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      Malcolm Bridges found the moral code.

      It had zero written on it.

      Zero chances.

      Zero nuances.

      Zero trust.

      And zero trespass.

      Which was why the traveling party inching toward his Higher Grounds private mountain cabin hidden away between the thick woods and snow-capped mountains of Oakland, Maryland, looked suspicious—and their stubborn trek against the hilly up-climb piqued his curiosity.

      “Good heavens.” He scratched his long beard and wished he’d trimmed it for company. But no one had hiked here in the last four months. No. Not after their harsh winter. And certainly not after he’d posted the Road Closed: Private Property. Do Not Trespass sign at the fork into his private land, to ward off creeps.

      And not after the media recently shared about a tourist who’d barely escaped getting mauled by a bear higher up on the mountain. That alone scared most people off and let him live here in seclusion, far from everyone and any possible drama.

      Yet, clearly, some people either loved the snow too much or were as stubborn as he was and couldn’t resist the alluring peaks. But how did they find his hidden cabin? Did they follow him from his recent grocery store run at the closest town? His hometown of Snowy Peaks neighbored Oakland, and even they knew to keep off his cabin or risk a rough welcome. He tugged at his beard. His great-grandfather built this cabin, and it had been in his family ever since. No matter how far each traveled, they always returned here to spend their later years. All he needed was a good truck to go to town and back.

      Today, his rugged truck had made the long ride in good time, and he’d seen no visitor on the path before he’d made the turn into here. Did they see his truck and follow? But how could they have seen him in the busy landscape, unless they were desperate and in need of shelter?

      But…Shelter from what? They sported no serious hiking gear—one clutched a walking stick and another had sleeping bags strapped to his backpack—so were they really hikers?

      He wasn’t sure.

      A church bell rang from the distance winding down to the clustered town in the valley below, ringing out his personal reminder to feed the dogs before hunger turned their barks into growls.

      Like it or not, he was sure of one thing—those people were headed in this direction—to his cabin tucked into the lush grove of pines, surrounded by nothing but snow and bordered by mountains.

      And he’d need to reach a decision as to whether to provide a warm welcome or a harsh get-out-of-here greeting. And with each step drawing them closer, time was running out.

      But, if he remembered right, the last time a team of strangers arrived in his hometown of Snowy Peaks uninvited, he’d been a little boy and a witness to the havoc and near wipeout of the town by a certain Pete Zendel, a name the town made sure no one forgot. But this was Oakland.

      Beyond the travelers, snow still painted the landscape white, and with several more feet piled below the surface, everywhere was sure to stay white for some time.

      His gaze caught the dark shadow of one of them stomping forward faster, and he groaned. “Decisions, decisions.”

      Nevertheless, the people crept annoyingly closer. Either they didn’t read the sign or they’d ignored it, which ticked his anger. For just one second, he toyed with the idea of sending out his hunting dogs for a rough welcome. Those scary beasts usually put the right amount of fear in any intruder to turn them back toward the road, with their running feet flapping against the back of their heads if the snow didn’t slow them down.

      He raised his binoculars, chewing on the idea.

      But he didn’t do it. Something held him back. Instead, gripping his binoculars tighter, he observed them through the cracked window, careful not to allow its wooden edges to swing fully outward, but open just enough so he could see them and they couldn’t see him. Something about the way they moved spoke purpose. And that made him even more cautious. Maybe he could hear them out first.…

      “One, two, three…” He counted the winter-dressed party under his breath. Ten people in all, although one looked quite young and another one behind him was likely female.

      “Hmmm.” Usually, mountain climbers in the dead of winter traveled here in small parties of four or five at most. But these people were twice that number. It appeared they came for more than a hike.

      Who were they?

      Why were they here?

      And why wasn’t he taking action already, like he usually would? He never took this long before to do something. It was usually, sight intruders, send the dogs. And get them off his grounds. But… something kept him rooted.

      As they came closer, he saw some unusual gear on them—large printed maps rolled into one’s backpack, thick armbands, and purple badges attached to their hips—so he lowered the binoculars and settled them onto his lap.

      His curiosity won. Swinging to grab his mug and take a sip of his hot-but-quickly-becoming-iced coffee, he set it down just in time to pick up his binoculars again. He had to figure this out. He had to reach a decision before they arrived at his doorstep.

      Would he welcome them or turn them away? He tapped his feet on the wooden cabin floor.

      The first person was now close enough to the cabin, his black hiking stick leading the way. He could shout out to them. So he closed the window, rounded to the door, cracked it open, and peered out. “Who are you?” He cupped a hand against his mouth and hollered. “What do you want? This is private property. No trespassing.”

      The first man halted, cast a glance toward the rest of his party still a ways off, and faced him again. “Ed,” he shouted.

      A cool breath ushered his next words. “Ed who?”

      “Zendel. Ed Zendel. Sorry for trespassing. We come in peace.” His voice sounded young, but his last name had done him in.

      Air whooshed out of him. Did he say…Zendel?

      No way.

      He blinked, clenched his fists, and blood rushed into his ears. He managed to shuffle his feet backward into the house. Without another word, he turned around, slammed the door shut, and chose the latter option.

      Malcolm went into his living room, picked up his house phone, and called the sheriff.

      Then, without hesitation, he set his hungry pack of hunting dogs loose on them.
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      “Shall the prey be taken from the mighty, or the captives of the righteous be delivered? But thus says the Lord: ‘Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken away, and the prey of the terrible be delivered; for I will contend with him who contends with you…’”- Isaiah 49:24-25

      

      A FEW WEEKS EARLIER…

      

      “Where did you keep my tie, woman?” The bulky-framed, golden-brown-haired, hunk-of-a-man asked.

      Stephanie Martinez drew the comforter close to her face with trembling fingers and pinched her eyes closed, pretending not to hear him, pretending she couldn’t still smell him in the bed.

      “Didn’t I say you should hang it with the suit? But now I’m getting ready for work, and it’s not there,” he bellowed, his voice rising several pitches higher.

      She shut her eyes tighter, loathing the day already and dreading what she knew was coming. Today will be another regular morning with him—filled with his rage-powered, cuss-filled perambulation in their bedroom.

      But today will also be the last time that will happen.

      Her heart pounded loudly in her chest as she remembered her escape plan. And even louder when the stomp of his shoes echoed past the bed as she counted the time remaining for her to rise. She peeled one eyelid open wide enough to see the clock and his lowered figure, searching through the clothes she’d meticulously hung in their closet. The tie was right in front of him—if his anger cooled down enough for him to see it.

      She shut her eye and exhaled long. Only thirty more minutes. Then she’d leave Alaska for good, never to return.

      The city of Fairbanks was good to her. The man she was caught up with in it was not. But, at the time they met four years ago, she’d wished to be like everyone. And to live like everyone, without boundaries. And to “have a man” at any cost. Now, the cost had become so high her life was the only price she hadn’t yet paid in this relationship. And now, she was done living in fear. Never again.

      Not after today. Not ever again.

      Still gripping the comforter as his voice rose higher and the cuss words started coming in a faster stream, she did the one thing she hadn’t done in these four years—she prayed desperately. Dear God, if You would keep me safe and help me escape, I will never leave You again. I won’t choose sin over You anymore. I will serve You, in any way You want, for the rest of my life. Please, Jesus, rescue me.

      She tried to ignore how she walked away from her faith in Jesus four years ago when she’d been angry at God for allowing her brother, John, to get kidnapped. She’d hoped, prayed, and joined her sister, Angel, and her other siblings, Hughes and Grace, searching for John—to no avail nineteen plus years to date. So, she’d quit believing.

      But she couldn’t keep anger buried in her heart anymore. Today, she realized her need for help from on high, from someone greater than her current threat—her soon-to-be ex-boyfriend. If the system couldn’t help her and she couldn’t help herself, from experience, she knew God would help her.

      Thankfully, she typically left for work an hour after he did, so he shouldn’t suspect why she was still in bed. If she could, she’d stay here. Otherwise, something might slip if she was preparing while he was.

      Just then, rough hands flung the protective comforters off her body. A blast of cold air hit her skin, and her eyelids flew open. Despite the working in-house heater, winter’s brutal chill sent shivers tingling over her skin.

      Shielding her face with her arms from the impending assault she was used to taking by now—a hot slap, a rough jerking awake, or an object thrown at her while she cowered or, perhaps, struggled to catch fitful sleep—she counted the seconds until the first hit arrived. Calling for outside help in the past had done her no good. It only worsened the situation.

      He was a cop and had blamed her injuries last time on a skiing accident they’d been on. No one believed her over him. He was the perfect man outside but had grown into a menace inside, to stop her from leaving him. Escape was her only choice before she ended up dead. “Get up, I say. Why are you still sleeping on a bed you don’t own at this time of the day? Everyone else is awake. Come on out and find my tie.” He stalked back to the closet, expecting her to follow.

      At other times, she would comply just to keep the peace. This time, defiance rose in her belly and poured out in a quiet prayer through trembling lips as she drew up her knees to herself. Stephanie curled her arms around her knees and bowed her head. “Jesus, please save me,” she prayed. “I can’t deal with this man anymore. Please get me out of here, Lord.” Thankful her posture muffled her words, she kept going. “I’m coming home to You right now. Back to the faith where freedom is real and unpretentious. Back to Your love which is genuine and unfeigned. To where I can spread my wings and fly with no one clipping them because it got in their way.” She pressed a hand to still her lips, then whispered to the ears of the One who heard even whispered words, “My Lord Jesus, I’m coming back to You.”

      “Didn’t you hear me, woman? Come get my tie!” Rage shook his voice, but she didn’t move. “I’ll come over there and…” He threatened with a string of words that made her cringe, but she stayed in place as a strange comfort she’d not had before enclosed over her heart like a shawl and the fear of him melted away.

      After he stopped speaking, she coolly replied, still not looking directly at him. “I placed it on the pink hanger so it can stand out for you. I made sure it hung next to your uniform, which I also ironed. If you saw the uniform, then your tie is right next to it. But you didn’t bother to look for it where it should be, did you? Yelling at me felt better.”

      She braced for it—the physical assault. Instead, he swung around, fished out the tie, and threaded it around his neck. In relief, she slid back down and lay to sleep, or at least, try to, even when she knew all she could see right now was the minute hand telling her she had twenty-four minutes to rise. First on her agenda was to verify today’s arrival of her car with the transporters shipping it—with her most important possessions locked in its trunk—to their dock at Olney, Maryland.

      For all her boyfriend knew, her car was out for repairs for the past week, which it had truly been for about twenty minutes, before she completed the shipping paperwork and sent it on its way. Now, she just waited for him to leave. Once he did, she could go.

      A few minutes after she laid down, a tap jostled her shoulder, and she jerked away from it.

      Her boyfriend lowered his head close to her face and gave her a cold stare. “Today is the very last time you will ever speak to me the way you did, you hear me? If you try it once again, you won’t be able to see the consequences of your words.” He drawled his next words out. “Do we understand each other?”

      Things she could say hurtled through her mind.

      Yes, today is the last time you will abuse me.

      No, I won’t be here to see any consequences from you ever again.

      Yes, what I said was true.

      Yes, it took courage to say what I said now, and nothing you do would stop me from speaking the truth.

      Could she compromise her whole plan for a hit at his ego?

      No. Instead, she straightened. She could endure this spiteful verbiage one last time. “Of course. You’re perfectly understood. If you’ll excuse me, I have to rest up.”

      She turned away and settled into the comforters. Then she closed her eyes. Soon, he left the house, but she held her breath until the outer door shut downstairs and his car left the driveway. She darted her gaze to the clock.

      Ten minutes to go.

      She ran barefoot to the shower and bathed as fast as she could. Next, she called the Greyhound bus station to confirm their departure, said to be in about two hours. Then she dressed up. Grabbing her purse, she paused at the door, then returned inside. She snatched up a notepad and scribbled on it:

      

      Hi,

      I know you will wonder where I am. I have left you. You and I are over. We were over a long time ago. You know that. I will no longer tolerate being abused. I called the cops last time, but you wiggled your way out, blaming the stuff you did on my skiing accident. I’m done looking for outside support. Again, it’s over, and I left you of my own accord. I am not missing. Do not try to look for me. I’m done. Thank you for the good times. I forgive you for the bad and horrible times. If you come after me, I can assure you of this—the cops and Federal authorities will be waiting. Goodbye.

      Steph.

      

      Stephanie snapped a picture of the note in case he altered something afterward. Then she held it to the center of the dining table with a saltshaker where he’d see it. She glanced around one last time.

      She crossed to her picture with him on the wall. She extracted it from the frame then tore it up and poured the pieces into the kitchen trash. Lord, I tear up the painful, bitter past I’ve had here. May it not follow me to my next destination.

      Then she clasped her purse as her taxi pulled up outside. Leaving the spare keys he’d given her when she’d moved in, next to the note, she also left everything else behind—her clothes, shoes, and jewelry he had bought for her, and the engagement ring he’d refused to take back—and she fled for her life.

      Climbing into that taxi felt like home. It brought her to the shipping dock where she confirmed that her vehicle had shipped and would arrive as scheduled. She’d specifically requested they leave her things in the trunk, and they’d graciously agreed, only charging her a little extra after searching through the bags. Her degrees, certificates, awards, and everything of value was in there. If she used postal services, her boyfriend might use it to track her destination, so she risked no chances of that happening. Shipping them in her car was safer.

      She called another taxi and rode it to the Greyhound station. But when her stomach growled, she had the driver stop at a Subway shop one street over. It was also an alternate stop just in case her boyfriend tracked the taxi to their destination. Reaching the counter, Stephanie bought her ticket for Anchorage. Then she changed her mind.

      He had resources. And the bus was a slow means of escaping a man capable of finding her within hours. So, she left her ticket at the counter and chose to fly. Thankfully, her taxi had already left. After calling yet another, she rode to the airport and purchased a flight ticket to Seattle, the next available flight, left within the hour.

      Then she sat and waited, her heart thudding, her breath laboring, her mind spinning, contemplating what had happened so far. And she prayed for her boyfriend not to find out she’d fled until she escaped the state. A man like him could fabricate something to force her to legally stay. But getting her back from another state would be harder. She could hardly remember praying this much in recent times. But, for a faith she’d known and loved so well, everything was coming back like second nature, and it felt great. Still, a few thoughts nagged at her.

      It could go bad.

      He might find her.

      She might be forced to go back.

      Gripping her winter coat with gloved hands, she shivered. More than the weather sent prickles of ice through her veins. For the first time since leaving the house, she struggled with the possibility of what he might accuse her of.

      Falsely, of course. But it would be his word against hers, and he was the law around here. Nobody would believe her. Dating and marrying law enforcement was good, unless the person was bad. Then their power became a snare no one could help you out of. It was a good thing that her sister was loving and a good cop. And it was bad that her boyfriend was a cop, and nothing good could be said about him. But Stephanie was done being ensnared. If the cost of leaving him was uncertainty, then it was far better than the certainty of the misery of living with him.

      With her mind made up, she dialed her sister, Angel, whom she hadn’t called in a long time.

      As soon as Angel picked up, her loving voice floated over the phone. “Hi, Steph Bear.”

      Hearing someone call her by her childhood nickname almost had her bursting into tears.

      Her sister loved her.

      Her family loved her.

      But she left their love because it was pure and the path she’d chosen was not.

      Now, she was more than ready to be embraced by that Christian love again, and this time around, for good. “Hi, Angel. It’s good to hear your voice again.” Some static crackled. Then police radio chatter droned through. So her sister was at work.

      “I could say the same,” Angel said with a slightly hushed voice. “I called you last month and left a number of voice messages.”

      “I know.” She sucked in her lower lip.

      “Last week when I’d called, I’d gotten such a cryptic response, I figured you weren’t in the mood to talk.”

      Quite true. She had sounded cryptic. “I’m sorry, sis. I wasn’t trying to be harsh. I was in a…situation, and I couldn’t see past my pain.”

      “Oh.” Angel paused. “It leaves me wondering what has been up with you.”

      “Let’s just say it’s easy to throw away one’s faith when the world tells you it’s useless—until you face a storm where you realize the only way out is the God you threw off your boat on land.” A sigh slipped loose. “I’m truly sorry for being out of touch all this while. Please forgive me.”

      “Of course, sure. What kind of situation are we talking about?”

      Sure, her sister would pick up on that. Any threat to her siblings, she instinctively took personally. “It’s an issue about my boyfriend. I’m headed to your place on short notice, but I’d planned to take two days to arrive in Maryland.”

      “Really? It doesn’t take two days to get from Alaska to Maryland. Why the runaround?” Someone said something hurriedly to Angel at her end, and she replied, asking for another minute. Then she returned to Stephanie. “Is the man that dangerous? Did he hurt you?”

      She wasn’t going to answer the second question, so she settled on the first one. “Well, I can’t explain over the phone. But he’s potentially dangerous, and he didn’t know I was leaving him.” A sigh slipped through. “Sorry, there is a lot I haven’t told you, including how the relationship started.”

      “You don’t say. Yes, there is. I don’t know what’s been going on with you until now. I didn’t even know you had a boyfriend, let alone a dangerous one. Come on home, and we’ll talk when you get here. Our doors are wide open. I love you. Be careful and keep me posted at every stop in your journey.”

      “I love you too, Angel. Thanks for having my back. I will keep in touch. See you.”

      After she hung up, she called her brother Hughes in North Carolina, and her sister Grace, who just like her, barely ever called, and briefly told them of the situation.

      When Stephanie finished talking, Grace was alarmed, but Hughes was not. Instead, he was angry that she’d stayed with a man who would hurt her, but she wasn’t ready to argue, so she let him off the phone. He didn’t come home often, and neither did Grace these days.

      Of all their siblings, Angel was the one whose door was always open. No matter how much they messed up, she’d always welcome them like a mother.

      Angel was their God-sent, well, angel, who took up the responsibility of parenting them after their parents were gone. Their parents would be proud of all Angel accomplished for them, and for the first time in her adult life, Stephanie intentionally prayed God’s blessings on her elder sister.

      Soon, her flight’s boarding gate was announced and repeated, and as she picked up her purse and small hand luggage, she gave God thanks that her boyfriend had not called in to check on her. She hoped it stayed that way until she was airborne.

      When she was finished going through security checks, she boarded the plane. A tight seat enclosed between two people had never felt more comfortable. Other times, she’d complain about how much smaller the economy seats were getting. But today, this seat was her channel to freedom, and she could’ve been sitting on a palatial love seat for all she cared. Pulling her long, dark hair into a tight bun, she set her purse in-between her legs.

      Again, she prayed for a safe flight.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, please strap on your seatbelts. We are about to take off. Switch off all devices…” Those words sounded like a heavenly call. She texted Angel.

      I’m about to take off from Fairbanks. Will land in Seattle next. Turning my phone off.

      A quick reply followed. Okay. Praying.

      She chuckled. Thanks. I appreciate your prayers, sis.  I need them.

      She pressed the power button on her phone, then relaxed against the seat as the plane took off and lifted skyward, every move, powering her flight toward freedom.

      Thank You, my Lord Jesus, for getting me safely out.

      Now, she just had to stay out for good—and arrive safely.
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      As soon as police officer Angel Martinez Santiago got off the phone, she slid it into the back pocket of her uniform, jumped into her police cruiser, and hurried toward her waiting team. After hours of wading through rush-hour traffic, from the affluent part of town to the ghettos, she arrived near Grown-Up Dorm Living—a cluster of bungalows where residents rented rooms and shared other facilities. Sliding into her designated parking space at the Seven-Eleven where her team had gathered, she grabbed her radio and jumped down, fully clad in tactical gear. From here, they’d walk approximately half a mile to this individual’s registered address. “Thank you, Captain, for letting me take that call before we take down the suspect. My sister was on the line and needed help.”

      Static crackled from the other end. “Copy that. You’re welcome. After God, family comes first. Let’s get on with our mission.”

      Angel slid on her biohazard goggles, disarmed her gun’s safety, and led the team of four into the slum neighborhood bungalow. Everything seemed calm, but, around here, appearances could be deceiving. Gunfire sometimes rattled the seeming quiet and led to gang wars. A number of officers lost their lives in unexpected crossfires while patrolling. But if the person who could lead her to her missing brother was here, she was going in, with or without support. All of the warmest leads they’d chased for John’s kidnapping had led them here, and she wouldn’t leave without answers.

      The man in question was said to have been seen with someone who looked like John across state lines, shortly after he disappeared.

      But staying focused was hard when her sister was having issues too. Now, she’d broken up the mission twice to communicate and had standing permission from the captain to answer her sister. Emotions warred in her heart. How could Stephanie have allowed herself to get caught up with a dangerous and determined man? Why didn’t she tell her anything about this until it became a safety issue? Didn’t Stephanie trust her?

      Angel pressed her lips tightly, wading through the narrow hallway into a row of rented rooms in the house. Her phone pinged with a text message from Stephanie, letting her know she had landed. So, Angel typed a quick reply and pocketed the phone.

      Attempting to keep her mind on this mission, she glanced past an open doorway and was about to move on when something on the TV paused her steps—Stephanie’s face on the screen.
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      “For the Lord will plead their cause, and plunder the soul of those who plunder them.” Proverbs 22:23

      

      Shaken awake by the plane’s descent, Stephanie clenched her hands into fists, then exhaled. She’d made it. Out of the state. Away from him.

      She had fallen asleep, probably due to not sleeping much last night. But as soon as the plane touched down, she smiled for the first time.

      She was in Seattle.

      Tiredness clung to her joints, and hunger pangs bit her belly. Only then did she remember she hadn’t eaten the sub-sandwich still in her purse. So after she bought her flight ticket to Baltimore, with two hours to wait before takeoff, she settled on a lounge seat and pulled the food out of her purse. Biting into the sandwich, she sucked in a stray onion and allowed the tangy salad dressing to coat her tongue. Sipping some water, she set her purse down and relaxed.

      Remembering her promise to update her sister, she shot Angel a quick text. I’ve landed in Seattle, and I’ve got two hours before I board the next flight to Maryland. Please keep praying. See you.

      In the same manner as before, Angel replied fast. Thank God. I’m praying.

      After finishing her meal, Stephanie tossed the wrapper in a trash can. Then she strolled to an airport shop to buy a bottle of drinking water. After paying for the water and uncapping the bottle, she took a sip and placed it on the counter to tuck her debit card into her purse. In passing, she glanced up at the wall-mounted black-and-white TV. Breaking news splashed across the screen, and her face stared back against the garish all-caps of a single word—MISSING.
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      Stephanie gasped. Her boyfriend…

      He must’ve caught on. And declared her missing. But didn’t he see her note? She scrambled to fish out her phone from her purse. Her screen lock displayed a text message from him.

      I will find you, woman. You can’t run far in this town. Huh. He thought she was still in Fairbanks? Or at worst, somewhere in Alaska? She figured he must be searching everywhere for her. But she noticed something else. His text message gave no indication that she was missing. And if he did see her note, then he’d hidden it from the world. Her ringing phone jerked her back. She blinked at the number, gripping the phone harder.

      It was him. So, she did the next thing she knew how. She rejected his call, then blocked his number. But not before a second text followed. You can’t outrun me, Steph. Watch out.

      On a whim, she turned in time to hear the newscaster say, “Anyone with information regarding Stephanie Martinez’s whereabouts should contact this number.” The number was printed on the screen.

      Good.

      Stephanie took down the number and tapped out a text message. I’m not missing. I’m fleeing an abusive boyfriend. Please take my image off the news as he is trying to use you to locate me. For details, check the Fairbanks Police records. Thanks.

      That should be enough.

      Only after she sent the text, she realized they could call her phone now. “Oh no.” But it was too late.

      Her phone chirped with a response from the tip line number.

      Can we call you? We have to confirm that you’re okay before we remove your face from the news.

      She texted back—Yes.

      Soon, her phone rang. “Hi, this is Channel 7 News. We learned you’re missing, but you say you’re okay. Can you confirm this?”

      “Hi, yes, I’m Stephanie Martinez and I’m not missing. I left my boyfriend today because he’s abusive, and I’m fleeing to my family. Please cancel the missing person’s report. I left him a note at home letting him know I’m not missing. And please don’t share any information about my whereabouts to him.”

      “We can understand your situation, but can you send us something…a video, an image, or anything to prove first that you are Stephanie Martinez and second that you’re not saying this under duress?”

      Stephanie thought about it. “I’ll jump onto my social media feed for a live session. That should be ample proof.”

      “Good enough.”

      As soon as she hung up, she logged onto one of her social media accounts, and backing a blank, white wall, she went live. “I’m going live to let everyone know I’m okay. I left my boyfriend and I’m not missing. I’m safe and I’m traveling right now. I will make contact with law enforcement as soon as I arrive at my destination to confirm my safe arrival. Once again, any assertions that I’m missing are lies. Thank you all for your concern, and God bless you.”

      People she didn’t know were connected to the livestream, and a thousand more than her one hundred friends were watching. Soon, her live video replayed over the TV before her. People were commenting, wishing her a safe arrival at her destination. Others left comments applauding her for leaving an abusive relationship and wishing her luck. More comments scrolled through saying she was a hero for not waiting to end up as a statistic.

      Tears welled up her eyes. This was genuine love from people she’d never met. This was God showing her that, not only was He for her, He was welcoming her back with open arms and using His own creation to wrap arms of love and comfort around her.

      Thank You. She opened her heart, her whole heart this time—not because she wanted help for escape or a way out of somewhere uncomfortable, but just surrendering to the One Whose love was eternal—to Jesus. I surrender my all to You, my Lord Jesus. Take it all, no holds barred.

      Almost as soon as she finished praying, her departure gate was announced. She texted Angel about the false news her ex was spreading. And also about the call with the media. Then she let Angel know he’d threatened to find her and said she knew he meant it.

      Never mind anyone’s threats. Place your trust in God and come home. Anyone threatening you will have to pass through me.

      At Angel’s words, confidence surged into her heart.

      What a sister she had!

      When it was time to board, she texted Angel again, letting her know her next destination was Maryland. Her car should be waiting for pickup upon her arrival as indicated on the shipping documents. So she’d pick it to drive with her stuff inside, to her sister’s place.

      Several hours later, when she reached the BWI Airport, despite the chill, she exhaled long and blew warm breath into the cool air. No, this was not as cold as Alaska. But it was home. God got her home just like she’d prayed.

      When she lifted her eyes to heaven, gratitude warmed her heart as she left the airport in a taxi to Olney, Maryland to get her gray Nissan.
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      “Therefore, judge nothing before the time, until the Lord comes, who will both bring to light the hidden things of darkness and reveal the counsels of the hearts.” 1 Corinthians 4:5

      

      After speaking with her sister, Angel moved stealthily down the hallway, toward the unit marked Unit 7, at the end. She’d first taken the time to inhale and exhale and mentally focus on the mission. Handling dual emergencies was stretching her attention to the max, but she wouldn’t have it any other way. Neither this mission nor her sister could wait. Life was happening, and she could roll with the punches.

      However, one thing was clear—if Stephanie knew she was on an active mission, she’d stop updating her, so she refrained from yielding that information.

      “Remember, we’re after information. Nothing more.” She spun and reminded her team, who acknowledged her with a nod.

      “Copy that.”

      She rapped on the door. “Police. Open up.”

      A rattle sounded on the other side, then a squeal—like someone shouting to another person.

      She rammed on the door with her shoulder, and its weak hinges gave way. She stepped into the crammed room. One person hid something with a blanket while another—whose appearance matched their person of interest—scaled the window. “Police! Stop!” She lowered her weapon, sprinted across the room, caught his arm clinging to the window, and swung him back inside. They both landed on the carpet, and she pivoted and pinned him to the ground. “Stop fighting.”

      The bearded man stopped wriggling and scowled.

      “What do you want?” he demanded in a gruff voice. “Does living in a poor neighborhood mean I get harassed by police?”

      “We’re here for what might be a quick chat if you cooperate. I chased you because you ran. If you promise to cooperate, my fellow officers and I won’t have to get rough with you.” Angel loosened her hands on him and cuffed him instead. “I’m cuffing you as a precaution, not as an arrest. If you answer our questions, we’ll let you go, unless you lie. Are you going to cooperate?”

      Hesitating, he elbowed himself into a sitting position, then nodded. “Yeah.” His brows curved. “Depending on what cooperation means.”

      She raised him to his feet and, with a second officer’s help, sat him on a chair. “We’ll see about that in a minute, shall we not?”

      “What do you want?” He eyed her, then blinked at the slightly parted window over which an officer stood guard.

      “Information. Some years ago, you were spotted across state lines with this man.” She brandished John’s photo, and the man’s face showed he remembered something as he pinched his lips then relaxed his face again. “We want to know where he is.”

      He shrugged, looked away, and growled. “I don’t know where he is.”

      “But you recognize him.” She said it as a matter of fact. “Why don’t you tell me how and where and who else was involved?”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      Her hands flew to the back of his neck, and she jerked his collar back and blew out words through clenched teeth into his ears. “Listen to me, if you think I’m here to play, you have another thing coming, because I will make sure you end up in the worst prison in the country where taking a dump will be a luxury. Now, tell me where he is!”

      “It wasn’t me. I was only a driver.” The shock of her reaction melted his resistance. “Francis hired me to drive them there.”

      Well, they were getting somewhere. “Where is ‘there,’ and who is Francis?”

      He was silent.

      “You want to talk, trust me. I won’t be patient with you,” she warned.

      “He’s not the talking type.”

      “Who?”

      “Francis. He works with the best, I mean, the worst.” He exhaled, and the garlic in his breath stung her nostrils. “You can’t find him, ma’am.”

      “Trust me, I will.” In her earlier desperation, she still clutched to his collar. Stepping back, she freed his shirt and straightened.

      “But, even if you do, he won’t talk.”

      “Leave that to me. What’s his number?” She could run a trace on it and get some background. Details like who he called around the time John went missing, and afterward, would be insightful.

      “I’ve got to grab my phone from my back pocket.”

      She stared at him in warning. “Don’t try anything funny. I’ll un-cuff you.”

      Angel unsnapped the cuffs, and an officer stood behind him as he removed his cellphone and called out the details. She jotted the number down. “Does Francis have a last name?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know his last name, ma’am. Nobody does. We just called him Francis.”

      “Fine. When was the last time you talked to him?”

      “Many years ago. I can’t remember.”

      She notated that. “Where did you meet him for this job?” Maybe they could investigate archived city security camera footage.

      “A gas station in Rockville Pike.”

      “Which one?”

      “Shell by the Laundromat.”

      She knew where it was. But it was so far from the construction site where John worked. “Then what?”

      “Then I drove them to a BP gas station on Rhode Island Avenue, dropped them off, and left. I don’t know anything after that.”

      “Good. We’ll be in touch, and if you remember anything else, call this number.” She left a card on a cluttered wooden, round table near the door and walked out, determined to shake some clues loose from Francis.
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      When Angel returned to her office at the SSPD, Silver Stone Police Department, she started digging for more information. Francis had a prior record and disappeared a couple of years ago. Hard as she looked, she couldn’t pin down his current address.

      Her partner, Pierce, strolled through the door. “How’s it going? Did
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