by the demons in her dreams.  The nightmares were not always about Bryce, though often they were.  She remembered the crazed look and sheer hatred in his eyes when he was bringing her out to sea to kill her.  Had Eric not jumped onto the boat at the last second as they pulled from the dock, she might not have been able to fight her way out on her own. 

Aside from her terrors about Bryce, she often dreamt about the island where she had fought for her life day after day, before winding up in paradise.  On Trial Island, she had to rely on her instincts to survive.  She was a fighter, a winner, and had bested every other person who had been on the island.  She had taken down Tom, the madman who had tried to kill them, and all of his followers.  When she closed her eyes, she could still see her knife flying through the air, and the blood spraying into the trees after it sliced open his neck.  

Eric was also a winner, and a survivor, but he regularly reminded her that he wouldn’t be alive if she hadn’t plucked him out of the water when they were caught in the vortex of swirling water in that cave.  Their redheaded friend, Emily, hadn’t been so lucky, leaving Abby and Eric as the only contestants to not only escape the island, but to survive it.

Abby also dreamed of her family.  Her parents, who had been killed by a drunk driver toward the end of her college career...  What would they think of my life now? And she often thought of her sister, Sarah, who she had a falling out with shortly after their parents passed away.  It all seemed like yesterday and, in fact, in her mind, these scars were only a couple of years old.  

She had to continually remind herself that she was missing ten years of memories.  A key point of being on Trial Island was that none of the contestants knew why they were there or even that they were on a television show.  They all had their memories wiped clean, dating back as far as the announcement of the show, erasing years from their lives.  In Abby’s case, that was ten years.

After escaping Trial Island, she chose not to have her memory restored.  For the most part, she trusted the letter that she had written herself instructing her not to have her memories unlocked; that she was safer that way.  But she did have moments of regret, especially when it came to how things had been left with her sister.  She longed to know what had happened with her.  Did we ever make up?  Is she still alive somewhere? 

During one attempt on her life on the island, she managed to climb out of a pit in which she had been trapped, only to be smashed on the back of the head with a large rock.  Ever since then, she had fuzzy dreams about her previous life.  It was evident that they were hidden memories trying to surface, but she knew better than to give in.  She was safest here, away from everyone and beyond the reach of the psychopath she had married.  She also knew that anyone she left behind was safest without her in the picture.

Abby leaned forward to feel the sheets.  Still damp.  She looked out the window to see the sky was beginning to lighten.  The sun would be up soon.  There would be no getting back to sleep at this point.  She finished her water, pulled on a pair of yoga pants and a sports bra, gave Eric a kiss on the cheek and whispered, “I love you,” before heading out the door.  

As soon as her feet hit the sand, she was at peace.  Running cleared her head.  As she ran barefoot along the firm packed sand close to the water, she let her worries and fears slip away.  This was her paradise.  This island was where she was safe.  The white sand went for miles, and she had run every inch of it at some point.  

When she ran, she saw things with a clarity that let her work through her problems.  She thought of her dreams, or more appropriately, her nightmares.  In reality, Bryce would never catch her.  She had been in the best shape of her life when she woke up on Trial Island nearly a year ago and had not let herself slip one bit.  She had gained a little weight, and therefore her womanly figure, but was as strong and as fit as she had ever been.

Abby quickly got past the man who terrorized her dreams and thought about the man she was living her dreams with now.  They lived a very simple life on a very simple island.  The local population consisted of a few thousand people, and the necessities of life – food, clothing, and shelter – were taken care of.  Beyond that, there was not much, and she and Eric loved it that way.

She didn’t know what her married life had been like with Bryce, but was sure that life with Eric was substantially better.  They never spoke of marriage because they didn’t need to.  Their lives were forever intertwined after what they had gone through.  When they spoke of the future, it was a future to be spent together.  Maybe someday, Abby would allow herself to dream.  She knew it was cliché, but something inside her longed to be married to the man she loved.  She wanted to proclaim to the world that they were together, forever.  But for now, they were still getting used to their new life.  That, and Abby was technically still a married woman.  

Absent the distraction of telephones, TV, and other media, they spent extra time enjoying their meals, talking, walking, and enjoying their surroundings.  When the sun went down, they would read by candlelight, build a fire on the beach, or find other more intimate ways to distract themselves before falling asleep in each others’ arms.  The next morning would be the same beautiful day, and they’d do it all over again.  

Having turned around a couple miles out, she could see their villa coming up in the distance.  It was small and perfect.  Set right at the edge of the sand, the side facing the beach had a small deck and French doors that opened into their bedroom.  Really, the entire structure was, in fact, just one open room.  A small, three-step staircase to the right of their bed led to their slightly elevated kitchen and dining area.  Behind that were the bathroom and closets.  

From this distance, the pale yellow stucco exterior and thatched roof really made it blend in with the beach and the trees.  It was their little piece of paradise.  After parting ways with Robert, they had floated and bounced around the islands for some time before finding this one.  The people were friendly, and, if nothing else, it was remote. 

They lived on the beach about a mile from the main village.  Village may have been a generous term.  They were able to find most of what they needed there, though with only a dozen huts, an open market, a church, a school, and a bar surrounding a town square, there wasn’t much to it.  Most of the community lived on farms outside of the village, though there were a few fishing shacks dotting the waters close to town as well.

While Abby and Eric were both multimillionaires as a result of having won Trial Island, they arrived on this island with a limited amount of local currency.  Money was not a big thing on this island, though.  Everyone pitched in, and for the most part, bartered for what they needed.  Abby and Eric needed a home, and the many local farmers were always in need of strong backs to help with the work.  After weeks of toiling on the farms to help with the harvest, the farmers and their families got together to help Abby and Eric raise their four walls and the roof to go over it.

Abby was amazed at how quickly it went up.  She knew Eric had spent many years working construction before they met, but she was impressed with his skills.  Eric reminded her that anything was possible when folks pulled together, particularly if there are no building codes, no electricity, and only the most rudimentary of plumbing systems.  It was where they called home, and as Abby slowed to a walk for the last hundred yards or so, she smiled at the thought that she would call this place home for the rest of her life. 

Eric was still lying in bed when she walked in.  Lying there asleep, his light brown hair mussed and his face unshaven, it reminded her of how he was when she first got a good look at him.  She had pulled him from the water in the middle of the night after waking up on Trial Island, but didn’t get a good look at him until morning.  He was a classic good old boy from Texas, dimples and all.  The manual labor he put in kept his chest and arms strong, and his deep tan gave away the time he liked to spend on the beach.

He barely stirred as she kissed him, but he did smile, revealing his dimples.  Abby smiled back and stroked his hair, much shorter than it had been on Trial Island, but she liked it just fine.  She gave him another kiss, and then padded into the bathroom to shower.  When she walked out of the shower in only a towel, he was standing in the kitchen drinking tea and admiring the view.  If his smile didn’t tell her what was on his mind, his not so subtle tugging on her towel did. 

His hands ran down her body as they kissed, and she pushed him away. “Don’t get yourself all worked up, I’m going to the market.”

He smiled. “You don’t have five minutes to spare?”

She gave him a quick kiss before heading to the closet, “You’re such a romantic.”

The closet was more of a small room where they kept all of their clothes rather than an actual closet.  It was six feet by eight feet, and could be a very small bedroom if it had to be.  Right now, though, it only housed a couple of racks with their clothes hanging up and a large dresser and mirror.  

She called to him in the kitchen, “Do you want to come with me this morning?  Ben was asking about you the other day.”  She was referring to the first friend they had made upon arriving to this island.  A young boy named Ben, or at least that’s what they called him.  He was exceedingly sweet, and was probably the best English speaker they had encountered here.  

“Not today. I’m going to head out for a swim.”  

Abby came to the door of the closet and gave him a disapproving look.

“What?” he said with an innocent smile, doing his best to diffuse her glare.

“You know I don’t like you doing that alone.”

He walked over to give her a kiss. “I’ll be fine.  I always am, right?”

She rolled her eyes. “Right.  Until you’re not.  Need I remind you, that I had to pull you out of the water to save your ass more than once on Trial Island?”

“That’s right, and I’m never going to let myself get into a situation where you have to do that again.  That’s why I do this.  I’ll be fine, OK?”

He smiled and kissed her again, leaving her to get dressed while he went out to their small deck on the beach to watch the waves.  While she was getting dressed, Abby looked at her knife hanging off the side of the mirror.  She took it out of its sheath and turned it over in her hand before sliding it back in.  After brushing her now shoulder-length, dirty blonde hair and pulling it back into a short ponytail, she donned a baseball cap, a yellow tank top, pulled on her shorts and walked back into the kitchen.  The knife slowly rocked in its sheath, still hanging off of the mirror.

She never wore it anymore.  She attracted enough attention being the lone white woman on the island and didn’t feel the need to attract any more by walking around with seven inches of steel strapped to her thigh.  Every time she walked away from it, though, a little part of her mind tugged at her, wondering if today would be the day she would regret leaving it behind.
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ERIC, VERY COMFORTABLE in only his boxers, leaned against the railing of the deck and watched Abby’s cute little backside as she walked down the beach and off into the trees to head toward the town center, turning to wave just before she was out of sight.  He finished his tea and stretched his arms high in the air to flex and stretch his back.  

Looking at the white sand and crystal clear blue water in front of him, he thought about how his new life was infinitely better than his old one.  This, of course, was by and large due to having Abby in his life.  Had he not had the good fortune of waking up on that island with her a year ago, his life would certainly be in a very different place right now.  

Even if he had been on the show and won without her, he likely would have simply returned to Texas and spent the next few years squandering his winnings, living extravagantly and supporting his buddies, shortly finding himself back to swinging a hammer to pay the rent by the time he was forty.  This was better.  Much better.  

He also knew that the likelihood of him winning without Abby would have been much slimmer.  She had dragged him from the water more than once to save his ass.  Living on a small island, surrounded by the beautiful blue ocean... he thought about that constantly.  It was this thought that brought him to his self-imposed task this morning.  As he tossed on his swim trunks and headed toward the water, he wondered if he deserved all he had in life.  This was a question he struggled with often.  Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t, but he certainly intended to continue enjoying this life while he had it.

Having nearly drowned several times on Trial Island, Eric made it his mission in life to become as strong a swimmer as possible.  Almost every day, he swam along the shoreline for at least thirty minutes, often longer.  He wasn’t exactly sure how far that was in distance, but it was a rigorous workout.  He pushed himself hard.  Never again did he intend to find himself in a situation where Abby needed to save him from the fury of the deep blue sea.

Once a week, he pushed himself to his absolute limit.  Today was that day.  Instead of swimming parallel to the shore, he planned to swim straight out from shore, to the point of exhaustion.  Only then would he turn around and swim back.  It wasn’t the smartest plan, but the waters were mostly calm on this side of the island, and it forced him to push himself to the breaking point.  He had to; otherwise he feared someday he would be dead.  

As he dove into the warm shallow water and began his journey out to sea, he thought about Abby.  He felt as though he had everything he had because of her, and he loved her unconditionally.  In his mind, he would trade everything he had for her, because without her, he had nothing.  He pondered the improbable and wondered if, should it come to it, whether he really would trade his life for hers.  Hopefully, he would never have to find out.

A familiar ache in his upper back got his attention.  It was his body’s way of telling him he didn’t have much time left before his muscles started to wear out.  He stole a glance at his watch between strokes.  Nearly thirty minutes into his workout.  Not bad, considering he had to turn around to swim back at some point, but he could do better.  As the ache intensified, he figured he had another seven to nine minutes before his arms would simply refuse to cooperate, and he would have to float and stretch awhile before heading back.

Doubling down on his determination, he began to stroke faster.  Between the splashing, the adrenaline, the pain, and his ears being intermittently underwater, he never heard the approaching speedboat.  With the sun rising over the island behind him, its rays were still low in the sky, effectively blinding the pilot of the boat, who had no reason to watch out for swimmers nearly a mile from shore.  He also had no reason to ease back on the throttle until he was much closer to his destination.  

His face underwater, four strong strokes, head cocked to the right for a quick breath, and repeat.  Eric continued like this, unaware that he was on a collision course with a three hundred and seventy-five horsepower missile darting through the water.  He finally heard the low roar of the engine when it was only thirty yards away.  He stopped and righted himself to look up and was immediately seized by panic.  There was absolutely nothing he could do to avoid the boat rocketing toward him.

Eric floated motionless, watching his end approach as if in slow motion, staring at the pilot of the boat who seemed to have no idea what was about to happen.  At the last possible second, the boat mere yards away, he heard a shout and saw another man launch himself at the wheel of the boat as it veered sharply to his right.  The engine screamed as the boat momentarily caught air, sailing over a swell as the high-speed propellers came out of the water.  

The engine immediately died as the pilot cut the power, the sounds of the boat replaced by two men yelling.  

He heard one of the men shout, “What the hell was that?”

The other man unintelligibly shouted something back and started gesturing wildly around while looking for something in the water.  

Eric made himself low in the water as he watched the two men from twenty yards away.  Two white faces.  Not unheard of in these parts, but not terribly common either.  He listened as they argued.  The passenger who grabbed the wheel insisted that he had seen someone in the water.  

“You’re insane,” the pilot countered.  “Do you have any idea how far out we are?”

“Maybe you hit him?”

He laughed. “Maybe I hit him?  I think we would have heard something if that happened.  Look around – there’s no one here!”

As the pilot gestured around the boat, Eric slipped underwater and swam up to the hull at the front of the boat before surfacing.  He was curious about their business here, but wasn’t about to reveal himself.  In the open water he could be visible, but hiding practically under the boat he was completely hidden.  It wasn’t that he was suspicious of them, but he had a recognizable face, and he and Abby enjoyed their anonymity.  The last thing he wanted was to get recognized by two guys from a big city and have their island hideout splashed across the tabloids.  Their current life would be ruined.  

Eventually, the engine started and the boat pulled away.  As it did, Eric dove under the water and stayed there for as long as he could, waiting for the engine noise to die out.  He surfaced a minute later, facing the direction of the boat.  The passenger who had saved his life by grabbing the wheel and veering off – a beefy man with a big beard and shaggy, curly hair pulled back in a crude ponytail – was still looking around from a football field away.  The man did a double-take as Eric slipped back under the water.
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ABBY AND ERIC lay in bed, their bodies covered by thin silk sheets.  The ocean breeze gently drifted through the French doors that opened onto the beach and the water in the distance.  Her eyes were closed, though she was not asleep.  She was simply as relaxed and as comfortable as she had ever imagined she could be.  Her head lay on his bare chest, his right hand stroking her hair.  Their afternoon nap had become an almost daily routine, though Abby rarely slept.  

Her nights were often interrupted by haunting images from her past, however during her afternoons lying in the gentle sun, safe in Eric’s arms, she found more rest than she ever did at night.  But just as Abby felt herself finally drifting off, she felt Eric sit up a bit.

“No, I’m not ready,” she whispered without opening her eyes.  “Just a few more minutes.”

Eric tapped her on the shoulder, and she opened her eyes.

Standing at the end of their bed was Ben, his pin-straight black hair a mess, his dark skin soaked with sweat, and his black eyes panicked.  He was scared and out of breath.  He held up a piece of paper with their photos on it.  “A man in the village, a white man,” he said in English, “he is looking for you.”

The words had barely escaped his mouth before Abby and Eric sprang into action.  It was an unspoken fear that they lived with every day.  Though they hadn’t discussed it in months, they had each gone through their actions a thousand times in their heads.  Abby wrapped the bed sheet around herself and took off for the changing room, Ben’s curious eyes following her.

Eric quickly pulled on his shorts and leaned down in front of the boy to speak.  “It’s OK, Ben,” Eric said, trying to calm their frightened friend.

Ben looked at him wide-eyed. “Does this mean you are leaving?”

Eric was caught off-guard. “What are you talking about?”

Ben shook his head.  “I overheard you speaking to my father when we were building your house.  You told him you might not be here forever.  You said if someone ever came looking for you, you might have to go.  Is this he?”

Eric remembered the conversation well.  He trusted Jay, Ben’s father.  They were about the same age, and Jay and his family had welcomed Eric and Abby with open arms.  They were nearing the end of construction on the house and were enjoying a beer together around the beach fire late one night after a particularly grueling day of work.  

Jay, as he was known to do, began waxing on about the future and how their families would be great friends for generations.  Eric smiled and confided that he and Abby were somewhat on the run.  “We never did anything wrong. We didn’t break the law or anything like that, but there are men after us,” he told Jay.  Of course, Jay was gravely concerned about this.  To ease his mind, Eric assured him they were safe on this island and would likely never have to leave.  Eric thought Ben had been sleeping on Jay’s lap during the conversation, but apparently not.

Looking into young Ben’s eyes now, Eric could see how much he and Abby meant to his family.  He decided to be honest with him.  “I don’t know.  What did this man look like?”

Ben thought hard. “He is very tall.  He’s dark, but not like me. He is a white man.  He is just very tan.”

Eric thought about it, but that didn’t really help.  Every white man is tall to a twelve-year-old boy in the South Pacific.  “Do you remember anything else?”

“He had curly hair, dark brown,” Ben said, proud to have remembered something more.

Eric sighed.  It wasn’t Bryce, or at least doesn’t sound like him.  “Did you talk to him or tell him where we are?”

Ben vigorously shook his head no.

Eric thought another beat. “Did anyone?” 

“I don’t know.  My father sent me running to warn you.  I saw him walking up to the man to talk to him when I left.”

Abby quickly reappeared. In barely a minute, she had fully dressed, strapped on her knife, stuffed her feet into her hiking boots, slung a small satchel across her shoulders and jogged back from the room tossing Eric an identical satchel.  “Let’s go.”

Ben’s eyes went wide and were drawn to the large leather sheath on her right thigh.  He asked, “Miss Abby, what’s that for?” 

Abby followed his eyes, then looked back at him. “Just in case, Ben, just in case.”

Eric quickly finished getting dressed and stuffed the small satchel into one of the large pockets of his cargo shorts.  In less than four minutes they were running out the door with Ben in tow.  Their world had been flipped upside down.

Abby led the charge to the beach and through the forest toward the village center, while Eric continued to quiz Ben along the way.  

Eric fired questions at him as they sped along. “Where did he come from?  When did he get here?  Was there anyone with him?”

Ben was upset that he didn’t know the answers to any of his questions.  

The route from their beach to the village was a fairly straight shot.  It was about a mile all told.  The first quarter was a footpath that had been beaten into the jungle floor by Abby and Eric’s many trips back and forth from their villa.  After that, it met up with an exceedingly narrow dirt road that curved through the trees until it reached the village.  While this route had been a lovely twenty-minute saunter through the forest for Abby that morning, it would take her barely seven minutes running at a breakneck pace to reach her destination.  

Abby left Eric and Ben in the dust as she followed the dirt road, staying very close to the edge so she could duck into the trees at a moment’s notice should she have to.  Fortunately, the trip was uneventful.  Questions about who this man was and what he was looking for churned through her mind.  It was obvious that whoever he was, he was working for Bryce.  She had always worried this might happen, but they were so careful not to leave a trail – and were in such a remote place – she kept telling herself it was impossible.  Apparently the impossible has become possible after all, she thought.  

She arrived on the outskirts of the village, but didn’t dare step from the cover of the trees without knowing what was out there.  The dirt road continued from the forest and ran through the center of the village.  From ten feet back in the trees, safely under cover, she surveyed the village in front of her.  

After the dirt road left the trees, it continued across a small grassy open area for fifty feet or so before it met the first building.  A small wooden structure with a thatched roof stood on the right side of the road, which Abby was convinced only continued to stand out of habit.  It had been abandoned and in disrepair for many years before Eric and Abby had come along.

Just past that was one of the more popular buildings in the village – the bar.  It was a large wooden building with a thatched roof.  There was no door; the front of the building was just open.  There were a handful of mismatched tables, and the bar and barstools were behind them.  There was a small twenty-inch color television on a shelf on the far wall above the bar, though it was rarely on.  On a cloudless day, with the wind blowing in the right direction, and a little bit of luck, it was able to get fuzzy reception on one channel.  

Next to the bar was an even larger building, the largest on the island.  It was the church which was also used as a function area for any large gathering, such as weddings and village meetings.  

Across the street from the church was a very large open-air market that ran the length of the street until the road curved and disappeared from view.  Everything was sold at this market.  There was a section of tables in the area across the street from the bar where an ancient wiry man and his equally ancient but chubby wife sold coffee, tea, and homemade pastries.  Next to that were many carts where merchants hocked dry goods.  Beyond that were rows upon rows of fresh produce.  In the center of these rows was a very neat and small hut where Ben’s father, Jay, oversaw his goods.  

Behind the open-air market there were many boat docks and the boat master’s building.  Many sorry looking sailboats populated the harbor, with several dozen or so decent powerboats mixed in amongst them.  There was nothing but open blue sea beyond that.

It was later in the afternoon, and while the market was not bustling, there were many people walking around.  The locals were easy enough to pick out and for the most part they seemed to be simply going about their daily business.  Abby couldn’t put her eyes on anyone who didn’t look like they belonged and couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary going on.  She scanned the area impatiently for a full five minutes before Eric, and the exhausted Ben, caught up.  Eric was sweating and eager to continue moving.  Ben, however, was bent at the waist, panting, and staring at the ground. 

Abby felt bad and rubbed his back. “Are you OK, buddy?”

Without looking up, he nodded his head yes.

Abby squatted down next to him so they would be at the same level. “Ben, I need you to look up and tell me if you see him.”

He nodded his head again as he stood, looking skyward and taking a few deep breaths, before his eyes settled straight ahead and scanned the crowd.  Abby and Eric also searched the area, but saw no one. 

“I don’t see him,” Ben said.  

Eric’s eyes drifted toward the water and the docks, looking for the boat he had seen that morning.  He had not mentioned the incident to Abby.  She hated his swimming habits enough as it was – he didn’t need to give her any more reasons to hate his swimming.  The long dock next to the boat master’s building housed ten powerboats, but there was one he hadn’t seen before, or at least he didn’t think he had.  It could have been the boat from this morning.  He made a mental note to check it out if he got the chance.

The village was just a bit too far away for them to get a good read on everyone there.  Ben had said that, as he left, his father was going to talk to the man.  Given this, Abby figured that perhaps they were together somewhere, though Jay was not to be seen at his normal post in the middle of the produce market.

Ben piped up, very excited, “There!  There he is!”  He was pointing in the distance. “On the far side of the market. See?”

Abby and Eric stood, their eyes following his arm.  There they saw Ben’s father and the stranger facing them as they walked toward the market.  They watched as the pair stopped and spoke with a couple of people along the way.  While Jay acted as an interpreter, the man showed a set of papers to anyone who would look.  Each person walked away, shaking his or her head.

Eric spoke first. “What do you think?”

“He’s got to be one of Bryce’s guys,” Abby said.  “Who else could it be?”

“I wonder how many others he has with him,” Eric thought out loud.

Abby turned to Ben. “Have you seen anyone else with him?”

“No. He walked up from the docks and into the market alone.”

Eric had pretty much settled on the fact that this was the man on the boat with whom he had the near-disaster this morning.  It was too much of a coincidence.  He also knew that there had been two men on the boat, at least.  

Abby thought through the scenario. “There have to be more men. He wouldn’t be here alone.”

“I don’t know what Jay is doing,” Eric said, “but it’s only a matter of time before this guy finds someone who tells him where to find us.  I’d rather control the situation and confront him on our terms.”

“We can’t just walk out there, Eric. Who knows how many guys are with him.”

“I don’t see anyone else out there, but there could be another guy or two.”  Eric thought a moment, trying to convince Abby to take action without telling her there was definitely another guy.  “If they came on one of those boats,” he said, gesturing toward the dock by the boat master’s building, “there can only be a couple at best.  We can handle that if it’s on our terms, right?”

Abby knew they had to confront this man, or men, in a situation they controlled.  They were going to meet up eventually, that much was obvious.  So they might as well arrange it to happen the way they wanted it to.

“Here’s what we do,” Abby said.  “Ben, we’ll need your help.  Can we count on you?”  He enthusiastically nodded his head.  “Wait here and give us a five-minute head start, then walk up to the village.  Tell the man that you know where to find us and lead him back to our house.  Can you do that?”  

“You want me to lead him to you?  That is crazy. Why would you want that?”

“Trust me, it will be OK.  Try to make sure he comes alone.  If there are two of us and one of him, we can talk to him and get more information.  Does that make sense?” 

Ben thought about that.  “I suppose yes.  How do I make sure he comes alone?”

Eric spoke up. “Tell him he has to hurry.  If he doesn’t follow you right away, if he says he wants to get his friend or something, just start running to the forest.  He’ll have no choice.  He will either have to follow you, or lose you.  My guess is he’s going to follow you.”

Ben was taking it all in and nodding away like a bobblehead.  “Yes.  Yes, I can do that.”

Abby hadn’t entirely worked out the plan of attack back at the villa, but she knew that whatever happened, it would not be for Ben’s young eyes to see.  It would certainly be a side of their lives he did not need to experience.  She looked at him and put her hands on his shoulders. “Ben, when you get to the beach, show him where our house is and send him to us, but don’t come into the house with him.  Understand?”  She watched his face as he nodded and gave him a smile and quick peck on the cheek.  “You got this, right, Ben?”

Had it not been for his darker complexion, she would have seen him blushing.  “I do,” he smiled and turned to leave. 

Eric called from behind, “Hey, tiger, give us a head start, OK?  Wait here five minutes.”

Ben stopped. “Sorry, I forgot.”  He was clearly nervous.

“That’s OK,” Abby said.  “I know you can do this.  We’ll try again, alright?”

“Five minutes,” Ben stated, then smiled. “All set.  Go ahead.”

Abby and Eric turned and jogged down the road back toward the beach.  Eric turned to Abby, “He’ll be OK, right?”

Abby gave an unconvincing, “Absolutely.”

“He’s fine,” Eric assured her.  “He’s fine.  He’s a smart kid.”
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