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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

"...flashlight, rope, water..." Christy Bryant laconically counted out the items she was stuffing into her backpack. She glanced up at the clock. Not too much longer till her friends showed up.

 

"You almost packed, Christy?" her mother stuck her head in the room door.

 

"Pretty much, Mom," she nodded, "Hey listen, I know you've been a little worried we're going to try the path up to the top of Packer Mountain, but the path is marked, so we'll be fine."

 

"I suppose," Mrs. Bryant nodded, indeed looking a little relieved, "And the more I think of it, you'll be inside the state park at all times too. Just promise, though, Christy, you'll be back before dark; I'm just...well, you know how a mother's intuition is."

 

"I guess so. Don't worry Mom, I really, really don't think this hike'll take seven hours," Christy gave her a reassuring hug, "I'll be right back home before we both know it."

 

She turned back to her backpack as her mother left again. A warm June breeze wafted through the open window, ruffling her hair as she zipped the backpack up. Christy enjoyed hiking with her friends, which they frequently did in Onondaga State Park just outside town, and today they were going to take the longest trail in the park for the first time, all the way up to the top of the tallest hill in the park.

 

Done for the moment, she sat down on the floor, leaned back against her bed, and closed her eyes, letting the sun warm her face while waiting for her friends to show up. She was enjoying summer break so far, although it seemed to be going faster than she'd prefer. It seemed the last day of school was so long ago, even though it was no more than a month previous. She wouldn't be fifteen much longer either; her birthday fell in mid September just after school would go back. Christy was amazed how fast time was flying; it seemed like just yesterday she'd still been a little girl, and she felt a bit apprehensive that adulthood seemed right around the corner. If only time would go more slowly again...

 

The doorbell rang downstairs. With a smile, she rose up and grabbed her backpack. She hustled down the stairs, beating her mother to the front door by a few seconds. "Right on time, Dawn," she said with a smile when she opened it.

 

"Well you know me, Christy, it's pretty hard to be late when I'm only three houses away, isn't it?" Dawn Kersey grinned mischievously. She and Christy had been inseparable best friends since first grade, so much so that Christy almost considered Dawn as a sister. And physically, people might have assumed as much as well, given Dawn shared Christy's long blonde hair and deep blue eyes (although her hair was much curlier and slightly shorter than Christy's). "Hey there, Mrs. B," she greeted Mrs. Bryant warmly, "Have a nice day at work?"

 

"Yes, I did, Dawn, thank you," Mrs. Bryant told her, "I presume you'll be sleeping over with Christy tonight when the two of you get back?"

 

"Hey, you know me, Mrs. B; I can't pass up a sleepover with Christy if I can help it. So, are you ready?" Dawn asked Christy.

 

"Yep, all set," Christy hefted her backpack, "Might as well get going then."

 

"Just have her back by dark, Dawn," Mrs. Bryant reminded her.

 

"I will, Mrs. B, don't worry. Say hi to Mr. B for me when he gets back," Dawn nodded.

 

"Bye Mom," Christy kissed her mother goodbye. She grabbed her bike from where it lay against the house and climbed aboard. "Hard to believe I won't be needing this bike much longer," she confided in Dawn, pedaling up the block after her friend, "Just three more months before I can get my license."

 

"And you are so lucky," Dawn told her, looking somewhat glum, "Yours truly still has another nine months to wait for the car. Just promise you'll give me a ride whenever I ask."

 

"Dawn, haven't I always said I'd do anything for you?" Christy almost laughed, "So where are Bobbie and Jackie...?"

 

"They're waiting at the corner of Poplar and Route 71..in fact there they are now," Dawn waved to two other figures on bikes waiting on the corner directly ahead of them. Christy waved at the two figures herself. Bobbie McMillan and Jackie Gregory were her other close friends, and together with Dawn the four of them had been nearly inseparable for years. Much like Dawn and herself, it would have been easy to assume Bobbie and Jackie were sisters too, as both had long brown hair (although Bobbie's was dark brown, thick, and curly, while Jackie's was light brown and straight) and both shared similar interests, especially when it came to athletics, and hiking in particular. In fact, it had been they who'd first suggested hiking in the state park regularly a while back, an idea Christy and Dawn had taken to quickly.

 

The two brunettes starting pedaling once Christy and Dawn came alongside them. "Good timing," Bobbie commended them, adjusting the blue baseball cap she almost always wore, "Jackie and I just got here about a minute ago. Any of you two check the weather, just to be sure?"

 

"I did go online briefly, Bobbie," Christy told her, glancing both ways as they crossed the highway and started heading for the town limits, "Mostly sunny (she wiped sweat from her brow; the temperature was in the upper 80s right now, it felt. At least it would be a lot cooler in the shade on the path in the forest) with a slight chance of thunderstorms."

 

"Sounds reasonable enough," Jackie, who had played three varsity sports as a freshman, was pedaling the hardest and thus leading the way out of town, "Slight's good, especially since this will probably take us at least an hour and a half. Although anything to get this humidity lower will be a big plus, as long as we're not in harm's way if it does start raining."

 

"Agreed," Christy nodding, pushing harder to keep up with her friends, "Well, anyway, Jackie, that hour and a half'll go pretty quickly, even though this probably won't be that eventful a hike in the end."

 

    *

 

Deep in the woods, he waited. There was no hurry; no one knew he was there. He had all the time in the world. He just hoped that what he was waiting for wouldn't come with complications.

 

It was then that his cell phone rang. Walking into a small nearby clearing to get the best reception he could, he turned it on. "You're a bit behind schedule," he said without betraying emotion.

 

"We had to take a bit of a detour," the voice on the other end could barely be heard over the static; there just wasn't enough coverage, he knew. "We're still on track for tonight, though."

 

"Anyone following you?"

 

"Every now and then, people have given us strange looks along the way, but by and large we'll been pretty anonymous so far."

 

"Good," he nodded, "Just be in the woods by dark, and make sure you're not followed. You know the pickup point; be there punctually."

 

He hung up. No point in giving the authorities anything that could be traced at all. He lit up a cigarette as he strolled to his van. Once he finished his mission with his associates, they could go far, far away and start anew-if they didn't alert anyone that they were coming. In the meantime, all he could do was sit back and relax and hope the cops weren't tipped off to anything...

 

 

















CHAPTER TWO

 

 

"Bingo, Onondaga State Park," Dawn proclaimed in delight as the four of them pedaled by the large brown sign alongside the highway.

 

"Is it just me, or does that ride seem to get longer each time?" Christy had to ask. The distance from town to the park was no more than five miles, but it had felt an awful lot more than that to her. Her legs already felt tired out.

 

"Only when it's hot out like this, Christy," Jackie reasoned, "Let's stop by the main office first and see if there's anything we need to know before we start."

 

"Agreed," Bobbie nodded, "I could probably use a drink after this anyway, as I'm sure you three can too."

 

They pedaled to the left up the driveway to the brown building that was the main station for the park. Christy was glad to stop as she braked to a stop and dismounted; she needed a breather after so hard a trip. Guiding her bike into the bike rack out front alongside her friends', she followed them inside. "Afternoon, Mr. Hilbert," she greeted the familiar man behind the desk in the ranger uniform.

 

"Well, good afternoon, girls," he greeted the four of them cordially, "Back for another hike?"

 

"Yep, this time we're trying the big one," Christy told him proudly. In the back, she noticed a familiar face looking up from the computer he'd been hunched over. Jonathan Hilbert was often in her home room, and she knew he often helped his father in the station. A shy boy with wild sandy hair who tended to always wear pants even when it was hot out like today, he was busy typing out paperwork. Christy often felt a bit sorry for him, given how he was so often alone in class, hard at work. "Hi Jonathan," she greeted him warmly while her friends went to get drinks from the station's water fountain. He looked up and looked back down quickly. "Hi Christy," he said with just a little nervousness in his voice, she thought.

 

"Warm day, huh?" she leaned over the counter, "We're going to hike the mountain trail today; you ever try it?"

 

"Uh...once," he definitely seemed nervous for whatever reason, shifting around in his chair.

 

"Oh, Jon's a little modest; he's gone up there a couple of times," his father grinned at him. Jonathan forced a small smile.

 

"Um, we checked the weather before we came; do you have only a slight chance of rain too?" Dawn asked the Hilberts.

 

"Uh," Jonathan typed out some information on the computer, "Yeah, that's what we have. It'll probably take you an hour and forty minutes round trip, so you know."

 

"Sounds good," Christy nodded, "Anything else we should keep in mind?"

 

"Just keep alert up there, girls," Mr. Hilbert got surprisingly solemn, "A woman disappeared on the mountain trail about a week ago, and we still haven't found her yet. Probably a bear attack, or she went off the path, but I'd just keep my eyes open if I were you four just in case."

 

Christy in fact noticed the missing person poster on the wall for a Nancy McCrory, age twenty-eight, last seen near the summit. "We will," she told him, "Thanks for everything, Mr. Hilbert. Have a nice day, Jonathan," she smiled as she waved to him.

 

"En-Enjoy your hike, Christy," he fumbled out a response, as if being in her presence made him nervous. He quickly hunched back over his computer, but as Christy was leaving with her friends, she saw him glance back up at her through the window. "I think he likes you," Jackie teased her once they were all outside.

 

"Oh come on!" Christy half-protested, but she was smiling herself.

 

"No, I think he really does," Dawn nodded, "I've seen that look before, not least of all when Adam Conklin fell head over heels for Jackie here earlier in the eighth grade..."

 

"Was there ever really any doubt?" Jackie proclaimed grandly.

 

"All right, all right," Christy interceded, "Bobbie, you've got the map; which way's the trail?"

 

"Mountain trail's..." Bobbie scanned the map she was holding, "A couple hundred yards to the right, then straight up to the top."

 

    *

 

"This certainly seems a lot longer than it said on the sign at the bottom," Christy admitted to Dawn, huffing as they brought up the rear behind their friends, a good way up the mountain by now.

 

"Agreed," Dawn wiped sweat off her brow. "So," she glanced right at Christy, "Have you ever thought of going out on a formal date with anyone?"

 

"Maybe," Christy shrugged, "I don't feel rushed though, and please don't rush me. Why? You really think Jonathan and I...?"

 

"You two need a rest?" Bobbie interceded, looking winded, "Jackie and I are kind of at that point."

 

"Yeah, that'll be great," Christy eagerly plopped down with her friends on a log alongside the pathway to catch her breath. "So, you think we're halfway yet?" she asked, checking her watch: ten after four, plenty of time before dark.

 

"Probably," Jackie surmised, "Pretty soon we should reach the top and start back."

 

The four of them took sips of water and sat silently for a few moments. "Well, better get going again," Bobbie rose back up.

 

"Actually, Bobbie, I think I'll stay here a couple of minutes longer," Christy told her, "I still feel a little worn down."

 

"You sure?" the brunette raised an eyebrow.

 

"Let her rest up a little if she's tired out, Bobbie," Dawn told her. "We won't go too far ahead, Christy; just catch up when you're ready," she said to her best friend.

 

"I'll be along soon, Dawn," Christy assured her. She took another sip of water from her canteen and wiped sweat off her forehead as the three other girls started off again up the trail; the difficulty of the mountain pathway had tired her out more than expected. She glanced at the forest around her, swatting at a few pesky mosquitoes. The woods definitely looked thicker up at this altitude than they'd been back at the base of the trail so long ago. It was certainly a good thing the trail was well marked, or else...

 

Then something else caught her attention off to her right. She blinked and stared hard at it. Then, against her judgment, walked over to it and squatted down. "Oh my God..." she whispered numbly, stumbling backwards. But there was no mistaking it-a severed human finger, likely a female's. Nancy McCrory's, she wondered? A glance further into the trees showed an ominous mound underneath the bushes, with fresh dirt. She hesitantly started walking towards it...

 

When suddenly a low roar could be heard behind her. Gulping, she spun. A large black bear was lumbering towards her, its teeth bared. It suddenly lunged forward, swiping its claws at her. Christy instinctively broke into a run, barreling blindly through the woods. She could hear the bear running hard after her. Somehow she had to ditch it. A thicket lay ahead of her left as she rounded a corner. It would have to do, and she hoped it wouldn't smell her out. She dove under the thicket and held absolutely still just as the bear came running up. It slowed and grunted, then lumbered away, apparently satisfied it had lost its quarry. Christy breathed a huge sigh of relief. She waited until she was sure it wasn't coming back before crawling back out and dusting herself off. She started heading back the way she'd run. That had been close. The quicker she got back to her friends, the...

 

She stopped and glanced around. No white trail marking on the trees, even though she was sure the trail had been this way. She pressed forward, but after a good ten minutes, there was still no sign of the path. Frowning, she turned left at a large oak. Had she really lost track of direction while running? It just had to be this way!

 

But another ten minutes later, she came to a stop in a thick patch of woods with no sign of any trail markings at all. Christy looked hard in every direction. Nothing. Nothing at all. Her heart started sinking. She was...she shivered to consider it...lost. And the woods stretched for miles around this area...

 

 



















CHAPTER THREE

 

 

LOST. Christy knew she was in trouble. Nothing around her looked familiar, and she knew the park covered several thousand acres-not counting tens of thousands of acres of regular forest that stretched for miles and miles in every direction around the park itself...

 

"HELLO!?" she cried out at the top of her lungs, her friends, or anyone for that matter, would hear her, "DAWN!? BOBBIE!? JACKIE!? ANYONE, CAN YOU HEAR ME!?"

 

There was no response but the rustling of the leaves in the trees above her in the wind, which seemed to be picking up. Christy hastily dug her cell phone out of her backpack and tried to dial Dawn's cell's number, but was disheartened when the words NO SERVICE appeared on the screen. "Come on, please!" she begged her mind, walking desperately around trying to get a signal, but it was no good; there was no service in the area at all.

 

"What to do, what to do!?" she started pacing in circles, "Well, don't panic, Bryant, that's one thing; you'll never find your way back if you panic."

 

She came to a stop and thought hard. "Better to just keep going back the way I ran-or at least the way I thought I ran," she decided, "Sooner or later, I've got to find the trail again-I hope." 

 

She bustled back down the way she presumed she'd run. Around her, the wind started blowing more strongly, and dark clouds were starting to form on the horizon. It looked like maybe that chance of a thunderstorm wasn't so minute after all, she thought. So the quicker she found the trail again, the better.

 

The trail, however, was still nowhere to be found when she stopped ten minutes later to catch a breather. There were still no markings on the trees at all, and none of the surrounding area looked familiar. Christy growled in frustration. "Why'd I have to stay longer to take a rest!?" she kicked herself mentally, "Curse you, Bryant; there was plenty of time to take that next rest when the others wanted to stop again!" 

 

She glanced around. There was a small ridge to her right. Perhaps cell phone service would be better at a higher elevation. She bustled up the ridge, stepping onto the log at the very top and dialed Dawn's number again. "Come on, give me a connection!" she half-snarled, half-begged the phone. But it was the words NO SERVICE that popped up again, taunting her. "Come on!" Christy snapped at it, "You've got to find a...!"

 

Suddenly, the log gave way beneath her with a low rumble, and Christy went toppling head over heels down an embankment, the cell phone flying out of her hands and out of sight. She landed with a thud in the ravine below-but before she could get up, the log crashed down on top of her leg, pinning it painfully underneath. Christy gritted her teeth hard to avoid screaming in agony, for the pain was horrible. She jerked her leg hard to try and pull it out, but it was lodged tightly under the log . Through the trees above, Christy could make out very dark clouds streaming across the sky. There was no doubt about it, a thunderstorm was coming. She couldn't very well stay stuck here.

 

"Come on!" she roared out loud, hoping someone would hear her, pulling at her leg for all it was worth. Nothing happened. A low rumble of thunder echoed in the distance. She looked around for something to leverage the log up. A large rock within arm's reach seemed reasonable enough. She reached for it as the first raindrops started falling. Straining with all her might, she managed to grab hold of it. She positioned it underneath the log as the rain abruptly became torrential and pushed it upwards into the log as hard as she could. That did the trick; the log jerked up just enough for Christy to slide her leg out. She almost toppled forward in agony, however, when she tried to put weight on it. Her ankle was clearly sprained, no doubt about it. She'd never make it back to the trail now. Her best option was to find shelter, any shelter until the storm blew over.

 

A loud crash of thunder rang out dangerously close. Christy looked desperately for her cell phone, but it was nowhere to be seen in the maelstrom. Rats. she thought glumly, hobbling towards a grove of sturdy hemlocks as fast as her injured ankle would allow; now she was totally on her own. Something had to go right for her soon, given how badly things had gone in the last hour...

 

Then, out of the corner of her eye, she spotted it: a small cave partially obscured by overgrowth to the left. Yes, she thought to herself, the cave would do nicely for shelter. She desperately ran towards it despite the searing pain in her sprained ankle and all but dove out of the rain into the dry cavern interior. Wringing her hair dry, she dug her flashlight out of her backpack, turned it on, and aimed the beam all over the cave, hoping nothing dangerous was waiting inside with her. Fortunately, the cave was deserted. Christy breathed a sign of relief; finally a break since her ordeal had begun.

 

The best thing to do was to just take it easy, she figured. Taking off her backpack, she unrolled the sleeping bag she'd packed just in case of an emergency that would have stranded her and her friends on the mountain-which was looking more and more like a smart move-hobbled to the back corner of the cave, around the bend from the entrance and several yards down, and laid it down. Plopping down on it, she pulled out the ice pack she'd also packed and taped it to her ankle. Hopefully it would bring the swelling down enough for her to manage a reasonable walk once the storm cleared and she could try to find civilization again.

 

She laid the flashlight on the ground next to her with the beam pointing up at the ceiling and lay down on her back, listening to the sound of the rain pounding outside. By now her friends had to have known something was wrong, and hopefully they'd be able to retrace her steps-providing, that was, she acknowledged, there was any way she had left a trail. More likely, she hoped, they'd go all the way back down to the ranger station and get help. A full-scale search would probably be the best option at this point, she knew, given she had no clue at all where she was.

 

The pounding of the rain must have made her doze off as she lay there, for the next thing Christy realized, there was the sound of voices abruptly outside. Rescue, she thought with her spirits rising. She jerked upright and glanced around the corner. Two silhouettes could be seen coming right towards the entrance of the cave. Delighted, she opened her mouth to call for their assistance...

 

...when suddenly there was a flash of lightning, and Christy saw all too clearly what one of the men was carrying...a large, definitely bloody knife...

 

 





















CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Christy stifled a horrified gasp at the gruesome sight and quickly jumped back out of sight at the back of the cave. She desperately fumbled for the flashlight to turn it off, succeeding just as the voices got loud enough to be heard. "...see something in there?" she heard a gruff voice say.

 

"Nah, it was probably just a reflection of the lightning," a more mellow voice interjected, sounding upset, "Let's just get in out of the rain and wait for Leo."

 

Footsteps echoed through the cave. Christy froze up, wondering what to do if they came back to her hiding place, but fortunately the footsteps stopped at about the middle of the cave. "No fires," the mellow voice said sharply, "We don't want to draw any MORE attention to ourselves..."

 

"He was going to arrest us, Vinnie, I didn't have any choice!" the gruff-voiced man protested as a weak flashlight light flickered on around the corner. Christy didn't dare look around, however; better not to take the chance of being seen at all, she decided firmly.

 

"Stabbing a security guard was not the way we planned this escape!" his colleague roared, "Now we've got a definite trail, and if the cops trace us before Leo gets here, it's all your fault if we get a death sentence now!"

 

"Come on, Vinnie, we're still OK," the gruff-voiced man argued back, "They don't know which way we went after we entered the woods, so they could search in all directions. Besides, it'll be dark soon anyway, and that rain'll wash out our tracks too."

 

"Well, I just hope Leo gets here soon anyway," Vinnie muttered, "Shouldn't be too much longer anyway..."

 

His and his partner's voices dropped too low for Christy to hear. She remained frozen solid. If she just stayed still and stayed quiet, she reasoned, they'd have no reason to come looking back in the back for her, and they'd be gone in no time. All she had to do was hold out just a little longer.

 

But it was at that very moment she felt her nose starting to twitch. "No, no, not a sneeze, Bryant, not a sneeze now!!" she thought in terror, putting her fingers to her nose to try and prevent it, "Please, whatever you do, don't...!" 

 

But it was too late; she let out a loud "ACHOO!!!" as the sneeze echoed loudly throughout the entire cave. Before she was even fully recovered from it, she was blinded by a flashlight beam right in her face. "Well, what have we here!?" she heard Vinnie sneer, "A nice pretty girl all by herself."

 

"Who...who are you?" Christy stammered, gasping upon seeing the bloody knife now trained on her once the flashlight was lowered slightly.

 

"That's not really important," the larger man of the two who wasn't Vinnie told her, "What are you doing here, Blondie?"

 

"I..." Christy debated whether or not she should say anything, "I'm...I'm waiting for someone, they should be here very soon."

 

"Really," Vinnie, the shorter man, didn't look like he believed it at all. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking, Harvey?" he asked his colleague.

 

"Yep, Vinnie," Christy didn't like the look on Harvey's face. "Uh, well, I won't take up too much of your time, whoever you are," she struggled to rise up, grabbing her backpack, "I'll just be on my way, and..."

 

"Oh I don't think you're going anywhere, missy," Vinnie abruptly grabbed her arm, "You already seen too much, so you're staying right here with us."

 

"What are you doing!?" she tried to pull away.

 

"No one's going to know we're here," he told her coldly, "Therefore, Blondie, you're going to be our hostage until further notice."

 

"NO!" she sank her teeth into his hand. Vinnie howled and released her. Christy ran for the cave entrance, but with her sprained ankle, she could only go much slower than usual, and she'd gone not more than ten feet before Harvey jumped on her from behind and pinned her down to the floor. "She's a spirited one, Vinnie, that's for sure," he told his partner, straining to hold Christy still.

 

"Tell me about it," Vinnie clutched his bleeding hand, "We'd better tie her up real good. And, as luck would have it," he'd been rummaging through Christy's backpack and had found the rope she'd brought, "This'll be good for now; Leo'll have more if we need it later."

 

He strode over to Christy and pulled her arms behind her back. Christy grimaced as he tied her wrists together bone-crunchingly tight. "Please," she begged, fear starting to overtake her, "You don't need to do this! I'm only fifteen, I'm only waiting for the storm to break so I can go home! I won't say a word to anyone about this; you have my word!"

 

"Oh you're not going to say anything all right, Blondie," Vinnie flipped her up into a sitting position and wound more rope around Christy's chest, pinning her arms up against her back, "Once Harvey here puts a gag on you in a minute, you'll be nice and quiet for us."

 

"My name is Christy, and you don't...!" she was cut off as Harvey stuffed a thick white cloth into her mouth. He then produced a second, purple cloth and pulled it over Christy's mouth, tying it in a very tight knot behind her head. "That good enough for you, Blondie?" he taunted her.

 

"Mmmmmmmmmm!!"Christy could barely hear the muffled cry that escaped the gag. She'd often read detective stories over the years where the hero or heroine had been gagged. Now it had happened to her, and it was a frightful experience. She tried to take deep breaths through her nose to avoid suffocating and falling into total panic.

 

She winced again as Vinnie looped more rope around her knees and tied them together. Then he ripped off the icepack and tied her ankles as well, making her grimace worse as the ropes dug into her sore ankle. "That'll hold her good for now," he nodded. He stared Christy right in the face. "I'd just sit back and relax if I were you, Blondie," he told her coldly, "You're our prisoner now, so you're not going anywhere. Our ride will be along eventually, so you'll be going with us then. Until then, if I were you and I valued my life, I'd just sit real still, or else," he pressed the knife right against her cheek, "We won't hesitate to end it for you here. Is that clear?"

 

"Mmmmmmmm!" Christy weakly nodded, her eyes bulging out of her head in fear. She stared numbly at the cavern floor as Harvey picked up where his partner had left off in going through her things. "Looks like her name's Christina Bryant; she's from Waterburg," he'd found her wallet in the backpack.

 

"Waterburg, huh? Well, look through it for any contact info; I have an idea Leo might like," Vinnie sat down right next to Christy, keeping the knife right next to her face, "Maybe you stabbing the guard wasn't so bad after all, Harv; now we at least have insurance if the cops show up, and a pretty one at that which I'll bet they'll pull out all the stops to save if so."

 

"What do we do with her later after Leo shows up, Vinnie?"

 

"Why don't we let Leo decide that with us later. After all, some things in life are better as surprises," Vinnie snickered out loud. Christy felt utterly numb all over. How did it all come down to this? How did a simple hike in the woods lead to her being kidnapped like this!? Only one thing was certain, she knew, made all too clear by the bloody knife pressed against her cheek: if she didn't get free soon, whatever the future held didn't look good at all for her.

 

 























CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

"Come on Christy pick up the phone!" Dawn was all but shouting at the top of her lungs as she dialed her own cell phone in the blinding rain. The number flashed on the screen for a brief number of seconds, before disappearing to be replaced with another NO SERVICE message. "Nothing?" Bobbie looked hesitantly over her shoulder.

 

"Nothing," Dawn sighed, concern etched all over her face, "Where can Christy be?"

 

"Moreover," Jackie looked hesitantly around the woods surrounding them, "Where are we?"

 

Her friends looked around with equal hesitance. After waiting for Christy for close to a half hour once they reached the top of the trail, they'd returned to find her missing from where they'd last seen her. An intense search of the trail had found no trace of her, and after they'd dared to go off it to look for her as well, they'd still had no luck. Now, with the storm in full swing, the three of them were huddled under the shade of an oak, trying to keep as dry as possible until it ended, trying their last option of locating Christy, which wasn't working. And that apparently wasn't the least of their problems now...

 

"You're saying we're lost?" Bobbie interjected, looking worried herself at the uncertainty of their surroundings.

 

"I don't recognize any of this," Jackie shook her head. She jumped a bit as another crash of thunder echoed loudly overhead and sank to the ground. "Where did Christy go? Why'd she have to leave the trail? How are we going to find her and find the way back like this!?"

 

"Might as well try one more time," Dawn started dialing again.

 

"Let it go, Dawn, after five times it's clear it's not going to work," Bobbie shook her head. Dawn ignored her, stepping out into the full rainstorm to try and get a better signal. "It's ringing but it's really weak," she announced to her friends, "Maybe if..."

 

"Wait," Jackie held up her hand, "I think I hear ringing too. And it sounds like it's right...over...there."

 

She dashed through some ferns and down into a ditch. Dawn and Bobbie rushed after her and watched Jackie dig through the underbrush and pull out another, ringing, cellphone. "This is Christy's all right," Jackie nodded.

 

"Then she can't be too far away," Dawn was energized now, "We'll split up and meet back here in an hour by this big oak over there if we haven't found her. Bobbie you go that way; Jackie, you go that way. I'll go north...if that is north," she pointed.

 

"And if we each get lost too?" Bobbie raised a suspicious eyebrow.

 

"That's a chance we have to take, Bobbie," Dawn was already rushing off, "Christy could be really close by now; the sooner we find her the better."

 

    *

 

Christy strained hard with the ropes on her wrists. No matter how hard she pulled, they remained tight, and she was unable to reach the knots with her fingers. Of course, it was pretty hard to try any escape attempt with Vinnie right next to her, keeping the knife to her cheek.

 

She leaned her head back against the cave wall, resigned to trying to work her tongue around the thick wad of cloth jammed into place between her teeth. The rain continued pounding down incessantly outside, showing no sign of abating. By now it had to be close to if not after dark, Christy reasoned, for it was completely pitch black outside the visible cave entrance, with the only illumination coming from the periodic flash of lightning. The cave was pitch dark too, her captors having only their sole flashlight to offer weak illumination around her. Clearly, they didn't want anyone to have the remotest idea they were here, Christy knew, and that didn't bode well for any rescue attempts.

 

"Come on guys, get some help for me, quick!" she begged her friends in her head, straining with her wrists again, "I can't do this on my own, much as I'd like to; I need help!" 

 

"Not too much longer till Leo gets here, I hope," Harvey mumbled softly from the dark in the back of the cave.

 

"Shouldn't be now that it's dark," Vinnie responded softly, "And this rain should be a good cover for us too. I just hope we can take off in this weather."

 

"Even if not...I think I hear him now," Harvey could be heard getting up. Christy heard it too; an engine in the distance, getting louder...

 

...but that wasn't all she heard: a voice wafted in from nearby. "Christy!" came the call: Dawn's voice! Christy's heart leaped. She glanced up at the outline of Vinnie standing over her. He didn't seem to have heard Dawn, and wasn't looking at her. She had an opportunity, if she was quick with it...

 

Taking a deep breath, she slammed herself full-on sideways into Vinnie. He groaned softly and toppled sideways. Christy quickly started scooting across the cave floor towards the cave entrance as the sound of the engine became deafening and the glow of headlights blinded Christy's view outside. She heard a door slam. "What are you doing out here, young lady?" she heard another man half-demand, presumably to Dawn outside.

 

"Excuse me sir, since you're with the forest service and all, perhaps you can help me," she heard Dawn say, "I'm looking for a friend of mine, she got lost on a hike today, and we've been looking all over for her."

 

"MMMMMMMM!" Christy cried out as loud as she could into her gag in the direction of the cave entrance, hoping the low cry would be loud enough for Dawn to hear.

 

"Hmm," the man mused outside loudly, "Can't say I've seen any other young ladies but yourself, Missy. Could you describe her?"

 

"MMMMM, MMMMMMMM!" Christy thumped her feet hard on the cave floor. She could make out the outline of the entrance in front of herself; maybe if she got close enough when the lightning flashed next...

 

...when both men swooped down on top of her. Harvey seized hold of her legs and held them motionless, while Vinnie seized her around the waist with one arm and held the knife against her throat with the other. "One more move or sound, and I slash it, sister," he warned her roughly, dragging her quietly backwards.

 

Numb, Christy remained motionless. It had been so close, especially when she next heard Dawn exclaim, "Did you hear something?"

 

"Uh, no," the man said, "Probably just rocks rattling around in that cave there; it's probably unstable in there. Anyway, you were saying about your friend?"

 

"Oh, yeah, her name's Christy Bryant, she's fifteen, about five foot five, long blonde hair, blue eyes. She was wearing a purple T-shirt, white shorts, purple socks, and white sneakers. Can I take a ride with you back to the station; the sooner we get people out here looking for her..."

 

"Uh, no, not at the moment, my dear, I'm sort of busy," the man told her quickly, "But tell you what; I'll call it in, and you keep searching for a while, say, an hour or so. Then meet me back here at this cave when your time's up, and I'll give you any other help you'd need then."

 

"Thank you, sir, this is the first break we've had all afternoon," Dawn said, partially drowned out by another crash of thunder. Then nothing else was heard except for the slamming of a car door. Dawn was probably already walking away, Christy realized sadly. So close to being rescued, and yet so far away. Maybe if Dawn had been there a minute or two earlier...

 

Without warning she was harshly slapped across the face. "You want to be a little troublemaker!?" Vinnie snarled softly at her, "Well, don't you ever try anything like that again if you value your life, Blondie! Perhaps this'll teach you a lesson or two!"

 

A sensation of horrific pain ripped down Christy's right leg as she was slashed there with the knife. She let out a bloodcurdling cry that would have traveled for miles if she hadn't been gagged. More slaps cracked Christy across the face. "MMMMMMM!" she desperately begged them to stop .

 

The sound of the car door opening again outside did in fact make Vinnie stop as he turned to look back to the cave entrance. A flashlight beam flicked on and off through the cave entrance several times. Releasing Christy for the moment, Vinnie picked up her flashlight from where it now lay nearby and flicked on and off back. Footsteps entered the cave. "Any complications?" the newcomer hissed, coming closer.

 

"Harvey felt the need to stab a guard just before we went into the woods," Vinnie grumbled, "I tried to tell him..."

 

"And I said it wasn't all my fault!" Harvey continued protesting, "I'm telling...!"

 

"What is this!?" Leo exclaimed, as the flashlight beam shone right in Christy's face. "MMMMMMMM!" she moaned, blinking out the light, begging Leo would show her mercy and convince the others to let her go.

 

"She was in here when we came in, Leo," Vinnie explained quickly, "We decided not to take any chances she'd spill the rendezvous, so we gagged her and tied her up and kept an eye on her till you got here."

 

"She must be the one that other girl just spoke about," Leo eyed Christy down, "Well, this really isn't going quite as I planned getting you two and myself to freedom, but I suppose having a hostage would be good insurance if the police do show up before we're able to take off, especially a really pretty hostage like this one."

 

"So we take the little brat with us?" Harvey inquired.

 

"Yes, might as well, for now at least," Leo nodded, "But you can't let her have any idea where she's being taken," he dug another cloth, this one black, out of his pocket, and lowered it towards Christy's face. Christy turned her head as far as she could to avoid it, but it was pulled over her eyes, plunging her completely into the dark. She moaned as the blindfold was tied as tightly as the gag-so tight it felt like her head was being squeezed now. "Hop," Vinnie ordered her once she was completely blindfolded, jamming his knife into her back and hauling her to her feet, "And no funny stuff."

 

Christy wasn't inclined to try anything at knifepoint. Even with Vinnie's arm on her shoulder to steady her, she stumbled flat on her face twice while hopping out of the cave to wherever he was guiding her, presumably Leo's vehicle. "You know, Leo, for the boss, you really took a chance getting cozy with her friend," Vinnie pointed out, roughly hauling Christy up after she fell down yet again.

 

"She trusted my disguise, and she looks lost too, I can see it in her eyes," Leo countered, "So first order of business is to get her friend here safely under wraps, Unfortunately, we'll have to wait a little while to take off; the...well, better not say anything right now; don't want to give too much away to our guest in case of any more complications. Anyway, once this one's safely fixed for the time being, we'll come back here and take care of her friend when she comes back in an hour. All right, up you go."

 

Christy was picked up and tossed headfirst onto the floor of Leo's vehicle; probably a ranger van of some kind, she reasoned, if that was what Dawn had thought he was. A blanket was tossed over top of her, and Vinnie's knife was pressed against the back of her head. "Stay nice and still, toots," he warned her, planting a foot softly but firmly on her back as well.

 

Christy was too numb to even bother moving. The engine started, drowning out the conversation the men were starting to have, and the vehicle lurched forward over the rough terrain, bumping Christy around roughly on the floor.

 

"Where are they taking me now!?" she thought with a chill. At least her life didn't seem to be in any imminent danger until they did take off to wherever they were going, but then what? And how much further away from help would she be when they stopped? Moreover, she felt more chilled when Leo had said he'd handle Dawn if he saw her again. Christy pleaded her friend would manage to stay away from him; she'd never forgive herself if her capture then led to something terrible happening to her best friend. If only she had gotten Dawn's attention at the cave...!

 

No, she shook her head glumly, moaning slightly as the vehicle hit a large rut and sent her abruptly rolling onto her side; then Dawn would have been kidnapped too, and she'd be guilty for that. She shook her head sadly. It was all a no-win situation for her.

 

How long she lay there thinking over how things had gone so far south for her, she didn't know, for the ride seemed to stretch on for ages before the vehicle finally lurched to a stop. "Welcome to your new home, Blondie," Vinnie hissed down at her, "Your new permanent home, at least for now."

 

The blanket was pulled off Christy, and she was dragged out of the vehicle. Flung over someone's shoulder, she still aimed a few quick kicks at her captor's back, although they appeared not to faze whoever it was. She heard a wooden door creaking open in front of her, and then wooden planking under her captor's feet. A chair could be heard scraping in front of her, and the next thing she knew, she was pushed down into it. The ropes around her chest were untied, as were her hands, but they were then pulled behind the chair and immediately retied. Christy felt an additional piece of rope being bound around her wrists as well; this was then pulled down under the chair and tied to her ankles, insuring for all intents and purposes she couldn't move either her hands or feet at all. She grimaced as more rope started binding her back and legs to the chair as well, each piece being tied painfully tight. "Ow, ow, stop it!" she begged them in her mind, gritting her teeth down hard on the wad of cloth in her mouth to keep from crying out in pain, "It's enough to tie me up, but this really hurts!" 

 

"Too tight for you? Too bad," Leo growled in her ear, "Oh and we've got a little surprise for you too, my beauty. Just a little something to make sure you won't entertain any ideas."

 

Something was pushed against Christy's chest. Several round objects. "Oh no!" she thought in terror as she heard the tearing of tape and felt the objects being taped to her chest, "No, no, please, not...!"

 

"Yep, dynamite," Leo snickered. Christy shuddered as more explosives were now taped to her legs as well, "Remote controlled, meaning if you act up, we can kill you at any juncture. Moreover, we also apply to the principle, 'silence is golden,' so in the..."

 

He was cut off, as was all sound, as a set of headphones were pushed snugly over Christy's ears. Suddenly she was deaf as well. She sat frozen still in terror as a sheet was thrown over her for apparently good measure, covering her completely from head to toe. She couldn't believe it; just a few hours ago she'd come to the state park for a normal regular hike, and now here she was tied up who knew where with dynamite taped to her body...

 

Whether her kidnappers were even still there, she no longer knew, unable to see or hear anything at the moment. There was only one course of action, she knew. She started struggling hard with her bonds, struggling as if her life depended on it, which, in the pit of her stomach, she knew was indeed the case for her now...

 

 

























CHAPTER SIX

 

 

"Something going on out there, Jon?" Mr. Hilbert asked his son, who was looking out the ranger station window.

 

"It's just...Christy and her friends still haven't come back yet, Dad," Jonathan said, deep concern in his voice. His gaze focused nervously at Christy's bike and her friends' bikes, still in the rack where they'd been left when the girls had first arrived at the park earlier that afternoon. "It shouldn't have taken them this long to get back down the trail..."

 

"Yeah, I see what you mean," his father joined him at the window and frowned at the empty bikes himself, "Perhaps I'd better give a call around the park before we close down for the night and see if anyone's seen them."

 

He leaned down close to his son. "You've got a bit of a crush on Christy Bryant, don't you, Jon?" he asked him gently.

 

"Well..."

 

"You don't have to be afraid; I won't laugh. It's only natural at your age, and I can understand if you had a crush on Christy; she is an extremely pretty girl."

 

"Well, then, yeah, Dad, I do," Jonathan's face became dreamy, "Christy...she's really beautiful, like you said...and the way she smiles...if only I had a chance with her..."

 

"Oh I'd say you've got as good a chance as anyone, Jon," Mr. Hilbert encouraged him, "Certainly you're..."

 

The phone rang on his desk before he could finish. The ranger bustled over to it. "Onondaga State Park, how can I help you?" he asked the caller. He frowned. "Oh? I see. Well, I think we can accommodate that. Right, I'll be right here when you get here. Right, see you then. Looks like you were right to worry about Christy, Jon," he told his son grimly, "That was the cops; her parents called the police when she didn't come home when she said she would. They'll be up here to search for her pretty soon, so it looks like we'll have to put in overtime tonight."

 

Jonathan merely nodded softly. His gaze fell back outside on the bike in the rack, then up at the mountain in the driving rain. "Where are you, Christy?" he whispered softly, wishing he knew and that he could do something to help her.

 

    *

 

"Dawn," came the call from across the edge of the woods. Through the rain, Dawn could just make out Jackie waving. She bustled over to where her friend was standing. "Any luck?" she asked her.

 

"Nope," Jackie shook her head glumly, "No sign of Christy anywhere around here."

 

"Nothing here too," Bobbie, looking winded, as if she'd been running hard through the rain, came huffing up as well, "How about you, Dawn?"

 

"No, but I did run into a ranger," Dawn told them, "He agreed to look for Christy with us; I'm to meet up with him where I met him not too long from now. Come on, follow me."

 

She led the two of them back the way she'd come. Despite the rain, she was able to recognize the path, and within a few minutes they were back near the cave. "Won't be too much longer," Dawn checked her watch.

 

"Let's at least go in where it's dry," Bobbie was making a beeline for the cave itself, "I need a breather after having been out in this rain for hours."

 

"Me too," Jackie followed her in. Dawn wasn't going to argue with their logic and rushed into the dry cave interior after them. She wrung her hair dry and slumped against the wall. Several more hours than she'd expected of walking around in the woods had left her very tired out by now. "I could just stay in here all night now," Bobbie was apparently feeling the same way, yawning as she slid to the floor, "In fact, I could just lay down by now and..."

 

There was an abrupt low cry from Jackie as she toppled over in the darkness. "Jackie, are you OK?" Dawn rushed over to her.

 

"Yeah, I just tripped over some-" Jackie trailed off as she hefted the object she'd tripped over in the darkness. "Guys, I think this is Christy's backpack," she announced, fear and excitement both in her voice.

 

"Let me see," Bobbie rummaged through her own backpack for a flashlight and trained it on Jackie's hands. "Yeah, it is Christy's," she exclaimed. "Christy!?" she called out loudly, training the flashlight around the cave.

 

"Christy!?" Dawn bustled to the back of the cavern, but Christy wasn't inside. This was, still, an encouraging development, although she wasn't sure why Christy would abandon her backpack. Might she have been...she couldn't dream of it...?

 

It was then she heard the sound of an engine coming. "That's him, guys, that's the guy," she announced to her friends, bounding out of the cave. Sure enough, the ranger van she'd seen earlier was pulling up alongside the cavern. "Hello again, missy," proclaimed the man she'd seen earlier as he climbed out, "Any luck finding your friend?"

 

"No, but she was in that cave at some point; look what we found," Dawn gestured at the backpack in Jackie's hands, "This is Christy's; we'd recognize it anywhere."

 

"I see," he nodded solemnly, "Well, why don't you girls climb on in with me and we'll go find somewhere dry for you while we continue searching for your friend?"

 

"We'd really, really like that, sir," Bobbie eagerly jumped into the back seat, followed by Jackie. Dawn slid into the front passenger seat, glad to not have to walk either. Still, something in the back of her head was telling her that the situation was worse than she might have thought, that Christy could be in some kind of serious trouble if she'd abandoned her backpack...

 

"So, what's your name anyway, miss?" the ranger asked as he climbed back in.

 

"Oh, uh, Dawn, Dawn Kersey. These are my friends Bobbie McMillan and Jackie Gregory," she gestured to the two of them in the back seat, "We were all hiking with Christy today, she stopped to take a breather halfway up the trail, and when we came back after she took longer than we thought she would, she was gone. I'm really glad you came along, mister; the three of us got lost ourselves looking for her. I hope you can get everyone you can up the mountain once we get back to base camp; I'm starting to think Christy's in serious trouble now. And with the rain coming down like it is now," she turned to glance out the window at the deluge outside, "There's no telling what..."

 

Without warning, a thick cloth was abruptly jammed over her face from behind. Dawn's nostrils were immediately overwhelmed with the smell of chloroform. She spun to face the ranger. A sharp scowl was on his face. "Don't you worry about your friend, Miss Kersey, she's actually quite all right at the moment," he told her roughly, pressing the cloth harder as she struggled to resist it, "Don't be alarmed; you and your other friends here will be just fine after we fix you so you can't cause any trouble."

 

"MMMMMMMFFF!" Dawn moaned fearfully, fighting to break away from the drugged cloth as hard as she could. The ranger, however, had seized her around the waist with his free hand, pinning her arms against her sides, and kept the cloth locked firmly in place over her face. She glanced backwards as loud moans rang out behind her: two other men had sprung out from behind the rear seats and were smothering Bobbie and Jackie's faces with rags too, rags Dawn suspected were drenched in chloroform as well. Their eyes bulging in terror, the two brunettes were fighting hard to escape themselves, but Dawn's eyes started sliding shut just as she registered this; the chloroform was beginning to overpower her now. From that point, it took no more than ten seconds for her to completely pass out.

 

    *

 

Sweat poured down Christy's face in rivers. It was getting hot under the sheet now covering her. But she couldn't stop struggling. She knew her life depended on it in the end.

 

And struggling she was, straining and wrenching her body around so hard that her chair rocked wildly from side to side, coming dangerously close to tipping over and spilling her to the floor. Her wrists were now bleeding from her efforts to get them out of the ropes, and her ankles felt raw enough to start bleeding at any moment as well, but she was bent on ignoring the pain as long as possible. At the same time, she kept screaming into her gag as hard as she could manage, screaming and screaming even though her lungs felt like they would burst and her throat was now bone dry after screaming nonstop for what felt like hours. There had to be someone around apart from her kidnappers who could hear her cries no matter how muffled they were, Christy begged in her mind, there just had to be! She couldn't be that completely alone...!

 

Being unable to see or hear anything, time for Christy had ceased to exist, the world around her reduced to a silent void. There was no way of telling how long she'd been tied to the chair wherever she was without any points of reference, which was, she felt furiously, extremely cruel of her kidnappers to completely deprive her of. Didn't they have a shred of humanity, or care that she was only fifteen?

 

"I certainly hope they do," she thought, leaning hard to the left to avoid tipping over after jerking much too far to the right, "Otherwise I don't know how much longer I can stay sane like this!" 

 

She took a deep breath, strained her muscles with all her might, and started struggling even harder with her bonds. Her chair jerked wildly back and forth across the floor, all the while staying under the stiflingly hot sheet that was making the air Christy breathed stale. On and on she struggled, almost tipping over again several times, for who knew how long. Finally, she simply had to stop out of sheer exhaustion. Her muscles now ached terribly from her supreme effort, and she had nothing to show for it; her bonds remained as tight as they'd been when she'd first been tied to the chair, with no sign of any slack. And now that she'd stopped struggling, the pain from the slash wound on her leg combined with the discomfort of the ropes to become unbearable to her-not to mention that the continued bleeding from both the slash wound and her wrists were starting to make her feel light-headed. But she still kept twisting her upper body around in the chair, still kept screaming into the gag, still kept trying everything she could to ignore the horrific pain and the fear that the dynamite taped to her would go off at a wrong move, which was why she was bent on not tipping over...

 

"Why bother, Bryant?" she thought, depressed, "It's clear by now you're never getting out of these ropes on your own. The only hope you've got is if someone comes by, if someone can come by..." 

 

"Because I have to," her more determined side countered in her mind, "I'm not going to be the helpless little heroine; I'm going down fighting until someone can get here." 

 

Still, she couldn't help feeling terribly exhausted now, and had to scale down her efforts drastically, reduced to simply pulling her wrists and ankles as hard as she could manage under the circumstances. With her hands and feet basically tied to each other, however, it was practically impossible to get any momentum with this. Time continued ticking on and on without any reference point for who knew how long, and the complete sensual isolation was starting to affect Christy's mind...

 

...when suddenly, without warning, the sheet was pulled up from over her, making her jump a little in surprise. The headphones were then gently lifted from her ears. "Enjoying yourself I see, my dear?" she heard Leo ask, almost tauntingly, "Forgive us for interrupting your quiet solitude, but we'd like to make an important call, and we need you for it."

 

Christy could hear a cell phone ringing right against her ear now. Finally there was a clicking as someone picked up. "Hello!?" came her father's voice, and he sounded deathly worried, she knew right away. It must be long after dark now, she figured, and indeed, in the background, just audible under the still-pounding rain, she could make out crickets loudly chirping...somewhere. "DAD, HELP!" she screamed at the top of her lungs towards the phone, but the gag muffled her cries to a barely audible, "MMMM, MMMMMMMM!"

 

"Bryant household?" Leo asked with a small shred of cordiality.

 

"I'm Michael Bryant. Is this about...!?"

 

"Your dear little Christina, I presume? Yes, she's right here with us now."

 

"Oh thank God," he breathed a sigh of relief, "My wife and I, we were getting very worried. Let me talk to her."

 

"Oh, I would, but she can't talk to you right now, because she's a little tied up at the moment," he snickered.

 

"MMMMM, MMMMMMFFFF!" Christy repeated the cry as best she could. "Christy, is that you!?" he had apparently heard her, "Oh my God, Christy, what's happened to you!? Are you gagged!? Who are these people!? What's...!?"

 

"If you'll please control yourself, Mr. Bryant, we can do business," Leo told him sternly, "Your precious Christina will be all right, as long as you deliver on your end."

 

"What are you talking about!?"

 

"What else, we're ransoming your little girl for you," Leo told him smugly, "Now, since she's a very lovely young woman, I'd say she's worth a lot..."

 

"She's my daughter; no price should be put on her!" Mr. Bryant roared at him; in the background, Christy was heartbroken to hear her mother crying now, "Now you let her go this instant, or I swear, whoever you are...!"

 

"I don't think you will, Mr. Bryant. Allow me to give you a good reason why: a few days ago while waiting for my friends to join me, I ran across another rather lovely young woman, Nancy McCrory was her name, who happened to recognize me from one of my previous adventures, which have in fact been somewhat well-publicized. She almost managed to get away, but I took good care of her, to the point that she was begging me to kill her by the time it was over with. And her fate will be your precious daughter's as well unless you do as I ask. So either pay up, Mr. Bryant, or you'll get your dear little Christina back in little pieces."

 

Christy let out a bloodcurdling scream into her gag and started thrashing about wildly in terror. She shrieked louder as the knife slashed hard across her left arm, bringing more excruciating pain. A gun was then abruptly thrust to the back of her head to make her stop struggling. "As I was saying Mr. Bryant," Leo continued nonchalantly, "since your daughter's very lovely, I'm sure I can fetch a good price for her-namely, let's say, twenty million in forty-eight hours."

 

Christy felt faint. There were only weak mumblings from her father on the other end of the line. "And no police, or we'll happily kill her at a moment's notice," Leo laid it out for them, "Christina is currently covered in dynamite, which we will detonate if we find you trick us in any way, Mr. Bryant. We'll give you the drop instructions in due time."

 

"Let me on, Michael!" Christy heard her mother's voice, frantic, on the other end of the line. "Please, let me talk to Christy, now!" she pleaded, clearly on the verge of hysterics.

 

"Go right ahead, Mrs. Bryant," Christy felt the phone being held right against her gag. "MMMM, MMMM MMMFFF MMMMMMM MMMMMMMFFFFF!" she struggled to enunciate through the thick cloth.

 

"I want to hear her voice!" Mrs. Bryant frantically demanded, "I beg you, let me hear my daughter's voice telling me she's OK!"

 

"Sorry, but your dear Christina likes her gag and wants to keep it on as long as possible, Mrs. Bryant," Leo chided her cockily, "So, till we call again..."

 

"MMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM!" Christy screamed as loud as she could manage in the direction of the phone as the headphones were jammed back over her ears and the sheet dropped back down into place over her. She completely lost control and started thrashing around in her chair as hard as she could. A set of sharp slaps were delivered to her face, but she continued unabated, overcome with terror at being held for ransom now. Twenty million was far more than her parents could ever hope to afford...she didn't want to be chopped into little pieces, much less blown up...!

 

Abruptly the sheet was lifted up again, and a cloth smothered Christy's face. Immediately, she was overwhelmed with the smell of chloroform. She fought to stay conscious for as long as she could manage, but it wasn't long before she lost the battle and blacked out.

 

 



























CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Dawn slowly drifted to. Everything looked dim when she opened her eyes, but she seemed to be staring at-a steering wheel. "Where...?" she thought dazedly, "Weren't we...?"

 

But they definitely were elsewhere now. She saw she was sitting in the driver's seat of an old, musty-smelling van that was apparently covered with conifer branches, which completely blocked the view out the windshield. And she realized that she was bound to the seat with the seatbelt, with her hands and feet also tied together and with a gag over her mouth. "He tricked us," she rued furiously, "He wasn't a real ranger; he must have been doing something bad up here, and Christy must have stumbled onto it. Oh God, I really hope she's all right now...I hope Bobbie and Jackie are all right...!" 

 

Heavy breathing and muffled moans could be heard elsewhere in the van. Dawn turned her head to the right, where the sounds were the loudest. In the dim nighttime light, she could see that Bobbie was bound to the front passenger seat next to her. Her eyes squinted shut, the brunette was rolling her head wildly from side to side, trying to shake off her own gag, which she was screaming hard into at the same time. Dawn craned her head to look into the rear of the van, hearing more heavy breathing back there. Through the darkness, she could just make out Jackie, who was kneeling in the middle of the floor, also gagged and with her arms outstretched and tied to the sides of the van. Jackie was rocking back and forth in an effort to work on her bonds, her eyes in contrast very wide in fear as she emitted low, muffled cries for help. There was, however, no sign of Christy in the van; indeed, the only other thing Dawn could make out behind Jackie were their backpacks, which had been dumped in the very back of the van, far out of their reach. Christy was apparently somewhere else, and perhaps in just as dire straits as the three of them were now. Dawn shook her head. Some rescue party they'd been.

 

She twisted her wrists, testing the ropes on her hands, which were unfortunately pinned behind her back thanks to the seatbelt holding her to the seat. The ropes seemed quite firm, and a quick glance around the van showed nothing that might be used to cut them. And with Jackie and Bobbie more or less immobilized in place themselves, well away from where Dawn was seated, no way the three of them could work on each other's bonds. They seemed utterly helpless. But helpless or not, Dawn wasn't going to give up when it stood to reason Christy was in at least as much trouble as they were...

 

She glanced out the driver's side window, looking for any sign of humanity nearby. There was, however, nothing but thick woods as far as she could see-or at least as far as she could see through the driving rain and the thick brush and thickets the van was parked in, which were almost up to the van's windows. Dawn had a sinking feeling the van was fully camouflaged from anyone who might be looking for it, which didn't bode well for her and her friends. She listened for any sounds that might give any clue at all to their location. Only the loud, incessant pounding of raindrops on the van's roof could be heard. Still maybe someone was near enough to hear them...

 

Lifting her legs up as far as they'd go, she pushed her knees against the horn on the steering wheel directly in front of her. It blared shrilly, a bit louder than Dawn had actually expected. Still, this was encouraging. She continued pressing her knees against the horn. After about fifteen blasts, she lowered her legs again and waited, praying someone had been around to hear it. But nothing happened at all. They were all alone...

 

...or perhaps not, for Dawn now heard footsteps approaching over twigs outside her window. She thumped her knees against the horn again, crying out as loud as her gag would permit. Next to and behind her, Bobbie and Jackie also started crying out and thrashing about. A blinding flashlight beam was suddenly flashed right in Dawn's eyes. "Don't do that if you value your life, missy!" she heard the ranger's voice intoning sharply over the pounding rain. She glared at the dark, indeterminate shape outside the driver's side window once the flashlight was lowered. "Ttttt zzzzz uuttttt vvvvv rrrrrr, oooo iiiiiiirrrr!" she roared at him through the thick cloth over her mouth, "Rrrrsss Rrrzzteeee!? Ffff oooofff rrrttt Rrrzzteeee...!"

 

He paid her no heed and shone the flashlight at her again, apparently checking she was still firmly tied up. Dawn squinted her eyes shut against the blinding beam until she could no longer feel it against her eyelids. She turned to the right in time to see the man, who had now moved over to the passenger side of the van, shine it on Bobbie, who glared back defiantly at him. Dawn heard a key turning in the passenger side door, which swung open. With a sharp moan, Bobbie aimed a kick at the man, who caught her legs in midair and slapped her hard across the face. "Don't start, missy, or I'll do something a lot worse to you," he gave Bobbie a sharp warning. "Good evening, Miss McMillan, Miss Kersey, Miss Gregory," he addressed all three girls, squeezing past Bobbie into the van, "Just wanted to check in how you three are doing here in your new home."

 

"Oooooooo iiiiiiiinnnnn eeeeeekk, nnnnnttiiiii zzzzz ooooooooww!" Dawn growled furiously at her captor, squinting to try and get a clear look at him in the darkness of the van. He slapped her hard across the face as well in turn. "Don't give me that attitude, Miss Kersey, or you'll regret it big time," he warned her coldly, "Sorry if you and your friends here don't like your current situation, but it's for your own good. We have very important business to conduct concerning your friend Christina Bryant and her family, and the last thing we need is any outside interference ruining our plans, so we decided fitting you girls with some ropes and gags and locking you up in here so you can't cause any trouble was the best way to go, for you and us."

 

"Ttttt zzzzz oooooo, eeeeeezzz ttttt zzzzz oooooo!" Jackie pleaded fearfully at him through her gag, rocking back and forth hard. "Oh you can beg all you want, Miss Gregory, but your ropes and gag aren't coming off for anything, and I mean anything, for a long, long while yet," he sneered at her, flicking on his flashlight again, "All three of you are going to stay bound and gagged in here for a long time to come. We're playing it safe with you three lovely ladies that you can't ruin our plans until we take care of our business with Christina's family. So till then, let's just do a quick check here just to make sure you're all still nice and secured."

 

"EEEEEEZZZ TTTTTT ZZZZZ TTTTTT FFFFFFFF RRRRRRR!" Jackie screeched, fighting back tears as he tested her bonds. Nodding in satisfaction, he rose and turned towards Dawn. Dawn turned away from him in revulsion, but this did not stop him from tugging on the knot to her gag, followed by the knots on the ropes binding her hands and feet, testing that they were still tight. "You three should be happy you have it as good as you do," he announced out loud as he moved over to check on Bobbie's bonds, "Christina has it a lot worse than you do right now. Since she's going to make us a fortune before we leave her, it's only right that we fixed her worse. Of course, we can do the same to you girls too if you ask for it. We'll be back to check up on you pretty princesses at regular intervals, and if we find you acting up at any point, we'll fix you even worse than you have it now, perhaps with some blindfolds or a whole lot more rope, for instance."

 

He rose up after having tested Bobbie's bonds, nodding in satisfaction again, "Don't any of you three get any ideas about escaping or getting help for yourselves now," he gave them a final warning, contemptuously flicking Bobbie's cap downward towards her eyes when she glared at him again, "My colleagues and I are experts with tying ropes and handkerchiefs, as I'm sure you'll all realizing about now, so I'd just sit back and accept that you'll be our prisoners for the indefinite future if I were you girls. And don't think anyone's coming to save you either; you're at least a good ten miles from civilization, and we took care to make this van invisible from both the ground and the air. Oh, and if you do try to escape, we just might hurt Christina bad-really, really bad. Think it over."

 

He slammed the door shut next to Bobbie and locked it again before flicking off the flashlight and walking away. Dawn slumped her head back on the seat, hardly listening as Jackie let out a loud cry of distress and started rocking back and forth on the floor again behind her. "We've got to get out of this, we've just got to," she reasoned, squirming with her ropes and thumping her feet on the floor trying to make as much noise as she could, still hoping that someone other than their kidnappers was around to hear them, "But it'll take a good long while with how tight these ropes are. Come on, Kersey, you can get out of this; just don't give up, for Christy's sake!"

 

    *

 

The wail of police sirens got closer to the ranger station. Jonathan kept his position at the window as his father grabbed an umbrella and bustled outside to meet the approaching cops. "Lieutenant Haverford, nice to see you again," he greeted the officer climbing out of the car, "Anything else?"

 

"Oh yeah, and it's not good," Haverford shook his head, "We got a hysterical call from the Bryant girl's parents. It looks like she's been kidnapped; they're demanding a ransom for her now."

 

Jonathan almost fell backwards from the window in shock. "Dear God, a ransom," his father seemed stunned himself, "Somehow deep down I just had a feeling the disappearance of Nancy McCrory earlier may have been foul play; I guess this all but confirms it."

 

"One other thing," Haverford dug out a notepad, "You said you'd seen Christina Bryant earlier today; was she with a Jacqueline Gregory, Dawn Kersey, and/or Barbara McMillan?"

 

"Yes; they all were; they go to school with my son. I'd recognize them on sight."

 

"Their families called them in missing as well after we got off the phone with the Bryants, so it's possible they might have been kidnapped too, we're afraid now."

 

"Well then, I say let's all get cracking and find them at once," Mr. Hilbert seemed nervous to get going, "They were going up the mountain trail, they said when they came in, so I'd say we should concentrate our search efforts on the length of that. I already radioed everyone else in the park to stay overtime, so they're already out looking for the girls already."

 

"We'll get choppers up once this rain ends," Haverford looked contemptuously up at the sky, "They weren't calling for this mess at all, it's..."

 

His voice trailed off as he and the ranger apparently started walking away. Jonathan slumped against the window, numb. Kidnapped. What had Christy stumbled onto? Was she even OK at the moment? It was gut-wrenching for him to consider what she might be going through right now...

 

"Jon, I'm going with the lieutenant with the advance search party," his father stuck his head in the station door, snapping him momentarily out of his stupor, "You stay here and man the phones; you know my frequency if anything comes up."

 

"Are you sure I can't...?"

 

"Jon, I know how you feel for Christy, but I need you here," he told him firmly, "The lieutenant says they're bringing in the FBI pretty soon; we're more than covered for search parties. Besides, something big might happen while I'm out; that's where you can be important."

 

"OK," Jonathan nodded in resignation, "Good luck, Dad," he waved goodbye as his father left to joined the search, then walked over to the main desk, sat down in his father's chair, and buried his face in his hands, wishing there was something tangible he could do for Christy at the moment, wherever she was now.

 

    *

 

Christy felt very light-headed as she came to again. The chloroform had been strong and still lingered in her nostrils, tainting the stale air underneath the sheet, once more covering her from head to toe. The loss of blood from the slash point on her arm and leg likely also played a role in her dizzy feelings; she could still feel some of the blood flowing, and she felt significantly weaker from it.

 

There was no way of telling how much time had elapsed, she knew, in her blind and deaf state. At least she was still alive, but for how much longer, she thought with horror, her mind flashing back to her kidnappers' phone call to her parents. There was no way on earth they'd ever be able to come up with twenty million dollars in time, she thought sadly, which meant she was dead already if they were serious with her parents, and she had no reason to doubt they had been. Would they then follow through on their threat to...after they'd killed her...?

 

"Oh why is this happening to me!?" she started sobbing uncontrollably, "What did I do to get myself into this!? I'm not anyone special; I'm just ordinary everyday Christy Bryant! Why did this have to be me getting kidnapped like this!? Please, God, I want to go home alive! Help me, please, God, I beg you; I don't want to die! Please, God, I don't want to die!" 

 

She cried and cried until the blindfold was completely saturated with her tears. She felt sorry for her parents; she could feel their horror at her predicament when they'd received the phone call. "It's all my fault," she rued, "If I hadn't insisted on going on this hiking trip...!" She had always been very close to her parents. Would she ever see them again? Would she ever see her friends, or anyone familiar and friendly again?

 

She lowered her head in misery, fighting hard to breathe through her increasingly stuffed-up nostrils from all her crying. Through her mind flashed images of the past...she was five years old, at her birthday party, blowing out her cake while her parents clapped and her friends cheered...she was eight, in her backyard, letting her father teach her how to swing a softball bat. He'd been patient and gentle with her, and had gone a long way to helping her become a pretty good softball player...now in fact she was twelve, hitting a hard triple down the left field line in the local youth softball league, winning the game as her teammates and then her parents mobbed her...thirteen, camping out in the woods with her friends, agreeing to Dawn's toast that the four of them would be friends forever, joining hands with her, Bobbie, and Jackie and swearing the oath they'd always look out for each other...always...

 

Her sobbing grew harder still, even though she couldn't hear any of it with the headphones once again snugly over her ears. She needed her friends so badly. They'd always been there for her when she needed them before. Where were they now? Hopefully they hadn't fallen into her kidnappers' clutches as Leo had threatened; she could never forgive herself if anything happened to them because of anything she'd done. Some friend she was, then, if they had. Some friend she was anyway for letting this happen and getting them worried in the first place.

 

"Why...why...?" she rued again, not knowing if there was an answer for her utterly helpless predicament. And there was no ignoring the dynamite taped to her chest and legs, which were feeling more and more ominous to her mind by the second. Being unable to see or hear anything, Christy knew her kidnappers could detonate the explosives at a moment's notice, and she'd have no advance warning of it. Meaning she could die right now if they wanted to kill her before they got whatever money her parents could manage to send. A deep chill ran down her spine at the agonizing thought. What did it feel like to die, she thought morbidly to herself? It had never seemed a reasonable question before; at fifteen, she'd always thought it would be decades before she'd seriously have to consider the question. Now it seemed grimly possible she wouldn't live to see sixteen. She'd never get to drive her first car, something she'd been eagerly looking forward to for the last two years, never get to graduate with her friends, never get to play truly competitive softball in college, if not professionally, never get to be a doctor as she knew she wanted to now, never get to experience love or get married, never have children of her own...

 

It was all too much for Christy to bear. She slumped forward as far as the ropes holding her back to the chair would allow, all but shrieking in terrified hysterics, unable to stop crying as hard as she could no matter how hard she tried. It was no use pretending, she knew in her heart; she was going to die. It was inescapable; she had no more than a day to live, and no one was going to save her now that she knew she couldn't save herself. It was hopeless, completely hopeless...

 

 

 































CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

The sound of a loud knocking on the ranger station door woke Jonathan up from his slumbering posture on the desk. His heart raced: was it news about Christy? If so, was it good or bad? "Who's there?" he called, bustling over to the door.

 

"FBI, we'd like a word with someone if we could," came the authoritative voice. Jonathan checked out the window to confirm it was in fact a federal agent. The badges that the men outside in the early morning light were carrying certainly looked real enough. He opened the door. "My father's out with the other search parties," he explained, "Any news on...?"

 

"We got another call from the kidnappers on the location of the ransom drop," the leading federal agent told him, "If you could tell us how to reach your father and the rest of the search team, we'd really appreciate it."

 

"Radio's right there, Channel 9 is the frequency you want," Jonathan pointed to the radio.

 

"Thank you. We'd like to maintain a base here if that's all right, son," another agent piped up, stepping inside anyway, "You folks come right on in as well," he gestured outside, "This way you'll be right here should anything come up with your daughter."

 

The Bryants that entered the cabin behind the federal agents. Jonathan noticed they looked faint, and their eyes were red. It was starting to drag on them too, he knew. The two of them slumped into chairs by the same window he himself had been at the previous night and stared glumly out into the dawn sky at the mountain towering over them. Jonathan felt he needed to say something to them. He cautiously approached as the agents set about setting up shop in the station. "Um Mr. Bryant, Mrs. Bryant," he introduced himself slowly, "I guess you know me, Jonathan Hilbert...or at least you might have heard of me if Christy...we're in the same..."

 

"Yes, she's mentioned you when going over the people in her classes every now and then over the years," came Mr. Bryant's distant, distracted reply, "Hello Jonathan. How have you been lately?"

 

"To be honest, sir, not that good since I heard the news myself," Jonathan admitted, "I'm, I'm really worried for Christy too, because, well, to be honest, Mr. Bryant..." he took a deep breath; he'd kept his feelings for Christy buried for so long, "...to be honest, sir, I've been in love with Christy for some time now."

 

"Oh?" Mrs. Bryant asked, intrigued and puzzled as she and her husband turned to face him, surprised.

 

"Yeah, I mean," Jonathan shuffled about nervously, "Christy...everything about her just stands out. She's got that look in her eye...when she looks at you, she just makes you feel better inside. And the way she laughs, it just brightens everything up. Not to mention she is incredibly beautiful. The two of you are really, really lucky to be her parents, I should say."

 

"Christy's brought us so much joy," Mrs. Bryant sniffed, "I just wish we could be there for her now, when she needs..."

 

She fought back a sob. "It's a special feeling when your child's born," she mumbled softly, barely holding it together, "When you hold a baby close once they're born and tell them you love them and won't let anything happen to them. All the while, you know you're going to have to step back and take the chance something might happen at some point, but you still always want to be there for them. But you never expect anything this terrible, to get a call in the middle of the night from people telling you they've got your child hostage and that they'll...that they'll..."

 

Her lip quivering visibly, she was unable to continue, fighting hard to keep from breaking down. "It's OK, Cynthia, it's OK," her husband put an arm around her, but he looked like he was going to break down as well. "What exactly did they say when they called?" Jonathan asked, hoping the answer wasn't too personal for them.

 

"The last time they called, they said to drop the ransom money in Cooper Lake once we've got it," Mr. Bryant explained softly, "If they saw any police when the time came, Christy would be..."

 

He also couldn't finish. "Why did it have to be her!?" he asked out loud to no one in particular, "We're not rich, we haven't done anything special; why should it be Christy that gets abducted like this!? We're just an average everyday family; this shouldn't happen to us...this shouldn't happen to her..."

 

His own lip trembled. "The one time I remember the most with her, the one I'm proudest of," he said softly, "She was eleven, it was the final game of the softball season, and she had only been average most of the season-not that it mattered to me, I'm proud of her no matter how good she'd do-but at her last at bat, she hit it out of the park. I was so excited with that itself, but afterwards, when everyone was packing up to go home, she came up, handed me the ball, and said, 'You deserve to have this, Dad; I couldn't have done it without you.' And in that one moment, I felt greater than any president or king could ever be, and I knew my life was worth it. So I gave her a big kiss and told her that she made my life worth living, and rewarded her afterwards with a king sized ice cream sundae. That ball's still sitting on the shelf in my den, and I'm never getting rid of it. It's true, she makes my life worth living...and now I just might lose her for good...my little girl...Christy means more to me than life itself..."

 

He broke down sobbing, leading his wife to return the favor and hug him back. "Yeah, she brightens everyone's life, Mr. Bryant, mine too, like I said," Jonathan told him sympathetically, "You've just got to hope for the best, that they'll find her before anything terrible happens."

 

"I hope so, Jonathan, I certainly pray so," Mrs. Bryant looked mournfully at the mountain again, "Ever second that she isn't safely home is torture, knowing what these animals have threatened to do to her. I just wish we could go up there, find her, and bring her home ourselves."

 

"So do I, Mrs. Bryant, so do I," Jonathan leaned against the window himself and stared up at the summit, wishing deeply there was something at all he could do for Christy's sake at the moment.

 

    *

 

The rising sun shone warmly on Dawn's right cheek through the van's passenger window. Thanks to the pine branches thrown over the windshield, it remained darker than usual inside the van, and cooler than outside would have been as well, so Dawn appreciated any sunlight that got in.

 

She turned to the left and stared at the thick woods and brush around the van. Still no sign of any would be rescuers, or indeed any sign of humanity at all, although she felt a little more optimistic now that the rain was over that more people would be out on the trail. And by now, she and her friends had to have been reported missing by their families, she knew. Still, that was scant comfort until they were actually found...

 

She exhaled softly and turned forward again. It had been a long night, and given Dawn's circumstances, she hadn't gotten much sleep at all. Still, at least the van's seat was reasonably comfortable for her, and Dawn might have felt right at home if not for the stiff feeling in her back from sitting in place for hours on end, and of course with the thick gag over her mouth that had forced her to breath through her nose all night long. While the initial terror of finding herself kidnapped had since worn off, it was still an unnerving experience to be sitting bound and gagged in an apparently locked vehicle, and it would remain so until she did get free.

 

Her watch beeped behind her back: seven a.m. By now her family had to be worried stiff about her, she knew, leaning back against the seat. She felt badly to have no doubt worried them like this, but she knew she had to have stayed in the woods. She owed Christy her efforts to find her as her best friend.

 

"Oh Christy," she thought glumly, resting her face against the window. She was worried stiff for her friend. It was hard to imagine life without Christy. Indeed, Christy was almost like a sister to her. If anything happened to her...

 

She twisted her wrists gently. She'd struggled with her bonds all night long, and had been unable to make any progress with loosening the ropes or to unbuckle the seatbelt holding her to the seat. Nor had rubbing her head against the back of the seat to try and loosen her gag worked either, although she continued trying this right now, for lack of anything better to do at the moment. Dawn was ready for a shift in tactics, and she had an idea how to do it: she'd been far too tense when struggling earlier, she reasoned, and thus needed to relax and do it more calmly.

 

There was a thud to her right. In contrast, Bobbie had only escalated her struggles to increasingly wilder levels all night long. Grunting out a steady stream of muffled phrases through her gag, she was still jerking hard back and forth in the passenger seat, thumping her feet against the window crank all the while. Jackie, on the other hand, appeared to have already given up; she was sitting still in the back of the van, staring blankly at the floor. They couldn't just give up, Dawn thought firmly; she knew in her heart something bad would happen to them if they didn't try and escape. And besides, Christy was counting on them as her friends.

 

It was time to put her new plan into effect. Closing her eyes, she leaned all the way back in the seat and took long, deep, relaxing breaths. She tried to think of ocean waves gently lapping against the sand. "Just relax...relax...relax..." she thought to herself softly, "Just think calm thoughts, Kersey, and you'll just slip these ropes off. Nice and calm..." 

 

With a soft grunt, Dawn started gently twisting her hands in place and thought of the ropes just smoothly slipping off her wrists. And perhaps, she thought, there was a small bit of slack in the ropes now...

 

But her concentration was broken by a welcome sound: a helicopter approaching. Dawn leaned forward again and glanced out the window. The helicopter wasn't visible, but it was almost right overhead. She pressed her face right against the window, hoping somehow she could be seen. Across from her, Bobbie, having heard it as well, went into a total frenzy, kicking hard at the window and screaming as loud as her gag would allow. The sound of the helicopter's motor grew deafening overhead, but just as quickly faded away. "Tttzzzzz Oooo ooooooozzzz, Obbeee," Dawn sadly mumbled through her own gag towards her friend, who was still kicking at the window and screaming, "Aaaaaaa ddddnnttt eeeeeee zzzzzzzz."

 

Bobbie stopped squirming and lowered her head, disappointment all over her face. While Dawn couldn't blame her-it saddened her they'd been passed over as well-she knew the helicopter hadn't been looking for them, and that the van was probably invisible under their kidnappers' camouflage anyway. And besides, she glumly acknowledged, it was unlikely the three of them could have been heard from the helicopter's apparent height even if they weren't gagged. No, it was Christy the authorities were after more than the three of them. Escape was most likely solely in their own hands if they could manage it.

 

Taking another deep breath and closing her eyes once more, she leaned back again and tried to make her mind as blank as she could. "Come on, Kersey, you've got this," she urged herself on, rubbing her head against the back of the seat again to continue her effort with the knot to her gag, "Don't give up, and you've got this made. Just relax...relax...relax...these ropes will just come right off your hands..." 

 

She strained against the ropes hard and increased the scraping of her head on the seat. Time dragged on and on as Dawn continued her efforts. Finally when her watch beeped eight o'clock, she stopped and took stock of the situation. It wasn't good; the ropes on her wrists were only a fraction looser, and still too tight for her to even contemplate slipping out of. Moreover, though she'd reached and strained as far as she could, the ropes' knots were out of reach of her fingertips, which would have made her job a whole lot easier if she'd been able to work directly on them. And her gag remained as tightly over her mouth as before despite her almost herculean efforts to loosen its knot. Dawn sighed sadly and slumped back in the seat, depressed. She might as well just give up, she conceded miserably, her head sinking low; she wasn't going anywhere any time soon. Which meant something terrible was likely going to happen to Christy very soon...

 

"AAhhnn," came Bobbie's sudden urgent moan to her right. Dawn spun to look at her friend. "AAhhnn, vvvv otttt nnn iiieeaa," Bobbie mumbled at her, her eyes now wide with excitement.

 

Uhhh?" Dawn frowned, confused.

 

"Llllpp mmmm ttttt ttzzzz zztblt fffff," Bobbie jerked her head downwards.

 

"Uhhh!?"

 

"II zzddd, lllpp mmmm ttttt ttzzz zztblt fffff!" Bobbie enunciated as well as her gag would allow, frustration on her face now that Dawn couldn't understand her.

 

"Uhhh!?"

 

"AAhhnn, zzzeeezz sssskknn oooo oooo kkkk rrrrr zzztblt fffff!" Jackie leaned forward and shouted through her own gag at Dawn, apparently having somehow figured out Bobbie's words. Dawn sighed in frustration, wishing the three of them had been able to get the trio of oversized white cloths off their mouths during the last twelve hours so they'd be able to have an intelligent conversation. And why had their kidnappers even bothered to gag them when clearly no one was around to hear them...?

 

Then she noticed where both Bobbie and Jackie were jerking with their heads: the buckle to Bobbie's seatbelt, which was holding her to the passenger seat. It wasn't too far away from where Dawn was seated. It all fell into place for her: if she could undo it, Bobbie could get up and do whatever she had in mind to do that could help them. "KKKKK, IIII ggtttt tttt Obbbeeee, Akkkeeee," she mumbled at them, nodding, "Olld tllll, Obbeeee."

 

Bobbie nodded and stiffened up. Taking a deep breath, Dawn jerked to the right. Buckled firmly to her seat, she didn't have as much leeway as she would have preferred, but another sharp twist maneuvered her legs further sideways, within kicking reach of Bobbie's seatbelt buckle. Steeling herself, she swung a kick at it-and instead accidentally kicked Bobbie in the thigh, making the brunette cry out in pain. "Rrrrreeee, rrrrrreeee," she mumbled an apology to her friend. Her next kick came closer to the buckle, but it was still out of her reach. Dawn twisted further sideways in her seat, almost to the threshold that her own seatbelt would allow. The next kick clanged off the edge of the buckle, very close to the release button. "Lttll kllzzrr, lttll klzzzrr," Jackie mumbled out encouragement, leaning as far forward as her bonds would allow with excitement in her eyes now. Dawn could feel some excitement as well. She readied for another kick...

 

...and suddenly heard the familiar crunching of footsteps coming closer nearby. She glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the ranger and another man approaching. Their captors were back to check on them again, she realized. "Rrrrrrr kmmmmnnn bkkkkkkk, rrrrrrrr kmmmmmmnnn bkkkkkkkk!" Dawn shouted a muffled warning to her friends. She quickly swung herself back into a forward-facing position and stared straight ahead, trying to make her expression look neutral and innocent. The footsteps came to a stop right next to the window. Dawn squinted her eyes shut as the flashlight beam shone right in her face again, likely, since the sun was now up, to check on Jackie, who was now rocking back and forth in the back of the van and screaming into her gag loudly, trying to make herself looked panicked. "That one sure doesn't know when to give up," the new man mumbled outside.

 

"Let her; she's just exhausting her energy," the ranger declared, flicking off the flashlight. "Scared, Miss Gregory?" he leaned towards the window and taunted the struggling Jackie, "You should be scared, Jacqueline; you won't have it easy forever. None of you three will," he turned slightly to address all of his prisoners, "And you're never going to see your homes and families again, so you know. For now, though, ladies, get comfy in there; you have some time until Christina's family gives us the money we asked them for. By now, I'm sure you girls realize you can't get your ropes and gags off no matter how hard you try, so just accept that you'll be wearing them until further notice, if not permanently," he snickered contemptuously at his hostages, "Maybe we'll ask your folks for some money too once Christina's family pays up for her-certainly you're all pretty enough for it. Well, we'll be back again soon, so don't go anywhere, girls-and remember, we'll hurt Christina bad if you try to escape at all."

 

He saluted his prisoners contemptuously, then turned and walked with his partner out of sight. Dawn breathed a sigh of relief, glad the men were apparently so confident the three of them couldn't get loose that they weren't going to check their prisoners' bonds directly from here on. Perhaps it was better that she hadn't gotten Bobbie's seatbelt unbuckled right away; if they'd found her loose, Bobbie, and, perhaps, all three of them, might have suffered serious consequences. Still, the sooner they were free, the better.

 

She waited until the men vanished from sight in the rearview mirror before shifting her body back around again towards Bobbie and her seatbelt buckle. Time was starting to be of the essence now, so the sooner they were able to implement whatever plan Bobbie had, the better. It seemed imminently clear from their kidnappers' words that Christy's life was even now in the gravest danger...

 

    *

 

Christy had by now lost all her self-control. Sobbing loudly and shrieking at the top of her lungs into her gag in utter terror, she threw herself wildly against her bonds in a blind panic. Her chair jerked all over the floor in all directions, somehow still staying under the sheet covering her and briefly becoming airborne from the force of her struggles every few feet. Christy no longer cared; she was too overcome with terror to care. Her muscles burned and ached from the supreme effort, which did not so far seem to be loosening her ropes in the slightest, and her throat was now utterly sore from her continued screaming into her gag, but she forced herself to keep going; she simply had to if she wanted to live...

 

She abruptly threw herself a little too hard to the right, and the chair jumped off the ground again and kept going. Christy quickly tried to lean backwards, but it was too late; the chair tipped over and landed very hard on its side on the floor. Christy cried out in agony as she landed hard on her shoulder, which now felt like it had been dislocated. She gritted her teeth hard into the wad of cloth stuffed into her mouth behind the gag, trying to fight back the pain. This was all she needed, another injury to go with her sprained ankle and slash wounds. Part of her wouldn't have minded dying at the moment if that meant ending the terrible pain just coursing through her whole body...

 

On the plus side, though, the fall had dislodged the headphone from her right ear, and sounds could be heard again. Christy jerked her head against the floor until the headphones slipped completely off. Relieved to no longer be deaf, she listened for any clues to her location. Only the sound of the wind rustling through the trees could be heard, though, so Christy was still at a loss as to where she was. So the next step, she knew, was to get out from under the sheet, which still lay partially crumpled over her, and get her blindfold off; if she couldn't get loose, she at least wanted her sight back along with her hearing. Slowly, so as not to further injure her shoulder, Christy tried to roll her chair backwards and out from under the rest of the sheet...

 

...when sharp footsteps could be heard stomping towards her location from outside. A key could be heard turning in a padlock, and the wooden door creaked open. "Ah, been busy lately have we?" Leo told her coldly, "Well Christina, I thought we had an agreement you wouldn't act up on us? So, that means I've got to teach you a little lesson about misbehaving."

 

"No, please, don't, don't do anything!" Christy begged him mentally. Her prayers went unheeded; while the sheet was pulled completely off of her, her chair was roughly pulled back upright, and a barrage of slaps and blows delivered to her face, followed by her hair being pulled hard backwards. "MMMMM, MMMM MMMMM, MMMMMFFFF, MMMM MMMMFFF MMMMMMM, MMMMMMMFFFF!" she screamed muffledly for him to stop. Leo's hands closed on her throat instead. She gasped frantically for air as he tightened his grip, her head beginning to spin. "Please, God," she begged the Almighty in her mind for any assistance at all, "don't let it end for me like this, please...!" 

 

"You can't take this!?" he barked at her, nonetheless releasing his grip after she'd started whimpering in terror, "You're a real coward, you know that, Christina, just a weak little coward. Maybe I should just set off this dynamite now and put you out of your misery..."

 

"MMMMM, MMMFFFF, MMMMMMMM!" Christy screeched fearfully into her gag, trying frantically to jerk her chair backwards away from him. Her heart caught in her throat as she heard ominous beeping sounds rise up on her chest and legs; the explosives had come to life. "MMMMM, MMMMM, MMMMFFF MMMMFFF MMMMMMMM!" she pleaded hysterically for her life.

 

"They're armed now," he taunted her, hovering right over her, "All it would take is one click of this button here, and you'd be instantly blown apart. I really should just blow you up right now, Christina, for being a pain and a coward all in one. Is that really what you want?"

 

"MMMMMM, MMMMMM!" she shook her head wildly, whimpering in terror.

 

"No? I didn't think so. But are you going to behave and sit still from now on, Christina?" he pulled her hair back again, "If you don't sit perfectly still from now on, I'll set the dynamite off. This IS your last and only warning, Christina. So promise you'll be a good girl and won't move a single muscle from this moment forward?"

 

"MMMMMMMMMMMM!" Christy nodded sharply with a low whimper; anything to make him stop hurting her.

 

"OK, you'll live...for now," he told her, releasing her hair, "But just to be sure, I'm leaving the dynamite armed on you, so you have extra incentive to behave yourself from here on. And besides," she sensed him leaning close to her ear, where he whispered, "Confidentially, you're going to die anyway, Christina. We're going to blow you up after your parents pay your ransom; no point leaving you behind as a witness, even though we're leaving the country. So enjoy the moment; you have about a half hour left to live at most."

 

"MMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM, MMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM!" a scream of carnal terror that was nonetheless heavily muffled by her gag to barely audible levels escaped Christy. One final slap, harsher than those before, crossed her face, stinging hard. Numb with utter terror, Christy started whimpering sadly as the headphones were pushed back over her ears, once again reducing the world around her to total silence, and the sheet was pulled completely back over her. So it was final now, she realized with terrible fear, she was going to be blown up in no more than thirty minutes-and they had planned to kill her anyway even if her parents had paid the ransom in full! She slumped forward and once again began crying like there was no tomorrow, all while quivering fearfully in her chair. She wanted to be brave, she'd fought hard to stay brave and optimistic all through her ordeal so far, but there was no way to be brave with death about to descend on her, and no way she could be saved from it. She knew it was only a matter of time now before, without warning, the dynamite would go off, and her life would be completely snuffed out at only fifteen, with no chance of preventing it...no chance at all...

 

 































CHAPTER NINE

 

 

"Team B, report in," buzzed the FBI scanner that had been set up and activated on the main desk inside the ranger's office

 

"Team B signing on, another unit's spokesman responded, "No sign of missing girls at all, no clues to their whereabouts. Moving in to take up search in Section Four."

 

"Roger that, execute move to Section Four," the first agent concurred before signing off with a burst of static. Over in the corner with the Bryants, Jonathan stared glumly out the window, not feeling much warmed by the sun shining in. Every minute that went by increased the chance ever so slightly that Christy might already be dead...

 

The ranger station door swung open. "Morning, Mr. and Mrs. Bryant," another agent greeted them, looking somewhat relieved as he came inside, "I just want you to know, we may have a lead on who might have abducted your daughter."

 

"You do?" Mr. Bryant leaned completely upright, "Who, then!?"

 

"We have a pair of suspects known to have operated around this area: Vinnie Corlack and Harvey White. They escaped from Cederquist Maximum Security Prisoner a few days ago, where they were serving life terms for first degree murder, kidnapping, and assault and battery."

 

"Ouch," Mr. Bryant grimaced hard at the thought of such men holding his daughter hostage, "And you're sure they may have come this way?"

 

"It's a reasonable theory given much of their crimes took place within a twenty mile radius of this park; we never found their hideout, but we think it may have been deep in the woods around here. They often worked with a third suspect, one Leo Gravelson, whom we never caught; some of us suspect they might have been going to meet up with him after they escaped."

 

"Only it looks like Christy somehow got in their way, if it is them," Mrs. Bryant shook her head, fear choking her entire face, "The people these men kidnapped, did they...were they returned safely?"

 

"I'm sorry to say not," the agent shook his own head sadly in turn, "A banker they grabbed to use as a pawn to steal from his bank was never found; the son of a judge that prosecuted White early in his career was found in a ditch without a head. So your daughter's life could be in serious, serious danger if these are indeed the men who kidnapped her, Mrs. Bryant."

 

Both Bryants lowered their heads in fear and despair. "Well, anyway, we're just about done getting the ransom money together, so if you two can come along with us, we'll put the finishing touches on it," the agent said quickly, trying to sound upbeat.

 

"And you're sure this is going to work?" Mr. Bryant sounded hesitant.

 

The tracking device is waterproof and tamper-proof, and we've hidden it where they won't find it," the agent assured him.

 

"I hope you're right," Mr. Bryant told him firmly, "We just want Christy back, alive and unharmed. Let's go, dear." He turned back before he left the ranger station. "Thank you for being here, Jonathan; you helped make this a little more bearable for us," he told the boy in parting.

 

"Glad to have helped, sir," Jonathan stared out the window, watching the Bryants get into the agent's car and drive off. He then glanced back up at the mountain. The description of Christy's likely kidnappers chilled his spine; they sounded like the worst kind of men. And that opened the chilling possibility Christy might not survive to the drop-off point...

 

Deep down in his heart, he made the decision: he'd help the authorities find her before it was too late-albeit without them knowing it. And, he thought to himself as he bustled out the door, he knew a few off-trail shortcuts the authorities might not have tried yet that might lead to Christy...

 

    *

 

"This time I'll get it," Dawn thought hard mentally, steeling her legs for another kick at the buckle to Bobbie's seatbelt. She'd had to twist so far to the right in her seat by now that her own seatbelt was starting to hurt her ribs, but it had paid off: her last few kicks had clanked off the edge of Bobbie's seatbelt's release button (although Bobbie had unintentionally taken a few more kicks in the process). The next one would probably do it if it were spot-on...

 

"Concentrate," she told herself firmly, "It's all you, Kersey, you can do this, and..." 

 

She swung a hard kick that connected dead center with the release button. With a loud click, Bobbie's seatbelt popped free, prompting both Bobbie and Jackie to cry out in delight. Dawn nodded in satisfaction; she'd done her job well in the end.

 

She watched as Bobbie now started jerking her body hard to the right repeatedly. This in turn started flinging her seatbelt back around the passenger seat. Bobbie continued her jerking until the seatbelt had completely unwound itself from around her body and settled back into its usual off position against the side of the van. Bobbie shakily stood up on her bound feet and glanced out the passenger window. Nodding in satisfaction, she stumbled over towards Dawn, wobbling in the process and tumbling into her friend's lap. "Wttt rrrrrr oooooo oooonnn, Obbbbeeeee?" Dawn mumbled through her gag, grimacing a little as her friend climbed halfway over her to peer out the driver's side window.

 

"Chhsst chhkknnn ttttttt mmmmm kkkkkkssstt zzzzzz kllrrrrrrr, Aaaaahn," Bobbie mumbled back through her own gag at the blonde. Nodding in satisfaction again upon noting that no one was visible outside, she turned back to Dawn and enunciated, "Olllltt tttttttt, Aaaaahn; IIIIII vvvvvv ttttttt gggtttt zzzzz gggggggg ffffffff ffffrrrr nnnneeeenngggg llllzzzz."

 

"Uuhhh!?" Dawn frowned, still unable to understand a word Bobbie was saying. She watched intently, though, as the brunette dropped to her knees and crawled across the floor towards the passenger side door. Once she reached it, she began maneuvering her head around, trying to get the edge of the window crank underneath her gag, Dawn noted. Minutes passed by agonizingly as Bobbie angled around for the best position, her cap tumbling off her head in the process. Finally, after what had seemed like an eternity, she succeeded in hooking the crank underneath the bottom of her gag. Bobbie took a deep breath, then jerked backwards and tilted her head back as far as it would go. With a low swishing sound, the cloth stretched away from her lips, and then slipped down under her chin. Bobbie let out a loud gasp of delight. "Oh thank God, finally, rid of that horrible thing," she breathed happily, her voice a weak croak from screaming into the gag all night long, "OK, now for these ropes..."

 

She turned her back to the door and grasped hold of the window crank. Dawn watched her friend start rolling the window down. When Bobbie had it about halfway lowered, she climbed up onto the passenger seat, rolled onto her back, and kicked hard at the window, which shattered loudly. Her face now flush with excitement, Bobbie squirmed over to the window and started rubbing the ropes binding her hands over the jagged glass. Dawn's spirits soared; it looked like they were finally about to get out of this mess. "Hurry, Bobbie, hurry, before they come back and check on us again!" she mentally urged her friend on.

 

With a loud snap, Bobbie's wrists broke free after a minute of rubbing. "Thank God," she gushed with excitement, untying her feet rapidly, then picking up her cap from the floor and plopping it back on her head, "I thought I'd never be free again. OK, Dawn, Jackie, let me get your gags off first."

 

She rushed over to the driver's seat and yanked Dawn's gag off with one quick tug. Dawn took deep breaths of air, ecstatic to finally have her mouth free of the thick cloth. She turned and watched Bobbie pull off Jackie's gag behind her. "Great thinking, Bobbie, great thinking," Jackie happily commended her, "Oh thank you," she added as Bobbie untied her arms from the sides of the van, "My arms were losing circulation being stuck like that all this time."

 

She waved her arms around in circles to get the blood flowing again before reaching down to untie her feet. Bobbie, meanwhile, walked over to Dawn, unbuckled the driver's side seatbelt, and unwound it from around her friend's body. "Thanks, Dawn; I couldn't have gotten loose without you," she commended the blonde with a smile.

 

"Glad to help, Bobbie," Dawn's voice was hoarse as well, although not as hoarse as Bobbie's since she hadn't been screaming as much during their ordeal. She wobbled as she stood up and stretched; her back had gotten stiff from sitting in the car seat all night. "Now I hope you've got an idea where to find Christy, Bobbie?" she turned her back to her friend so Bobbie could untie her hands.

 

"Unfortunately, not immediately, Dawn," Bobbie confessed, bending down to free Dawn's feet once the blonde's hands were loose, "It sure doesn't help those guys didn't give a single clue where she was when they stopped in to check on us."

 

"None of this looks familiar around here either," Dawn glanced out the windshield, "We must be well off the trail. Oh well, I'm sure we'll find something if we just look hard enough. Actually," she realized, "since they walked from that way to check on us," she pointed out towards the rear of the van, "I'm wondering if Christy's being held prisoner somewhere in that direction."

 

"It might be, Dawn," Bobbie was nodding, "Let's go that way first once we're out of here."

 

"Good," Dawn pulled up the driver's side door's lock and reached for the door handle...

 

"Uh oh!" Jackie suddenly exclaimed. Dawn turned to see her friend looking out the back windows of the van...and very clearly, two familiar figures were approaching in the distance. "They're back to check on us again," Jackie looked panicked, "If they see we're loose...!"

 

"Then unfortunately, we've only got one option," Bobbie looked disappointed. She climbed in the back of the van, "Kneel down and put your gag back on, Jackie."

 

"Are you crazy!?" Jackie protested indignantly.

 

"It's the only way, Jackie; if they think we're still tied up..."

 

"N-O," Jackie folded her arms across her chest defiantly, "I refuse to have that gag over my mouth any longer, and that's absolutely final, Bobbie McMillan!"

 

"Then I guess I have no choice; Dawn?" Bobbie looked at her friend for help. Dawn sighed in resignation. "There's no other way?" she asked Bobbie.

 

"Dawn, don't you dare take her side; I WILL NOT be tied up again, period!" Jackie warned her.

 

"Sorry Jackie," Dawn could see the figure in the window getting closer. In a flash, she and Bobbie seized Jackie's arms and dragged her forward to the spot where she'd been kneeling for much of the night. "What are you doing!?" Jackie protested at the top of her lungs, struggling like crazy as her friends pushed her back down into a kneeling position and retied her arms to the sides of the van, "Stop it, you two! I said I don't want...mmmmmmm, tkkkkk zzzzzz ggggggg ffffff eeeeeeee, Obbbbeeeeee!"

 

"Will you please shut up, Jackie!?" Bobbie pleaded with her, pulling the gag back over the other brunette's mouth and tying it back in place, "If they hear you screaming, this won't work at all, OK!?"

 

Her eyes flashing with rage, Jackie continued shouting muffled words at her friends through the gag. "Good, keep that up, Jackie; that'll look natural," Dawn instructed her. She took another glance out the van's back windows. The figures were getting closer still; had they been close enough to hear Jackie's cries? "We do the same, I guess?" she asked Bobbie reluctantly as the two of them scrambled back to the front seats.

 

"'Fraid so, Dawn; don't really want to, but if they're armed, it's for the better," Bobbie looked dismal as she retied her feet, "But keep your hands free; just hold them behind your back so they'll think they're still tied. We can slip out once he's gone. Just struggle hard and try and make it look realistic."

 

"Zzzznn wiiiii mmmmm IIIIII kkmmplltleee tttdd pppp, Obbbbbeee!?" Jackie shouted muffledly at her friend, rocking hard back and forth in place. Bobbie paid her no attention. She quickly tied her gag back over her mouth, wrapped her seatbelt back around the seat and buckled it back into place, then slipped her arms behind her back. Dawn hastily did the same, then started rocking hard back and forth in her seat and screaming into her gag as loud as she could just as the footsteps approached the driver's side door again. "Still going strong, huh?" she heard the fake ranger say at her through the window, "I'm surprised you girls have this much stamina. Oh well, it can't last forever, now can it?"

 

Dawn chose not to look at him, choosing to keep pretending to struggle and look panicked. Deep down, her heart was pounding. If he noticed that the ropes that had previously bound hers and Bobbie's wrists were now lying on the floor at their feet, or that the passenger window was shattered and there were visible rope strands stuck on the broken glass...or if she leaned too far forward and he noticed her hands were free...

 

She heard the crunching of additional footsteps approaching now. "Still good in there?" came a new man's voice.

 

"They look pretty secure to me," the fake ranger said, "They've been at it for hours; that one," he gestured at Bobbie in the passenger seat, who was perhaps taking her performance a little too far and throwing herself around too wildly in her seat, "is almost superhuman if you ask me; she's been at it that wildly all night."

 

"She'll wear down in the end," Dawn saw the profile of the man's face in the window as he looked in to examine his presumed prisoners, but he was too far back for her to make out any features definitively. She tried to look terrified, widening her eyes at him, hoping that would help the charade too. "Scared? You should be scared, Miss Kersey; real scared," he taunted her coldly.

 

"Should we go ahead and ransom these three as well?" the fake ranger asked his cohort, "They're just as pretty as the Bryant girl. I'm sure they'll fetch..."

 

"With the money we're asking the Bryant girl's family to give us, one ransom should be enough right now," the other man said, "Too many drops might give us away, and I want us away from here after we get the money. As for them," Dawn noticed him looking right at her again, "For starters, you're coming with us as a hostage for sure once we're done everything here, Miss Kersey. Since you're the prettiest of your friends, it makes sense to bring you with us; it's less likely the cops would want to endanger you at all."

 

There was an indignant snort from Jackie, who looked insulted to be told she was less beautiful then her friends, especially since, as Dawn knew, Jackie had the most luck with boys in their quartet of friends to date. Deep down, she now felt genuinely scared; she didn't want to be dragged along God knew where as a permanent hostage if their ruse was discovered by the men and they were immobilized again. She valued her home and friends, and refused to be separated from them.

 

"Come on, just leave, you two!" she snarled mentally at her captors, "Let us get out of here!" 

 

"OK then, what about the brunettes?" the fake ranger pointed at Bobbie and Jackie in turn.

 

"No point in taking them all as hostages," the other man shook his head, "Two's probably sufficient, the Kersey girl and one brunette. The other we kill."

 

"Which one dies, then, Miss McMillan or Miss Gregory?" the ranger asked as Jackie screeched in terror into her gag and rocked wildly back and forth in genuine panic.

 

"Haven't decided yet. Besides, the suspense works wonders for the mind," he smiled sadistically at Jackie, then at Bobbie, "Not knowing which of you will live and which will die, it adds a nice bit of suspense, doesn't it, Barbara, Jacqueline?"

 

He glanced at his watch. "Well, ladies, we've got some business to take care of with your friend Christina Bryant right now; her family's got our retirement fund coming in," he told the girls, "Next time we meet, we'll be taking off with the two of you who're lucky enough to live past today. Enjoy yourselves in there till then."

 

Laughing, the two of them walked out of sight. Dawn leaned back in her seat, trying to keep calm. She glanced at the rearview mirror, watching the men disappear from sight. Soon, they were specks on the horizon again. "Kkkmmmmm nnnnnn, kkkmmmmm nnnnnnn, nnnnnnnttttiiiiii mmmmmmmm, Aaaaahnnn, Obbbeeee!" Jackie protested indignantly at the two of them, leaning forward with anger in her eyes again, "Zzzzrrrr gggnnnnnn nnnnnnnnnn, dmmmm ttttt, nnnnnnnn nnnntiiii mmmmmmmm!"

 

"Nnntttt nnntttllll rrrrrrr rrrrrrr zzzzaaa nnnntttt kkkmmmm bkkkkk, Akkeeeee," Dawn turned around and mumbled back firmly; they had to know for sure their kidnappers wouldn't be returning before they could make the break for it. She watched the rearview mirror intently for five minutes after the men had disappeared from sight before turning toward Bobbie for affirmation. Bobbie, who'd been watching her own rearview mirror, nodded at her. The two of them rapidly threw their bonds off and turned to help Jackie. "I'll kill you two!" Jackie shouted at them once her gag was off again, "I told you two not to tie me up again, but did you care to...!?"

 

"Hey, it worked, Jackie, don't knock it," Dawn told her firmly. "Should we just leave her here till she calms down?" she asked Bobbie.

 

"Don't you dare!" Jackie warned them.

 

"Only kidding, Jackie; of course we're letting you go," Dawn assured her, "Can't you take a joke anymore?"

 

"Not when it involves my freedom, Dawn," Jackie stood up after her friends had untied her and waved her arms around again, "Let's just get out of here and find Christy."

 

"Agreed," Dawn opened the driver's side door and stepped outside into the warm afternoon sun. She breathed a happy sigh. Freedom. It had never felt so good before in her life. She grabbed hold of her gag, which was still hanging limply around her neck, pulled it over her head, and tossed it to the ground, glad to be rid of it for good. "See if we still have our cell phones," she told her friends as they climbed out of the van, backpacks in hand, "Maybe if we have enough reception..."

 

"No dice, Dawn, they must have taken them when they locked us in this van; Jackie and I just checked," Bobbie shook her head glumly.

 

"Maybe one of us should go for help on our own, then," Jackie argued, also pulling the cloth she'd been gagged with over her head and throwing it away, followed a moment later by Bobbie, "If they're out looking for Christy now, maybe they're out looking for us; we could..."

 

"If we knew exactly where we were, Jackie, maybe I'd say yes, but since we don't, I'd advise sticking together until we do," Bobbie shook her head again, "At least, though, we can figure out which direction we will be going once we follow those guys."

 

She started rummaging around in her backpack until she found a compass. "Looks like almost due north," she proclaimed, aiming the compass through the shrubbery before them, "That should bring us fairly close to Cooper Lake, I suppose."

 

"All right, like I said, since they came to check on us from this way," Dawn pointed straight ahead into the woods from where she stood at the rear of the van, "I think we'll find Christy that way too. Come on, and let's be careful; the last thing we want is to run right into those guys and end up tied back up again or worse."

 

She took her own backpack from Jackie and slipped it back on, then bustled off in the direction their kidnappers had gone a few minutes ago, going fast enough that Jackie and Bobbie had to hurry to keep up with her. Dawn felt she had to hurry; what the men had said about "taking care" of Christy made her blood shiver. If anything happened to Christy, and she was too late to stop it...

 

In about five minutes, the three of them crested a small hill. "Down there," Dawn pointed to a low, dilapidated cabin among the trees, with an equally broken down shed next to it. "You suppose Christy's in either of them?" she asked her friends.

 

"One way to find out," Bobbie nodded knowingly, "But let's make sure those men aren't around first."

 

There was, however, no sign of any human activity around the cabin or shed-or anywhere else for that matter. The girls cautiously galloped down the hill towards the buildings. "Easy to see why they'd choose hiding out here, if this is their hideout," Bobbie commented, staring at the cabin, "Under these trees, this deep in the woods, they'd be hard to..."

 

"Hey," Jackie held up her hand, looking startled, "Sounds like something's in that shed..."

 

Dawn could hear it too: a low, very muffled mumbling from inside the shed, almost like someone sobbing into a sponge. She glanced around the shed, but it had no windows. Realizing there was another way to see inside, she rushed up to the door, bent down, and glanced through the keyhole. She jumped and gasped, seeing a large white mass, looking very much like a ghost, shifting around inside. Then she noticed wooden chair legs-and what looked very much like the tips of a pair of sneakers-peeking out of the bottom of the "ghost." Her heart leaped; might they have just found...?

 

"Christy?" she called at the white mass. It made no gesture that it had heard her-yet something deep down was telling her this might be it. "Christy?" she called loudly at it again. Still no response from whoever was under the sheet. Without a word, she tugged hard on the door. It didn't budge. "Locked, Dawn," Bobbie said in her ear, pointing to the large padlock on the door, "But we can get that off even without the key."

 

Dawn followed her friend's gaze to a large rock laying nearby. "Right. Let me," she told Bobbie, hustling over and hefting the rock. She started slamming it down hard on the lock, which shattered on the sixth blow. Dawn thrust the door open and rushed inside ahead of her friends. "Christy, it's me, Dawn, is that you?" she asked the sheet-covered figure before her. It kept making muffled, animal-like sobs, and did nothing to acknowledge her, but Dawn had a feeling the quest for her friend was over. She seized the sheet and yanked it away. "Oh God, Christy, what did they do to you!?" she gasped in shock to see her best friend before her-tied to a chair, blindfolded, gagged, headphones over her ears, and with explosives taped to her chest and legs.

 

"MMMMMMMM, MMMMMMMM, MMMMMMFFFF MMMMMMMMMMFFFFFFF MMMMMMMMMMMMM!" Christy screeched in pure terror into her gag and frantically tried to jerk her chair backwards in a blind panic away from Dawn, apparently thinking she was someone else. Dawn seized the headphones covering Christy's ears and tossed them aside. "Christy, it's me, Dawn," she put a hand on Christy's shoulder, "Don't panic, it's just me."

 

Christy stopped squirming and screaming at the sound of her friend's voice. "I'm here with Bobbie and Jackie, Christy; you're safe now," Dawn hugged her heaving and sobbing friend, "We'll get you out of this in a second."

 

She seized hold of Christy's gag and pulled it off her lips, then yanked the wad of cloth out of her mouth. Christy gasped hoarsely, taking deep breaths. Her eyes were a mess of tears when Dawn pulled off her blindfold next. She blinked hard at her friend, her eyes very slowly readjusting to light. "Dawn," her voice was even more hoarse than Dawn's and Bobbie's combined, "Oh bless you for finding me...these men kidnapped me after I got lost...they've been holding me for ransom...they told my parents they'd kill me if they didn't pay them, but they were going to kill me anyway...get this dynamite off me; they can blow me up from far away, they said...!"

 

"It's all right, Christy, we're here now. We'll have you loose in a minute. You guys get her ropes; I'll take care of all this dynamite," Dawn told Bobbie and Jackie. She gingerly started pulling the tape holding the dynamite in place away as the two brunettes begun untying Christy. "Where am I?" Christy glanced around the shed, "How far am I from...?"

 

"We don't have any clue exactly where we are either, Christy," Bobbie admitted to her friend, pulling the ropes around Christy's knees loose and tossing them aside, "They kidnapped us too when they found us looking for you back by the cave we found your backpack in. They had us bound and gagged like you in an old van not far from here; we just managed to get loose not that long ago, and we came this way and found you."

 

"We were terrified to be kidnapped and tied up too, Christy, so don't feel upset," Jackie added, putting a sympathetic hand on Christy's shoulder as her friend sniffed loudly. She glanced furiously at the explosives, which Dawn had stacked on the floor next to the chair, "I can't believe they'd be cruel enough to put that stuff on you, Christy."

 

"You won't believe some of the things they did to me, Jackie; it was terrible. You have no idea how terrified I've been...God, I've never been so scared in my whole life...!" Christy started crying hard again.

 

"It's OK, Christy," Jackie gave her friend a warm hug, then bent down and untied the last set of ropes around Christy's ankles, "There, you're free now, Christy. Let me help you up here."

 

She took Christy's left arm, while Dawn took her right, and the two of them gently helped their friend up. Christy wobbled on unsteady legs, wincing on her injured ankle. "You guys'll have to help me; I can't walk on my own. My ankle hurts too much from spraining it earlier," she admitted, grimacing from the pain.

 

"We'll give you whatever help you need, Christy," Dawn assured her, pulling the cloths Christy had been gagged and blindfolded with over her friend's head and tossing them to the floor. She and Jackie gingerly helped Christy out of the shed. "Which way now?" Christy looked around at the unfamiliar territory.

 

"Cooper Lake's to the right, I'm assuming," Bobbie pointed to the right, "Once we reach there, we can hail down a chopper or any..."

 

Without warning, there came the terrifying crack of a shotgun not far from where the four of them were standing. A bullet slammed hard into the nearest tree. "Hold it right there, all of you!" shouted Leo, having appeared without warning from behind the cabin, shotgun raised, "Don't move!"

 

"RUN!" Bobbie's scream echoed just as loud as the shot had been. She burst into a full run into the bushes, the others straining to keep up behind her as another shot rang out. Christy's heart beat faster than ever before as she tried to keep her legs going as fast as Dawn's and Jackie's. They may have gotten free now, but the four of them weren't out of the woods yet by any stretch of the imagination...

 

 

































CHAPTER TEN

 

 

"DUCK!" Bobbie cried out a warning as another shot slammed into a tree inches from them. While they had a good head start on Leo, Christy still felt nervous. She stumbled to remain upright as her friends started running faster. "Why don't we zigzag!?" she had to point out nonetheless, "Going in a straight line isn't helping...!"

 

There was another sharp crack from the rifle. With a loud cry, Jackie abruptly toppled to the ground. "Oh my God, Jackie!" Christy screamed at the horrible sight, "Oh Jackie, no!"

 

"Ow, ow, ow!" Jackie was clutching her leg in anguish, blood spurting from under her fingertips. "Don't worry about me, guys, just get Christy out of here!" she whimpered between gritted teeth.

 

"No, we're not leaving you; come on!" Christy strained to pull her back up. Bobbie pulled Jackie up and slung her over her shoulder. Leo was gaining ground now as they rushed down an embankment into a deep ravine. "There, under that outcropping!" Bobbie suddenly pointed to a large overhang of rock to their right, which was shielded from general view by a thick canopy, "Hurry before he sees where we're going!"

 

She and Dawn hustled Christy and Jackie towards the outcropping and under it, making it just before Leo crested the hill. "What luck!" Dawn exclaimed, seeing another cave under the outcropping. They rushed inside and went as far back into the darkness of the cave as they dared. "I can't go another step!" Jackie whimpered, grimacing horribly in pain.

 

"Just a little further, Jackie!" Bobbie continued carrying her back further and further until it was pitch dark around the four of them. They came to a stop and froze up as footsteps rumbled up above them. Their hearts in their throats, they waited with baited breath. Then, they heard Leo growl in frustration. "Don't tell me you lost them!?" Vinnie could be heard shouting in the distance.

 

"They can't have gone far!" Leo bellowed, "You go that way, I'll go this way! And hurry!"

 

Footsteps pounded away, and soon all was quiet outside the cave. "Oh that was close," Dawn breathed a sigh of relief.

 

"Yeah, we should be safe in here for the moment," Bobbie nodded, digging out a flashlight and flicking it on, "Help me get Jackie comfortable so we can take a look at her leg."

 

She took off her backpack, unrolled her sleeping bag and laid in on the cave floor. Jackie, her face flushed with terrible pain, haltingly sat down on it, still clutching at the gunshot wound. "You'll have to let us see it, Jackie," Christy told her softly, hoping her medical training would come in handy. She felt faint when her friend removed her fingers; while the wound was shallow, there was blood everywhere. "Oh my God," she choked up, "Oh my God, I'm sorry, Jackie, it's all my fault this happened to you!"

 

"Your fault!?" Jackie spoke up, her voice higher than normal, "No, no, Christy, this isn't your fault!"

 

She threw her arms around her friend sympathetically. "Yes it is my fault, Jackie!" Christy wasn't swayed, "I should never have stayed behind on the trail; you and Dawn and Bobbie wouldn't have been dragged into this, and...!"

 

"Christy, listen to me," Jackie took hold of her friend's head and stared right into her eyes even as she grimaced terribly from the wound, "Christy, don't beat yourself up over this. I'm not angry at you, so don't be angry at yourself. Understand!?"

 

Christy nodded softly. "If we had some forceps of some kind, maybe we could get the bullet out..." she started to reason.

 

"Actually, there might be some in my backpack," Jackie's face lit up, though still flush with pain. She reached for it and started unzipping compartments. "Here," she hefted them out and handed them to Christy, "I place my fate in your hands, Dr. Bryant."

 

"No need to be some melodramatic," Christy chided her, although she still felt nervous despite her first aid experience. Taking a deep breath, she maneuvered the forceps towards the wound. She closed them around the edge of the bullet, hoping she had enough of a grip on it. "OK, brace yourself, Jackie; this may hurt a lot," she warned her friend. Jackie nodded and took a deep breath of her own. Christy prayed for the best and pulled. The bullet came out without much resistance. Jackie grimaced horribly but did not cry out. "Thank you," she commended Christy through gritted teeth.

 

"Glad to help, Jackie," Christy rubbed her hair reassuringly, "Now get me some bandages; we don't want the wound getting infected."

 

"Got it," Bobbie rifled through Jackie's backpack herself and pulled out a roll of bandages. She handed them to Christy, who quickly wrapped up the bleeding wound on Jackie's leg. "That should do for now, Jackie," she assured her, "Better you stay off your feet for a while, though."

 

"Good work, Dr. Bryant," Jackie smiled in congratulations. Christy smiled back as she ambled over to the other side of the cave and plopped down against the wall. Exhaustion was starting to set in for her; she hadn't slept at all during her ordeal, and the fatigue from the lack of sleep and all the struggling was starting to overwhelm her...

 

"Hey," Dawn plopped down next to her, "I figured you could use someone to talk to right now."

 

"I guess so," she nodded softly, feeling very much like talking at the moment, "Thanks Dawn."

 

"Here, I think you could use a drink and some food," flicking on her own flashlight, Dawn handed a bottle of water and a candy bar to Christy. Christy eagerly eat and drank them; she had felt direly hungry, having last eaten almost twenty-four hours ago. "First off, Christy, don't blame yourself for what happened to Jackie, please," Dawn stared pleadingly right into her friend's eyes when she was finished eating, "It's the fault of the man who shot her, no one else's, all right? Jackie's going to be fine now that we got the bullet out and taped up the wound, so don't beat yourself up, promise me that."

 

Christy nodded softly. She leaned back against the cave wall and grimaced terribly herself as her dislocated shoulder touched the wall a little too hard. "You OK?" Dawn took her hand, "Where does it hurt you, Christy?"

 

"All over, Dawn," Christy mumbled between clenched teeth. Apart from the dislocated shoulder, the slash wounds, and her sprained ankle, she felt the painful effects of rope burns all over her arms and legs, and her lips felt bruised from the gag. "I just feel like my whole body's in anguish right now, to be honest, so if I could swap it for another..."

 

She clenched her teeth and tried to block out the pain, which, now that the imminent threat of death was over, was feeling worse than ever. Her face also felt sore from the repeated slaps she'd taking during her time as a hostage. "You were scared when you were tied up in that shed, weren't you Christy?" Dawn asked her gently, putting an arm around her, "It's OK to have been; I was scared too when I woke up and found myself tied up in the van."

 

"Yeah...yeah, Dawn, I don't think scared comes close to describing how I felt," Christy nodded, the tears starting to flow again as she relived the horrible ordeal again, "I don't think I've ever been more terrified in my life than by what those men just put me through. It's just a horrible experience to be left that helpless. You're all alone, you can't move a muscle in your body, can't make a sound at all, can't see, can't hear...I was petrified to feel that helpless and unable to get out of it. And it felt like...like...every second was going to be my last. When those men did all this..." she gestured at her reddened face and the slashes on her arm and leg, "I was scared they were going to kill me then and there. And then, just before you and the others showed up, they said they were going to kill me even if my parents paid them my ransom. You can't imagine what it feels like to think you're going to die before you've even begun to live...oh Dawn, I'm so glad you came and got me out of there!" she hugged her best friend as hard as she could, "Bless you, bless you so much!"

 

"Hey, Christy, it was the least I could do," Dawn was crying tears of delight herself, "How could I not help my best friend since first grade!? Every waking moment I was a prisoner in that van, I was determined to get out and get to you, because, heaven help me, I don't know how I'd manage without you, Christy. I can't bear life without you. Don't cry, Christy; I promise you, the worst is over, we're going to get you home."

 

"I hope so, Dawn," she sniffed, "All I want to do now is just go home, hug my parents, and then go to bed for a month and pretend this whole nightmare never happened. They were so scared when those men called them to say they'd kidnapped me; this must be torture for them, wondering if they'll get me back home alive or not. The sooner I can let them know I'm OK, the better."

 

The two of them continued hugging for what seemed an eternity. Finally Christy let out a loud yawn. "Actually, I don't know how much longer I can stay awake right now," she said, her eyes feeling heavy.

 

"Go ahead and go to sleep if you want, Christy; I'm tired out too," Dawn yawned herself, "Here, let me make it as comfortable for you as possible."

 

She unrolled her sleeping bag and laid it out on the floor, then pulled a blanket out of her backpack and rolled it up to make a pillow for Christy as she lay down. "You just rest easy, Christy; I'll be right here with you if you need anything," she assured her, taking hold of her hand for extra assurance.

 

"I appreciate everything, Dawn," Christy closed her eyes and tried to will herself to sleep, desperate to find some peace for at least a little while.

 

    *

 

Jonathan saw movement in the woods about a half mile up ahead. It looked a like a group of police and agents, but he felt it better they not know he was there. He slid into the bushes to his right and peered out through the shrubbery. Fortunately, the men were speaking loudly enough for him to hear. "You hear something?" one of the agents said out loud, looking in his general direction.

 

"Nah, and if so it was probably just a bobcat," another said dismissively. Jonathan gulped as he saw a sheet-covered stretcher in front of the men. His heart abruptly froze. If this meant they'd just found Christy...

 

"What have we got here, guys?" it was Haverford, Jonathan saw, appearing in the woods ahead, "Oh Lord," he grimaced, "Please don't tell me that's...!"

 

"No, it's not, thank God," the first agent assured him, "But it's pretty gruesome regardless. It's the remains of Nancy McCrory the missing hiker, and as you can see, she got put through a whole lot of misery before she died."

 

"I see," Haverford looked green, "Yep, I think those escapees are definitely behind Mrs. McCrory's murder and the Bryant girl's kidnapping, all right."

 

"How can you tell, sir?" a younger looking agent on the fringe of the group, also looking green at the crime scene, asked.

 

"I worked her earlier case too. They killed her husband the same way as her," Haverford told him grimly. Jonathan saw a painful expression forming on the man's face from the bushes. "Nancy and Craig McCrory were driving on Route 71 on the other side of the park to visit her brother in Beaverdale when Gravelson and the others hijacked their car by pulling a stranded motorist trick on them," Haverford continued, "They forced the McCrorys to drive into the woods at gunpoint, then tied Nancy up and locked her in the trunk, apparently saving her for later. Then they dragged Craig deeper into the woods, took all his money, roughed him up a bit, then killed him and did that," he pointed to the stretcher, "to his body. Luckily Nancy managed to get loose and break out of the trunk before they came back for her, and was able to get to the highway, and hail down a state trooper before they could catch up to her. Her testimony sunk Corlick and White at their trial for that crime and their other crimes."

 

"Only now they got her in the end," one of the agents mumbled softly, "Do you suppose they lured her out here, or...?"

 

"No, I'm guessing it was sheer tragic luck. She must have run into Gravelson at some point while out hiking in the park and recognized him, and he grabbed her and abused her and killed her, both in revenge and to make sure she couldn't squeal on him until Corlick and White escaped. Poor Nancy," Jonathan could see tears in Haverford's eyes now, "She and Craig had been so happily married before it happened; she was too heartbroken to live for so long after that, and couldn't bear to come near here. I kept in touch with her after the trial; she'd hinted she was going to try and face her fears of these woods and hike through them-only the worst possible thing happened to her instead. At least she and Craig are together again now..."

 

"So if we don't hurry it up, the Bryant girl and maybe her friends'll meet the same fate as Mrs. McCrory here," a state trooper mused darkly.

 

"So let's get cracking then," Haverford ordered, "We at least know Gravelson has been here; spread out everyone in all directions and get the dogs over here to get a scent. "I'll go bring the relief search teams up to speed and make sure they have descriptions of both the girls and the fugitives. Call me if you get anything before I get back."

 

Jonathan felt it was time to bail out. Staying low in the bushes, which were quite thick, he crept down towards a ravine to his right that was out of the agents' sightline, trying not to make too much noise. He wanted to be well away before the dogs got there.

 

He wiped the sweat from his brow as he stood up out of the bushes once he was well out of the agents' way. For several hours now, he'd been searching the fringes of the park on his own, and had found no trace of Christy at all. He was starting to get fatigued and hungry. But he wasn't going to give up when Christy was in such extreme danger, as Nancy McCrory's gruesome remains had more than illustrated.

 

On and on he pushed deep into the woods, skirting with what he was sure was the boundary of the state park, if not going outright over it. Finally, with the sun beating down hard overhead, he came to a halt. It was time to call a break regardless of the situation's direness. He sat down on a stump and tried to catch his breath. He was starting to get discouraged. Odds were Christy and her friends hadn't been this way at all, either on their own or by force, given the clear-cut lack of evidence any human being had been along the route he'd taken. So some rescuer he had been...

 

He sniffed the air and frowned. Something didn't smell right at all. Almost like...

 

He turned to his right...and openly retched. There was a dead, nude body in the bushes-one of the park's rangers, he recognized-Mr. Everett, a nice man who had radioed in two weeks ago abruptly to say he was quitting and hadn't been heard from since-and now Jonathan knew why, and that the call to quit probably hadn't been of his own doing. He felt nauseated. Had Christy's kidnappers done this to him? It certainly stood to reason at the moment.

 

Something else caught his attention as he reached for his cell phone: the glistening of metal. Something was parked nearby in a thick patch of shrubbery-an old rusty van. And rather suspiciously, both the front doors were wide open. "Christy?" Jonathan called out loud, rushing towards it. His heart was doing somersaults; perhaps something terrible lay inside, such as Christy's dead body...

 

...but fortunately, these fears were for naught, as the van was deserted when he took a look inside. He did, however, take note of the ropes lying on the seats and floor of the van, and the trio of knotted handkerchiefs lying on the ground by the driver's side door. Somebody, or likely more than one somebody, had been tied up and gagged inside the van at some point, he knew. Maybe he wasn't so far away from Christy and her friends as he'd just thought.

 

"Christy?" he called out again. There was no answer. He bustled further through the woods, hoping he was going the right way, and that Christy or at least one of her friends were close by-and alive. Cresting a hill, he saw an old run-down cabin and shed below. His brow furled. Could that be significant? Taking a glance around, he hustled down the hill. He noticed the door to the shed was wide open, much like the van's door had been. He rushed to it. The shed, too, was empty, but like the van, it was clear someone had been held prisoner inside at some point: there were large piles of more rope surrounding an old wooden chair in the middle of the shed, making it clear someone had recently been tied to it. Christy, he thought with a gulp? Or one of her friends? And where were they now? Hopefully whoever had been tied up in the chair had simply managed to free him or herself and break out of the shed, and was now on their way to safety. He preferred to think that, that Christy's ordeal was now over. Still, there was always the chance something terrible had happened, even with no blood visible.

 

Someone had to know about this, he knew, even if there was no trace of anyone. He reached into his pocket for his cell phone, hoping he'd be able to get a signal out here...

 

...when without warning, he received a sharp blow in the back of the head, and dropped the phone as he slumped unconscious to the floor.

 

    *

 

Christy stretched as she woke up. The nap had done good for her; now she felt very much refreshed. She checked her watch. It was now a little after five o'clock. She'd been asleep for seven hours. By now Leo and the other kidnappers had to have given up and gone far away.

 

There were low sighs to her left. On the other wall, Bobbie was still attending to Jackie. Quietly, so not to wake the still sleeping Dawn, Christy hobbled over to her. "How are you feeling now, Jackie?" she asked her, plopping down next to her.

 

"It still really hurts-too much for me to get to sleep like you did-but I do feel better that the bullet's out, so thanks again, Christy," Jackie thanked her, not looking as pained as she'd been before, "And since I didn't get a chance to say it earlier, I'm glad you're safe too; I was worried stiff something had happened to you since the last time we'd seen you."

 

"Yeah," Bobbie nodded, "You've always been a great friend, Christy; there was no way we were leaving the mountain until we knew you were safe."

 

"And you two are great friends too," Christy hugged the two of them in turn, "I don't know what I'd do without either of you."

 

"What time is it?" Dawn asked sleepily as she woke up.

 

"A little after five," Christy told her, "We'd better go out and try and get someone's attention; I don't want to spend another night alone in the woods."

 

"Agreed," her best friend nodded, "Can you walk on your own, Christy?"

 

"Let me try," Christy took a couple of steps, stumbling; it still hurt too much to put her weight on the sprained ankle. "I could use your help, Dawn," she conceded.

 

"That's what I'm here for," Dawn put Christy's arm around her shoulder. Bobbie helped Jackie up as well. "Entrance was this way," Dawn gestured towards a faint ray of sunlight in the distance.

 

"Wait," Christy held up her hand. A reassuring noise could be faintly heard, getting louder. "A helicopter!" she exclaimed excitedly, "The search teams are out! Hey!" she separated from Dawn and hobbled as rapidly as her ankle would allow towards the cave entrance, "Hey, we're down...!"

 

Suddenly a hand was clamped over her mouth mere feet from the cave entrance. Another arm dragged her down a side tunnel and wrestled her motionless. "Hello again my little meal ticket," Leo's terrifying voice hissed softly in her ear, "Didn't think you'd lose us that easily, did you!?"

 

 



































CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Christy squirmed and kicked trying to get away from him. She could hear the helicopter getting louder and louder outside. It was now or never to get away. "Christy, where'd you go!?" Dawn was calling in the darkness around the corner. Christy yanked her mouth free of Leo's hand. "Dawn, run!" she screamed to her friend, "Run, get out of here, don't...!!"

 

Her mouth was covered again. Another hand seized her hair and pulled her head back hard. Vinnie's knife was pressed right against her throat. "OK girls, if you three care for your friend here, at all, you're not going anywhere," he barked to Christy's friends around the corner in the darkness, "You all have to the count of five to come on over here, or we'll slit your friend's throat!"

 

"Don't do it, guys!" Christy pulled her mouth free again and cried to them, wincing as her hands were tied together behind her back, "Save yourselves, find a way out, don't worry about me...!!"

 

"Don't do anything to her, I'm coming!!" came Dawn's cry from inside the cave. She strode into the side tunnel with her hands up. "Whatever happens, Christy, we'll do it together," she told her friend as Harvey stepped out of the darkness and grabbed her, pulled her arms behind her back, and started tying her hands, "If we die, we die together as friends."

 

"Dawn..." Christy choked, not quite sure what to say to this open display of loyalty.

 

"OK, we've got one smart one here," Leo snapped to Jackie and Bobbie back around the corner, "Now, let's see if you two brunettes are as smart. We're still going to count to five..."

 

"Come on, we've got an injured woman in here from you shooting Jackie!" Bobbie called out desperately, "She can barely walk...!"

 

"One!" Leo started counting anyway, "Two!!"

 

"Didn't you hear us!" Bobbie continued to argue, fear in her voice, "And you can't collect a ransom if Christy's dead, so...!"

 

"We will slit her throat and the other blonde's throat!" Leo roared as Harvey held his own knife to Dawn's throat, "Three...four...!!!"

 

"All right, we're coming out, don't kill them!!" Jackie cried out from inside the cave, "Help me up, Bobbie!"

 

"No tricks, you two!" Leo warned them. Slowly, Bobbie came into sight, Jackie leaning on her shoulder, limping. "All right, hands behind your backs, you two," Leo seized Jackie and started tying her hands.

 

"Why are you doing this to all of us!" she demanded, clear fear in her voice, "We mean nothing to you, and Christy doesn't deserve to be held for ransom; she's not...!"

 

"Shut up!" he abruptly kicked her square in the chest. "STOP IT!!!" Christy screamed at him, horrified as Jackie doubled over in pure agony, "You already shot her; you've hurt her enough! How could you be so cruel!?"

 

"Oh we're cruel, my dear Christina? How flattering. Perhaps then you wouldn't mind this," he hit her square in the face, pushed her to the ground, and started bending her leg mercilessly. "You haven't begun to know cruel, young lady," he threatened her, releasing her leg so he could lash more ropes around her feet, "Which reminds me," he dug through his pocket, "I believe this belongs to you."

 

Christy recognized the object in his hand: the purple cloth she'd been gagged with earlier. "No, I don't want that thing back on...mmmmmm!!!" her pleas were to no avail as he shoved it back into place over her mouth and started tying the knot tightly enough to make Christy cry out, as it felt like it was squeezing her head. She choked hard into the cloth. "Too tight for you, Blondie? Too bad," he dismissed her. Oh don't you worry, you three," he turned to her friends, staring at him with a mixture of disapproval and fear, "We brought more than enough for everyone. One for you," he whipped out a red cloth and tied it just as tightly over Dawn's mouth, "One for you," he gagged Bobbie with a white one, "And one for you," he silenced Jackie with a blue one. "Fix their feet before you bring them along, my friends."

 

He scooped Christy up and flung her over his shoulder. Hefting a lantern, he carried her down the tunnel towards who knew where. "I had a feeling you'd gone in here, Christina," he told her smarmily, ignoring her hard kicks landing on his shoulder, "It was the most convenient hiding place for someone that came this way. We know these caverns; we've used them quite frequently for many people who we've put in your situation. So you were never free of us. And you're going to be nice and quiet now until we finish the transaction with your folks."

 

He took a hard right, heading upwards now, Christy thought. "How could I be so cruel, you ask?" he frowned right in her face, "Well my dear, you should know the world's a pretty cruel place. What I and my friends have done to you is nothing compared to what my old man did to me. I've felt the fear you feel; I've felt it to the bone. And in time, I swore I would never feel week and helpless again. And so, anytime I see someone who has it better than me, or is happy when they have no right to be, I simply bring them down a peg or two, the same with anyone who just happens to come along into my web," he smirked at her, "Vinnie and Harvey happen to agree with me, so they make good partners for my operations. So don't call me cruel, Little Miss Bryant, because you don't know what cruel is--but I'd be glad to show you what it is if you cause me any more trouble before this night's over. Anyway, here we are."

 

He'd come to a stop at the top of a crest where the tunnel seemed to dead end. He reached upwards, and Christy could just make out the wooden texture of the door above them as he opened it up and carried her up a rickety wooden ladder into a dark room--somewhere. He struck a match to a lantern hanging overhead, but Christy couldn't see that much, except that it was a rather narrow room. "Have a seat," Leo pushed her into a chair at an old table in the middle of the small room, "Before we get you nice and comfy again, we've got some presents for you, Little Miss Christina; a new vest and a new belt."

 

Christy's eyes bulged out of her head in pure terror to see what he was carrying towards her: an explosive vest. It was slipped onto her before she could do anything. "Already armed, so we can blow you up at a moment's notice again," Leo glared right into her eyes, "This is yours, too," he picked up an explosive belt and fastened it firmly around Christy's waist as Vinnie climbed out of the tunnel by himself . He and Leo started tying Christy thoroughly to the chair from head to toe. Christy was paralyzed with fear, so much so she didn't notice more dynamite being taped to her legs again, or that the tape was then wrapped over the ropes on her wrists, making absolutely sure she couldn't work them loose. It was only a low cry that brought her back to reality. Bobbie was struggling for all it was worth as Vinnie carried her up out of the trapdoor and flung her down into the chair to Christy's left at what was apparently the head of the table. She continued fighting hard, and thus it took Vinnie and Leo a good ten minutes to completely tie her to the chair and fit her with her own explosive vest and belt. Even then, Bobbie continued screaming as loud as she could into her gag and rocked her chair violently from side to side as Dawn was brought up next. She also was struggling, and strained to get out of the chair directly across from Christy after they flung her into in and started tying her to it. "You care for your friend!?" Vinnie threatened her, pointing his knife right at Christy, "We'll still slit her pretty throat right here and right now if you don't start behaving right now."

 

Dawn immediately stopped struggling and remained stone still while she was tied up and fitted with explosives as well. While Christy appreciated Dawn's loyalty to her, she wished she wouldn't give up trying to get free just for her sake. There was a low thump as Harvey carried Jackie out of the tunnel last. In contrast to the others, Jackie looked totally somber and defeated and offered no resistance to being tied to the chair at the foot of the table to Christy's right. "There we go," Harvey snicked once he'd finished taping dynamite to Jackie's legs after fitting her with her own vest and belt as well, "Everyone safe and accounted for until our transaction is complete with the Bryant girl," he gestured at Christy.

 

"You watch them, Harv," Leo instructed him, handing him a detonator, "You can blow them up if they cause any trouble--like you are now, missy!" he slapped Bobbie hard across the face to make her stop struggling so wildly and pulled her cap down over her face contemptuously, "You can blow them up or shoot them, doesn't matter to me. We'll be back down when zero hour is at hand. Speaking of which," he rounded on Christy, sneering, "Because you decided to get smart and escape, we're moving the ransom drop up to midnight tonight, so excuse us for a moment while we got call the authorities with their new deadline. And take a good look at your friends; they wouldn't be in this if you had just stayed out of our way in the first place. Pleasant dreams."

 

He and Vinnie walked across the room and could be heard climbing. A brief flash of light flooded the room, blinding Christy for a moment, before another trapdoor slid shut. Were they back in the cabin, Christy wondered? Then again, did it really matter, she thought sadly, lowering her head. They were all hostages again, and she knew Leo was right: it was her fault her friends had been dragged into the same predicament as her no matter what they tried to tell her. Her shoulders drooped as she glumly let the fact sink in that the clock was ticking away on her life and her friends' lives now, and nothing was going to stop it this time...

 

 





































CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Jonathan groaned as he came to. His head hurt from the blow. He tried as best as he could to ignore it as he glanced around the shed. It was getting dark again, and the light was dimming. He did note, however, that the chair and the ropes that had been lying around it when he'd first come in were gone. Were they being used again, he couldn't help wondering? If so, where, and on whom?

 

He rose to his feet and bustled quickly to the door. He yanked the knob hard, but the door refused to give. He was locked in. "Open up!" he shouted as loud as he could, "Someone, let me out of here!!"

 

There was no answer. Jonathan smashed his shoulder into the door repeatedly, but it refused to give. Finally, he gave up and kicked at it in frustration. He dug through his pockets. Unfortunately, his cell phone was gone now. Sighing, he sank to the floor. He'd really done it this time; now he'd gotten himself mixed up in whatever had been going on with Christy, and he couldn't call for backup. What was he supposed to do now...?

 

He heard footsteps crunching outside. He rushed back to the door and pounded on it again. "Let me out of here, now!" he shouted.

 

A gunshot suddenly ripped into the shed inches form his shoulder, making him jump backwards. "Just shut up in there, kid!" snarled a gruff voice, "I'm warning you now, you cause us any trouble and you're dead now!"

 

"You sure we're completely out of rope?" another voice spoke up, frustrated, "I wish we could fix him too to make sure."

 

"Unfortunately yeah, Vinnie, and I wish we could play it safe and fix him too, but what is is, and at this stage it doesn't matter," the first man muttered, "He's not going anywhere. Now go take care of your job."

 

"All right, all right," the second man grumbled. Their voices went silent, and footsteps walked away. Seconds later, Jonathan heard a vehicle start; probably Mr. Everett's ranger van, he reasoned. He slumped against the wall as it drove off, discouraged. He'd failed Christy. Instead of being a hero, he'd ended up being captured himself. It was his fault for not being careful if she died from here on.

 

"I'm so sorry, Christy," he thought glumly, "I'm not worth your affection in the end. I was never meant to be."

 

He glanced around the darkening shed. Surely there had to be something he could use to get out of it. In the corner were several long boards of wood. At least one of them looked like it had a sharp point. A rudimentary idea crossed Jonathan's mind. He wasn't sure if it was going to work, but at this stage anything was worth a try. He put his ear to the wall to see if anyone was standing guard outside. There was no sound at all, hinting he might well not be. He bustled over and picked up the topmost board with a sharp edge. He rushed for the door and tried jamming it underneath the topmost bolt, which fortunately was on the inside, praying the plan worked, or things look quite bleak for Christy in all likelihood.

 

    *

 

Christy didn't feel like struggling anymore. She sat stone still in her chair, her head slumped forward in misery. It wouldn't have done any good anyway, she knew with a sad sigh; there was no way she was freeing her hands from both rope and tape, which made it feel like steel had been welded over them. The ropes holding her to the chair seemed even tighter this time, in fact, so much that Christy's shoulders felt like they were being squeezed mercilessly and she was losing circulation in her arms and legs. Along with her previous injuries, she was in an excruciating amount of pain. No, she knew, struggling would only make the pain so much worse. What she was going through now was enough; she'd give anything to just end the pain now, even if it meant...

 

She squinted her eyes shut as Harvey aimed his flashlight right in her face. The light from the still burning lantern overhead provided only weak illumination, so Harvey had occasionally examined his prisoners over the last few hours with his flashlight to make sure they weren't going to leave their chairs any time soon. Christy thought this unnecessary; doing the same thing to her friends as they'd done to her assured none of them were getting free. To her left, though, this was not deterring Bobbie, who even now, hours after they'd been imprisoned in this small room, was still rocking wildly from side to side in her chair struggling with her bonds. Rolling her head wildly all around and forcing cries through the cloth holding her lips shut, Bobbie clearly wasn't going down without a fight. At first, Harvey had repeatedly warned her to stop or else, but even several hard slaps hadn't stopped Bobbie's increasingly hysterical efforts to get free, and so Harvey had backed off in the end, content to let her absolutely exhaust herself. Christy, though, was surprised Bobbie still had this much stamina left in her after so many hours. Well, she thought glumly, it was only a matter of time before she would tire out regardless.

 

In marked contrast to Bobbie's wild struggles, on Christy's right soft whimpering and sniffling could be heard. Jackie was too terrified to even bother struggling, and had sat absolutely still in her chair crying in fear for hours. In the dim light of the lantern, Christy could see the pure terror in her friend's tear-streaked eyes, the total and complete fear that was paralyzing her completely. "Poor Jackie," she shook her head sadly, "She's had it the worst of any of us throughout this whole ordeal. I wish they'd show her some semblance of mercy and just let her go."

 

She sighed loudly, knowing full well Jackie wasn't going free any more than she was. The explosive vest and belt seemed to be getting heavier and heavier each passing second as time steamed on towards the point that they'd inevitably be used. She might have been able to see and hear this time, but Christy still felt totally isolated and alone even with her friends next to her.

 

She glanced across the table at Dawn, hoping her best friend would be able to give her some comfort. While not doing so as intensely as Bobbie, Dawn was at least still trying to struggle herself, twisting around softly in her chair, taking deep breaths with her eyes closed, concentrating heavily. But Christy knew Dawn had no chance of getting free, not with tape over the ropes on her wrists either. And indeed, it was at this moment Dawn stopped struggling with a low sigh of frustration. Sadness and resignation hung over her face as she looked up to see Christy watching her intensely. "I'm sorry Christy,"she tried to say with her eyes, Christy thought, "There's no way out of this one. But at least we'll go out together. I'll be right here for you to the end, I promise."

 

Christy managed a weak nod and hung her head again, fighting with all her strength to hold back the tears again. Why didn't the kidnappers just get it over with now...?

 

It was indeed at that moment the trapdoor above swung open. It had to be well after dark now, Christy realized, as she wasn't immediately blinded with light. "It's all set Harvey," Leo leaned came down the ladder, "The ransom's being dropped now, so bring Miss Bryant and let's finish this before we leave the country."

 

He took the lantern from its hook and climbed back up. Harvey picked Christy up, chair and all, and carried her over to the ladder. Behind them, Jackie let out a loud, terrified cry, her eyes all but begging the men to take her along as well. "Oh no, Miss Gregory, you're not going to want to come with us," Leo called over to her smugly, "I'd say you and the others here have it lucky, as you'll find out in time.

 

Unconvinced, Jackie continued crying loudly into her gag, her eyes wide in fear, and started throwing herself around in her chair as hard as Bobbie had been as Christy was lifted up out of the secret room. She glanced around as she was set down on the floor. Her brow furled. It appeared they'd been taken back to the old cabin next to the shed she'd been locked in before, as the dimensions looked similar to what she'd seen on the outside. So it had been easy for them to find her and her friends in the cave, she knew with a heavy heart. They'd never been safe at all...

 

"OK, Christina my girl, you are now bound for glory," Leo handed the lantern to Harvey and picked up her chair himself, "Vinnie's out fishing your ransom out of the lake; as long as he doesn't do something stupid to get caught, we'll soon leave for the promised land--Uruguay. But first, some loose ends need to be wrapped up, starting here."

 

Christy's heart froze. That didn't sound good. Leo set her down on the ground outside, facing the cabin. Yes, it was the same; she could see the shed off to her right. But her attention was immediately caught by Leo turning the lantern's crank to raise the flame up to full power. And in a flash, Christy realized what the men planned to do to her friends. "NO, DON'T DO IT, LEAVE THEM LIVE, I'M BEGGING YOU, LET THEM LIVE!!!!!" she shrieked as loud as the gag would permit. Harvey stared at her, then coldly shook his head and smashed the lantern against the old wooden door. In seconds a brisk fire had started burning. "That's old decayed wood," Leo taunted her right next to her face, "I'd say they've got no more than five minutes before they're burned to a crisp--oh but don't you worry, Christina my dear, it'll be quick and painless for them, unlike with you."

 

"NOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!"she was utterly horror-stricken. Too shocked to struggle, she was caught off-guard as tape was abruptly wrapped around her head over her eyes. "Take care of the shed too, Harv, while I load her up," Leo called to him. Christy felt herself being lifted up again and carried who knew where, leaving her friends to die mere feet away...all her fault, she knew sadly...

 

 







































CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

"Christy," Jonathan breathed softly, staring at her through a crack in the shed's wall. He was appalled to see her tied up and covered in explosives, shaking in fear. No one as pretty as her deserved to be treated that way, he thought furiously, watching the men lifting her into the back of the ranger van. One of them, though, seemed to be approaching the shed. "Well kid, so long," he said firmly at the shed, not knowing Jonathan was standing there watching him, "Here's what happens to heroes, but at least you won't be the only one who goes out in a blaze of glory."

 

Jonathan heard a match striking. He gulped at what was going to come. It was now or never to get out of the shed. He barrelled back over to the door. Using the bulk of wood as a de facto crowbar, he'd jerked the hinges on the shed door slightly off, but they still had some way to go, and right now there was a low pop as the far wall of the shed caught fire. He had less than five minutes at most before he'd be burned alive, he knew.

 

"Come on, come on!" he cried out loud, jamming the wood under the top bolt and straining against it for all it was worth. The flames were now engulfing the far well and spreading rapidly across the ceiling towards him. Jonathan started coughing from the smoke. He pushed with all his might against the hinge, which finally after what seemed like an eternity cracked off. Now for the bottom one...but the air was now thick with smoke, and he could barely see it. Coughing harder, he bent down and fumbled around with it. He couldn't find it at all, and the flames were everywhere now. The heat was getting unbearable. He was almost out of time before he'd be incinerated to death.

 

"No good, you've got to get out now, the hard way," he knew, backing up to near the back wall, trying to see the door through the smoke, "Please God, let this work!"

 

He held his breath to keep out the smoke, closed his eyes, and charged straight at the door. It cracked off the remaining hinge and toppled to the ground, Jonathan rolling over it. He continued rolling to get any flames out that may have sprung up on his clothes. Coughing severely, he glanced at the shed, now completely engulfed in flames and looking ready to collapse. He had been extremely lucky. But that wasn't all he saw, for the cabin itself was on fire too. He realized that since Christy's friends hadn't been loaded into the ranger van with her, they likely were in the cabin themselves. Panicked, he glanced into the distance, where the van's tail lights could barely be seen in the night. If he let it go, he might never know where they were taking Christy. But on the same token, he couldn't let her friends' lives be snuffed out in turn.

 

He knew full well which choice to make. Taking a deep breath, he ran towards the cabin and crashed through the unlocked front door. His shoulder now ached hard from the repeated crashings, but he tried his best to ignore it as he glanced around the burning cabin. "GIRLS!?" he called out as loudly as he could, coughing again, "DAWN!? JACKIE!? YOU GIRLS IN HERE!?"

 

He came to a stop and listened as hard as he could. And sure enough, underneath his feet, he could hear groans and coughs. "You girls down there!?" he bent down and shouted at the floor as loud as he could, "Hang on; I'll try and find the way...!"

 

He hastily leaped out of the way as half the ceiling almost caved in on top of him. Time was desperately of the essence; the cabin looked like it was going to come down at any second. Then he saw it out of the corner of his eye: the edge of a trapdoor partialy covered by a rug to his right. He hastily kicked it open and scrambled down to the space below, where he could see the girls bound and gagged and squirming wildly as flames danced across the ceiling of the room above them. "Dawn, hold on!" he ran to her first, "I'll have to...!"

 

"Rrrrppddrrrr!" Dawn cried at him through her gag.

 

"What!?" he coughed severely; the smoke was filling up the room fast.

 

"Rrrrrpdpdrrrrr, Nnnnntttthnnnnnn!" she jerked her head wildly to the right side of the room.

 

"I'm sorry, I can't under-!"

 

"Zzzzzzzz rrrrrpdrrrrr vvvvrrrr rrrrrrrrr, Nnnnttthnnnnn!" Bobbie shrieked through her own gag to his right, jerking her own head so far to the right that she toppled to the floor, as Jackie in her panic already had. It was then Jonathan just managed to make out the outline of another trap door in the area the girls had been gesturing. "Right, I see it!" he exclaimed, picking up Dawn, chair and all and carrying her own towards it. He lifted it up with his foot and stared at the cavern floor below. "Hope you don't mind an abrupt fall down, Dawn," he asked her.

 

"Zzzzzzztt ggggtttt eeeeeee ttttttt vvvvvvv rrrrrrrr, Nnnnnnnnnttthhnnnnnnn!" she begged him in terror. Scared himself, for the ceiling of the room was starting to collapse above them, Jonathan lifted Dawn over the opening and let go. She cried out as she hit the floor below, but at least she was alive. He rushed over to where Bobbie had fallen and dragged her over to the edge, accidentally sending her flying down on top of Dawn when he tripped over something he hadn't seen on the floor sending that crashing below as well. He heard the creaking of roof joints above; the cabin probably didn't have too much longer to stand. He barrelled for Jackie and pushed her as quick as he could through the trapdoor before diving down it himself. He landed hard on the cave floor, sending even worse pain through his shoulder, but he knew he was safe now, as were Christy's friends. Trying to ignore the pain in his shoulder, he rushed to them and dragged them down the tunnel one at a time, well out of harm's way should the cabin finally collapse. "It's OK girls, it's OK now," he still had to shout to be heard over the flames above as he pushed their chairs upright on the cavern floor, "You're safe now, and...Jackie, Jackie, I said you're all right now," he put his hands on her shoulders as she continued shrieking in terror at the top of her lungs into her gag, her eyes bulging wide out of their sockets, "You're not going to die now, Jackie. I'm going to untie you and your friends now, OK?"

 

He gently pulled the gag off her mouth. "Bombs!" Jackie all but screamed at the top of her lungs once her mouth was free, jerking her head downward at the explosives on her chest, waist, and legs. "I see," Jonathan nodded solemnly, "OK, I'll do what I can with those in a minute."

 

He turned to Dawn and pulled off her gag. "Dawn, I saw them leave with Christy; they locked me in the shed," he told her breathless, reaching over her to ungag Bobbie as well, "Did they say where they were taking her!?"

 

"No!" Dawn coughed from the smoke she'd inhaled above, "They didn't say a thing about where she was going, but now that her ransom's being paid, they're going to kill her, I just know it, just like they tried to kill the three of us now! Oh thank God you were so close, Jonathan; we'd be dead now if you hadn't been!"

 

"Glad to help," Jonathan said, worried gravely for Christy now. "Um," he examined the explosives on the girls closely, "I guess none of you are familiar with explosives, because I'll be honest, I don't know which wires are which," he confessed to them.

 

"I'm not a rocket scientist; don't look at me for help!" Bobbie snapped, clearly still in a deep fear mode from her close scrape with death. Her eyes glanced upwards at the inferno still raging in the cabin above. "Hey, I think that looks like a toolchest over there," she exclaimed, gesturing with her head at an object on the cavern floor near the edge of the trapdoor. "I see," Jonathan nodded, recognizing what he'd tripped over above, "Well, hold on a moment, then."

 

He bustled over and grabbed the toolchest just before a large section of the floorboards collapsed into the cellar, making him jump. He rummaged through it by the light of the fire till he found a pair of pliers. "OK, who wants to be the volunteer?" he asked the girls, nervous deep down knowing he was shooting in the dark with what he was about to do.

 

"I'll do it, Jonathan," Dawn spoke up, looking more than a little scared, "If it goes wrong, at least I'll be with Christy in the next life if we can't get to her in time."

 

"OK," Jonathan bent down and examined the explosive vest she was wearing carefully. The explosive belt and the dynamite taped to her legs he knew he could take off and get rid of, but the vest was locked on and had to be disarmed. And there were multicolored wires everywhere. "Tell you what; I'll let you pick, Dawn," he told her gently, "Which one do you want me to try?"

 

Dawn gulped audibly and scanned over the wires carefully. "Yellow," she said nervously after a long pause.

 

"OK then, wish me luck," Jonathan's hand was shaking as he maneuvered the pliers into place around the yellow wire. He closed his eyes snapped them shut-and breathed a huge sigh of relief when the vest beeped and went off. "Good call," he commended Dawn, untying her upper body from the chair and taking off the explosive vest and tossing it aside once all the ropes were off.

 

"Very," Dawn still looked faint from the tense moment, "Don't get rid of those pliers just yet; they put tape over the ropes on my hands, as you might have noticed."

 

"I see," Jonathan nodded. He stepped behind her chair and clipped the pliers over the tape until they had sliced a hole down the middle of them. "How did you get out here, Jonathan?" Dawn asked him, staring right at him, "What made you think of coming this way, when no one had...?"

 

"Christy," he told her, quickly untying her hands now that the tape was off and bending down to take off her explosive belt, "I've been...well, the truth is...what's so funny?"

 

"I knew it," Dawn was laughing now, "I just knew it, Jonathan Hilbert; you're in love with Christy; I could just see it in your eyes every time you've come face to face with her over the last few months; you've gone completely blank around her, the sure..."

 

"Hey, what about us!?" Jackie cried at him, gesturing with her head at her still active explosive vest.

 

"Oh, yeah, of course, sorry, Jackie," Jonathan bustled over to her, put the pliers into position over the yellow wire on Jackie's vest, prayed that this vest was the same as Dawn's, and cut. Fortuitously, Jackie's vest disarmed as well. "There, you're good," he told her, snipping through the tape over her wrists. "Here, Dawn," he handed the pliers to her, "Finish untying yourself and go take care of Bobbie. I'll get Jackie untied."

 

"Right," Dawn starting working on her remaining ropes. Jonathan returned to Jackie and untied her as quickly as he could. "How are you, you OK?" he asked her gently.

 

"Well, my ribs hurt like mad from when one of these guys that grabbed us kicked me, and my leg still hurts from where I got shot earlier, but I guess I'm fine," Jackie said softly, the color starting to return to her face. She breathed a huge sigh of relief when Jonathan removed her last batch of explosives. "Like Dawn said, thanks so much for being nearby, Jonathan; I was sure that was the end for us..."

 

She sniffed loudly. "It's all right, Jackie, you're OK now," Jonathan gently helped her up once he'd gotten her loose, "All we've got to do is find Christy in time before something terrible happens to her." He glanced up the tunnel. "Did any of you three remember how you got here from down there?" he asked the girls.

 

"In fact I do," Bobbie rubbed her ankles once Dawn finished untying her. "It comes out not that far from here," she bent down to retrive her cap, which had fallen off when she'd been pushed into the cavern, and plopped it back on her head, "I can lead us out."

 

"OK, you do that," Jonathan told her, "Somebody's got to have seen this fire up there," he gestured up at the burning wreck of the cabin above them, "Once we're outside, and I've got an idea which way is which, you girls wait outside the cave for the authorities to come; tell them which way I've gone, so they can back me up-hopefully in time."

 

"And if you don't get there in time?" Jackie raised an eyebrow.

 

"Well at least...at least I'll've tried," Jonathan conceded, knowing full well there was a chance he'd be unable to reach Christy before the kidnappers do whatever they had planned to her.

 

"I guess that's the best we can ask for. Actually, I know how to make absolutely sure. The rest of you, up the tunnel," Bobbie shooed everyone away from the trap door. Gathering up all the explosives, she took a deep breath, tossed them upwards towards the flames, and rushed for the safety of the tunnel just as a tremendous explosion rang out above. "Good thinking," Jonathan commended her.

 

"I don't like to brag, but I earn my honor roll spots," she bragged a little now that the danger was over. "Can you walk, Jackie?" she asked her friend.

 

"Pretty much, but it still hurts a little," Jackie did grimace a little when she tried to take a few steps.

 

"OK then, I'll help you again," Bobbie put an arm around Jackie and gently led her up the tunnel. Jonathan glanced back at the cul de sac behind them, still burning. There was no way the authorities could have miss the explosions that had just gone off. Hopefully they'd be at whatever was left of the cabin in time for the girls to direct them to follow him.

 

"Jonathan," came Dawn's hand on his shoulder. She looked deathly worried. "Just please promise me you'll find Christy and bring her back alive. She's my best friend; I need her, so just promise me, please!?"

 

"Promise, Dawn," Jonathan took her hand, "I'll do what I can to save her."

 

"Thank you," she nodded softly, "Here," she handed him back the pliers, "Christy was wired as well; you'll need these for her."

 

She bustled to catch up with her friends. Jonathan still felt nervous as he raced after her and the others. Time was already of the essence, and while Christy's friends had certainly needed saving, he'd taken a lot of time doing so. Hopefully not enough time to make a difference had gone by...

 

    *

 

Christy heaved in misery, sobbing intensely as the van bumped along to wherever the kidnappers' destination was. She felt like dying right now. The guilt of knowing her friends were likely dead now weighed brutally on her soul. She had let them all down. She didn't deserve to live.

 

Thus, she paid little attention as the van slid to a stop at last. The kidnappers got out, but left her inside at the moment. "Got it?" she heard Leo ask.

 

"Pretty reasonable, acutally," Vinnie sounded excited, "It's not twenty million, but it is at least five. The Bryant girl was certainly worth using as a hostage in the end."

 

"No one saw you?"

 

"Nope, I snatched the money up right after they threw it in the lake."

 

"Good, load it up. Harvey and I will prepare our guest for her last trip," Leo snickered. Moments later, Christy heard the back doors of the van opening. "OK sweetheart, time to get you ready for the last part of our clever escape," Harvey told her, lifting her chair down and carrying her in it, "Since you can't see a thing, for your benefit, Leo managed to secure a plane after we set up our hideout out here, to be used in emergencies. Well, I'd say leaving the country constitutes one. You'll be coming with us at first, but in the end your trip will be a whole lot shorter. Let's get you packed in here."

 

Christy heard the legs of her chair thump on wood as she was set down. "You know, the thing about explosives, they need to be done very delicately if they're to work properly, my dear Christina," Leo whispered softly in her ear, "Luckily we're the type of people you can trust with it; we each had overlapping stints in the army before they threw us out and we went into business for ourselves, so to speak. So don't you worry, because the arrangement we're going to set up right here will work smoothly and kill you in an instant at the exact moment we want to detonate."

 

Christy went numb again as something heavy was slipped around her neck. Something else was forced into her hands behind the chair. More explosives, she knew with a sinking heart. Even feeling guilty over her friends' deaths, she was terrified that they intended to do this to her, to kill her this way. She was frozen in fear as more explosive apparatus were set up and wired up underneath her chair, taped to her chest on top of the explosive vest, attached around her neck like a necklace, and otherwise stacked around the enclosed space she now seemed to be in. "That'll do," Leo proclaimed, "About fifty pounds of explosives for you, my dear. But there's always the chance they won't go off, even though they are waterproof. So, I hope you don't mind a little more weight to make sure you sink straight down when you leave this plane..."

 

Christy shook her head frantically; the explosives were more than enough! But what felt like a pair of concrete blocks were promptly placed under her feet and tied to her ankles, while iron weights were slipped over her head in increasing numbers until she had no choice but to bow forward under the weight. More weights were locked into place under the seat of her chair and around her wrists. "There we are, another twenty to thirty pounds; this'll sink her either way," Vinnie proclaimed confidently when it was over.

 

"Yep. So all that's left for us to do is nail her into this crate and we'll be ready to put her out of her misery," Leo snickered, "By now you'd appreciate that, wouldn't you, Christina?"

 

Christy felt him rub her face. She jerked her head away in revulsion. "Oh don't feel bad; you've done us a great service, my dear," he was mocking her now, "Thanks to you, the three of us can enjoy our retirement, so you've done us an awful lot of good. Unfortunately, now that your folks have paid up, we have no further use for you. So before we take off, you're going into the lake, which means the question will be, will drowning in the water or the explosives kill you first? It'll be interesting to muse that on our way to South America. OK boys, nail her in."

 

He stepped away. There was a thud as the crate's lid was put into place, and then loud bangs as it was nailed shut. Christy miserably weighed her options. Would drowning or being blown up be the better way to die? The latter seemed at least painless, but she wanted to have a body for the police to find, so her family could give her a proper funeral-they deserved that much. Whichever way she died, hopefully her suffering would be minimal.

 

The nailing stopped. She felt the crate being lifted up and carried into the plane, wherever it was. She was set down inside and pushed to the right-close to the door, she wondered? She couldn't even shift around in her chair to get more comfortable for her last few moments on earth, the combined weight of her explosives plus the ropes far too much for her to move an inch. She begged they'd just get it over with so her suffering would end.

 

The door was slammed shut next to her. "Ready in there?" Leo called to her inside the crate. Christy heard a click outside, and seconds later every piece of explosives around and on her buzzed to life. "You now have exactly four minutes to live, princess," he taunted her, "Start 'er up, Harvey."

 

The plane's engine sputtered to life. It's loud rumble plus the ticking of the bombs drowned out most sound to Christy. She hung her head in defeat as she felt the plane starting to move forward. After what felt like an eternity, she heard the door pop open next to her. It was time. "Ready?" Vinnie shouted to be heard over the engines, "It's showtime, Miss Bryant."

 

She merely nodded inside the crate as it was pushed a few inches to her right, likely on the edge before the drop into the lake. "Have a nice afterlife," Leo gave her one final taunt, "We'll remember you always down in South America. Now."

 

Christy fell absolutely sick as she felt the impression of tumbling head over heels through space. The fall to the lake probably only took a second, but it seemed like an eternity before she hit the water with a loud jolt. The crate cracked under her slightly from the impact, then slowly began sinking. Christy felt the water lapping against her sneakers; seconds later it had risen almost up to her knees. "Goodbye everyone," she shook her head sadly as she sank rapidly downwards, the bombs still ominously counting down to oblivion, "I'll miss you all..."

 

 









































CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

...when suddenly her sinking was arrested at about the point the water reached her shoulders. Christy snapped out of her stupor. She could hear someone groaning, straining, trying to pull her up. And sure enough, she felt the water start to sink down again. It was down to about her thighs were she felt a sharp jerk and toppled flat on her back, the rest of the water draining away out of the crate. "Christy!" came a familiar cry-Jonathan's. "Christy, are you alive! Say something if you are!"

 

"Mmmmmmmm!" she cried weakly. Her will to live was returning, but how much time was left to the explosives? She heard a thump and a low cracking, then felt the night breeze on her face as the front was ripped off the crate. "Christy!" she heard Jonathan exclaim again as she was tilted back upright. "A minute thirty," he mused, scared, "Oh boy, um...well, let's see what I can do here...!"

 

Christy felt the bomb hung around her neck being removed, followed by a loud splash. More splashes followed as Jonathan could be heard tossing several explosives into the lake. "Let's see, let's see...!" he mumbled, frantic. Christy heard a click as the explosive collar deactivated around her neck and was hastily pulled off. Another click heralded the deactivation of her explosive vest and the bomb in her hands, followed by a sharp pain as the explosives taped to her legs were peeled off and thrown away. But time was ticking, and there were still many more left. Her heart was nearly frozen. "Forty-five seconds," Jonathan seemed deeply concerned as well. "Oh well...!"

 

Christy felt the tape over her wrists being snipped off. "Christy, here's the plan if I can get this in time," Jonathan's voice was hyper now, desperately pulling at the ropes holding her to the chair, "Once I get you loose, just grab on to me; we're going to have to swim for it. I got all them off you, but there's too many to worry about-thirty-five!-just hold on real tight to me and don't let go, OK-come on, come on...!"

 

Christy nodded frantically. The beeping was getting louder and louder, there had to be less than thirty seconds left. "Please God, please God!" she begged for her life and Jonathan's to be spared.

 

Slowly the ropes fell off her one at a time. "Fifteen...ten...got it!" Jonathan roared as the last rope fell free, "Grab hold, Christy, now!" he all but threw himself into her lap, apparently deciding there was no time to worry about her gag and blindfold at the moment. Christy seized hold of his waist and felt him dive into the water. She held on as tight as she could as he started stroking hard in some direction. "Hold your breath!" he cried, plunging underwater. Christy did the best she could as a loud explosion behind them could be heard. Moments later, Jonathan resurfaced and kept swimming hard, the sound of burning getting softer and softer behind them. Finally, he came to a stop and let her roll off his back. She slid into a sitting position in the water, which only came to her waist now; they must have been close to the shore now. She gasped, relieved; she was safe now. "It's all right now, Christy, it's over," Jonathan pulled her into a hug. His fingers seized the gag and pulled it from her lips. "Oh Jonathan!" she gasped, still trying to catch her breath as the tape was peeled off her eyes. She stared out at the lake once she could see again. They were no more than twenty feet from the beach now. Out in the middle of the lake, a burning vessel could be seen. "What's...?" she started to ask.

 

"It was moored to a dock by an empty cabin not far from here," Jonathan pointed to the cabin in question, "Which means I've got some answering to do to someone eventually. But when I saw them loading you into that plane and heard their plans, I rowed as far out into the lake as I could and hoped I'd get to where they'd drop you in time. Are you OK, Christy!?"

 

He started at her with deep concern. "Dawn!" she abruptly remembered her friends' predicament, "Oh God, Dawn, Jackie...!"

 

"They're alive, Christy; I got to them in time before I found you; I was in the shed I guess you were in earlier," he assured her, "The authorities probably picked them up by now, so don't you worry about them; I'm just worried about you; I have been since I learned you'd been kidnapped..."

 

"You did this for me!?" she was impressed.

 

"Yes, Christy, anything for you," he put an arm around her, "I...I...I love you, Christy Bryant. You're the most beautiful girl I've ever met, and you're so wonderfully sweet too. If anything had happened to you..."

 

"Oh Jonathan," she gushed, tears of joy flowing now, "That is the sweetest thing anyone's ever said to me. Thank you so much for this...for everything."

 

She hugged him, sobbing hard now. "I was so scared!" she confessed, "I tried to be brave, but they threatened my life every chance they got; I couldn't help being scared!"

 

"You were very brave, Christy," he assured her, stroking her hair, "And you survived. So don't feel bad about it at..."

 

"Listen!" she held up her hand. Sure enough, a helicopter could be vaguely seen circling over the lake, following the now ascended plane. Gunfire rang out from the plane, but that only triggered return fire from the helicopter, which almost promptly caused a major burst of flames as the plane's engine exploded. With a shriek, the plane plunged down towards the woods on the other side of the lake, where a tremendous explosion rang out after it disappeared from the two teens' sight. A large fireball then arced into the sky. "They're gone," Christy mumbled softly, letting out a deep breath of relief, "Now I am really free..."

 

She then noticed the helicopter starting to zoom in the direction of where she and Jonathan were sitting. "Hey!" she rose up and waved her hands wildly, "Down here!"

 

"Down here; she's alive and OK!" Jonathan joined her in waving. "YES!" they exclaimed simultaneously as the helicopter indeed started descending. Christy felt tremendous delight inside. The nightmare was finally over.

 

________________________________________

 

"There they are, down there," the pilot pointed to a clear area right next to the main ranger station at the front of the park. He started lowering the helicopter to the ground. "We'll have a medical staff ready for you once we land, Miss Bryant," he told Christy in the passenger seat next to him, wrapped in a blanket, "You'll get the best treatment possible."

 

"I just want to see my parents again," she said softly, "I need them right now."

 

"Think I see them now, Christy, so you'll get your wish," Jonathan pointed out the window from the seat behind her. And indeed, Christy could make out the two familiar figures now rushing for the helicopter. A deep, deep smile settled on her lips as she pushed open the door once the helicopter had touched down and rushed as fast as she could towards them. "Oh Christy!" her mother was all but screaming in delight as she pulled Christy into a strong hug, "Oh Christy, we thought we'd never see you again! Oh my baby, are you all right!?"

 

"I am now, Mom," she was crying tears of joy, switching over into her father's arms. "If anything had happened to you...!" he was beside himself with joy, joining his wife in smothering her with kisses, "Did they hurt you!?"

 

"I'm afraid so," she confessed, feeling her leg and shoulder hurting again for the first time in a while.

 

"Well they're going to pay for every dirty thing they did to you, mark my words," he growled furiously.

 

"You don't have to worry, Mr. Bryant; their plane crashed shortly after takeoff from where they tried to drown your daughter. We just confirmed the kidnappers are all dead," one of the helicopter pilots leaned out the window towards him.

 

"Well, that is a relief. And as for you," his expression brightened as he saw Jonathan climbing out of the helicopter now, "You, young man, have my eternal gratitude for saving Christy's life as I heard you did. If there's anything you ever need..."

 

Christy wasn't paying attention anymore. She noticed her friends over by the ambulance parked nearby. They seemed all right as far as she could tell. It was at this moment Dawn caught a glimpse of her, let out a whoop of delight, and rushed towards her. "Thank God!" she cried, hugging Christy tightly, "I don't know what I would have done if you hadn't made it!"

 

"I'm just glad you're all right too, Dawn," she told her friend happily, "You are all right, aren't you?"

 

"We are now that you are, Christy," Bobbie piped up, helping the still injured Jackie over. Christy hugged the two of them in turn, glad they had made it. "Next time, though, let's stick to the familiar trails," she half-joked with them.

 

"Oh I hope there isn't a next time," Jackie also seemed in a somewhat joking mood now that the danger was all over.

 

"Miss Bryant," a medic called over to her, "We'd like to take you to the hospital and get you all the treatment you need. Your folks can come along with us; I can guess you would want them with you."

 

"You guessed right," Christy smiled warmly over at her parents. She caught a glimpse of Jonathan standing off to the side, watching. "One thing first," she told the medic. She bustled over to the boy. "You'll come by later, right Jonathan?" she asked him warmly.

 

"If you want me to come, Christy, I'll be there," he affirmed for her, "Anything for you."

 

"I appreciate that, Jonathan Hilbert. And before I go, I've got something for you," she leaned close to him and gave him a huge kiss, the first of her life, and one she meant from the bottom of her heart. She held it for what seemed like an eternity before finally pulling off. "I love you, Jonathan," she told him with a deep parting smile, appreciating that he was smiling back, looking like she'd just made his every dream come true-and for saving her, she'd be more than glad to. She gave him one final wave before walking back to her parents and plopping down on the gurney by the back doors of the ambulance. "Jonathan really is great," she confided to her parents, walking alongside the gurney as it was gently pushed into the ambulance, "Why I didn't see him sooner I don't know now," she waved to her friends as they were helped into a second ambulance nearby.

 

"Well you do see him now, and that's all that matters," her father nodded, bending down to give her a hug, "And for making sure you were able to come back to us, he's perfect for you as far as I can see."

 

"Absolutely," her mother agreed, giving Christy a brief hug of her own, "I don't know what our life would be like without you, sweetheart."

 

"Thanks Mom," she hugged her back, "I'm going to rest up till I get to the hospital, if that's OK."

 

"Whatever you want, sweetheart," her father assured her, "Your mother and I are right here if you need anything at all."

 

He gently stroked her hair as she lay down and closed her eyes. Christy felt better than she had in years as she slowly drifted off to sleep at last. Her ordeal was over, it wasn't going to happen again, and she'd found love despite the horror she'd faced. Everything had worked out in the end, and best of all, she could live to tell the tale. It felt so wonderful to be alive.
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