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    1 WELCOME TO MONTANA 
 
   Dragging a dead guy’s smelly, swollen carcass across the lawn in roasting rays of sun was a daunting task. Remington had to exert every ounce of his energy into it. His sixteen-year-old scrawny frame shook, trembled, moaned, and groaned. With his heart fluttering and his dark brown eyes about to bulge out of his head, it took extremely concentrated willpower not to vomit all over his red flannel shirt and brand new blue jeans. 
 
    Remmy was thankful he had spotted the miniscule family cemetery while hiking his way up to Uncle Brad’s place. It was the prettiest, coziest looking cemetery the boy had ever laid eyes on. Several pink dogwood trees lined the perimeter. The home-made gravestones were clean, and it was obvious someone had recently weedeated around them. A small, wooden bench had been constructed a few yards from the cemetery. Even though the engravings on the stones were nearly impossible to read, Remington guessed it was his aunt and possibly a cousin he didn’t know about who were already buried there. The teenager didn’t know their stories but hoped to learn more about them when he contacted his parents. He wished he had the strength to make it back down off of that mountain to find help, but his body had already taken just about all it could endure. 
 
    With his back getting sorer with each and every tug, the young man wasn’t sure he would be able to get his uncle back to that cemetery he had admired on his way to the cottage. I have to do this, he told himself. There’s no choice. Gritting his pearly white teeth, Remington pulled on Uncle Brad’s stout, hairy arms and slid him another few inches. I hope I’m doin’ the right thing. Another tug. This is surely not what I expected when I came out here for a visit. 
 
    A tan goat plastered with white spots baahed at him from her enormous pen next to the house. “Not now. I don’t have time to meet you yet,” Remington told her before giving his uncle’s corpse another jerk. 
 
    Forty-five minutes and about a dozen strained muscles later, Remington finally managed to heave the body over to the cemetery. Wiping the sweat from his narrow forehead, he asked himself where a shovel might be hiding. 
 
    Prowling around the property, he discovered multiple outbuildings and sheds — but no digging tools. 
 
    Remmy sat on a rugged piece of firewood and rested his head on both fists. I’m not about to tunnel a hole six feet in the ground using my bare hands. There has to be a shovel around this place. 
 
    He tried to rack his brain. Maybe he used it recently and forgot to put it away. Yes, that had to be it! Remington traipsed back over to the cornfield where he’d found his uncle’s body. 
 
    Sure enough, a shovel was laying in the dirt about twenty yards away. As exhausted as he was, Remmy was determined to get this job done and over with. He quickly grabbed the shovel, but something didn’t look right. 
 
    What on earth? he thought. Surely that’s not blood on the handle. Just in case it was, Remington didn’t risk touching the substance. Instead, he toted the shovel to the cemetery and began digging a pit right next to the grave he assumed had belonged to Aunt Mary. 
 
    The soil was rockier than anticipated, and Remmy feared the job would be next to impossible. Squatting down to remove a softball-sized stone, he couldn’t shake off the pain in the back of his sticklike legs. 
 
    No wonder, he told himself. Sure, the train ride was exhilarating. What sixteen-year-old wouldn’t jump at the chance to travel across the country totally unsupervised? The walk, on the other hand, that was a different story altogether. 
 
    Resuming his upright position, Remington thrust the blade into the ground and gave it a good kick. This is going to take forever at this rate, he thought as the spade scarcely bored its way into the dirt. 
 
    He wouldn’t have been anywhere near as tired and sore had Uncle Brad actually picked him up at the station in Libby — not that the boy was upset about that or anything. It’s not like being hauled around by a dead man would have made the journey any easier. 
 
    Remmy had been walking since 3:30 am — precisely thirty minutes after he had gotten off the train. Before leaving Farmington, his parents made him promise not to talk to anyone he didn’t know, regardless of the circumstances. That wouldn’t have been a problem except for the fact that his cell phone had no reception in Montana and he was stranded at the depot all by his lonesome. 
 
    Wiping more perspiration from his brow, Remington glanced over at Uncle Brad. His eyes were still open. His body reeked. Remmy had been to funerals before, but somehow the sight of a deceased relative in his natural state was much more difficult to bear. 
 
    Remington pulled off his flannel shirt and gently laid it over his uncle’s face. Much better. As a  matter of fact, I think I’ll take off my undershirt too. I’m baking out here! 
 
    The boy’s vacation was not starting off anything like he had expected it to. Not only was he not going to get better acquainted with his long-lost uncle, but Montana wasn’t anything like what he had envisioned. 
 
    When he stepped off the train, he anticipated seeing a bunch of bow-legged cowboys there waiting to pick up their kin. Nope. No cowboy hats, no cowboy boots, spurs, or large belt buckles. Just homespun, ordinary folks. He expected to see wide, open plains with fifty miles between homesteads. Nope. That’s not the way things were at all. 
 
    For half an hour Remington had sat there anxiously waiting for Uncle Brad to barge in and introduce himself. When his dad’s brother didn’t show, he could only assume the man had gone to the wrong depot or had forgotten about him altogether. That’s when Remmy came to the conclusion he was going to have to hoof it to his uncle’s place. Checking out the map on the side of the depot, Remmy was disappointed to find himself eighteen miles from where he needed to be. That’ll probably take an entire day to walk. 
 
    It hadn’t taken quite as long as Remmy thought it would, but he was worn clean out. If the clean-cut young man wasn’t so determined to be responsible, he would have just forced his way into the cabin and taken a nap on the first piece of furniture his eyes fell on. But his dad’s brother deserved a proper burial. 
 
    According to his guestimations, Remmy had dug a hole about three feet deep, six feet long, and four feet wide. He still had a long way to go, but he had to take a break. His body felt weaker than ever, and he feared he might pass out at any second. 
 
    Sinking the shovel blade into the dirt, he made his way over to the goat pen. “Hey girl,” he said to the nanny who had been baahing at him for the past forty-five minutes. “Looks like you’ve been well-fed. You’re a chunky little thing, aren’t ya?” 
 
    Remington reached a calloused hand over the rusty barb wire fence to pet her fluffy looking coat, but she backed up a few steps and regarded him curiously. “It’s okay, girl. I’m Brad’s nephew. I’m gonna be staying out here for a little while… maybe anyway.” 
 
    Nanny wasn’t quite ready to trust him. Lowering her head, she began grazing just far enough from the fence to be perfectly out of his reach. 
 
    Remmy sat on the lawn next to the old fence. Oh, it feels so good to get off of my feet. I am beat! For a few minutes, he watched the goat graze in silence. Then he pulled his phone out of his pocket to examine some of the pictures he had snapped on his torturous walk to Troy. 
 
    In time, each snapshot would aid him in telling a story. The first image, for example, even though it was blurry due to its being snapped in dim lighting, was of an enormous statue of a bald eagle he had encountered about half a mile from the train depot in Libby. It was the first thing that really stood out to him on his walk. 
 
    Then there was the lime green street sign advising travelers Libby was eighteen miles ahead. Wow, did that ever bring back a painful memory! After leaving the station, he had walked for what seemed like an eternity and was sure he only had a few miles left before reaching Troy. Eighteen miles, he remembered thinking. How is that even possible? I’ve been walking forever! 
 
    Scrolling through photo after photo, he looked forward to the day when he would get to share them with his loved ones back in Farmington. I can see the look on Mom’s face now when I tell her about this one, he thought as he looked at the picture of a run-down mechanic shop in Troy. It was there he learned that Uncle Brad didn’t truly live in the town of Troy, but on the outskirts. After walking around the quaint little community for a few hours trying to locate Camp Creek Road 691, Remington finally broke his promise to his parents and ventured inside to ask a mechanic where it was. 
 
    He could still hear the guy’s gruff voice explaining, “We’re right here on Highway 2. You’ll need to turn left when you go out of our door and go about a mile. Then you’ll come to a split in the road. You can’t miss it. It’s right past a rest area. At that split, you’ll wanna make a right onto Highway 56.” 
 
    Even though it would be embarrassing to tell his folks he had tramped two miles past the road he should have turned onto and had to backtrack, somehow he was confident it would add some humor to his tales. 
 
    Enough with reviewing photos. A soon-to-be decaying body needed to be returned to the dust it had been created from. After putting his phone away, Remington continued digging until he was confident the hole was big enough. 
 
    Slowly, he removed his shirt from his uncle’s face. “Sorry we didn’t get an opportunity to get to know each other. I don’t know what happened to you, but it would have been nice if we could have lived closer or came to visit or something.” 
 
    Why am I talking to a dead man? He can’t hear me anyway. Remington tried to pick up the large, hefty mass of flesh, hoping he could gently place the body in the grave. But there was no way. He didn’t have anywhere near the amount of brawn that would require. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this,” he uttered, shuffling behind his uncle’s corpse and rolling him closer to the hole. “How disgusting! I can’t believe I’m actually doing this.” Uncle Brad was one more roll from toppling into the grave. Remmy cringed. I can do this. I can do this. Instead of rolling him again, the weakling pushed with all the vigor he could muster. 
 
    Uncle Brad’s body made a loud thump as it slammed against the base of the hole; Remington thought he was going to hurl. The only reason he didn’t is because he found a way to make light of the act. It’s not like he could feel that. It could’ve been worse. I mean, nobody even saw me do it. What a horrible way to bury a loved one! 
 
    Glancing down at the body, Remington decided to finish the project. He couldn’t help but cry as he filled the hole with dirt and rocks. Burying a grown man was definitely the hardest thing he had ever done. 
 
    Remington knelt next to the fresh mound of soil. “Dear God… oh, I’m too tired to even stay on my knees.” Falling to his stomach, the boy quickly realized his muscles were no longer the only source of his pain. His belly felt raw as it connected with the ground beneath him. His entire upper body had been burned to a crisp. “God, I’m starting to think coming out here was a tremendous mistake. I took this trip so Dad could have some time to himself and could get some rest and relaxation while I’m away. But when he finds out his brother passed away and I’m up here by myself… oh God, I can’t begin to imagine.” 
 
    The last thing Remington cared to see was his father having a complete mental breakdown. Not that it hadn’t already happened, but he definitely didn’t want to make matters worse. If the boy found a way to touch base with his folks, more than likely he’d find himself regretting that decision big time. 
 
    Before he knew what happened, Remington fell asleep. Too drained to toss, turn, or even dream, he allowed his back to go right on searing in the golden sun. He snored for an hour and would have continued dozing had the sound of a rattling bag not woken him up. 
 
    Raising his heavy eyelids, he was startled to catch sight of a creature unlike anything he had ever seen before. It was pawing an empty potato chip bag he had obviously stolen right out of the teenager’s navy green backpack. Remmy was terrified but didn’t want to alarm the magnificent animal. 
 
    He stared at it through terrified eyes. It was about the height of a deer, but considerably heavier. It had a thick, white wooly coat, a scruffy beard, and two horns sticking straight up. 
 
    The animal lifted his head and gazed into the boy’s eyes. Oh, my! Remmy thought. He has a rectangular snout. Kinda looks like a goat, but cuter. I wonder if he’s friendly. “Hey, big fella.” 
 
    The creature stomped a foot and lowered his head, leaving his horns pointing straight at Remmy. “Hey, buddy. I’m not going to hurt you… please don’t charge me, okay?” 
 
    Remington rose to his knees, and the animal darted off into the woods as if he feared the boy was about to neuter him. The young man snatched up his backpack, only to discover the beast had robbed him blind. There was nothing left that hadn’t been utterly destroyed. 
 
    Frustrated and fearful the mountain goat might return, Remmy left the shovel next to his uncle’s grave and headed inside. I think I’ll have myself a nice, hot shower and then I’m going to lay down for a bit. In the morning, I guess I’ll have to go into town and find a way to get in touch with Mom and Dad. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    2 VANISHING PHOTOGRAPHER 
 
      
 
   Bare plywood floors. Empty pine-paneled walls. Two old-folks style rocking chairs with no padding. Antique cast-iron wood stove. Three-cushioned red and white plaid sofa. No doubt about it — Uncle Brad’s living room was u-g-l-y with a capital u. Definitely not a place to lay down and unwind after a long, strenuous day. 
 
    Remington meandered through the dimly lit house and found a bedroom just as hideous as the living room. A queen size bed sporting an unzipped camouflage sleeping bag as well as two grossly slobber-stained caseless pillows. No wall decorations. No lights. A disturbingly filthy cracked window partially covered by a white linen sheet. 
 
    Maybe I’ll just take a shower, he told himself, crossing the hall. 
 
    The tiny little restroom boasted itself of an aroma about as sweet as an average outhouse on a hot summer day. The only light filtered in from a small, undressed window. I don’t care. I’m grimy. I stink. I’m gonna get a shower, no matter what. 
 
    Remmy turned the spigot before casually escaping the dirty jeans that no longer looked so new. Once undressed, the boy couldn’t wait to step into the antique-looking tub. That hot water was bound to soothe his sore muscles. 
 
    Nope. Not hardly. The water was slightly warmer than a block of ice. Not only that but showering so soon after a severe sunburn was like holding a cigarette lighter an inch or so below his palm. The water droplets stung as they pelted his chest, but the pain was bearable. It had to be. Shivering, the frustrated teenager adjusted the lone knob. The pressure increased a little, but he soon realized his uncle didn’t have a hot water tank. So good to the hot shower idea! 
 
    Borrowing shampoo and an old, cracked, somewhat shriveled bar of soap from the edge of the tub, the young man scrubbed himself as clean as possible while struggling to survive the shortest shower of his life. 
 
    Getting out, he wrapped a ratty orangish-brown towel around him and headed to the unattractive bedroom, where he knelt to whisper his prayers. “Dear God, I need some guidance. Dad’s gonna pluck his beard out when he finds out about all of this. I know he deserves to hear the truth about his little brother, but God, what if that destroys the last marble of sanity he has left? Dad needs these few weeks to be teen-free. He has to be able to relax. What should I do, God? If You really want me to make my way into town in the morning, I will. But You’re going to have to give me a sign one way or another.” 
 
    Raising up and sitting on the edge of the bed, Remington caught site of a well-worn spiral notebook laying on the floor next to him. Holding it up to the window for light, he skimmed the pages. A journal? It must belong to Uncle Brad. If I couldn’t get a chance to know him in person, maybe I can through some of these entries. 
 
    Leafing through, he selected a random page and stopped: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Today was a rough day. Had to go into town for a few supplies and everybody kept staring in my direction. It was as if I’m a giant five-headed monster and they’re all terrified of me. People were pointing and whispering when they didn’t think I was looking at them. I ran into Ron and he pretended to be as friendly as he used to be, but I could tell he was just trying to be polite. He didn’t want me in town at all. I don’t belong here anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Remington didn’t know what to think of that entry. It sounded like paranoia might run in the family. He could understand why his father struggled in that area, but Uncle Brad? What had he gone through that led him to such thoughts? Did it have anything to do with the graves he had found? The boy had to find out. Flipping a few more pages, he read another entry: 
 
      
 
      
 
    It happened again. I must be losing my mind. Before I went to bed last night, I clearly remember shutting and locking the door. Woke up this morning to discover it wide open. I know good and well that I left the car parked in the driveway. Looked out this morning to find it in the middle of the woods facing away from the house. A couple of nights ago I woke up to find the grain sacks cut wide open and feed scattered all over the shed. It’s almost like I’m walking in my sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It sounded like Uncle Brad’s issues were possibly more severe than were the boy’s father’s. Remington decided to read one more log before turning in for the night. He flipped toward the end of the journal and read: 
 
      
 
      
 
    She must be an evil spirit of some kind. She came by again last night. It wasn’t a nightmare. I saw her. Fiery red hair, green eyes, gray sweatshirt, blue overalls, and white sneakers. Looked the same as she always does. Just like her previous appearances, she didn’t speak a word. Tried to suffocate me with a pillow this time. I had to punch her in the snout to get her off of me, and her nose poured the blood. Can’t be a ghost. But who or what is she? What does she want? Why won’t she leave me alone? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Great, Remington thought. This is what I read right before I go to sleep? It’s okay. I’m exhausted, and I can doze through anything. Placing the journal back on the floor, he pulled his legs up on the bed and tried to make himself comfortable. 
 
    So Uncle Brad has gone to bed with the door shut and locked and has woke up to find it open? Maybe I shouldn’t sleep with just a towel wrapped around my waist after all. 
 
    Slowly, he raised up and dropped his legs over the side of the bed. What was that? Something was at the front door. There wasn’t a knock. Just scratching. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Remington asked in a loud voice, shakily standing to his bare feet and completely forgetting about how he was dressed. 
 
    No answer came. 
 
    Cautiously making his way to the living room, Remmy peeked out the door to find an adorable Irish Setter impatiently sitting on the dull, untreated, plywood floored porch. Now there’s some protection from unexpected guests, the young man thought, opening the door and stepping outside. “Hey girl, wanna come in?” 
 
    The hair on the pooch’s neck stood straight on end. Curling her upper lip to intimidate him with her fangs, the dog began to growl. 
 
    “What’s the matter, girl?” 
 
    The Irish Setter slowly inched toward him and looked as if she was going to pounce at any moment. 
 
    “Forget you then!” Remington told her, backing up and making his way inside. 
 
    RUFF! RUFF! Of course, the stupid thing would start barking. She jumped on the door and growled. She wasn’t there looking for Remington. She must belong to Uncle Brad, the sixteen-year-old came to realize. Oh well, as long as she guards the door, I won’t have to worry about anybody busting in on me in the middle of the night. Keep barking, girl. I’m turning in. 
 
    Remington traipsed back to his uncle’s room and collapsed on the sleeping bag. About the time his head hit the filthy pillow, an urgent yelp met his ears. Remmy sprang to his feet and ran to the front door. Glancing out the window, he was surprised to see no traces of his uncle’s canine friend. 
 
    The young man’s breathing intensified. Something could be out there. It could be a setup. Whoever or whatever was haunting his uncle could be there on the property. Then again, the man could have simply been delusional. But that was a real dog. Remington had seen it with his own eyes. 
 
    Cautiously, he opened the door as quietly as he could, stepped out, and closed it behind him. “Here puppy!” he hollered. She was nowhere in sight. Still barefoot and wearing nothing but the ratty old towel, Remington slipped over to the goat pen where he called a few more times before heading back inside. 
 
    When he got to the porch, he couldn’t believe his eyes. What on earth? The teen thought he was going to pee all over himself. Someone had shot an instant photo of him and attached it to the front door with a butcher knife. The picture showed him in his towel standing on the porch. It had just been snapped moments ago. Someone was out there and whoever it was wasn’t playing around. 
 
    Remmy yanked the knife out of the door and snatched the photograph. He half-expected to hear some creepy music playing in the background as the scene reminded him of something straight out of a horror movie. Grabbing the doorknob, he discovered he had locked himself outside. It was dark. The wind was blowing. The fragrance of rain was in the air. Worse, someone was spying on him. 
 
    Frantically he attempted to twist the knob from side to side while simultaneously pulling and tugging on the door. It wasn’t moving. 
 
    A woman’s odd, faint chuckle suddenly fell upon his ears. The mysterious photographer hadn’t left. That was undeniable. 
 
    Remington rushed around to the living room window and tried to push it open. It was locked. He dashed from window to window, but none of them would budge. Back on the porch, Remington felt he had no choice. Whipping his towel off, he began wrapping it around his hand. 
 
    Someone wolf-whistled at him. Remington wasn’t sure if the person was whistling from pleasure or out of mockery, but it didn’t matter. He wanted to get out of their sight as soon as possible. Punching the thin, drafty window next to the front door, Remington reached through the glass and was able to work the lock. 
 
    Running inside, the teenager bolted the door behind him, shoved the plaid sofa in front of it, and rushed to the restroom to pull his clothes back on. 
 
    For hours he warily made his way from window to window, peering out with the hope of not seeing anyone. It appeared his stalker had vanished into the night. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    3 GOAT CRIES 
 
      
 
   The thin white linen sheet did little to deter the sun from rudely interrupting Remington’s sleep. At best, he had managed to drift off a few hours before it decided to rise and proclaim the dawning of a new day. 
 
    Before doing anything else, the frightened teenager checked the front door. Thankfully, it was still closed and locked. But what was that? Someone had slipped something under the door. 
 
    Remington picked it up and flipped it over. His forest-dwelling, camera-toting, whistling lunatic had taken a snapshot of him from the rear when he was busting the window out. A note had been scribbled beneath the photo: 
 
      
 
    Warn’t x-pectin a full moone last nite. 
 
      
 
    What kind of spelling is that? “Weren’t expecting a full mure last rite? What?... No… Wasn’t expecting a full moon last night. Ugh! 
 
    Remington could scarcely hope the laughing photographer had only taken one picture and didn’t have more in her possession. 
 
    Heading toward the wastebasket in the kitchen, he ripped the photo to shreds. If I was looking for a sign as to whether or not to head into town, I found it. There’s no way I’m leaving this house until I’m sure that nut is long gone. She could be out there watching my every move. 
 
    Remington’s stomach growled. “Okay, okay. I know I need to eat, but that stupid mountain goat took all of my food yesterday.” 
 
    He opened the fridge. Not much there. A pitcher of water. A head of wilted lettuce. Some leftover spaghetti. Not many options here, Remmy told himself, as he pulled out the spaghetti. 
 
    He spun around to put it in the microwave only to find out good ole Uncle Brad didn’t have one. Lovely! Looking around the kitchen, the teen noticed something else too. There was no dishwasher. If he cooked anything on the stove, he’d have to do the chore he hated the most — wash dishes. Nope! I’ll just eat it cold. 
 
    Finding a fork in one of the drawers, Remington made his way to the dining room table. Sitting down, he asked God to bless his food, and started to take his first bite. That’s when he heard the goats baahing like crazy. He could only hope his visitor from the night before had not returned. 
 
    Putting his silverware down, Remington nearly tip-toed toward the window he had broken out the night before and peered out onto the porch. Not seeing a soul, he looked out a window on the side of the living room. “Awww… man! How did the goats get out?” 
 
    Remmy slipped his shoes on. I wonder how hard it is to herd goats? he asked himself on his way to the front door. He slid the sofa out from in front of it. Wait. What if it’s a trap? What if she’s out there? 
 
    His whole body tensed up, and his heart began to race. If he let the goats roam, they were sure to attract wildlife. On his way to Troy, he had taken a break at a local park where he heard some folks talking about the cougars, wolves, and grizzlies that inhabited the area. The goats were making way too much noise. He couldn’t allow them to draw something onto the property that could eat them or even him. 
 
    Fearfully, he unlocked the door. His breathing nearly stopped. She could be anywhere. I have no idea what she’s capable of. If I go to the goat pen, I won’t even be able to see the front door to the cabin. She could sneak inside and be waiting for me when I come back in. 
 
    Remington let go of the doorknob and began going to each window and peering out again. He was confident no one was there. Well, almost confident. “Here, puppy!” he called through the broken glass. “Puppy, where are you?” Of course, she didn’t come. Why would she? It’s not like she knew his voice. 
 
    The goats continued to bleat. Every time one of their sounds met his ear, Remington cringed. What’s worse? Dealing with a lady who’s a few screws short of a hardware store or evil spirit or whatever she is or encountering a grizzly? 
 
    Remington put his hand on the doorknob again. Those goats have milk, he told himself. If I let them get eaten, I’m not going to have anything but water to drink. 
 
    Slowly, he turned the knob, but his body was trembling uncontrollably. He turned it back and relocked the door. Okay, maybe there’s a gun in here. There has to be something I can use to protect myself. 
 
    Remington searched the house from top to bottom, but there wasn’t a trace of a gun. He did find a canister of bear spray though. Quickly glancing at the label, he understood that the entire can could empty within 15 seconds if he needed it. Okay, I could use this against a bear or against that deranged camerawoman if I have to. At least it’s something. 
 
    Pushing the canister into his jeans pocket, he went back to the door and managed to get it open. Scanning the tree line, he cautiously crept toward the goats only to find them trotting away from him. This is not going to be an easy feat, he told himself as he ran toward the closest one. That doe may have been a little on the chubby side, but she outran Remmy in three seconds flat. 
 
    Kneeling, the boy held out his hand. “Come here. I’m not going to hurt you,” he said to another goat who was looking at him like he was off his rocker. 
 
    Sneakily, Remington crawled toward her. “I’m not doing anything. Just sitting here watching you,” he lied. Before he knew it, he was close enough to reach out and grab her. But he knew better than to make any sudden moves. Ever so slowly, he raised his arm up off of the ground and… she ran! Idiotic goat! 
 
    I guess I’m being stupid anyway, Remington told himself. I haven’t even checked to see if anything’s wrong with the pen. If I catch ‘em and there’s a whole in the fence, they’re just gonna get right back out. 
 
    Standing to his feet, Remington skirted around the goats and headed toward the main pen. The red metal gate was wide open. I know it was latched yesterday evening when I was burying Uncle Brad. I wonder what happened?... she had to have done it. 
 
    Remington walked through the open gate and approached the tiny shed. He suddenly found himself overcome with the feeling of being watched. Someone was following him. He was so certain, he was afraid to even turn around. The boy wanted to run and scream for help. But he had walked an hour and a half up the dirt road just to get to his uncle’s house. Who was there to hear his cries? Holding his breath, Remmy turned to look over his shoulder and sure enough, he was being trailed — every one of his uncle’s goats had tagged along with him into the pen. “Really? You stupid goats! You followed me into the pen?... So I guess chasing you doesn’t do any good. You prefer to be led, huh?” 
 
    Carefully, Remington skirted around the goats and closed and latched the gate. None of them seemed to mind. Remington turned and walked back toward the shed. Okay, so the gate was open. The goats were wandering about. The creepy spirit lady must have stayed on the property last night. She might be in the shed. Maybe she fell asleep? 
 
    Remington’s breathing became shallow again as he tip-toed up to the shed, realizing she could be watching him. She could be waiting for him to step through the doorway. With an axe. Or a shovel. Or who could even guess what she might have in her hand? For whatever reason, he had to know if she was there. 
 
    Continuing to tip-toe, he made his way through the doorway. At first glance, the coast seemed clear. There was a lot of junk in that old shed, but no people. Not unless she was hiding inside of or behind something. Remington grabbed a metal pipe that had been laying on the ground. Holding it like a baseball bat, he crept through the shed, thoroughly checking out every potential hiding spot. Fortunately, he found the building psycho-free. 
 
    Feeling less at risk of coming under attack, Remington plopped down in the middle of the goat pen with the hopes of making a friend or two. He sat as still as possible, just waiting to be approached. He was perfectly content with them completely ignoring him until he saw it. Surely his eyes were playing tricks on him. No. They weren’t. It had really happened. 
 
    Rising back to his feet, he felt his jaw come unhinged. He didn’t mean to stand there gaping like that, but who or what would do such a thing? He knew it wasn’t a what. It was a who. Why would she? 
 
    He crept over to the edge of the fence to get a better look. Uncle Brad’s grave had been dug up, and his body was unaccounted for. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    4 BASEMENT CREEP-OUT 
 
      
 
   No books to read. No television to watch. No board games to play. No one to talk to. Too scared to wander far from the cabin. There was only one thing left to do. It was time for an afternoon nap. 
 
    Shoving the sofa back in front of the door, Remington breathed a sigh of relief. Kicking his shoes off and peeling the sweat-filled shirt off of his back, Remmy yawned. 
 
    Lazily dragging his feet, he made his way into the bedroom. But that relaxing doze he was dreaming of wasn’t about to happen. Laying right there on his pillow was yet another snapshot. This time it wasn’t of him. There was an image of a mountain lion with an accompanying note which read: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Looks like u had moor than 1 stocker 2 day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was in the house. In my room. I was right outside. She must have been watching me, again. What is she up to? Just trying to scare me away or what? 
 
    Remington desperately wanted to talk to someone, but there was no one there. Just him, the mysterious photo snapper, and the frightening cougar picture. I hope the mountain lion thing is a gag. But something tells me it was really out there. She probably saw it. 
 
    Remington sat on the edge of the bed and picked up Uncle Brad’s journal. Somewhere hidden in those pages there had to be a clue. Something that would tell him who he was up against: 
 
      
 
      
 
    The evil spirit showed up in broad daylight this time. And she brought me a note. Said “This land is sacred. It does not belong to you and never will.” I told her that wasn’t true. She ran her finger across her throat as if threatening to behead me and then darted off to wherever she came from. 
 
      
 
    Remington was thankful to have perused the entry. But he should have stopped reading there. The next one was even more unsettling: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Went into town to file a police report on all of the strange happenings around this place. Two different officers practically laughed in my face. Asked me if any flying saucers had flown over my house recently. 
 
      
 
      
 
    His snooping was interrupted by the sound of something slamming against the door. Remington grabbed an ink pen off the nightstand. He knew it wasn’t much, but if nothing else he could at least use it to gouge someone’s eyes out if he had to. 
 
    Quietly, he crept to the living room and peeked out the door. The dog. She was back. “Okay, girl. Are you here to growl at me some more or are you ready to be friends?” 
 
    As if she understood him, the dog lifted one paw. “Okay, I’m gonna take your word for it,” Remmy said, moving the sofa and opening the door. “Come on in and make it snappy.” 
 
    The Irish Setter ran inside, and Remmy shut and locked the door behind her. The canine ran straight to the kitchen, sat, and put both paws up in the air as she whined. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? Are you hungry?” 
 
    She barked in the affirmative. 
 
    Remmy patted her on the head. “Hey, what’s this?” he asked, flipping over a tag on her collar. “Cola? Is that your name?” 
 
    Of course she didn’t answer him, but Remmy knew the answer to that question. “Okay, Cola, let’s find you something to eat. Does Uncle Brad keep any dog food in here?” 
 
    He opened cabinet after cabinet. Nope. Not a single piece of pet food. “He must have it somewhere else, girl. Give me a minute.” 
 
    Remington returned to the bedroom and searched the closet. No dog food there either. 
 
    There was only one other place to check, and he really didn’t want to go there. He had opened the door once before, but dark basements really weren’t his thing. 
 
    RUFF! Cola was not okay with his lollygagging. Fear or no fear, she was hungry. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ll check the basement. But you’re coming with me!” 
 
    Opening the door, Remington felt for a light switch. Of course there wasn’t one. Did Uncle Brad like the dark or what? Placing his hand on the railing, Remington slowly proceeded down the stairs, shaking like a leaf, and unable to see any further than two feet in front of him. Cola was practically glued to his heels. 
 
    Twenty-three steps later, he reached the bottom. Dirt? He has a basement with a dirt floor? That’s not creepy or anything. Cobwebs decorated the corners while mouse droppings adorned the tops of old, dilapidated cabinets. 
 
    Remington watched every step he took, terrified of what he might stumble over. Cola suddenly perked her ears up. Her tail shot high into the air. 
 
    “What do you hear, girl?” 
 
    Cola’s answer came in the form of her dashing away from him. From the other side of the basement, Remmy could hear her growling ferociously. She was glaring at something, hopefully not at someone, hiding behind an old deep freeze. 
 
    “Look, it’s obvious you’re in here. If you want me to call the dog off, you’re gonna have to tell me who you are and what you want,” Remington said in a voice cracking from fear as his legs attempted to give out beneath him. 
 
    No voice came. Only more growling mixed with an intermittent low-pitched bark. Remington balled a puny fist and slowly ambled toward the freezer. Why did I come down here? Why am I so foolish? If she kills me down here, she can bury me right here in this dirt, and it’ll be years before anybody finds my body. 
 
    Still, he continued walking. It was like he had no control over himself. Something inside was forcing him to approach that freezer. It wasn’t his choice. His legs had a mind of their own. 
 
    It was only three feet away now. Remmy had both hands balled into fists. If somebody’s over here, they must be crouched down. That gives me the advantage. I can jump right on top of ‘em… but then what? 
 
    Holding his breath, the young man took several more steps and then he heard it. An unfamiliar buzzing sound unlike anything he had ever heard. Whatever it was, the noise wasn’t coming from a human. With his eyes widening and his body stiffening, Remington stepped out away from the freezer while trying to peer behind it. 
 
    Oh, man! Really? Remington thought, freezing from terror. Cola was staring down a coiled snake. The noise was coming from what looked like a thin, rapidly moving pine-cone attached to the end of his tail. The reptile’s head was sticking up just slightly above the rest of his body and every couple of seconds he would stick his tongue out for a second or two. A rattlesnake? It has to be. But in the basement of all places? “Get away from there, Cola!” 
 
    Cola didn’t listen. Instead, she jumped toward the snake and barked more intently. Remington looked for a hoe or something he could kill it with. But he saw nothing. Not unless… it was worth a shot. 
 
    Backing around to the front of the deep freeze, Remington slowly tilted it up in the air. Wow, this thing’s heavier than I thought. Putting all of his body weight into it, the sixteen-year-old tipped the box over, and it crashed to the ground, causing its lid to fall open. 
 
    A maroonish colored liquid poured out everywhere. Tell me that’s not what I think it is! No. It’s not blood, and it most certainly has nothing to do with Uncle Brad. Tell me it doesn’t! 
 
    Remington thought he was going to break down in tears at any moment as he slowly maneuvered himself around so he could peek inside. “Jars! What’s this, Cola?” 
 
    The freezer was at least half-full of canning jars. Several of them had shattered upon impact and spilled out everywhere. Curious, Remmy stuck his finger in some of the sticky mess and brought it up to his tongue. Some kind of jam? Tastes kinda like blueberries, but sweeter. Mmm. Remmy ate some more before deciding it would be wise to put the freezer back in an upright position. 
 
    Going back around to the front, he grabbed a hold and attempted to flip it back upright in as gentle of a fashion as possible, hoping not to break any more containers. After wrestling it to its proper position, Remmy was terrified to see the freezer hadn’t crushed the rattlesnake after all. It was gone. Free to slither up the stairs. Free to snuggle in his bed. Free to hide out in the toilet or to scare him in the shower. I’m never gonna sleep tonight. 
 
    “Come on, Cola. Let’s go upstairs and find us both something to eat. It’s not safe down here.” 
 
    Remington found himself ascending the stairs much quicker than he had descended them. Getting out of that basement was the best feeling he had had in a long time. 
 
    “I saw some cereal in one of these cabinets. For now, let’s eat some while it’s dry. Then, after breakfast we’ll go out to the goat pen and get some milk.” Not that I know how to milk a goat, but I’m not gonna tell her that. She’ll think I’m a loser. 
 
    Remington found the cereal and began to look for a bowl. Then he remembered — no dishwasher. Washing dishes was definitely the last thing he wanted to add to his agenda. 
 
    Pouring half of the box on the floor, Remington said, “Here, this is for you.” 
 
    Cola oinked-out on it as if she hadn’t eaten for two days. “Slow down, you’re gonna get choked, and I’m not about to do the Heimlich on you.” 
 
    Remmy reached into the box and started eating cereal by the handful. Cola wasn’t the only one with an appetite. Before he knew it, the box was completely empty. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    5 UNDER ATTACK 
 
      
 
   Who would have guessed potato chips would be such a hit with goats? That was one way to get the doe to stand still. Sliding the stainless-steel pail beneath her udder, Remington let out a nervous chuckle. 
 
    Teaching myself to milk a goat. This is gonna be interesting. He reached toward her teat but jerked away just as quickly. “I can’t believe I’m about to do this. Girl, I sure hope you’re gonna cooperate with me.” 
 
    Reaching under her again, Remington gingerly grabbed one of her teats with his pointer finger and thumb. “Here goes nothing,” he said, squeezing it like a bottle of mustard. Nothing came out; the doe stepped sideways with her back feet while continuing to munch on chips. 
 
    “I feel so stupid right now,” Remington laughed, reaching in again. “I can do this. It can’t be that difficult.” 
 
    He squeezed again, in the same fashion as before. Squeeze. Let go. Squeeze. Let go. Squeeze. Let go. Nothing. Totally dry. 
 
    “Maybe I have to pull down,” he said. 
 
    Eventually, after much trial and error, he got the hang of it and continued the process with each of the nannies. “See, nothing to this ranching thing. I got this!” 
 
    Picking up the pail, Remington headed for the gate. That is until the most chilling sound he had ever heard startled him from behind. Turning around, he found a mountain lion lurking just outside the fence. Instead of seeing the goats as his prey, it seemed to have its eyes trained on him. 
 
    Remmy dropped the bucket and milk went everywhere! Cola wasted no time. Not concerned for her own safety whatsoever, she charged the cougar. “NO! COLA! NO!” 
 
    Remmy wanted to help her, but he didn’t know how. The bear spray. Oh, man! I left it in the house. While Cola and the lion were tussling, Remington sprinted back to the cabin and desperately searched for the bear spray. By the time he found it, everything had grown quiet. 
 
    Gripping the canister with both hands, he shakily walked out on the porch. “COLA? COLA? ARE YOU OKAY?” 
 
    Faintly, Remington could hear the sound of whimpering. At least she was still alive. But where was the cougar? 
 
    Not sure where his strength was coming from, Remington held the bear spray in front of him like a gun as he steadily made his way toward the whimpering. Cola was laying on her side, and a pool of blood rested on her neck. 
 
    “Oh, girl. This happened because you were defending me. I’m not gonna let you die, but I can’t mend your wounds out here. He might come back and then we’re both in trouble.” 
 
    With raging adrenaline, he picked the dog up in a cradled position and rushed her back to the cabin as quickly as his legs would carry both of them. Once inside, he shut the door and laid her on the floor. She didn’t move anything but her eyes, which appeared to follow him as he left the room. 
 
    Rushing to the restroom medicine cabinet, Remington rounded up all of the supplies he could find and ran back to the living room. Having never tended an injured animal, Remmy was scared of getting bit. But she wasn’t scared of having that mountain lion rip into her flesh to save me. Even if she bites me, I need to show her the same kind of love she showered me with. 
 
    Remington laid a towel across her neck and began sopping up the blood. As much as he had tried to be brave and strong, his tears began to flow. Cola was losing a lot of blood. She could die, meaning she literally gave her life for him. 
 
    Within forty-five seconds, the towel was drenched. Sobbing, Remmy rushed it to the sink where he washed it and wrung out the excess water and blood so he could repeat the process. 
 
    After repeating the cycle several times, he was finally able to see the wound. The lion’s claw had gashed her pretty good, but it wasn’t as deep as Remmy had imagined it was going to be. 
 
    “This is going to sting a little, Cola. But Mom always puts this kinda stuff on me when I get hurt. Says it’ll keep it from getting infected.” 
 
    Twisting off the lid to a bottle of rubbing alcohol, the teenager apologized. “I’m so sorry, girl. It was stupid of me to go out there without the bear spray. This is all my fault. Hang in there, Cola. You’re gonna be okay.” 
 
    Slowly he began to pour the antiseptic on her cut. Cola let out a short series of yelps and raised her head slightly from the floor. Remmy petted her head and assured her she was going to make it. 
 
    As soon as she calmed down, Remington took his shirt off, wrapped it around her, and tied it just tight enough to keep pressure on her wound. “Thank you for doing this for me, Cola. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    Remmy laid next to her on the floor and before long, the new friends were having a competition to see who could snore the loudest. 
 
    POW! CRASH! RUFF! RUFF! Remington received the rudest awakening ever. A gunshot, followed by breaking glass, followed by sounds of an enraged Irish Setter. Wide-eyed, Remington looked around to see a broken window. POW! CRASH! Another window shattered. POW! 
 
    “Come on, Cola. I know you’re hurt, but we gotta get to the basement.” 
 
    Cola struggled to rise to her feet, but the sound of continuous gunfire gave her the motivation she needed. She hobbled her way to the basement, sticking as close to her human companion as possible. 
 
    Once they made it down the stairs and the gunshots stopped sounding, Remmy remembered the rattlesnake. It was down there somewhere. Sitting atop the deep freeze, the young man whispered, “Cola, be careful, girl. You’re hurt bad enough as it is. Just lay down somewhere so nothin’ bad happens to you. Okay?” 
 
    Cola didn’t have to be told twice. She had no desire to limp around. She plopped herself down on the dirt floor and let out a doggy sigh. 
 
    For twenty minutes, the house was silent. “Okay, girl. I think the psycho ran out of ammo. Should we take our chances on going back upstairs? I mean, the only other option is to stay down here and risk getting injected with rattlesnake venom. What should we do?” 
 
    Cola seemed to be ignoring him. She just wanted to sleep her pain away. “Cola? You okay, girl?” 
 
    Slightly raising her head, she let out a pitiful whine. “I know it hurts, girl. I know. That’s why I’m asking you if you want to go back upstairs. I know it’s hard for you to move, but, Cola, if that snake sneaks up on you, she could kill you.” 
 
    Then again, the snake could have found its way outside. Then we could be running from nothing and run right into the arms of the mad woman. Or it could have slithered upstairs and then we’d be safer down here. 
 
    “God, I’m sorry for not closing my eyes to pray right now, but I’m too scared of what might happen to me. I don’t know what—” 
 
    Cola’s ears perked up. “What is it, Cola?” 
 
    The front door to the cabin creaked open. “Oh, man. I didn’t lock the door. Cola! Somebody’s up there!” 
 
    Cola tried to stand, but she didn’t have the energy. Boards began creaking. The psycho was upstairs. The only way out of the basement was to enter the main house. They were trapped. 
 
    Remington scurried to hide beneath a small table. “Come on, girl,” he whispered. “You’ve got to get over here.” 
 
    Cola looked at him with pitiful eyes. 
 
    “Come on, Cola. You have to. Come on, girl.” 
 
    Letting out another puppy sigh, the injured canine crawled her way to Remington’s side. Together, they listened as footsteps continued through the house. It sounded as if furniture was being turned over. Things were being banged around relentlessly. The doorknob to the basement began to rattle. 
 
    “Here we go,” Remmy whispered. “Cola, don’t make a sound. Okay?” 
 
    The door creaked open, and a foot landed on the top step. Remington couldn’t see her, but he could hear her hand feeling along the wall. She’s grasping for a light switch, he told himself. For once, I’m glad Uncle Brad liked the dark. 
 
    The female creeper took another step. It sounded like she was staying in one place for a while. Probably hoping one of us will make a sound. She must not be sure we’re down here. Maybe she thinks we found a way to sneak outta the house. 
 
    Suddenly, without apparent cause, the lady retreated. It sounded as though she ran out the front door. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    6 FED UP 
 
      
 
   Exhausted. Weak. Cold. Terrified. Nothing quite like sleeping in a damp, dirt-floored basement inhabited by a rattlesnake. 
 
    Cola was up and whining, without doubt desperate to go outside. 
 
    “Alright, girl. I’m up. Let’s go upstairs.” 
 
    Remington was still a bit shaken, but he knew he couldn’t hide in the basement forever. When he reached the top of the stairs, he said, “Hello? Anybody here?” 
 
    There was no answer. The cabin reeked of silence. He only hoped the psychopath was still outside. Cautiously, he opened the door into the main cabin. Just as he did, he saw yet another photo. Wherever she had been standing when she took the picture gave her just the right angle. It was of Remington facing the mountain lion with terror written all over his face. A note was scrawled on the back: 
 
      
 
    Woulda ben a shame if u bekaim his diner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That sick woman,” Remington grumbled. “What is wrong with her? And why is her spelling so horrible?” 
 
    He walked down the hall to see what damage had been done. Just as it had sounded, everything was out of place. The sofa was turned upside down. The rocking chairs were laying on their sides. Shattered glass was everywhere. The dining room table was standing up on one end. The door was wide open. And there on the refrigerator was a blurred photograph of the mountain lion and Cola fighting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wunder were the perdy kittie is now? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whining, Cola ran out the door. 
 
    Even though Remington was highly annoyed, scared out of his mind, and as nervous as all get out, he found a chuckle somewhere deep inside of himself. “When ya gotta go, ya gotta go,” he said. 
 
    “JUST HURRY UP GIRL! DO YOUR BUSINESS AND GET RIGHT BACK IN HERE!” 
 
    Remmy wasn’t yet in the mood to clean up the disaster in the living room or the kitchen. Instead, he decided he had better check his bedroom. Sure enough, she had been there alright. His mattress was thrown on the floor and laying on top of it was another photograph — this one more frightening than the others as he had been inside the house when it was taken. 
 
    From the looks of the snapshot, the camera-wielding nutjob had snapped it from just outside one of the living room windows. It showed endless tears streaming down Remington’s face as he tended to Cola’s wounds. And of course what picture would be complete without a note? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pore lil baby. U shoodn’t have come hear. 
 
      
 
    “Argh!” Remington grunted. “When is this ever going to end? This woman is criminally insane!” 
 
    He reached over to drag the mattress back into place, but just as he did, he heard a loud yelp. “Oh, no! What now?... COLA?” 
 
    Remington ran to the door, but there was no sign of the dog. No sounds of barking or growling. No roaring. Something had happened. “Cola?... Where are you girl?” 
 
    With no response, Remmy was too afraid to go looking for her. He stepped back inside where he closed and locked the door behind him. 
 
    “Of course,” he muttered, seeing yet another image on the back of the door. It showed him carrying the bear spray out in front of him with a frightened, yet determined look in his eye. The accompanying note said: 
 
      
 
      
 
    2 bad u only have bare sprae and not a gun. Or do you have bare sprae? Ha ha. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tell me she didn’t,” Remington groaned before running back to his bedroom. Sure enough, the canister of bear spray was gone. She had taken it without any concern for his safety whatsoever. 
 
    Remington fell on his hands and knees and began sobbing uncontrollably. “She’s watching my every move. She’s toying with me. Tormenting me. She’s probably taking another stupid picture of me right now. I can’t take this. I wish she’d just kill me and get it over with.” 
 
    Remington pounded both fists against the floor. “Why me? Why God? What have I done to deserve all of this? First, I got kidnapped and forced into manual labor back in Clayville, then Titus burned down my dad’s shoe store in Farmington, and now nearly 2,000 miles away, some psycho chic is trying to destroy me. Do you hate me or what, God?” 
 
    With that, the sixteen-year-old pushed his hands to the side and fell all the way down on his belly where he continued sobbing loudly for a good five minutes. 
 
    Once he regained control of his emotions, he whined, “Okay, God. I know I haven’t read my Bible since I’ve been here. But I forgot to bring it with me. What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    Getting up from his place on the dirty bare floor, Remmy walked back to his bedroom and started checking everywhere he hadn’t already looked. Under the bed. In the closet. In the dresser drawers. “Yes! I found one!” 
 
    Grabbing the Word of God with more enthusiasm than ever, the teen rushed back out to the living room where he could have more light to read by. Skimming the pages, he found himself stopping at I Samuel 17. He wasn’t sure what it was about the story of David and Goliath, but he could read it over and over again and never tire of it. 
 
    As he read it this time, however, something inside of him began to stir. David wasn’t afraid of that giant. Everybody else was, but not David. He had God on his side, and he knew it. He may have been a little runt. He may have been young. But he wasn’t afraid. No matter how huge Goliath was, David knew his God was bigger. 
 
    Closing his uncle’s Bible, Remington went back to the door, unlocked it, and stepped out on the porch. Cupping his hands around his mouth, he hollered, “LISTEN HERE, YOU PSYCHOPATH! My name is Remington Russell, and I’m here to stay! I’m not afraid of you! I will fight for my uncle’s land. You are not going to run me off. Give it up!” 
 
    Remington wasn’t bluffing. He had had enough. Storming back inside, the boy slammed the door behind him and didn’t even bother locking it. “Come in here again and see what happens to ya!” he hollered, shoving the sofa across the room. “There’s a new sheriff in town and he ain’t takin’ nothing off of nobody!” 
 
    In no time, the infuriated teen had a plan. He got the butcher knife out and placed it under his mattress. He found a fire extinguisher and set it on the floor next to the shower. Then he unscrewed the legs from the dining room table and put each in a different part of the house. No matter where he was, if she barged in again, he would have something to protect himself with. That is, as long as Miss Nightmare didn’t get her hands on his weapons before he did. 
 
    KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK! Remington wasted no time. Grabbing a chair leg, he ran to the door. Without even looking out the window, he whipped it open to find another unpleasant surprise. There, on the doorstep, was Cola. She was hogtied, and her snout was duct taped shut. Beside her was a post-it note that read: 
 
      
 
      
 
    2 day the dog. Tomoro, who nose? Afraid now, lil boy? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Remington gritted his teeth. He was afraid, but he wasn’t about to show it. “NO, PSYCHO!” he yelled. “First of all, I’m not a little boy! Secondly, I’m not afraid of the likes of you! Thirdly, know this! I will get revenge, and you will regret ever messing with me. If you know what’s good for you, you won’t step a foot near this property again!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    7 BEDBOUND 
 
      
 
   Sadly, one part of living on one’s own includes tidying up — even if someone else made the mess. That’s a lesson Remington was learning the hard way. After picking up hundreds of pieces of shattered glass, rearranging furniture, and covering broken windows, the boy was beat. 
 
    He hadn’t gotten much restful sleep since coming to Montana, thanks to the illiterate crackpot. Fortunately, it had begun raining, and downpours always helped Remington sleep like a log. He didn’t care that it was only 7 pm. His eyes were so heavy he could hardly hold them open. 
 
    Going to his room, he laid down without taking off as much as his shoes. Cola laid down on the floor next to him. The bed had never felt so comfy. 
 
    Man, it’s hot in here, he fussed to himself after a few minutes of tossing and turning. He kicked one shoe off and then the other. Too tired to bend, he used one foot to push the sock off of the other and then vice versa. A little more tossing and turning and he threw the sleeping bag off the end of the bed. I am so tired. Why can’t I fall asleep? Why does it have to be so hot? 
 
    Desperate, Remington slipped his shirt off and tossed it on the floor as well. The raindrops hitting the ground outside were comforting. I doubt Ms. Psycho will hang out in the rain. Surely she’ll head off of the mountain. 
 
    Remington closed his eyes and lay as still as possible for at least sixteen minutes. But his mind was racing. What if she does come back? With the rainstorm, I might not be able to hear her. Well, Cola will. She won’t let her get to me. I need to find a way outta this place. But my return train ticket isn’t until June 29th. If I head into town before then, I’m absolutely positively not gonna come back up here. Where would I stay? Who’s to say I’d even make it into town? If the maniac woman doesn’t torture or kill me along the way, the mountain lion will probably turn me into a feast. Oh, I should’ve stayed home! 
 
    The sixteen-year-old’s belly began to hurt, and he was confident it was due to a lack of nutrition, fear, and little sleep. Remington unfastened his blue jeans to give his gut a little bit of breathing room. He needed to use the restroom, but was too tired to be bothered. Instead, the young man continued laying there, telling himself to ignore the feeling and it would eventually go away. 
 
    Doubling his pillow over, the teen crammed it under his tiny belly. It’s something he always did back home when he had a tummy ache. It took a while, but sleep finally caught up with him. 
 
    Before he knew it, he was having the nightmare he dreaded since he was a little boy. The one where he was standing in the restroom, urinating. That vision always meant one thing — wetting the bed. He was definitely too old for that. 
 
    Somehow, the dream woke him up precisely in time. Remington went to feel the bed, just in case, but there was a problem, and it wasn’t a soaked mattress. He was blindfolded, gagged, and secured face-down to his bed with ropes. 
 
    Scenes of horror flooded his mind. For all he knew, the psychotic photographer could be there in the room watching him struggle. She could be planning to murder him at any moment. Or she could have strapped him down long enough to collect some torturing devices and if he was still there when she returned… 
 
    Remmy refused to allow his mind to go there. Instead, he attempted to rock from side to side, but the ropes were tight. She hadn’t simply tied his hands and legs. She had wrapped the ropes around him time and time again from his shoulders all the way down to his ankles. 
 
    He had little to no wiggle room, but that didn’t stop him from trying. He squirmed and squirmed, but all that did was scratch up his back. He wished he hadn’t taken his shirt off. That was for sure. 
 
    Maybe instead of rocking from side to side, I can loosen the ropes by raising up a notch at a time. Slowly, he attempted to raise himself up. He succeeded a little because he could feel the ropes cutting into his flesh. It was no use. He couldn’t get enough leverage to get anywhere with his restraints. 
 
    Maybe if he could get the gag out of his mouth, he could chew his way free. It was worth a shot. Anything was better than nothing. Sticking his tongue out, he tried to push the gag clear of his mouth. It wasn’t happening. Whatever it was tasted nasty. It was so tight; he couldn’t even close his mouth enough to swallow his own saliva. It was oozing through his lips and dribbling down his chin. 
 
    Again, Remington tried to rock from side to side. Those ropes hurt something awful. But he couldn’t get free. 
 
    Think, Remmy, think, he told himself. You’ve got to get yourself out of here. You’re in significant danger. This woman’s attacks are getting worse all of the time. You can’t just lay here having a pity party. She could kill you, and if she does, it’ll be at least two more weeks before your family will even ask anybody to come out here to check on you. 
 
    That kind of thinking wasn’t helpful. How can I loosen these ropes? Or cut through them? Or slide out of them? There has to be a way… Oh yeah, why didn’t I think of that? The butcher knife. It’s under my mattress. 
 
    Remington tried to slide his arm toward the edge of the bed. He could move it a little, but not enough. And why had he fallen asleep right in the center of the bed? Okay, I’ll just have to bounce the mattress hard enough to get the knife. With all of his might, Remington tried to jump up and down, bed and all. He felt like a complete failure. He was at the mercy of his ruthless stalker. 
 
    Remington’s bladder was so full he was in severe pain. Not only that, but his stomach was still hurting from the night before. His back was scraped up pretty badly from the ropes. His body temperature was rising. On top of it all, he was beginning to feel nauseous. 
 
    Think about something else, Remmy. It was too late. He threw up. The gag made it difficult for all of the vomit to get out of his mouth. He felt it running across his cheek and down his chin. It got all over the bed, but he couldn’t move enough to get his face out of it. At least, if nothing else, he cooled off and his tummy felt better. But the smell. It was enough to make him want to throw up again. But I can’t. If I start that, I’ll never be able to stop. Oh, Remmy! Think about something else. No, not about how bad you need to pee. No, not about your stomach hurting again. No, Remmy. It’s not gonna turn into diarrhea. Come on, man. Think positive thoughts. 
 
    For two hours straight, the sixteen-year-old fidgeted, squirmed, and bounced. Somehow, he eventually managed to get his right arm free. It was a struggle, but he used it to get the knife, cut a few strands of rope, and free himself from bondage. 
 
    Pulling the blindfold off, he found a note on the nightstand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ur lucky to be alive, lil man. Must’ve ben in a perdy deep sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oh, how Remington hated her stupid little notes. But he had bigger fish to fry. 
 
    “Cola? Here, girl!” he called, realizing she was no longer in his bedroom. 
 
    She didn’t come running. “Cola? Cola, where are you, girl?” 
 
    Clutching the knife in his hand, Remington ever so slowly crept out of his room and through the house, checking every nook and cranny for signs of the dog or of the intruder. But there was nothing to be found. 
 
    How does she keep doing this? Day after day. Night after night. I still haven’t even seen her face. For that matter, what if Uncle Brad made up some details? What if she isn’t a she after all? Would it even be possible for a woman to do all of this? Sounds more like something a guy would do. 
 
    Suddenly, the boy’s belly began to rumble. Seriously? I’ve gone at least an hour and a half without throwing up. I thought I was done with this. His body told him otherwise. 
 
    Remmy made a mad dash for the restroom. By the time he got there, the boy felt so overheated he just knew he was going to hurl. He threw the toilet lid up and leaned over, but nothing came out. He collapsed on the floor and waited, but his body calmed down. He was going to be okay. 
 
    Standing back to his feet, Remington glanced in the mirror. “No, way! That sick idiot!” 
 
    It had to be a woman. Unless a guy put on cherry red lipstick and kissed him on the cheek while he was strapped down to the bed. Definitely a woman. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    8 THE BLADE 
 
      
 
   Why he bothered to pick up Uncle Brad’s journal was entirely irrelevant. It was nothing more than a fantastic nightmare starter. Then again, so was Remington’s life. The journal entry he was reading this time made him cringe – it appeared to be one of the last entries he had written before his death: 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up this morning to find a photograph — of a six-foot hole in the ground with a shovel lying next to it. It wasn’t out in the open. It looked like stone walls of some kind were in the background. A fire was burning next to the hole. On the bottom of the photo, she had written, “Think you’ll fit?” 
 
      
 
    Remington trembled at the thought. Still, he would have flipped back and read a few more entries had he not heard the familiar sound of Cola’s barking. It was nice to know she was still alive. 
 
    Rushing to the window, Remington was shocked to see her chained to a tree about one hundred yards from the house. The chain was short, and she barely had room to move. Opening the door, Remington hollered, “Don’t worry, girl! I’m coming out to turn you loose, and that brainless wacko better not try anything! She’s nothing but a coward. Too afraid to show her face. Always lurking about in the shadows. That’s right, crazy lady! You’re afraid of me, aren’t you? Tying up a teenager while he’s asleep? Oh yeah, you’re real tough!” 
 
    Without taking as much as a table leg with him for defense, Remington stormed out to the tree and unchained his uncle’s pooch. “Come on, girl. Let’s get back in the house before that idiot does anything else to you.” 
 
    The sound of something rustling in the leaves frightened Remmy. “Come on Cola!” he screamed while running toward the house. So much to convincing her he was brave. 
 
    Realizing it was pointless to lock the door or slide anything in front of it, Remington grabbed his pillow and sleeping bag. “We’re going to have to tough it out in the basement,” he said. Grabbing the fire poker from the collection of woodstove tools, he added, “If we see that rattler, I’ll bash his head in with this.” 
 
    Together, Remmy and Cola crept downstairs and set themselves up a semi-comfy place to sleep as far away from the stairwell as possible. Cola sat in front of him, looking him in the eye. Remington appreciated her kindness. He needed to talk. 
 
    “Cola, girl, I don’t know how much more of this I can take. I wanna go back home. Mom and Dad think I’m out here learning how to work on a ranch with Uncle Brad. I miss ‘em so much I can hardly stand it. Even if all of this craziness weren’t going on, I’d still miss ‘em. I’ve never been away from home for this long before. You’d love my family; I guarantee it. They’re really sweet people. Well, my dad’s a little bit out there. You see, we went through some difficult times and he’s terrified of everything now. Not that I can blame him. I can’t even imagine how I’ll be if, I mean, when I get out of this situation.” 
 
    The Irish Setter looked at him as if she understood every word he was saying. She laid down and put one of her paws on his lap as he continued venting. “It’s not just my family, either. Several months back, I met this kid named Titus. He moved in with some friends of our family. At first, I liked him. Seemed like a great guy. I don’t have a lot of friends, but for whatever reason he and I kind of, well, you know, clicked. That is, until he started trying to lure me into doing things I shouldn’t. He convinced me to drink with him… I know, that was a stupid thing to do, Cola. I’ll never do it again. I promise. But that’s beside the point. Titus ended up burning down half of our town. Maybe that’s a bit of an exaggeration, but he burned down several buildings — including my dad’s shoe store. 
 
    “Cola, I’d give just about anything to get out of here. To go home. To be with my family. To find out if Titus is okay. Not that I would really know seeing as to how they locked him up. But still, I’d like to be back in Farmington. I’d go, but… I don’t think I could hike an hour and a half or so off of this hill. There are too many places that psycho could be hiding.” 
 
    Cola puppy sighed. 
 
    “I know, girl. I feel ya. She hides in a lot of places here too. But at least we can get inside and hear her when she’s coming. Out there, she could jump out from behind any tree or boulder—” 
 
    Cola perked her ears up. Remington knew what that meant. They had company. “What is it girl?” he whispered, hoping the rattler had returned. 
 
    Unless the slithering reptile put on some weight and learned to walk, it wasn’t him. The floorboards overhead began to creak. “Okay, Cola. Let’s not be afraid of her this time. Let’s take her by surprise. Show her who’s boss.” 
 
    Remington stood to his feet, clutched the fire poker in his hand, and positioned himself so he could better see the stairs. The teenager didn’t know what he was going to do if the monster entered the basement, but there was no more playing sitting duck. He was a man, almost anyway. And men don’t just huddle in corners waiting to be tortured or killed. No. Men stand up for themselves. Men fight to the end. 
 
    The door to the basement opened. For the first time, Remington saw his attacker. He couldn’t make out her face; the light behind her allowed him to only see her as a silhouette. Still, he could see her. From where he was standing she looked like a giant. 
 
    Remington’s knees began to quiver. I know I said I was going to defend myself, but I don’t know if I have it in me, he thought. 
 
    Step by step, she inched her way into the basement, without saying a word. About halfway down the steps, a glint of light flickered for a second. It appeared she had a lighter with her. It lit up just enough for Remington to see what he wished he hadn’t. A shiny blade. She meant business this time. A knife in the hands of a psychopath versus a fire poker in the hands of a terrified teen. This could very well be the end. 
 
    Looking at Cola, Remington put a finger to his lips. Please be quiet, Cola, Please, don’t give us away, whatever you do. Remington knew better than to speak. Not even to whisper. He could only hope Cola understood. 
 
    The serial-killer-wanna-be made it to the bottom step. Remington could now make out her face. She fit the description he had read in his uncle’s journal to a T — except for the fact that his uncle hadn’t mentioned the giant scar she had above her right eye. 
 
    As the woman stepped onto the dirt floor, Remington was relieved that she turned in the opposite direction of where he and the dog were hiding. The main character in his living nightmare flicked the lighter a few times, holding it out in front of her for light. She crept along the perimeter of the basement. 
 
    Cola began to growl lightly. Remington tapped her nose and held his finger up to his lips again. It was too late. The illiterate, photo-snapping, note-leaving predator turned and began creeping in their direction. Before Remington knew what happened, Cola charged at her. 
 
    The woman made a mad dash for the stairs, and Cola chased after her. Remington was too afraid to move. He listened intently as the psycho and the boy’s fearless bodyguard made it to the main level of the cabin. 
 
    The stalker let out a series of screams. Cola yelped. Barely breathing, Remington heard what sounded like a bit of a struggle. Moments later, the house was silent. 
 
    “COLA?” Remington called. 
 
    Nothing stirred. 
 
    “NUTJOB?” 
 
    The house was still as quiet as could be. Remington remained frozen in his tracks for at least twenty minutes. But he couldn’t take it anymore. The teen had to know what had taken place. Still clutching the fire poker, he crept toward the stairs and ascended them cautiously. When he reached the door, he was almost afraid to walk through it. It was wide open, but still. If the dog hadn’t come back downstairs, the woman could have killed her. Or kidnapped her. Or tied her up again. The lunatic could be waiting for him beside the doorway. 
 
    Testing the waters, Remington pushed the fire poker through the doorway. If she was there, she didn’t swat it or try to grab him anyway. Hopefully that was a good sign. 
 
    The young man stepped onto the main floor, looking from side to side. “OH, NO!” he screamed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    9 HERE I COME 
 
      
 
    Remington was nauseous at the sight. It had been bad enough when Cola almost died protecting him from the mountain lion. But seeing her in her present condition was nothing in comparison. Who would stab a dog that many times and leave the knife sticking into her like that? 
 
    Worse, there was another picture. The boy couldn’t make out what it was, but it was on the front door. Remington just knew it was going to be a snapshot of Cola breathing her last breath. He didn’t want to see it, but he had to. Stepping over Cola’s lifeless body, he trudged over to the photo and jerked it down from the door. 
 
    A shiver went up his spine as he looked at it. Just like his uncle had described in one of his last journal entries, it pictured what appeared to be a hand-dug grave with a stone wall of some sort in the background. And of course it wouldn’t be complete without the note: 
 
      
 
    Do u think u’ll fit? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Remington ripped the image in two and rushed back over to Cola, where he fell to his knees and hugged her neck. Unfortunately, it was too late — she was dead. 
 
    A new wave of fury swept over the teenager. Picking Cola up, he carried her out onto the front porch and screamed, “IS THERE ANY POINT IN BURYING HER? OR ARE YOU JUST GONNA DIG HER UP AGAIN… You know what, forget you! I don’t care what you do! Cola deserves a decent burial and she’s gonna get one! Don’t you try to stop me either!” 
 
    Remington carried his best friend’s lifeless body over to the graveyard where he had previously buried his uncle. The hole was still uncovered, so he decided there was no point in digging a new one. Slowly, he lowered the pooch into the pit and dropped her when his arms wouldn’t extend any further. Afraid to leave Cola’s body for the shovel, Remington sat on the ground and began kicking dirt into the hole. 
 
    Once she was completely covered, Remington went to the shed and got the shovel. “SO DOG KILLER… DO YOU LIKE THE GAME OF HIDE AND SEEK?” Remington yelled. “Well, guess what? I do too and it’s my turn to be the seeker! Ready or not, here I come!” 
 
    For once, Remington had no fear. He was going to put a stop to the harassment once and for all. If he didn’t take drastic measures, more than likely he would never see the sun rise again. And where would she stop? She had already killed his uncle — he was sure of that by now. More than likely she had also killed his aunt and his cousin. She even butchered a dog. Yes, she had to be stopped and it was up to Remington Russell to make it happen. 
 
    Wielding his shovel of offense, Remington barreled into the woods. “You’ve met your match, lady! I’ve given you enough warnings!” 
 
    She was out there, somewhere. So was that grave she had dug. The madwoman could be anywhere, but Remmy had a feeling she was pretty close to the cabin. How else would she always know when he was outside? 
 
    The brave young man walked through the forest like an agent on a mission. There was no cautiousness about his approach. He circled the gigantic trees, climbed on top of huge rocks, ascended hills and strolled into valleys. From time to time he would hear leaves crunching, but convinced himself it was only animals playing chase with one another. 
 
    Then, out of nowhere, he was hit from above. The maniac jumped out of a tree and landed smack dab on top of him, tackling him to the ground face-first and knocking the shovel out of his hand. Remington reached for the shovel, but it was just outside of his reach. Grabbing the hair on the back of his head, she began repeatedly slamming his face against the ground. When he stopped fighting, she reached for the shovel. 
 
    Remington was down, but he wasn’t out. Rolling over, he managed to wrap one hand partially around her throat. His attacker kneed him in the groin and Remmy had no choice but to let go. She grabbed the shovel, stood to her feet, and struck him in the forehead with the back of the blade. 
 
    Remington was out cold. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    10 CHOW TIME 
 
      
 
   Remington opened his eyes, but couldn’t see anything. Not even the faintest shimmer of light. Not only that, but his mouth wouldn’t open. He was in the most painful state he had ever been in. He was laying on his stomach with his hands and arms bound behind his back. His knees and ankles were tied together. Worse, the wrist and ankle ropes were connected to one another as well. The teen’s shoes and socks were gone and his feet were cold. On top of everything, he was blindfolded and his mouth was secured with duct tape. 
 
    The teenager was humiliated to say the least. Of all people, a psychotic woman had beaten him up and taken him captive. From past experiences with her, he assumed she had left him there alone. He rolled from side to side, grunted, groaned, and attempted to stretch the ropes. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, she made herself known by grabbing his hair and slamming his face into the ground again. She whipped the blindfold off of him, revealing his terror-stricken eyes. 
 
    Remington stared at her and then glanced around, trying to figure out where she had taken him. He was laying on a damp, rocky floor. It was dark with the exception of the small fire which was burning several feet away. The walls were… stone. Panicking at such a realization, Remington jerked around more violently in efforts to escape. The woman smiled as she watched him struggle. Horrified that he was about to meet his doom, Remmy groaned some more as he tried with all of his power to twist around and kick her. But she knew what she was doing when she hog-tied him. Moving was all but impossible and even trying put him in more pain than he dreamed imaginable. 
 
    Grabbing his hair with both hands, the sociopath dragged him to a puddle of water and crammed his face down in it. With his mouth already covered and his nose submerged in water, Remmy knew he was done for. He tried to force his head back up, but he couldn’t do it. To his shock, she rolled him over to face her as she cackled so hard it brought tears to her eyes. 
 
    Crawling around behind him, the fruitcake took a pair of steel handcuffs and clamped one end to an iron loop sticking out of the rock wall. Pushing the ropes up on his wrists, she clamped the other cuff on him so tight that it hurt. There was no way he would dare attempt to pull loose as he was confident his circulation was already being cut off. 
 
    Remington could do nothing to escape from his demented captor. He was completely vulnerable. He knew it, and so did she. 
 
    The woman pulled a note out of her back pocket and held it up to his face. It read: 
 
      
 
      
 
    C how it feels. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once Miss Illiterate was sure Remington had read the note, she sashayed out of the cave with an expression of arrogance on her face. 
 
    I’ve got to get myself out of here, Remington thought. If she comes back, I’m as good as dead. I hope she doesn’t torture me first. I should have taken my chances on getting into town. I’m just an idiot. I never do anything right. 
 
    Deciding his pain and lack of circulation was the least of his worries, Remington squirmed, jerked, and tugged on the ropes and the handcuffs as hard as he could until he was completely worn out and had no more fight in him. The monster was winning. 
 
    Remington suddenly remembered the mouse traps his dad had set in the new house they had moved into. That place had been vacant for years and had been overrun with rodents. One night, a mouse got his leg trapped and chewed it off trying to get free. Now Remington knew how that critter had felt. 
 
    It wasn’t long before his bitter enemy returned carrying a skillet and wearing a wicked smile on her face. 
 
    Remmy cringed. She was going to clobber him with that pan. He could visualize it in his mind. But why is she taking it to the fire?... Is she going to brand me? 
 
    The boy was surprised to see his dangerous captor lay a rack across the fire. Obviously this was not her first rodeo. Remmy closed his eyes when he saw her place the skillet on the fire. He didn’t want to see it coming. If she were going to burn him, he’d rather not know until it happened. 
 
    The woman chuckled evilly. I hate this. Remington pulled hard against the handcuffs again, but there was no getting loose. What was that smell? And what was sizzling? This cannot be good. This cannot be good, he told himself. Something was burning, and it smelled terrible. 
 
    The sound and odor were coming closer. Remmy knew it was time for… whatever she was going to do to him. He tried to keep his eyes closed, but they popped open involuntarily when she touched his forehead with the back of her hand. 
 
    Setting the skillet on the ground, the deranged forest dweller ripped the duct tape off of his mouth, tearing a layer of skin from his lips and the corners of his mouth. Remmy gasped and tried to bring his hands up to feel the damage. What a rude reminder that he was still hogtied. “Just kill me and get it over with,” Remington grumbled. 
 
    The woman laughed, picked up a small rock, and on the side of the cave, scribbled: 
 
      
 
    Its time to eat. 
 
      
 
    Remington fearfully shook his head no, to which the mysterious photographer smiled and nodded. Turning, she put a glove on and picked up the meat she’d burned to a crisp. Even though it was blacker than the ace of spades, the long curly tail, the beady eyes, and the small, round belly gave it away. She had caught and fried a disgusting rat. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Remington insisted. 
 
    The lady rubbed her own tummy with the ungloved hand and then pushed the rat toward the sixteen-year-old’s mouth. Remmy hated being restrained. He couldn’t shove it away. He couldn’t do anything but attempt to clench his teeth. 
 
    Psycho Lady smacked his mouth hard enough to bust both of his lips and shoved the rat toward him again. Remmy shook his head in defiance. The woman grabbed his ear and stretched it so far the boy thought he might lose his hearing. 
 
    She then pinched his nose with her left hand, while holding the rat against his lips with the other. Remington prayed silently, Lord, please help me be able to throw up all over her. Please, you know she deserves it. 
 
    The lack of air sailing through his nasal passages forced his mouth open and in that split second, the atrocious chef crammed the front part of the rat right in his mouth. With her other hand, she pushed his chin upward with such force, he had no choice but to bite its head off. 
 
    Remington glared at her through the tears in his eyes. She chomped with her own mouth to show him she expected him to eat it. Instead, he spit the head out, nailing her right between the eyes. 
 
    Without a second thought, the psycho drew her hand back and smacked him upside the face with all of her might. She grabbed the rat’s head and shoved it back toward his lips. Remmy violently shook his head, resulting in another mouth slapping. 
 
    The woman proceeded to shove the rat’s head in his face, rubbing it back and forth across his lips. Remmy opened his mouth and with a quick lunge forward managed to bite her hand. 
 
    Releasing a scream, she shook her hand for a second, balled it into a fist, and punched him in the nose. Remmy refused to cry. “Yeah, you’re something, aren’t ya? Tough enough to beat a guy up who has his hands tied behind his back. Release me and then we’ll see how tough you are.” 
 
    His assailant didn’t see things quite the way he did. She stood to her feet and kicked him in the stomach several times. Oh, if he could only get his hands on her! 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    11 WITCHDOCTOR 
 
      
 
   Isolated. Sore. Hungry. A full bladder. Bowels on the verge of exploding. How much abuse could a sixteen-year-old boy endure? Remington was about to find out. Something was crawling on his foot. He tried to look over his shoulder to see it, but the way he was bound prevented it. The young man jerked around, trying to knock whatever it was off of him. Instead of falling off, however, it scurried across his foot, up his ankle, and into his pant leg. 
 
    Remington knew it wasn’t a fly. More than likely, it was a spider. He had always had a phobia of arachnids. Why now of all times? Remington tried to lay still, hoping it would creep back out without hurting him. He could feel it tickling the back of his leg as it crawled up. When it touched the underside of his knee, it took everything in him to hold still. It tickled something fierce as it circled to the side of his leg and continued up his thigh. He couldn’t help it. He jumped and then he felt it. It bit him. He wanted to grab his thigh, but the restraints prevented that type of movement. 
 
    Remmy fidgeted like crazy, but the spider continued crawling up his leg. It terrified him half to death as it made its way up his spine and eventually out the neck of his t-shirt and onto the ground in front of his face. Even though he had already been bitten, Remington was still petrified of the eight-legged predator and was thrilled when it finally crawled away. 
 
    Not long after its departure, Remington got to feeling weak. Maybe it’s just because I’ve been in this position so long, he told himself. If that spider injected me with venom, it probably wouldn’t be taking effect yet. His heart seemed to beat harder. His breathing became shallower. As time went on, he developed chills and his entire body began to shake. 
 
    By the time the sociopath returned, Remington’s face was turning pale. “I na… na… need to go to the… em… emerg… doctor,” he spit out between shivers. 
 
    The woman shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “A spider bit me. I might be d… da… dying. If I don’t get some medical at… attention, I could da… da… die. Then who will you be able to ta… torture?” 
 
    The psycho appeared to be in deep thought for a moment. Picking up a rock, she scribbled on the wall: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Were’s the byte? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “On my le… left thigh,” Remington stammered. 
 
    To Remmy’s shock, his captor reached for the waistband of his jeans and attempted to yank them down. “What are you da… doing?” he rasped. “Leave me alone. I’ve already been through… enough.” 
 
    With his jeans fitting him somewhat snugly, the woman unbuckled his belt before proceeding to unsnap and unzip his britches. Remington had no idea what she was doing, but he was more petrified and felt more disgraced than he had been before. 
 
    The woman tugged his pants down to just above his knees so she could see if he had indeed been bitten. She touched his thigh for a second and a look of concern appeared on her face. 
 
    The illiterate wacko scribbled another note on the wall: 
 
      
 
    Mite b poisnus. I’ll be bak. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the boy damp, hogtied, handcuffed, and shivering with his pants down, the woman traipsed out of the cave. 
 
    I have never felt so helpless in my life. So vulnerable. So exposed. I think I’m dying. 
 
    The young man’s eyes moved around all over the cave. My vision’s becoming blurry… Am I really experiencing all of these symptoms or is just that I’m so afraid of that bite that I’m imagining things? 
 
    Something cold suddenly touched his thigh. Apparently, Remington had fallen asleep. Opening his eyes, he saw the photographer-turned-witchdoctor taking aim at his femur with a hatchet. 
 
    Remington let out a blood-curdling scream. The loony laughed and carried the hatchet over to the fire where she set the blade in the flames. Pulling something out of her pocket, she returned to Remmy. 
 
    Kneeling down in front of him, she pushed a slice of slightly green-tinted bread toward his mouth. 
 
    “That’s got mold on it!” he fussed. 
 
    The madwoman drew her hand back as if she was going to pop him in the mouth again. Remington was too weak, tired, sore, and sick to fight. Opening his mouth, the boy allowed her to feed it to him. I hope this kills me. The quicker I’m out of my misery, the better. 
 
    After swallowing the bread, he asked as politely as possible, “Would you mind pulling my pants back up?” 
 
    Ignoring his request, the witchdoctor walked back over to the fire and pulled out the hatchet. She touched the blade with her pointer finger and jerked away pretty quickly. With a confident smile, she carried her surgical instrument over to Remington and sat down in front of him. 
 
    Gripping his leg with her left hand, she drew the well-heated hatchet toward his thigh. 
 
    “Whatever you’re doing, please don’t! Get me to a hospital, please!” 
 
    The woman cackled as if that was the most hysterical joke she’d ever heard. She touched the hot, sharp blade to the bite on his thigh. Remmy screamed out in pain. The psycho put some pressure on it, cutting the swollen blister in two. Remington groaned and tried to squirm, but there wasn’t much he could do but writhe in pain. 
 
    The exhausted patient tried not to watch as the she-devil set the hatchet down, but he couldn’t close his eyes. There was no way he could do that. His captor used both hands to squeeze around the already sore portion of his thigh, bringing the boy to a whole new level of suffering. 
 
    When she finally stopped squeezing and prodding, Remington took a moment to catch his breath before asking the question that had been on his mind for days, “Why are you torturing and murdering my family?” 
 
    The woman laughed. With empty hands, she pretended to wrap a rope around her neck, then pretended to pull it upward like she was being hanged. 
 
    Somehow Remmy didn’t find any humor in her mockery. “That’s not funny. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Without answering, the woman stood and marched out of the cave. 
 
    Remington was freezing. He had been laying on his right side for hours. The dampness from the cave was no longer only on that side. His clothes were absorbing the moisture. His shirt, pants, and boxers were thoroughly soaked. He would have given anything to be able to scoot himself closer to the fire. Or to at least have his jeans back up around his waist. Was that too much to ask for? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    12 FAREWELL 
 
      
 
   Remington’s back felt like it was going to break in two. His legs were numb. His shoulders felt as if they had been jerked out of socket. Opening his eyes, the boy realized he must have drifted off to sleep again. But something was different. He was no longer hogtied. The handcuffs were gone. His stalker had set him free, at least temporarily, and left the grounds. 
 
    Finally, I can at least pull my pants up, he thought. His arms were so stiff they would barely move. No matter what, that was going to be his first accomplishment. It was a struggle to stretch that far, but the young man grabbed a hold of them. Tugging them up was a whole different story. It was as if his arms had lost every ounce of their strength. It took him a minute, but Remmy managed to slide them up to his waist. 
 
    Even the simple act of standing up was difficult. It sure helped him realize how long he had taken his health for granted. Glancing around the room, he hoped to find his shoes. But they were nowhere in sight. I wonder why she didn’t kill me? Or bury me alive? Or continue torturing me?... Who cares? I just need to get outta here before she comes back. 
 
    Ever since arriving at his uncle’s place, Remington had been afraid to leave. Not anymore. What was the worst thing that could happen to him if the cougar or the psycho caught up with him while he was trying to escape? It couldn’t possibly be worse than what he would go through if he stayed. 
 
    Barefoot, the boy hobbled his way out of the cave. Great, where am I? I don’t even know where the road is that I came here on. If I could find the cabin, I’d know my way. 
 
    Remington explored the forest for at least half an hour before the cabin finally came into view. Finding a new burst of energy, he ran to the shack. I’m gonna get sicker if I stay in these wet clothes, he told himself. But everything I brought from home is filthy. 
 
    Not wanting to stay in the cottage any longer than necessary, Remmy ran to the bedroom and dug through Uncle Brad’s dresser. His clothes were a bit larger than Remmy wore, but baggy clothes would be better than wet ones any day. Remmy changed everything but his underwear. They’ll dry, he reasoned. 
 
    The young man’s tennis shoes were gone, but he had brought a pair of dress shoes along just in case he had the opportunity to attend church services. Remmy threw them on as quickly as possible. 
 
    Grabbing his backpack, he ran downstairs and filled it with foods his uncle had canned. I just hope I can convince the train depot to let me exchange my ticket for an earlier date. I can’t stay here for two more weeks. 
 
    Remmy grabbed himself a glass of water and gulped it down as quickly as possible before making a mad dash to the dirt road. Without looking back, he began his journey toward freedom. 
 
    Ah, man! What was I thinking? I didn’t bring the knife, the bear spray, or anything to defend myself with. I’m gonna have to go back. Surely I can make it without getting caught. It’s a long hike back to Libby, and I can’t go without protection… but then again… she seems to be everywhere. She’s certain to apprehend me if I go back. You know what? I should be okay if I keep trucking. The woman let me go. It’s not like she’s gonna be hunting me down or anything. 
 
    Remmy picked up his pace. From experience, he knew it was at least an hour and a half walk to the main road and at least another eighteen miles to the train depot. It would undoubtedly be dark before he made it to Libby, but that was okay. Darkness was no longer anything to worry about. 
 
    I probably ought to notify the local authorities about what’s been going on up here. They need to find the psychotic torturer and arrest her before she can hurt anybody else. But if she’s only out to get my family and I leave, there won’t be anybody else here for her to torture or kill anyway. Right? 
 
    A stick cracked. Several leaves crunched. Oh, no! Remington thought. She’s back. The boy slowly turned himself in a complete circle, searching for any signs of his captor. As usual, she couldn’t be detected. I’m sure she’s watching me. 
 
    Remington took a few more steps before hearing something moving again. He paused in his tracks and looked over his shoulder. The mountain goat who had robbed him blind upon his arrival to Troy was eerily following him down the path. The teen chuckled and continued his journey. 
 
    For twenty minutes it seemed as if he would be able to leave Troy without any problems. No fears. Nothing to worry about. Wrong! 
 
    On a large tree standing right next to the road was a photo. It was a closeup of the red lipstick print on his cheek. Beneath the snapshot was a note: 
 
      
 
    Not trieing 2 leaf me, r u? 
 
      
 
    Remington’s nausea returned with a passion. She’s out here. She knows where I am. She knows where I’m going. She’s not going to let me leave. 
 
    Without taking time to think, Remington broke into a run. He ran and ran and ran until his legs wouldn’t carry him any further. Huffing and puffing, he tried to slow down to a walk, but he had to rest. Not only that, but his thigh was killing him. All of that running was not good for his open wound. His pants had been rubbing up against it with each and every step. 
 
    Remmy eased himself down on a rock. Resting his face on his hands, he prayed, “Dear God, I don’t know why You’re allowing all of this to happen to me. But I know You allowed Your only begotten Son to go through more than I have. Even after He died, You brought Him back to life. Help me to have the faith I ought to have. Give me the strength I need to get outta here. Don’t let that woman get her hands on me again. God, I can’t afford to spend much time in prayer right now. Please, please help me.” 
 
    Standing back to his feet, Remington continued down the mountain road at a brisk pace. Thirty minutes passed without seeing or hearing any signs of his captor. But she wasn’t one to just let things be. No way. No how. 
 
    Another one? Really? Remington thought, jerking another photo of himself off of a tree. It was one of him in the cave, hogtied, blindfolded, and having his mouth duct taped shut. The attached note said: 
 
      
 
    Such a tuff guy. So glad u aren’t skeered of me. 
 
      
 
    Instead of ripping it up as he’d done before, Remington tucked the photo in his back pocket. If I decide to make a police report, I’ll take this picture with me for evidence. Between that and the burn and the cut on my thigh, they’ll know I’m tellin’ the truth. 
 
    Remington didn’t know where the lunatic was or what her plans were, but he was surprised she had allowed him to wander so far from the shack. If she were planning to recapture or annihilate him, surely she would want him to be closer to her hide-out. 
 
    The determined teen nearly made it to the bottom of the mountain before one final snapshot caught his eye. It was a picture of Cola laying in a pool of blood with the knife sticking out of her side. The note was a warning: 
 
      
 
    
     Tell n e body bout me… I mean N E body and this’ll happen 2 those you luv the most… 
 
     P.S. - Dont worrie… u haven’t seen the last of me. 
 
   
 
  
 
  
   
    
    13 READY TO ROLL 
 
      
 
   The rest area parking lot was empty. Hallelujah! Remington thought. Even though he had been walking solo for miles, the boy didn’t feel like he was alone. Every time a car passed, he stared the driver down, making sure they weren’t going to stop and do something to him. 
 
    His bowels had been dying for relief for quite some time. Trotting into the rest area, however, he realized just because the lot was unoccupied didn’t mean he was safe. Someone could still be in one of the stalls. Kneeling down, he looked under. Good, no feet! 
 
    Slowly, the young man pushed each door open. Empty. Just me, toilets, urinals, and sinks. Remington breathed a sigh of relief as he entered the furthest stall from the entrance. While getting down to business, he prayed, “God, I know this might not be the most reverent position to be praying to You in, but then again, You are the one who created our bodies to do this. God… I don’t even know how to pray right now.” The boy began to sniffle. “I thought I was going to die back there.” His eyes began to leak, and he caught himself doing a bit more sniffling. “I’m scared. What if she’s following me?” 
 
    Suddenly, Remmy realized something. If the deranged sociopath had followed him, she could sneak into the restroom. He wouldn’t be surprised if the monster were listening to his prayer. Remington decided to continue his conversation with God in silence. I don’t know how Jesus did it, God. How he could be okay with being tortured when He didn’t do anything wrong? I’m not as strong as He is.”  The sixteen-year-old broke down into uncontrollable sobs. He couldn’t even continue the prayer silently. 
 
    After spending a few more minutes pulling himself together, Remington decided he had better get on with his journey. Exiting the restroom without even taking the time to wash his hands, the boy was terrified to see a vehicle on the lot. The driver’s door opened, and an older man seemed to be staring right at him. “Looks like you’ve been cryin’ son. Everything okay?” 
 
    Remington no longer trusted anyone. Pretending not to hear the man, he walked in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Boy, can I help you with something? Do you need somebody to talk to?” 
 
    Remington shook his head and picked up his pace. It was going to be a long-drawn-out walk to Libby. He knew hitchhiking would make the trip a lot faster but only if the person picking him up didn’t turn out to be a psychopath or a human trafficker. No. He would rather take his chances hoofing it in dress shoes. 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    With blistered feet, a paranoid mind, a rumbling tummy, and yet a sense of hope, Remington dragged himself up to the counter in the train depot. 
 
    “Can I help you with something, fella?” A woman wearing way too much eyeshadow and black lipstick asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. My folks had purchased round-trip tickets for me. I wasn’t planning on returning home for two more weeks, but, uh… something came up, and I have to go back sooner than I thought. Is there any way I could exchange my fare for an earlier train?” 
 
    “Did your parents insure the ticket by any chance?” 
 
    Remington shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Would that make a difference?” 
 
    “If they purchased insurance, we can refund or exchange the ticket with no problem. If not, well… let me see your ticket there, bud.” 
 
    Remington dug in his pocket, pulled out the crumpled-up ticket, and cautiously handed it to her. He watched as she punched something into the computer.  The lady glanced at the ticket, back at her screen, and then at the ticket again. “Well… it looks like they didn’t put any insurance on them. Do you have cash, a debit card, or anything?” 
 
    Remington shook his head. 
 
    The woman lowered her voice and spoke in almost a whisper, “Are you in some kind of trouble?” 
 
    “No,” Remington said. “I just need to get back home.” 
 
    “Is there a family emergency?” 
 
    Remington thought for a second. “Well, not quite. But kind of. I mean, somebody has been trying to kill me…” no, I can’t say that. I can’t just make something up either. Oh, I’ve got it! “Yes, ma’am. There’s been a death in the family.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes filled with sympathy. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. Here you are all the way on the other side of the country… I’m not supposed to do this so don’t tell anybody I did, but I’m gonna exchange them for you free of charge.” 
 
    “Thank you so much!” Remington said, trying to keep his voice down to the same level as hers. 
 
    “The only thing is,” the lady added, “we don’t have any more trains heading east today. The next one heading your direction won’t be coming along until 8 am tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Remington told her. “I can handle that. Is it okay if I camp out here in the lobby?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Make yourself right at home. If there’s anything I can do for you, just let me know.” 
 
    Remington turned to face the main foyer. Approximately twenty-five people filled the seats. A few of them appeared pretty rough. Scary scars. Evil eyes. Scraggly beards. Then there were those who looked kind and sweet. But they’re probably the ones I should be the most afraid of. 
 
    There wasn’t a single row of chairs that nobody was sitting on. Sure, there were empty seats. But if the lonesome teenager sat in one, he would be close enough to someone else that they might dare to speak to him. The last thing the young man wanted to do was get into a conversation with anyone. No, sir. He wanted nothing to do with that. 
 
    Remington saw another teenager there. She was a pretty thing; that he had to admit. But the girl wasn’t sitting in any of the chairs either. She had curled herself up in an empty corner, resting her head on her rolled-up sleeping bag. The teen had her eyes closed and was breathing heavily. 
 
    Now there’s an idea, Remington told himself. If I lay down and face a wall, I can pretend to be asleep and nobody’ll try to talk to me. It’s not like someone’s going to hurt me with a whole room full of witnesses. With that, Remington found himself some floor space, where he tossed his backpack down and sprawled out on the marble floor. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m actually doing this, he thought, staring at the cobwebs lining the baseboards. I probably look like some kind of a bum about now. 
 
    “Attention passengers. Train 371 will be pulling up on the tracks out front in approximately five minutes. Please gather your belongings and head outdoors. I’ll meet you out there in just a moment in case you need any assistance with getting loaded up.” 
 
    Remington rolled over to see how many of the people in the lobby were planning to board the train. To his unpleasant surprise, the answer was every single one of them — including the pretty girl who had been dozing across the room from him. 
 
    Great! So good to being here with a crowd of people. Remington watched as person after person exited the room, followed by the clerk who had exchanged the ticket for him. 
 
    There was no way he could sleep now. The front door was unlocked. He was the only one in the depot. If the crazy lady from Troy followed him, she could come in and drag him out in a heartbeat. The illiterate loony was smart enough not to attack while the boy was alert. He had no doubt of that. She would wait until he was the most vulnerable. 
 
    Grabbing his backpack, Remington sprung to his feet and decided he had better take a seat with his back to one of the walls. Glancing around the room, he came up with a better idea. “I’ll hide out in the restroom. If I lock myself in a stall, I’ll know she can’t get to me.” 
 
    The restroom had twelve stalls. Remmy knew because he counted. Kneeling down, he peeked under for any feet. None. It’s vacant. 
 
    Like he did at the rest area, Remington went to the furthest stall from the entrance and locked himself in. He didn’t have a peace about the situation though. If somebody comes in looking for me, they can look under the stalls just like I did. They’ll see my dress shoes and know exactly which one I’m in. 
 
    Remington shut the toilet lid, sat down on it and hugged his legs so they couldn’t easily be seen. He pulled out a couple of the pictures she had left him on the trail. It was nothing short of a miracle that he was still alive. Wait! That’s real bright, genius. All she would have to do is push on each door. When all of them open but yours, you’re as good as dead. 
 
    Leaving his backpack on the toilet lid, Remington walked back to the restroom door and peered into the lobby — still empty. He went into the closest stall to the door and locked it. As much as the young man hated the idea of allowing his hands to touch a public bathroom floor, he dropped to his knees and crawled under the wall. Over and over again, Remington repeated the process until he had locked every stall door in the restroom. There. That will make things a bit more difficult for her, not that I’m really expecting her to show up here or anything. 
 
    KNOCK! KNOCK! “I’m getting ready to come in and clean. Anybody in here?” the clerk called. 
 
    Great! Remington thought. I just got all of those doors locked. “I’ll be right out,” he hollered back. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    14 EYE-OPENING SURPRISE 
 
      
 
   White shirt. Bowtie. Grey slacks. Shiny shoes. Peculiar hat. The railcar employee motioned Remmy, along with a line of other passengers, to board the train. He had survived the night with little to no sleep. Now, finally, he was going to be departing Big Sky Country and heading back to the safety of his parents’ home, if residing with a delusional father could be considered safe. 
 
    Remington walked through the train car, watching for the safest place to sit. A rough-looking guy sat by his lonesome, staring out the window. Nah, don’t think so. A grandmotherly type sat on an aisle seat with no one next to her. Nah, she’d probably talk my ear off. A nerdy looking guy in his mid-twenties occupied a window seat typing something on his laptop. Bingo! “Excuse me, is this seat taken?” Remington asked. 
 
    “No,” was the entire reply. 
 
    “Awesome, thanks,” Remmy said, placing his backpack in the compartment above his seat and plopping down next to the quiet young man. Mr. Computer Geek didn’t reply. Instead, he got right back down to whatever business matters he was attending to on his computer. 
 
    An announcement came over the intercom. “Attention passengers, we began boarding the train a little ahead of schedule. We cannot pull out of the station until exactly 8 am. Please make yourselves comfortable and let one of our employees know if you need any assistance. We’ll be departing from Troy in about sixteen minutes.” 
 
    Sixteen more minutes to freedom! Montana’s a beautiful place, but it isn’t for me. The guy next to him suddenly spoke up. “Hey, bud. If you don’t mind letting me out, I think I’m gonna go out to the observation car for a while. I’m gonna take my stuff with me in case I don’t come back. Feel free to let somebody else sit here in the meantime.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem,” Remington replied outwardly while thinking to himself, What? Am I bad company? Do I smell bad? He sniffed his armpits. Whew! That was foul. How humiliating. So now what? If I move over to the window seat, somebody else’ll plop down right next to me. Some weirdo. Some pervert. Somebody who I’m gonna be terrified of. Or worse… it could be some gorgeous supermodel and then she smells my pits— 
 
    “Excuse me,” a soft voice said. Remington looked up. Oh no! Long blonde hair. Sky blue eyes. Adorable nose. Thin build. Close to his age. Why today of all days? “Do you mind if I sit here?” 
 
    Remington blushed. “Sure. Do you want to sit by the window?” 
 
    “That would be wonderful. You sure you don’t mind?” 
 
    “Positive. I do have to warn you though. I’ve had a rather grueling day, and I’m not as presentable as I would normally be.” 
 
    She looked him over from head to toe. “I can see that, sugar, but I don’t mind. You’re fine.” She stored her bags overhead before taking her seat. “Where ya headed?” 
 
    “To the restroom,” Remington replied without missing a beat. 
 
    “Okay,” she giggled. “But that’s not what I meant. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Remington said bashfully, not yet ready to trust anyone — no matter how attractive she might be. 
 
    Maybe I can wash my upper body real quick and she won’t notice how bad I smell, he told himself. Downstairs, he had to wait several minutes for a restroom to open up. As soon as the guy moved out of his way, Remington rushed in and locked the door behind him. And I thought I stunk? Whew! I don’t know what that guy ate, but man, oh man. I’m gonna have to wash and get outta here fast. 
 
    Remington started for the liquid soap when his eyes caught sight of a plug-in air freshener. This’ll work! Taking it out of the outlet, he unscrewed the base and poured a dab onto his palm. He transferred some to the other hand and then wiped it under his armpits. Just like cologne. She’ll never know the difference. 
 
    A knock came to the door. “Be right out,” Remington said, quickly screwing the base back on the plug-in. He flushed the commode just so whoever was waiting outside the door wouldn’t be suspicious. 
 
    Remmy flung the door open, and there she was. The attractive girl who’d sat next to him upstairs. No way! She’s gonna think I’m the one who stunk up the bathroom. “I promise it was like that when I came in here,” he told her with his face turning ten shades of red. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s not that bad, sugar,” she said. “Happens to all of us.” She opened the door and crinkled her nose. “Oh, my! I think I’ll wait for the next one to become available.” 
 
    “You know I didn’t do that, right?” Remington asked. 
 
    “Uh… yeah. Of course,” she said. 
 
    “My name’s Remington by the way. But you can just call me Remmy if you’d like.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, sugar. I’m Bethany, and you can call me… Bethany.” 
 
    After that short, awkward introduction, Remington rushed back up the stairs. He sniffed his armpit again. Better, but kinda weird. 
 
    “Attention passengers,” an announcement came on. “We’re now departing from Libby, Montana. Enjoy your ride.” 
 
    Yes! I made it! Remington told himself. I’m outta this place once and for all and I’m never coming back. For the next few minutes, he watched the scenery as the train sped along the tracks. 
 
    “I’m back,” Bethany suddenly interrupted. “And I, um, well, have something for you.” 
 
    “Something for me?” Remington was in disbelief. Hope it’s not deodorant or soap or something. That’d be so incredibly embarrassing. 
 
    “An odd lady handed me this envelope as I came up the stairs. She held up a note saying to give it to the cute guy sitting next to me up here. I tried to talk to the lady, but all she did was shake her head.” 
 
    Remington cringed as he took the envelope out of her hand, noticing what was written on the outside: 
 
      
 
    4 ur eyes only. 
 
      
 
    “What did this woman look like?” Remington asked, even though he already knew. 
 
    “About my height. Curly red hair. Average weight I suppose… uh—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Remington told her. “I think I know who you’re talking about. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Where you going? You just got back up here.” 
 
    “I’ve, uh… gotta run to the restroom. My stomach’s hurting.” 
 
    Bethany smiled. “So it wasn’t you who put that lovely fragrance in the air downstairs, but now your belly’s hurting and you’ve got to run down there again?” 
 
    “Yeah. Something like that.” 
 
    “I’ve got some anti-diarrhea pills in my purse. You’re welcome to them if you think it’ll help.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m good,” Remington said, standing up and casually, yet cautiously making his way toward the stairwell. He looked over his shoulder, but there were no signs of the creepy letter-writer. He could only hope there were two women who fit her description. But why would another woman tell her to bring him an envelope? 
 
    At the bottom of the stairwell, Remington found himself alone and started to open the envelope. No, I better wait. Somebody could come out of one of the restrooms, and I wouldn’t want them to see whatever this is. Remington walked to the first restroom, but the door was bolted. Fortunately, the second one was open. He went inside, locked himself in, and tore the top of the envelope. Inside, as he suspected, was a photo. Really? She had more than one? Yep. It was another copy of the picture she took when he was breaking into the cabin — the one where he had wrapped the towel around his hand. This time, the note was longer than normal: 
 
      
 
    Butaful girl your sitting with. It’d b a shame if something hapens 2 her. Dont you dare tell her bout me or you will b gilty of her death. Dont tell n e one I’m on this trane or youll regrat it. Beleave me; u will. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door handle jiggled. “Occupied!” Remington called. 
 
    There was no audible response, but the knob jiggled a few more times. “Hey, I’m in here! I’ll be out in a second,” Remington growled, cramming the snapshot in his shirt pocket. 
 
    The door began shaking back and forth. Someone was trying to get in. “Back off!” Remington yelled. 
 
    Another voice was heard in the hall. “Here, ma’am. This restroom’s open.” 
 
    He didn’t hear a response from whoever tried to come in on him, but the unexpected guest apparently startled them enough that they stopped trying to come in on him. 
 
    Remington dropped the note in the garbage can. If someone just happened to find it, he could claim he didn’t tell a soul. Perhaps that was his best chance of getting her busted. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    15 THERE SHE IS 
 
      
 
   Remington attempted to regain his composure before returning to his seat. 
 
    “You don’t look so well,” Bethany told him. “Sure I can’t give you some medicine?” 
 
    Remmy wished she would stop trying to be his nurse. He knew Bethany thought he was having stomach troubles, but the boy wasn’t about to tell her what he was really dealing with. “It wouldn’t help. Not with the problem I have,” he replied. 
 
    Bethany looked concerned. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “I wish I could, but I can’t.” 
 
    “Well… Jesus knows all about it. Have you talked to Him?” 
 
    That question brought a smile to Remington’s face. “You’re a Christian?” he asked excitedly. 
 
    “I am. Are you?” 
 
    “Yes. And to answer your other question, yes, I have talked to God. But my problem’s still there. I can’t seem to get away from it.” 
 
    “Do you trust God?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Then what are you worried about, sugar?” 
 
    Remington laughed. “I wish it was that simple. My situation’s a little bit different.” 
 
    “There’s no problem God can’t solve,” Bethany assured him. 
 
    Remington looked over his shoulder and was grateful to not see any signs of his stalker. Then again, it was rare that he ever did. Still, she was watching. He knew she was. “I would appreciate it if you would pray for me.” 
 
    “I will, but it would help if I knew what I was praying about.” 
 
    “As you said, Jesus already knows. Just ask Him to help me.” 
 
    Bethany bowed her head and prayed silently for a moment. When she looked back up, she said, “Sugar, I’m about to go down to the snack car to get something to eat. Wanna come with me?” 
 
    The last thing Remington wanted was to be left alone. “I’ll come with you, but I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “You’re not hungry? Really? Don’t lie to me, boy. I bet you’re starving.” 
 
    “Nah, really. I’m good.” 
 
    “Okay, come on then. I could use the company,” Bethany said with a flirty grin. 
 
    The two walked down the narrow flight of steps together. Remington then told his new friend he was going to have a seat while he waited for her to get her food. 
 
    Two minutes later, she joined him in his booth with two personal pizzas, two bags of potato chips, and two sodas. “I know you said you’re not hungry, but I can’t eat by myself. That would just feel awkward. So you’re going to have to eat with me, okay?” 
 
    How could he say no to that logic? “Thanks,” he said. “Do you want me to pray and ask God’s blessing on our food?” 
 
    “That would be delightful,” Bethany replied while reaching her hands out across the table. Remington joined hands with her and prayed, “Dear God, thank You for allowing me to have the opportunity to meet Bethany. You could not have designed a lady with more beauty, class, or kindness. The voice You gave her is angelic, her complexion is amazing, and God, I believe You reached the state of perfection with this gorgeous piece of Your creation. You—” 
 
    Bethany giggled. “I think I’ll finish this prayer now… You are a gracious God, and we thank You for this meal you’re allowing us to eat and we would like to ask You to bless it. In Jesus’ name, Amen.” 
 
    Remington’s face colored. I can’t believe I just did that. What was I thinking? 
 
    It didn’t take him long to notice he wasn’t the only one with a red face. Bethany was either blushing because she was flattered or because he had totally humiliated her. Since the only other person in the snack car was the cashier, he decided it must have been the former. 
 
    “Earlier, I asked where you’re headed and you kind of dodged the question. Is there a reason for that?” Bethany asked. 
 
    “Not really. It just takes me a while to warm up to people sometimes, that’s all.” 
 
    Bethany giggled playfully. “Well, you didn’t seem to have a problem warming up to me a minute ago when you were praying… so, where are you going?” 
 
    “Down the tracks,” Remington said. 
 
    “So mysterious… down the tracks, where?” 
 
    “Down the tracks… to the depot where my stop is.” 
 
    “Come on, Remington. What’s with the suspense? You afraid I’m gonna abduct you and make you my slave or something?” 
 
    Remington cringed. He tried not to show it, but that was a terrible thing to joke about after everything he had been through. Instead of answering, he turned and looked out the window. 
 
    “Remington, are you afraid of me?” 
 
    “No. Not afraid. Not really. I’m just… skittish when I meet new people.” 
 
    “Look, I’ll tell you where I’m going,” Bethany hinted. “I have nothing to hide. I’m heading to Farmington, Connecticut.” 
 
    Remington’s eyes widened. “You’re going where? Say that again.” 
 
    She smiled. “Farmington, Connecticut. It’s just a tiny little town that’s probably not even on the map.” 
 
    Remington returned the smile and pulled out his ticket stub. “Check this out.” 
 
    “No way! We’re going to the same place? Do you live there?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was just out here visiting my uncle for a while.” 
 
    “What a small world! I was attending a private boarding school for girls and now that the school year’s over, I’m heading back home as well.” 
 
    Remington couldn’t help but gaze into her blue eyes. “Do you think this is a coincidence? Us meeting like this when we’re both going to be on this train for three days?” 
 
    “I don’t believe anything is… Hey, look, there’s that lady that had me pass you the envelope.” 
 
    Nervously, Remington glanced over his shoulder. Sure enough, there she was. The maniac of Montana made eye contact. She wanted to make sure Remington knew she was on the train and that she knew who he was keeping company with. Her stopping in at the snack car while he and Bethany were chatting was anything but accidental. 
 
    Remington felt the color drain from his face. He tried not to show fear, but how could he not? The petrified teenager watched as the psychotic woman approached the cashier. She looked at the menu, shook her head, and returned back up the stairs without speaking a word. 
 
    Bethany noticed the terrified look on Remmy’s face. “Who is she?” 
 
    “Don’t know her,” he replied. 
 
    “You don’t know her? Why’d you get so tense when she walked in then?” 
 
    “I can’t really talk about it.” 
 
    “She’s not your mom, is she? Are you not allowed to keep company with girls?... That’s it, isn’t it?” 
 
    Remington glanced out the window again. “Not hardly,” he said. 
 
    “If that’s not it, then what is it? You looked like you’d seen a ghost when you saw her face. You know her, Remington. Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “Well, I know who she is. But I don’t know her, know her.” 
 
    “Hmm…,” Bethany said. “What was in that envelope she gave you?” 
 
    Remington acted as if he didn’t hear a word she spoke, not realizing the top corner of the photo was sticking out of his shirt pocket. Bethany reached for it. 
 
    “No,” Remington said firmly while gently pushing her hand away. “It’s personal.” 
 
    “It’s personal, but you don’t really know her? That’s like saying two plus two equals seventeen. Really, Remington? You’re hiding something from me. If you’re not scared of me, you must be scared of her. Is that it?” 
 
    Remington began tapping his fingers on the table, without uttering a word. “I just can’t talk about it. Please trust me. You’re better off not knowing.” 
 
    “Hmm…,” Bethany replied before letting out a sigh. “Think we ought to head back up to our seats?” 
 
    Remington shook his head. “Nah, I think I’d rather hang out down here for a while. Would you mind staying with me? I really enjoy the company.” 
 
    “Odd way of showing it.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Usually, when a guy enjoys a girl’s company, he wants to tell her everything.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to tell you, it’s that I can’t.” 
 
    “Hmm… okay,” Bethany said. “Well, what do you want to talk about then?” 
 
    “How about church? So you already told me you’re a Christian. What denomination?” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “Just curious. That’s all.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to tell you? Or maybe if I say I can’t tell you?” 
 
    “Come on. Now that’s not the same thing, and you know it.” 
 
    “I don’t know any such thing. How can I? You won’t give me anything to work with.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll tell you about myself then. I’m a Baptist.” 
 
    “A Baptist?” Bethany crinkled her nose. “Why?” 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “I asked you a question first. Why, of all of the denominations to choose from, are you a Baptist? Let me guess — your parents are Baptists, and that’s the way you were raised.” 
 
    Remington chuckled. “I study my Bible a lot. Even though I don’t think the Baptist church is necessarily one hundred percent accurate in the way they do everything, I believe they align themselves closer with the gospel than any other denomination I know anything about.” 
 
    Bethany crossed her arms. “How so?” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t really want to talk about this. I get the feeling you’re getting offended. I’d like to be friends. Not hurt your feelings. The Bible says we’re not supposed to take part in doubtful disputations. Let’s talk about something else okay?” 
 
    Bethany chuckled. “Guess what?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You have some pizza sauce on your chin.” 
 
    Remington could only hope she was pulling his leg. Just in case she wasn’t, he wiped his chin with his forearm. She wasn’t kidding. He had really been that sloppy right in front of her — the first time they ate together. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Remington chuckled nervously. 
 
    “It’s okay. Guess what else?” 
 
    Remington laughed. “I’m afraid to. What? Do I have a booger hanging out of my nose too?” 
 
    “No,” she giggled. “I’m a Baptist too. I was just giving you a hard time.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    16 THE cONFRONTATION 
 
      
 
   Bethany was the first girl Remington had ever found himself incredibly attracted to. Even though he was terrified of the fact the psycho woman was on the train with them somewhere, he was thrilled to have three days with such an alluring jewel as Bethany. 
 
    Diego, the snack car cashier, stopped by their table. “Folks, I be going up de stairs now. I come back as soon as my meal time over.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to join us if you’d like,” Bethany offered. 
 
    “No, no, no, no, no, no, no. That not be necessary. I leave you two lovebirds alone now.” 
 
    Remington chuckled as the chipper clerk walked away. “What kind of accent was that? I like it.” 
 
    “No clue. He seems like a nice guy though, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Once Diego made his way upstairs, Remington’s nerves got to him. Not only was he unchaperoned with a desirable member of the opposite sex, but if the weird photographer came back for him and/or his new friend, there would be no witnesses. 
 
    “Remington? You okay? You don’t look so good,” Bethany said. 
 
    Remington rubbed his eyes. “I’m just a little tired. Haven’t slept very well lately.” 
 
    “Why not, sugar? A lot on your mind?” 
 
    “Yeah… well, not really. It’s more like every time I go to sleep something terrible happens.” 
 
    Bethany’s face colored a bit. “You mean that lady…?” 
 
    “If you’re thinking what I’m thinking you’re thinking, the answer is no.” 
 
    “Remington, if you need to steal a nap, I can stand guard. If anybody comes around, I’ll wake you up.” 
 
    “I don’t know. How about if I just lay my head down? I’ll stay awake and we can chat, but closing my eyes for a few sounds delightful.” 
 
    Staying awake. Right. Famous last words. The next thing Remington knew, Bethany was shaking him. “Huh, what?” 
 
    “Diego just came back. He said we have to go upstairs. Normally he wouldn’t mind, but a shift change is getting ready to take place, and he doesn’t want to get roasted for allowing us to hang out here when we’re not eating anything.” 
 
    Still groggy, Remington replied, “But we bought pizza and drinks.” 
 
    “Yeah, two and a half hours ago.” 
 
    “Have I been sleeping that long?” 
 
    “It’s been a while,” Bethany teased. “You say some interesting things in your sleep by the way.” 
 
    Remington stood up and Bethany followed his lead. As they walked toward the stairs, Remington said, “I do not talk in my sleep.” 
 
    “Oh, you do. Believe me.” 
 
    “What’d I say then?” 
 
    “You said I… no, I don’t think I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “Bethany… that’s not very nice.” 
 
    “Nope. It’s not. But it’s fun.” 
 
    Once they got upstairs to their seats in the main cabin, Bethany popped a question Remington had never expected, “Are you running from the law?” 
 
    Remington chuckled. “Uh, no. Definitely not. Why would you even ask such a thing?” 
 
    “Well, I saw this movie once. A guy held three different people up at gunpoint — all within a four-block radius. Then, he hopped into a cab and hightailed it out of town. One of the victims figured out who he was and they began blackmailing him. Every time he saw the woman, he—” 
 
    Remington cut her off. “Yeah, I’ve seen those kinds of movies too. But they’re just movies. This is real life. No, I haven’t robbed anybody at gunpoint. Haven’t kidnapped anybody. Haven’t planted any bombs. Haven’t committed murder. I’m clean.” 
 
    “Really? So if that lady isn’t blackmailing you, why did she slip you an envelope with that racy picture inside?” 
 
    “Racy picture?” Remington felt his shirt pocket. The photo was gone. 
 
    “How could you? That was private.” 
 
    “So I was right in assuming you’re the guy in the photo?” 
 
    Remington was about to die. “Yes. Okay. Yes. But please don’t tell anybody about this. I’m so humiliated right now.” 
 
    “I must say it took me off guard as well. That’s the last thing I expected to see when I snaked that out of your pocket… So, she’s blackmailing you, isn’t she? What’d you do? Try to peep in her windows? Try to break into her house, nude?” 
 
    “I wish I could tell you what’s going on, but I can’t.” 
 
    “Or what?” Bethany giggled. “You’ll have to execute me?” 
 
    “I won’t,” Remington said. 
 
    “Are you saying that woman will hurt me if you let me in on your little secret?” 
 
    “Please, Bethany. Just let it go.” 
 
    “And the plot thickens,” she giggled. “Remington, whatever’s going on, I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    Remington didn’t respond. He didn’t know what to say. That didn’t keep things quiet, however. The red-headed devil suddenly appeared in the aisle next to their seat, staring at Bethany. She handed her a note while continuing to glare: 
 
      
 
    U shoodn’t have been so snupey 
 
      
 
    Bethany stood to her feet and got nose to nose with Miss Illiterate. “I don’t know who you think you are, but I am not afraid of you.” Lowering her voice to barely more than a whisper, she continued. “You, ma’am, are a grown adult and have no business taking inappropriate portraits of minors. That, my friend, is considered pornography. You mess with either of us again, and I’ll report you and your sick self to the cops. Back off, sister!” 
 
    The psycho woman smiled a wicked smile, spun around, and stormed off. Remington turned to see where she was sitting, but she left their train car altogether. 
 
    “Okay, look,” Bethany said, “She knows I know something. So you might as well spill the orange juice. What is going on here?” 
 
    “Spill the orange juice? Don’t you mean spill the beans?” 
 
    “Sorry. I detest beans so I changed it to something I do like. So spill it already.” 
 
    “I can’t talk about it. Somebody else might overhear. Anybody that knows about this is going to be in danger.” 
 
    “Follow me,” Bethany said, rising and walking toward the back of the train car. 
 
    “You’re not chasing after her,” Remington said, right on her heels. 
 
    “If you’re not going to tell me what this is about, she will.” With that, Bethany walked through the door and into the next train car. “I don’t like that woman. She’s up to no good, and I’m going to put a stop to it.” 
 
    “Bethany, you don’t know her.” 
 
    “So? I thought you said you don’t know her very well either.” Bethany continued storming her way through the train. 
 
    “Listen, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. But please stay away from her.” 
 
    “You promise not to hold anything back?” 
 
    “I promise. You have my word. We just have to find a place to talk in private.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    17 MISSING 
 
      
 
   How Bethany convinced an employee to unlock the staff lounge so they could have a private moment was beyond Remington. He would never have dared to ask such a favor. Perhaps that’s one area where he and his new friend differed. 
 
    “So you’re telling me this woman killed your aunt, uncle, and cousin? She tortured you, butchered a dog, and you don’t want to get the cops involved? Let’s just say I believe this kit and caboodle… Are you out of your pea-picking mind?” 
 
    “I don’t want to put anybody else in harm’s way.” 
 
    “Like me? By not telling anybody, you put me in danger, Remington.” 
 
    “I did no such thing. You stole that picture out of my pocket. You got yourself involved.” 
 
    Bethany hesitated for a moment. “Maybe I did. But that’s beside the point.” 
 
    “So what do you suggest I do?” 
 
    “Go to the cops. Tell them everything.” 
 
    “Everything? So what does that mean? ‘Hi, I’m sixteen years old, and I buried my murdered uncle and didn’t let anybody in my family know I was in a cabin all week by myself with no supervision?’ Right. That makes a lot of sense.” 
 
    “Tell them what you told me. They’ll understand.” 
 
    “And what if they can’t find enough proof to do anything about it? Then what?” 
 
    “They will. Trust me. They won’t let her get away with it.” 
 
    The door to the lounge burst open. A staff member they hadn’t yet seen growled, “How did you two get in here? This portion of the train is off limits to passengers.” 
 
    “Sorry about that, ma’am,” Remington said. 
 
    “No problem. Get out of here before you get yourselves in a whole heap of trouble. Ya hear?” 
 
    Remington and Bethany wasted no time in exiting the lounge. In the stairwell, they stumbled upon an envelope with the word “Blondie” written on the outside. 
 
    “No she didn’t,” Bethany hissed. “This chic has issues.” She ripped it open to find an address scribbled down on a piece of toilet paper: 
 
      
 
      
 
    1440 Walnut St 
 
      
 
    Bethany gasped. 
 
    “What is that?” Remington asked. 
 
    “My parents’ address. She’s threatening me, and she’s not gonna get away with it.” 
 
    “Bethany, did you not listen to what I told you in there? This woman is off her rocker. She won’t stop no matter what you or I do about it.” 
 
    “You don’t know me very well then, do you?” 
 
    “No. I guess I don’t. But you don’t know me very well either. Listen. I don’t want you to get hurt. Something terrible is going to happen if you don’t just leave her be.” 
 
    “Something terrible. Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’ll tell you one thing. I’m going to find out where she’s sitting on this train and if there’s an empty seat beside of her, I’m taking it.” 
 
    “I can’t let you do that,” Remington said as they approached the top of the stairs. 
 
    “You’re not going to stop me.” With that, she shoved him. As Remington stumbled, Bethany took off running toward the back of the train. 
 
    Oh, man. Oh, man. What do I do now? Remington panicked. Should I get the conductor to stop the train? Do I find some staff and get them involved? If the psycho knows where Bethany lives, she knows where I live too. 
 
    Remington ascended the stairs again. No, I can’t tell anybody. She’ll go after our families. He turned and walked down the stairs a second time. If I don’t report this, she could kill Bethany. What kind of guy allows his girlfriend to get murdered?... Why am I still hanging out in this stupid stairwell while Bethany is up there tangling with a serial killer? 
 
    With his breathing becoming intense, Remington ascended the stairs and walked toward the back of the train. Four cars back, he saw her — not Bethany, but the sociopath. She was the only person in the entire train car. The red-head was sitting in her seat, pretending to calmly read a magazine. Bethany was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Remington stomped right up next to her. “Where is Bethany?” 
 
    The woman shrugged her shoulders and smiled. 
 
    “I asked you a question. Where is she?” 
 
    Miss Creepazoid smiled mischievously.  Remington ran downstairs and tried the first restroom. It was open. The second one was locked. He knocked on the door. When no reply came, he jiggled the handle. Still, no answer. Remmy pushed and pulled the door with all of his might. 
 
    Suddenly, to his surprise, it opened and a big, burly, giant of a man stood, glaring down at him. “Not a very patient little fella, are ya there, boy?” 
 
    “Sorry. I was trying to find a girl.” 
 
    Oops. That wasn’t the right thing to say. “You were trying to find a girl by forcing your way into the restroom? What kind of pervert are you?” 
 
    Remington noticed the man beginning to ball a fist. “No, it’s not like that. I thought she might be in danger.” 
 
    Seeing the man was not listening to reason, Remington turned and ran back up the stairs as fast as he could, sped through and out of the psycho woman’s train car, and then traipsed down the steps to the restrooms beneath the next car over. “Bethany?... Bethany? Are you down here?” 
 
    The compartment was silent. Scared to pull on another door, Remington tapped on the first one. “Bethany?” 
 
    “Remington? Is that you, sugar?” a whisper replied. 
 
    “It’s me. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Scared, but okay,” Bethany answered, cautiously opening the door and stepping out with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “What happened?” Remington asked. 
 
    “I was going back there to have a talk with your friend. Somehow she knew I was coming. When I entered her train car, she was hiding around the corner. Came out behind me and held a knife to my throat. Like to have scared me to death.” 
 
    “A knife?” 
 
    “Yes! Then she handed me a note like she had written it in advance. It said if we don’t leave her alone, we’ll be sorry.” 
 
    “So how did you end up down here?” 
 
    “I was scared, Remington. Nobody’s ever threatened me before. That look in her eye. She meant what she said. I’m so sorry I didn’t take you seriously, sugar. I don’t know what to do, Remington. I’m scared.” 
 
    “Do you still want to go to the cops?” 
 
    “Yes. No. I don’t know. If I knew for sure they would stop her, I’d go to them. But you’re right. If they don’t stop her, our families are in serious danger. My grandma lives with us and she’s elderly. If anything ever happened to her because of me, I don’t know what I’d do.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    18 CHANGE OF PLANS 
 
      
 
   The intercom interrupted nearly an hour of silence. “Attention passengers. We are now pulling into the Sioux Falls, South Dakota depot where we will be both loading and unloading passengers. We will be here for approximately twenty minutes. Please remain in your seats during this time unless this is your stop.” 
 
    Remington peered out the window for a moment. It was now or never. He had been quietly contemplating the idea for quite some time. “Bethany, do you trust me?” 
 
    Bethany seemed surprised to hear him speak. “I don’t know you very well, but I suppose.” 
 
    “Good. Follow me.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. Just follow me. I’m gonna keep you safe.” 
 
    In less than two minutes, the teenagers unboarded the train in unfamiliar territory. It was a monstrous city compared to what either of them was accustomed to. The ground was flat with no mountains in sight. Just building upon building. 
 
    “What if she followed us?” Bethany asked. 
 
    “I thought about that too. She very well may have. We’re just going to have to proceed with caution.” 
 
    Bethany whipped out her cell phone. “I’ll tell you one thing, sugar. There are a lot of people walking around out here. She wouldn’t dare attack us where she knows someone would rush to our defense. It’s beyond time to call the cops.” 
 
    “Do you want your family to die? I don’t want mine to!” Remington insisted. 
 
    “She’s not going to get off, Remington. You know they’re going to catch her. Our families might be in peril even if we don’t report her. We have to do something.” 
 
    “I just don’t think that’s a good idea. Look, we’re off the train. Hopefully, she won’t figure that out until it’s moving again. She won’t want to continue riding that train without having the ability of tormenting us the whole way to Farmington. She’ll probably get off at the next depot and head back to Montana.” 
 
    “And then what, Remington? The best-case scenario is that she will decide to stop torturing and murdering people. Nobody will know about your uncle’s homicide. Justice will never be served. Is that what you want?” 
 
    Remington sighed. “I hate to admit it, but you’re probably right. Since I’m the one that’s had the most experience with her, I should probably be the one to call the authorities. I can tell them exactly where my uncle lives and about everything that happened in Troy.” 
 
    “Go for it!” Bethany said, eagerly handing him the phone. 
 
    Remington looked over his shoulder. “Oh, no!” he said. 
 
    Bethany turned to look behind them. As soon as her head was turned, Remington dropped the phone on the sidewalk and stomped it. 
 
    “What did you do?” Bethany scowled. 
 
    “I had to — to protect you. If that lunatic followed us off of the train and she sees us on the phone, do you have any idea what she’s capable of? Not only that. That woman, or whatever she is, seems to have a lot of abilities I don’t understand. She might have a way of tracking that phone or intercepting our calls.” 
 
    “So you just destroyed my cell? Without even asking me if that was okay? My parents are going to skin me alive!” 
 
    “Would you rather be skinned by people who love you or by the psycho after she’s finished toying with you?” 
 
    “That’s not fair, Remington!... But what’s done is done. So since you’ve apparently taken charge, what do we do now, Captain? If I’m not back home by noon Thursday, my parents are going to report me as a missing person anyway, and there’s no way we’re going to walk that far in two and a half days. I don’t know about you, sugar, but I don’t have enough money to buy bus fare or anything like that.” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t have a plan… But I think the first thing we need to do is find a safe prayer closet.” 
 
    “Now that sounds like a plan,” Bethany agreed. “A place where we can bow our heads, close our eyes, and not worry about having our throats slit while we’re letting our petitions be heard." 
 
    For several minutes, the two strolled in near silence, examining every building and alleyway, looking over their shoulders, and trying to find a safe place to pray. “I know this is going to sound silly,” Bethany finally said, “but what if we go over to that service station? We could just sit down on the sidewalk and rest our backs against the building. We wouldn’t necessarily be out of public view, but who cares? We’re not praying to impress anybody. We’re talking to God and in a place where a lot of people are. We should be safe anyway.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Remington said, turning to cross the street. 
 
    Together, they sat on the sidewalk, bowed, and joined hands. “God, we need your favor more than we’ve ever needed it,” Remington began. “We don’t even know where we are exactly or how we’re going to get home to our families. But You know the way. We’re asking You to light up the path in front of us and show us how to get there. God, we ask that You show us a sign — show us we made the right decision by getting off that train. Or at least that You’re going to help us get home. Something, God. Anything. Please—” 
 
    Bethany cut him off. “And Father, we know You are able to deliver. You have brought both of us through many difficult situations in the past. You’ve aided our parents and grandparents and great-grandparents. You’ve been in the rescuing business since the world first begun. Lord, God, Your Word tells us You’ll be in the midst when two or three are gathered, and here we sit. We know we don’t deserve anything from You. But we also know You’re a merciful God, and You can do anything. Will you help us?...” 
 
    “We ask these things in Jesus’s name,” Remington added. 
 
    A child’s voice suddenly interrupted with a quiet, “Amen.” 
 
    Remington and Bethany looked up to see a husky boy no older than ten standing in front of them with a hoagie in his hand. Mom said I could bring this to you. She just bought us all some lunch and I’m not very hungry. You guys like meatball subs?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s so sweet,” Bethany said. “Of course we do. But you don’t have to give us your lunch. God’ll take care of us, sweetie.” 
 
    “I know. He’s using me to take care of you right now. Just like he used that little boy in the Bible with the loaves and fishes.” 
 
    Remington teared up. A boy after his own heart. “Well, thank you, young man. We appreciate you allowing the Lord to use you.” 
 
    With that, the little boy smiled from ear to ear and scurried back to his mom’s car. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    19 MOLDY BREAD 
 
      
 
   Trembling from fear. Pleading eyes. Thumbs up. Hoping the right individual would come along — someone trustworthy, kind, sympathetic, and heading east. 
 
    Vehicle after vehicle passed by as Remington and Bethany followed the interstate signs toward the freeway while trying to hitch a ride. “Somebody’s stopping,” Bethany said. “It’s a group of teenagers.” 
 
    The SUV slowed down to a stop next to them. The passenger and the person sitting in the seat behind her rolled their windows down. Instead of offering them a ride, the young people doused them with ice water, laughed, and sped off. 
 
    “Jerks!” Remington said. “There’s no need in people acting like that.” 
 
    Bethany didn’t say a word. Just lowered her eyes toward the sidewalk. 
 
    “Can you believe that?” Remington asked. 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “You can?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was in a car with some other girls one time, and we saw an elderly couple walking along the street. It was raining out. The girl driving told us to watch; she showered down on the gas while aiming straight for a waterhole. Totally covered those poor people with water.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Remington asked. 
 
    “What could I do, sugar? Absolutely nothing. It was already done… I never rode with her again, but I couldn’t undo the damage.” 
 
    The two continued attempting to catch a ride for another hour before Bethany spoke nervously, “Remington, I think we’re being followed.” 
 
    “Followed?” 
 
    “Casually look behind us. Across the street. Coming down the sidewalk. She’s pretty far back, but I think it might just be your Big Sky buddy.” 
 
    Remington turned. He saw someone alright. The hair and the clothes sure did resemble the psycho woman, but he couldn’t make out the face. She was too far away. “Okay, let’s just walk faster and keep our thumbs up. We’ve prayed about this. God’s in control,” Remington said apprehensively. I know God’s in control, but God has already allowed me to be kidnapped, to be responsible for a friend and his mother losing their lives, and to be tortured. I don’t know what His will is, but this could get ugly. 
 
    A pickup truck slowed next to them. A scrawny, scraggly man in his mid-fifties or so stopped. “Yo, homies,” he said, raising his dark sunglasses for a second. “Check ya’ll out. Looks like you could benefit from a heaping spoonful of candied generosity.” 
 
    Remington and Bethany attempted to conceal their expressions of amusement. The guy was an odd bird — that was for sure. “We could use two heaping spoonfuls,” Bethany said. “Any chance you’re traveling east?” 
 
    “Could be… You chums runnin’ away together?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Remington replied. 
 
    “Ain’t gonna drag me into no drama, are ya?” 
 
    “We never saw you, man,” Remington told him. 
 
    “I feel ya. In that case, what ya standing there lettin’ the grass grow under your feet for? Pile on in.” 
 
    Remington opened the door and motioned for Bethany to get in. 
 
    “I think you should go first,” she suggested. “It would look really inappropriate for a girl to be sitting between two guys.” 
 
    As awkward as Remington felt, he knew Bethany was right. He climbed in and scooted to the middle. Bethany wasted no time in hopping in beside of him and slamming the door. 
 
    “Sorry this jalopy don’t sport no seatbelts,” the driver told them. “Don’t pose a dilemma for ya, does it?” 
 
    “No,” Bethany said. “It’s okay. Just get us out of here.” 
 
    “Sure will, snowflake. But first, let’s roll over some rules. Don’t let no peoples ride up in my truck less they get how I run, know what I’m sayin’?… Ain’t gonna be no talking smack about my drivin’. Won’t be no bellyachin’ ‘bout how bad ya gotta use the john. Nobody gonna be upchuckin’ all over my wheels, hear me now? I control the stereo. You homies are gettin’ a free ticket; ya won’t be takin’ anything over. Comprehend?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But can we please go?” Remington asked, glancing in the mirror to see his stalker getting closer. It was definitely her. No doubt about it. 
 
    “Didn’t I just tell ya how I operate, young buck? I’m the boss man; you’re just along for the ride. I decide when it’s time to roll and when it’s time to chill.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Remington said nervously. 
 
    The boss man sat still and looked Remmy in the eye for about thirty seconds before shifting into drive and pulling out. Yes, yes, yes! Remington thought. If that psycho has the same kind of luck we had, it’ll take her another hour or two to catch a ride, and we’ll be long gone by then! 
 
    “Would you check out that bag of moldy bread!” the driver exclaimed less than two minutes into their drive. 
 
    “Where?” Remington asked. 
 
    “Broseph,” the man chuckled. “That’s just an expression. Means that mister from another sister up there thinks he’s all that. Got those darkly tinted winders, bass cranked up, shiny rims. A bag of moldy bread, I tell ya!” 
 
    Remington looked over at Bethany who tried to suppress her smirk. 
 
    As luck would have it, the light ahead had turned red and the bag of moldy bread had no choice but to stop. Remington and Bethany’s chauffer pulled up so close to the back of the car Remmy feared they were going to have a fender bender. 
 
    “Don’t be lookin’ at me sideways,” the driver told him. “Don’t be buckin’ the rules. Ain’t no need to be trash-thinkin’ ole Gaige’s drivin’ skills!” 
 
    “Gaige? That’s an interesting name,” Bethany remarked. 
 
    “That it is, princess. That it is.” 
 
    The second the light turned green, Gaige laid on the horn. “Stupid bag of moldy bread don’t know where his gas pedal is!” 
 
    Gaige took his right hand off of the wheel and stretched his arm across the top of the seat. 
 
    Feeling extremely uncomfortable, Remington leaned forward. 
 
    “What’s the matter, there, cuz?” Gaige asked. “Not secure enough with your masculinity to handle a guy resting his arm on the seat of his own pickup?” 
 
    “Nah, man. My back’s just getting stiff. Has nothing to do with you at all. Just funny timing, that’s all.” 
 
    “Smoke blower!” Gaige said. “Ain’t no need in that. Not in my truck. As a matter of fact, that’s a new rule. No lying!” 
 
    Remington glanced back over at Bethany, who looked like she could burst out into a hysterical fit of laughter at any moment. I’m glad she’s amused, Remington thought. 
 
    “I see the entrance to the freeway,” Bethany announced a moment later. 
 
    “Yep,” Gaige replied with a child-like grin. 
 
    The light next to the entrance ramp was red and several cars were already stopped. Instead of slowing down, Gaige swerved off the road, sped up, and raced around the stopped traffic. 
 
    “Ole Gaige ain’t got time for being held up behind a bunch of bags of moldy bread, know what I’m sayin’? I’ve got places to go and people to see.” 
 
    Remington nor Bethany responded. The next thirty minutes or so was spent in silence as they both observed Gaige’s reckless driving and odd insults regarding other drivers. 
 
    “Either of you partnas up to grippin’ the wheel?” he asked all of the sudden. 
 
    “No, thank you,” Bethany said. “I don’t have a license.” 
 
    “Me either,” Remington said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Well, guess what? I ain’t got one neither. Ain’t never stopped me from drivin’! I’ll tell ya what, young buck,” Gaige said, raising the steering wheel up a couple of notches and patting his leg. “Hop over here on my lap, and you can steer.” 
 
    “Sir, with all due respect, I’m sixteen. I’m a bit too old to be sitting on anybody’s lap.” 
 
    “Back to that whole lack of comfort with your masculinity, huh? Afraid sitting on another man’s lap’ll make ya look like a nellie, huh? Come on, bruh. Get over yourself already. Hop up here on ole Gaige’s lap and I’ll teach ya to drive.” 
 
    Remington didn’t respond. He sat as still as could be. Okay, first the guy stretches his arm out behind me and now he wants me to sit on his lap? Weird I can handle, but this is taking things a bit too far. 
 
    “Whatcha waitin’ for, homeslice? Ya know you wanna drive.” 
 
    “Nah, man. I think you’re doing a great job… I’d probably get us in a wreck if I were to take the wheel.” 
 
    Gaige chuckled. “I won’t let that happen, cuz. Hop on up here. I’ll keep my hands by the wheel, and I’ll take over if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer. Really, I do. But I just can’t. I’m not comfortable with it.” 
 
    “Remember what I told you,” Gaige said. “The new rule is no lying. So I’m gonna ask you a question and I expect the truth, young buck.” 
 
    “Okay,” Remington said. 
 
    “What are you more uncomfortable about? Driving without a license or sitting on ole Gaige’s lap?” 
 
    Oh boy! Remington thought, glancing over at Bethany again. “To be honest, sitting on your lap. That’s just a bit over the top for me. Sorry, man.” 
 
    Gaige whipped the truck across two lanes of traffic and parked next to the interstate. “Here I feed you a heaping spoonful of candied generosity, and you won’t even obey me in my own rig cause you’re too skeered of what others’ll think of ya.” 
 
    “It’s not that I’m afraid of what they’ll think of me,” Remington argued. 
 
    “Then what is it?” 
 
    “It’s just weird. I haven’t sat on another guy’s lap since I was five or six years old.” 
 
    “So? What does that have to do with anything? It’s just driving a truck, bruh.” 
 
    “But my legs are long enough that I could reach the pedals myself. I wouldn’t need to sit on your lap to drive.” 
 
    “You’re forgettin’ a detail, young buck. I’m the boss man. This is my rig. I make the rules, remember?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “That means, if I tell you to get on my lap and drive, you comply.” 
 
    Remington felt his face turning red. “I just can’t bring myself to do that.” 
 
    “Snowflake, open your door and let this herb out. He’s no longer welcome in my rig. You can stay with me and I’ll get ya where ya need to go.” 
 
    Bethany laughed, opened her door, and got out. Remington followed close behind. “Thanks Gaige,” Bethany said. “But I’m gonna stick with Remington. Have a good day.” 
 
    “Stupid bags of moldy bread,” Gaige mumbled, peeling out and forcing his way back into traffic. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    20 BRACE YOURSELVES 
 
      
 
   Hitchhiking along the interstate may have been illegal, but Remington nor Bethany cared. They walked for what seemed like an eternity, holding their thumbs up and hoping for a kind soul to stop and offer them a lift. 
 
    “Finally!” Remington said, hearing a vehicle driving up the emergency lane behind them. Stopping, both he and Bethany turned to see the driver. 
 
    “RUN!” Bethany shrieked. “Oh my goodness! It’s the Montana maniac!” 
 
    Remington grabbed Bethany’s hand and darted across an open field next to the highway. He was thankful a guardrail kept the psycho from chasing them down with her car. 
 
    “How did she get her own set of wheels?” Bethany asked once they had made it into the small town paralleling the highway. 
 
    “She could have purchased it?” Remington asked optimistically. 
 
    “Right. She probably has the driver locked in the trunk, bellowing for help.” 
 
    “Let’s not think about it,” Remington said. “Let’s just focus on how to get home. We have to get out of this town quickly. You know she’s going to take the next exit and she’ll hunt us down.” 
 
    “Hey, I see a truck stop over there. Maybe we can get a ride with a trucker,” Bethany suggested. 
 
    “Good plan. They travel long distances. Maybe one of ‘em will be heading across country,” Remington agreed. 
 
    The two sprinted down the street and approached the first driver they came to. “Excuse me,” Remington asked, “We’re heading to Connecticut. Any chance you’re going that way?” 
 
    “Sorry guys,” he said. “I’m on my way to Oregon.” 
 
    “Thanks anyway.” 
 
    After a few more rejections, they saw an older, silver-haired lady getting out of her semi. Bethany jogged over to her. “Ma’am, is there any chance you’re heading east? My friend and I are in desperate need of a ride to Connecticut.” 
 
    “You’re in luck, sweetheart. I’m delivering this load to Maine and I could use some company. I’d love to have you. Go ahead and jump up there in the truck while I refuel. I’ll be ready to hit the road in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Seems like a nice lady,” Bethany said, pulling herself up into the truck and scooting into the middle. 
 
    “Hope so,” Remington said. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s those nice, sweet people who are the most dangerous.” 
 
    “Oh, Remington! Stop.” 
 
    Honk! Honk! A horn caught their attention. The red-headed she-devil waved as she drove past the truck. 
 
    “Seriously? How did she find us? And why did she toot?” Bethany asked, scared half out of her mind. 
 
    “Because the lunatic gets her thrills from toying with people’s emotions. She was letting us know she’s still around and that she knows what vehicle we’re in. It’ll be okay. Let’s pray.” 
 
    “Make it quick,” Bethany said. “You don’t want our driver to know anything about what’s going on.” 
 
    “Dear God, thank You for having Gaige give us a lift and keeping us safe thus far. Thank You for getting us out of his truck before he took anything further than we wanted it to go. And thank You for letting us meet this trucker. God, that woman that has been haunting us is still on our trail. She knows where we are, but You do too. Please protect us from her. Please let us get home and keep us and our families safe—” 
 
    The driver door opened. “I’m Willow. What are your names?” the older lady asked, offering her hand. 
 
    “I’m Bethany, and this is Remington.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you. Why are you kids heading to Connecticut?” 
 
    “Been at boarding school in Montana and heading back to see our families.” 
 
    “Hitchhiking? Your folks didn’t take care of the transportation?” 
 
    “They did, but, well… it’s a long story,” Bethany told her. 
 
    “We’ll be traveling together for a long time, so you’ll have plenty of opportunities to share that story later if you wish. But I’m not a nosy person whatsoever. If you choose not to tell me, that’s okay too.” 
 
    Willow buckled up and started the engine. “And we’re off,” she said with a smile. 
 
    As they pulled out, Remington glanced in the side-view mirror. The psycho lady came out of nowhere. She was right behind them. Remmy tried to whisper to Bethany, but the roar of the truck made it hard for her to hear him. 
 
    He spoke a little louder, “She’s following us!” 
 
    “What’s that?” Willow asked. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Remington replied. 
 
    “Didn’t sound like nothing to me. Did you say somebody’s following us?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Everything’s okay.” 
 
    Willow checked her mirrors. “You talking about that red-head that’s back there trying to wear out my bumper? Not your momma is she?” 
 
    “We were talking about the red-head, but she’s not our mom,” Bethany said. “Just some weirdo who’s been stalking us for a while.” 
 
    “Stalking you? Want me to radio the boy scouts?” 
 
    “The boy scouts?” Remington scoffed. 
 
    “Boy scouts, you know, county mounties?... the men in blue?” 
 
    “Oh,” Remington said. “No, it’s okay. We’re not worried about her... Just some fruitcake.” 
 
    “As long as you’re sure,” Willow said. Then she giggled. “Want me to shake her? It’s been a long time since I’ve had a little fun on the road.” 
 
    “You think you can?” Bethany asked. 
 
    “Think?” Willow laughed. “Think I can? I’m sure of it. Let me show you one of the perks of driving a truck. Brace yourselves, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” the teens said in unison. 
 
    Without warning, Willow jammed her brakes hard, bringing the truck to a near stop. Remington looked in the mirror. Psycho Woman looked furious as she had barely managed to stop without plowing into the rear of the truck. From the anger in her eye, Remington knew they were in trouble. 
 
    “Just showin’ that Little Ginger who’s the queen of the road before we get this trip started.” 
 
    Willow may have looked somewhat like a grandma, but she was quickly proving herself as one not to be messed with. She brought the truck to a full stop and watched her mirror. The wild-eyed monster got out and began storming along the side of the rig. When she got about two feet from the door, Willow pulled out and tooted the horn at her with a playful smile. 
 
    As the nutjob hustled back toward her vehicle, Willow increased her speed and rounded the bend toward the interstate. “How long’s Ginger been following you two?” 
 
    “Ginger? Why do you keep calling her that?” Bethany asked. 
 
    “Ginger is a name I call all red-heads.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Bethany replied. “She’s been following us ever since we left Montana.” 
 
    “I must tell you. That sounds a little fishy to me. You have no idea why she’s trailing you? You haven’t done anything to her?” 
 
    “No,” Remington said. “I think she’s just lacking a few thousand brain cells.” 
 
    “And you don’t want me to notify the boy scouts?” 
 
    “No. We’d rather you didn’t,” Remington agreed. 
 
    “I don’t like ‘em too much myself anyway. I’d rather just take care of things myself.” 
 
    Remington liked the way she thought. “Are these your grandkids?” he asked, pointing to some photographs pinned to her dash. 
 
    “Sure are. Sweetest little things you ever did see. I don’t get to see them much. Always out here on the road.” 
 
    “That must be hard,” Bethany said. “Do you miss your family?” 
 
    “Yes and no. A lot less drama when you’re out on your own.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” Bethany said, breathing a sigh of relief as they re-entered the highway. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    21 ANOTHER THREAT 
 
      
 
   Ginger, as Willow liked to call her, seemed to appreciate the fact that their rig had gotten onto a stretch of highway where there were no street lights and no other vehicles in sight. She flashed her lights continuously, to which Willow only grinned. “Amusing woman,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t pull over,” Remington told her. “She’s crazy, and it’s hard to tell what she might do.” 
 
    “I’m with you, sweetheart. Don’t you worry about a thing. Momma Willow’s got everything under control. I’m not gonna let Ginger do anything to my cubs… Now what does she think she’s doing? She’s coming up beside me. Turning into a bunny hopper now I see.” 
 
    All three of them glanced over to find the psycho woman motioning for Willow to pull off the road. Willow shook her head, waved, and sped up to get away from her. 
 
    “Here she comes again. I’m not gonna go any faster. I’m not about to get bitten on the seat of the britches on count of hot-headed Ginger.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Bethany asked. 
 
    “Sorry. Keep forgetting you kiddos don’t understand my lingo. Getting bit on the seat of the britches means getting a ticket for speeding.” 
 
    The psycho whipped around their rig, pulled in front of them, and hit her brakes. She didn’t lock them up but slowed down suddenly enough to nearly cause a collision. 
 
    Willow laid on the horn and cut into the other lane to pass her. “You’re starting to get on Momma’s bad side now, bunny hopper.” 
 
    Willow pulled up next to Miss Temperamental Madwoman and slowly pushed her way into the psycho’s lane, forcing her into the emergency lane. “Now that, my friends, is known as dropping her off the shoulder! Wasn’t that entertaining?” she laughed. 
 
    “I love you,” Bethany said. “You’re the greatest!” 
 
    “Thank ya, sugarplum. Now we’ll just see if Ginger can take a hint.” 
 
    Remington watched apprehensively in the side-view mirror as the psycho drifted back a couple of dozen yards. It appeared she was getting the message. Probably just planning her next move, he told himself. 
 
    Remington’s eyes remained glued to the mirror so long that he eventually drifted off to sleep. The boy didn’t wake up again until he felt the truck slowing. “What’s happening now?” he asked. 
 
    “Ginger pulled off at the last exit. I’m guessing she was running out of gas. Momma Willow’s been needing a break herself for a while so this is as good of a time as any. If either of you kids is gonna need to relieve yourselves, go now or forever hold your pee. And make it snappy.” 
 
    Both Remington and Bethany got out of the truck. This was one time when Remington wished he could use the girls’ room. It just didn’t seem fair that Bethany was going to be under the protection of Momma Willow, while he was in the men’s room all alone. 
 
    Even though he only had to go number one, Remington locked himself inside of the first stall he came to. There was no way he was going to leave his back exposed, not even for a second. He had no sooner than locked the door when he heard footsteps coming across the floor. Oh, no! he told himself. Here we go again! 
 
    Remington knew he was in a public restroom and it was likely that other guys would be coming in and out, but he had a feeling it wasn’t a guy. As a matter of fact, intuition told him it was his infamous stalker. 
 
    The teenager’s bladder seemed to lock from fear. Some people might have an issue with wetting themselves when they get scared, but that didn’t seem to be the case with Remington. His bladder pained him he needed to go so bad, yet not even a drop would seep out. 
 
    I’m not opening this stall door. I refuse to come out until I know whoever that is has left the room. Remington buttoned his pants and sat on the toilet, where he began reading the graffiti on the walls around him. 
 
    Moments later, a urinal flushed and he heard someone walk out. Didn’t even wash his hands, he thought. At least I know it was a guy. 
 
    Remington stood and leaned his face toward the crack in his stall. Peering out, he saw no signs of life. Getting down on his knees, he peered around. No feet in sight. Standing back up, he quickly unlocked the door and jetted out of the restroom. 
 
    He high-tailed it to the truck, where he found a note on the window: 
 
      
 
    Better hope u didnt tell her n e thing bout me. I’ll find out, u no. 
 
      
 
    By the time Remington finished reading the note, Willow and Bethany made their way out to the truck. “Look what Ginger left me,” she said, handing Remington a picture of the rig’s license plate: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dont think I can use this to trak u down, Grannie? I’m gonna be ur worse nitemare. Sure wood be a shame if u have an axident. Dont even think bout callin the cops. If I even think u have, u & the kids’ll all be dead long B4 they can get 2 u. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, kiddos. Momma Willow’s not moving this rig until she knows exactly what’s going on with Miss Ginger. What kinda nut are we dealing with here?” 
 
    Remington knew better than to tell her the whole story. She would undoubtedly radio it in to the boy scouts as she called them. He decided to share just enough of the account to satisfy her curiosity. “Well, it’s like this. Bethany was in Montana for school. I wasn’t. I was there to see my uncle, but he died before I made it to his house. I guess Ginger must have been one of my uncle’s neighbors or something. I don’t know why, but she didn’t want me there. Kept trying to scare me off. She would take creepy pictures and write notes on them and leave them at the cabin. She would follow me around and just try to creep me out.” 
 
    “You think she wants your uncle’s house or property?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I doubt it. I mean, if that was the case, why is she still following me? Shouldn’t she have been glad to see me go?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sweetheart. Some people are pretty out-there. She might be worried about you coming back or that maybe you’ll send more people from your family out there to check things out.” 
 
    “So you think she’s going to try to frighten everybody and kind of warn them away from visiting Troy?” 
 
    “It’s a possibility, but honey, I don’t know. Psychotic people are hard to read. Believe me, I know.” 
 
    Willow buckled up and fired up the engine. 
 
    “How do you know? Have you dealt with somebody like her before?” 
 
    “Oh, you bet I have!” Willow said, pulling out of the rest area. “I was about twenty-years-old or so. In truck-driving school. Had this fine-looking instructor. Amazing guy. You’d have liked him, I’m sure. He wasn’t the problem, though.” 
 
    “Crazy ex?” Bethany asked. 
 
    “Oh, no! Crazy daddy! Ben’s daddy didn’t like me. I wasn’t good enough for his son. Not pretty enough. Didn’t have enough money. Not the girly-girl type all of the other guys in the family had married. His daddy told him he couldn’t date me as long as he was still living under his roof. So Ben, what did he do? He just packed his bags and hit the road hot and heavy.” 
 
    “Lots of families go through things like that though,” Remington said. “That doesn’t mean the dad was psycho.” 
 
    “Which is exactly what the police told me. That’s why I’m not too keen on getting them involved in things. You see, Ben’s daddy had a bit of a temper. Ben had told me lots of stories about the way his old man treated him when he was growing up. His idea of punishment was my idea of abuse. I’m not even going to get into those details right now. Just believe me when I say it was bad. Really bad.” 
 
    “Not to interrupt you,” Remington said, “but I think I see Ginger’s car coming up behind us again.” 
 
    “I’ve been watching her, honey. Don’t you worry about her… As I was saying, Ben’s daddy found us out on a moon-lit stroll about a month after Ben moved out. He shoved Ben from the back, knocking him to the ground. Started kicking him in the ribs. I screamed at him to stop and he shoved me backward. Ben hollered at me to get out of there and promised he’d catch up to me later. But he never did.” 
 
    “He never caught back up to you?” 
 
    “No. At first, I thought his daddy had blistered him so badly he was afraid to come around me. But then people kept asking me if I’d seen him. It was like he had vanished off the face of the earth. So I drove out to his parents’ place to see if they knew where he was staying. His momma came out on the porch and said she hadn’t seen him for quite some time. His daddy bolted out that door and told me to get off of his property. Ben’s momma went back inside and his daddy followed me out to my car. In a low voice, he threatened me, “You stay away from here, little girl. I wasn’t about to have my son dating the likes of you. And I won’t have you messing around here trying to steal any of his little brothers’ hearts either. You come around here again and Ben might not be the only person missing. Get my meaning?” 
 
    Remington was staring in the mirror the whole time she spoke. Ginger was only a couple of yards behind them and had her high beams on. He could tell Willow saw her, but she was acting as if it didn’t bother her in the least. She just continued on, “I left there and went straight to the police station. Told them my story and the officer didn’t believe me. They said they’d investigate and I heard rumor they did send an officer out to the house. But they never found anything. Never put anything in the papers about foul play. The county said there weren’t any laws against a legal adult moving out of his parents’ house and choosing to wander the streets and there wasn’t a thing they could do about it. Wouldn’t even list him as a missing person. That’s psycho if you ask me.” 
 
    “I would agree that something doesn’t quite sound right about that story,” Bethany said. “Did anybody ever see him again?” 
 
    “Nope. Nobody I’ve talked to anyway. Been missing for years. His momma died a mysterious death a few years ago too. Nobody ever did an autopsy on her or anything. That demented man probably had something to do with that as well. I’d assume his wife found out about the murder and threatened to turn him in. That’s my theory anyhow.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    22 PARTING COMPANY 
 
      
 
   Ever since she was a little girl, long car rides made her sleepy. It didn’t take Bethany long to learn that the type of vehicle made no difference. Resting her head against Remington’s shoulder, she had fallen into a deep slumber. She was having one of those stupid dreams she might be able to laugh about at a later time — she was trying to oink-out on some macaroni and cheese, but the noodles kept shoving each other around and yelling, “He’ll taste better than me. He’s cheesier!” 
 
    POW! POW! POW! Bethany’s eyes popped open and fear donned her face as she recognized the sound — gunshots. Remington was stretched across her, gripping the steering wheel, while Willow had her arm out the window and was firing some kind of a revolver. 
 
    Bethany screamed in horror. 
 
    “Eat that, Ginger!” Willow said with a sarcastic laugh. 
 
    Bethany watched as the car of the woman who had been haunting them skidded sideways and came to a halt against one of the guard rails. Even though she was terrified of the monster, Bethany was thankful she hadn’t crashed. 
 
    “Sorry for the rude awakening, dear,” Willow said. “I told you nobody was going to hurt either of you. Not under my watch.” 
 
    “You could’ve killed her!” Bethany exclaimed. 
 
    “Didn’t have a choice,” Willow said before looking at Remington. “Did I, young man?” 
 
    “She really didn’t, Bethany. The psycho kept trying to ram us off the road. It was either us or her. And quite frankly, we’re too young to die.” 
 
    Bethany couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Was she the only one in the vehicle who had any compassion for folks who were mentally unstable? Wow. What if that was one of their relatives? Somebody probably loved that woman. She was somebody’s little girl. Somebody’s sister. Maybe even somebody’s mother. Bethany could understand where her friends were coming from, but she also considered human life a sacred thing. 
 
    “In all fairness,” she said, “didn’t we run her off the road earlier?” 
 
    “Oh, honey. You have a huge heart. Don’t ya?” Willow asked. “We dropped her off the shoulder earlier because she was stalking you kids. She tried to return the favor just because she’s got a few marbles missing.” 
 
    “So you think it’s okay to kill somebody because they’re off-balance?” 
 
    “Bethany, what’s gotten into you?” Remington asked. “That woman held a knife to your throat. She threatened to kill your family. She tortured me for days. She deserves everything she’s getting and then some.” 
 
    “I know, but—” 
 
    Willow cut her off. “Wait a minute! What are you saying?” 
 
    Uh-oh, Bethany thought. Remington just told a whole lot more than he should have. 
 
    “I, uh… maybe I exaggerated a little,” the boy sputtered. 
 
    “You mean to tell me Ginger didn’t just start stalking you folks? The way she’s behaving now has been a pattern? We have to radio the boy scouts.” 
 
    “No!” Remington insisted. “I won’t have it! I will have nothing to do with getting the police involved. She’ll massacre both of our families. I just know it!” 
 
    “Remington, Willow’s right. We have to call them. This lady is a danger to herself and everybody around her. She needs help.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Remington argued. “I’m not going to put my family in danger.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like they already are,” Willow countered. 
 
    “Can we pull off somewhere so I can think?” Remington asked. 
 
    “Sure, sweetie. I need to fill up the tank anyhow. I’ll pull off at the next exit.” 
 
    What is there to think about? Bethany thought to herself. After everything we’ve been through, this should be a no-brainer. Here I was starting to like this guy. I mean, he’s cute. Kinda smart. A little on the nerdy side, maybe. But we could work on that. But… if he’s going to make stupid decisions like this… I don’t know. 
 
    The ten-minute drive to the service station was filled with silence. As soon as the truck stopped, Remington jumped out and ran inside. 
 
    “Go ahead and radio the cops,” Bethany said. 
 
    “I’m planning to,” Willow replied. “But first, I’m gonna quench my rig’s thirst. I’m hoping that little rascal will come to his senses before we call it in. It would be a lot better for everybody concerned if we’re all in one accord about this thing.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Bethany said. 
 
    “Do you know how to shoot one of these?” Willow asked, holding the pistol in front of her. 
 
    “No. And I don’t wanna know.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s fine. Just do me a favor. Hold onto it while I’m filling her up. If, and I doubt it will happen, there’s trouble, you pretend like you know what you’re doing. Don’t fire it. The sight of this powerful peashooter will scare anybody off. I promise you that.” 
 
    “Sure,” Bethany said while trying to hide her trembling spirit. 
 
    As soon as Willow got out of the vehicle, Bethany locked the doors and slid further down into the seat. I don’t like this. Not one bit. Remington’s in the store all by himself. Willow’s outside alone. I’m in the truck by myself. We have no idea where the mentally impaired one is. I have a feeling something terrible is about to happen. 
 
    From the time she was a toddler, Bethany had always been trained to trust her gut feeling. But if her gut feeling said something terrible was about to happen, what could she do about it? The uneasy teen didn’t know what that terrible thing was. Bethany didn’t know who she could trust. She didn’t want to do something that would make both Willow and Remington hate her. 
 
    She was still struggling with her emotions when someone started banging on the door. Oh, no! Gripping the gun as tightly as she could, she slowly scooted toward the door. Barely breathing, she looked in the side-view mirror. Whew! Just Willow. 
 
    Unlocking and opening the door, Bethany apologized, “Sorry about that. Just a little gun-shy I suppose.” 
 
    “Gun-shy? Good one,” Willow laughed. 
 
    Didn’t mean for it to be a pun, but we can go with that. “Must admit that was pretty quick if I do say so myself,” Bethany chuckled. 
 
    “Why don’t you go in and check on Remington? He’s been in there way too long,” Willow suggested. 
 
    “Me? Cross the parking lot? By myself?” 
 
    “I’ll be right here. I’ll watch you like a hawk.” 
 
    “So you’re gonna cover me. Like on the movies? Somebody comes after me and you’re gonna shoot ‘em?” 
 
    “If I have to.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bethany hesitated. 
 
    “Okay. You stay here and I’ll go check on him.” 
 
    “You want me to stay here in the cab by myself where you nor Remington can see me? No way!... Why don’t we go together?” 
 
    Willow laughed again. “I suppose I was a frightened teenager at one point in my life. I understand, sweetie. We can go in together.” 
 
    Nervously, Bethany opened the door and climbed out of the truck. She walked around toward the front, but didn’t see Willow. Going on around to the driver’s side, she was surprised to find Willow still sitting inside. The friendly old woman cracked her window. “Changed my mind, honey. You need to learn how to face your fears. Go on in there. Nothing’s gonna happen to you. Ginger won’t be able to catch up to us for a long time.” 
 
    “You lied to me!” Bethany yelled. “You said we could go in together.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Willow! Please!?!” 
 
    “The longer you stand there fussing, the longer it’s gonna take you to get inside. Just march in there and get him.” 
 
    “Just march in there and get him,” Bethany mumbled to herself as she spun around and speedily made her way to the front of the store. “Sure, that’s no problem at all. Why not? I mean, he’s probably in the little boys’ room. What am I supposed to do? Knock on the door and call his name? Go inside and look under the stalls like a tramp? Ugh! The situations people get me into!” 
 
    The station wasn’t much to look at. As soon as Bethany made it inside, she caught sight the sign for the restrooms. She headed down the short, dimly lit hallway, passed the women’s room and stopped at the door to the men’s room. 
 
    Knock. Knock. Knock. No answer. “Remington? Are you still in there?” 
 
    Someone tapped her on the shoulder. Bethany jumped and turned to face her. “Ma’am, the ladies’ room is back here,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, silly me,” Bethany replied. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    Bethany shakily walked toward the women’s room, but only until the other customer was out of sight. Then she quickly returned to the men’s room. “Remington? It’s me. Bethany. Are you okay?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Please don’t make me come in there,” she mumbled. I can’t go into the boys’ room, Bethany told herself. It’s hard to tell what I might see in there. Instead, she walked to the front of the store. “Excuse me, sir,” she said to the clerk. “Did you see a teenage boy come in here about ten minutes ago or so?” 
 
    “I’ve probably seen three teenage boys in here in the last ten minutes, ma’am. What’d he look like?” 
 
    “A little taller than me. Kinda scrawny. Short, dark hair. Cute as all get out.” 
 
    The guy laughed. “I’m not sure. Did you check the restroom?” 
 
    “I knocked, but he didn’t answer. We’ve been waiting for him out in the truck and we’re worried something might be wrong.” 
 
    “Want me to check?” 
 
    “Please,” Bethany said. 
 
    “Hold on a minute. I’ve got to have somebody else come out here and watch the counter. BEV! CAN YOU COME UP FRONT FOR A SEC?” 
 
    Great! More time down the drain. Hurry it up, Bev. Would ya? 
 
    Five long minutes later, Bev finally waddled her way to the counter with her thighs rubbing together. “Sorry about that. What do you need?” 
 
    “I’ve got to go check the men’s room. Can you cover the register for a minute?” 
 
    “Sure thing,” she said. 
 
    Bethany followed the clerk to the main hall and waited patiently while he went in. Please don’t be dead, Remington. Please don’t be dead. 
 
    In no time the clerk reentered the hallway. “Sorry, but, uh, nobody’s in here. Could he have gone out back to smoke or something?” 
 
    “He doesn’t smoke. I don’t know where he went. Thanks, sir,” Bethany said, scoping out the store eerily. 
 
    She headed back outside to share the news with Willow, but her semi was nowhere to be found. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    23 DADDY’S GIRL 
 
      
 
   With her frantic search of the parking lot turning up neither hide nor hair of Remington or Willow, Bethany slipped back inside. This time, she really did enter the ladies’ room. 
 
    Locking the door behind her, she glanced at her reflection in the dirty mirror. “I look terrible,” she grumbled. “My hair’s a mess. I have bags under my eyes. My clothes are wrinkled. And now what? I’m supposed to find my way back to Connecticut completely on my own, and I don’t even have my cell phone? 
 
    “Get a grip, Bethany. You were raised to be stronger than this. To be independent. You are very capable of making decisions on your own.” She stared at herself in the mirror as if the image before her was a completely different person she was giving counsel to. “Girl, you know you need to call your parents. Yes, they’re going to be upset with you. Yes, the fruitcake has their address. But they have the right to know what’s going on. They need to know where you are.” 
 
    Knock. Knock. Wonderful, Bethany thought. Just what I need. Another interruption. “I’ll be through in a minute,” she called. 
 
    Turning on the water, Bethany splashed a little on her face before leaving the restroom and heading back up to the counter. “Do you have a phone I could use?” she asked the clerk. 
 
    “Sure,” the guy said, handing her his cell. 
 
    “I meant a store phone, but this is even better. Thanks for trusting me.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Bethany called her house. No answer. Figures! I guess I’ll try mom’s cell. Of course it went straight to voicemail. Fine. I’ll call Dad at work. 
 
    As luck would have it, his receptionist answered. “I’m sorry, your father’s out to lunch right now.” 
 
    Bethany struggled to hold back her tears. Dad, you better answer your cell phone. It rang three times, but he picked up just before the voicemail took over. 
 
    “Hey Beth, how’s the train ride coming along?” 
 
    So good to holding in the tears. Bethany began crying and crying hard. 
 
    “Beth?... Beth?... Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy,” Bethany sniffled. “No. No. I’m not okay. I need help.” 
 
    “What’s the matter? Has somebody hurt you?” 
 
    “No.” Bethany couldn’t get much out. She could hardly breathe. 
 
    “What is it? Are you sick?” 
 
    “No, Daddy. I just… I’m not on the train.” 
 
    Her father chuckled. “Honey, you missed the train?... What happened? We can get you a new ticket. It’s not the end of the world.” 
 
    “No, Dad. That’s not it. Listen… I met a boy and —” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’ve gotten—” 
 
    “Dad, no! Stop it! Just listen to me, please. This is serious.” 
 
    Bethany walked away from the front counter as she told him the entire story. 
 
    “Beth, stay where you are. I’m going to phone the police and I’ll arrange for you to get home safely.” 
 
    “But Dad, you’re in danger too. She knows where you live.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine, honey. We can protect ourselves. It’s you I’m concerned about. Let me talk to the clerk so I can get a better idea as to where you’re located and then I’ll get in touch with the police there in your area. Don’t go anywhere until the authorities arrive — no matter what!” 
 
    “I won’t, Daddy, I promise.” 
 
    “Not even if lover boy shows back up.” 
 
    “Dad, I’m not in love.” 
 
    “Okay. Fine. Your crush.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Okay… I love you, Beth and I’ll see you soon. Be careful.” 
 
    “Love you too, Dad.” 
 
    Bethany returned the phone to the clerk. 
 
    She stood, nervously listening to the one side of the conversation she could hear for several minutes until the clerk finally put the phone down. “Your dad said you’re in some sort of danger and he’s contacting law enforcement. While you’re waiting, I would suggest you stay away from all of the windows. Do you want to wait in the staff lounge? Or you can lock yourself in the ladies’ room if you’d like.” 
 
    “I’ll take the ladies’ room,” Bethany said. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what. I’ll put an ‘out of order’ sign on the door just to make sure nobody bothers you. 
 
    “Thank you so much!” Bethany cried. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    24 ANOTHER CHANCE 
 
      
 
   Eighteen-wheelers were definitely the way to go. Remington had arrived at that conclusion after riding with Willow. Not only were the drivers tough, but they were long-distance travelers. He was thrilled to see one slowing down. 
 
    “Where you heading, buddy?” the driver asked. 
 
    “Connecticut.” 
 
    “This rig is Pennsylvania bound; I can get ya pretty close. Hop on in.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” Remington said, opening the door and climbing into the cab. 
 
    It didn’t take long to notice the new driver wasn’t quite as organized as Willow. Empty soda cans decorated his floorboards. A deck of playing cards was sitting on the dash. The seat had several holes ripped in it. Everything was coated with multiple layers of dust. But it was a ride and Remington wasn’t about to complain. 
 
    “Awfully young to be out here traveling the country alone, aren’t you?” the driver asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m going home.” 
 
    “The prodigal returns, huh?” 
 
    “Something like that, sir.” 
 
    “Please don’t call me sir; I’m only twenty-five.” 
 
    Remington strapped himself in and the man pulled out. Remmy observed him carefully. Twenty-five years old? In this line of work? Wow! The guy looked tired. Even though he wore a smile on his face, it was hard for Remington to believe he was happy. 
 
    “Do I have something on my face?” the man asked, noticing the way Remmy was looking at him. 
 
    “No. Just thinking… You’re only twenty-five and already have your own tractor and trailer?” 
 
    The young driver chuckled. “Inherited the wheels from my old man. Went for my CDL not too long after I graduated high school and been on the open road since. Love it, man.” 
 
    “Don’t you get lonely never being in one place very long?” 
 
    “Sometimes. But the pay’s great and I love traveling. Always something new to see.” 
 
    “I guess… Pick up many hitchhikers?” 
 
    “Yeah, to be honest, I do. Not really supposed to let other people ride along because of insurance regulations and everything, but it helps pass the time of day to have somebody sitting here to talk to.” 
 
    “Thanks again for picking me up.” 
 
    “Glad to do it.” 
 
    For several minutes, neither of them spoke. Then, Remington felt the need to open that fat mouth of his. “Can I ask you a hypothetical question?” 
 
    “Sure, bud. What’s that?” 
 
    “Let’s say somebody threatened you. Not only you but your whole family. And let’s just say you were a teenager when this happened and they said if you told anybody about it, they’d kill everybody you love. What would you do?” 
 
    The truck driver chuckled again. “If I was a teenager, probably nothing, man. Kids say things like that all of the time. They don’t really mean it. Just a way to gain some power.” 
 
    “What if you thought they did mean it?” 
 
    “That just means the guy’s pretty good at manipulating people or making them fear him. Don’t give into that, man. Stand up to him.” 
 
    “I said this is a hypothetical situation. None of the guys at school have threatened me or my family if that’s where your mind went. I was just asking.” 
 
    “And I was just giving you my answer. Anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    “Well… maybe I should ask a different hypothetical question. Let’s say we’re driving down the road and some insane person starts trying to run us off the road for no reason. What would you do?” 
 
    “I’d radio the mounties and let them deal with it.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Remington said. “Any idea how far from Connecticut we are?” 
 
    “Just a guess, but I’d say somewhere in the neighborhood of two to three days depending on traffic.” 
 
    “Great,” Remington mumbled with a sigh. 
 
    “Why so down, bud?” 
 
    “Just worn out. Ready to be home. Ready to see my family.” 
 
    “I can understand that.” 
 
    Remington and the young truck driver continued making small talk for a couple of hours before Remington finally drifted off to sleep. A few more hours passed before he woke up when he felt the truck coming to a stop. 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    “Just passed South Bend, Indiana.” 
 
    “What’s the holdup?” 
 
    “We’ve just driven into a parking lot, man. Sounds like there’s an accident about two miles ahead of us… Kinda strange. There hasn’t been any traffic at all for the last hour or so. Must’ve been a single-vehicle accident.” 
 
    Slowly, they inched along until eventually coming upon the scene of the accident. “That looks like — no, it can’t be,” Remington uttered. 
 
    “Like what?” the driver asked. 
 
    “Like Willow.” 
 
    “Willow? You mean like a willow tree?” 
 
    “No, Willow — she’s another trucker who gave me a ride before I met you.” 
 
    “A lot of trucks look alike man. The chances of it being someone you know are slim to none.” 
 
    “Can we stop just in case?” 
 
    “Can’t do it, partner. It’d block all of the emergency vehicles and make it even harder for them to convert this parking lot back into a highway again.” 
 
    “I understand, but—” 
 
    “Sorry, bud. Just can’t do it. Even if it is this Willow you speak of, there’s nothing you could do to help her anyway.” 
 
    Remington was highly upset. It’s not so much Willow, but Bethany. She would have been in that truck too. They could both be dead. And it’s all my fault. If only I hadn’t run from that service station… but I was scared. How could I not? They were going to call the cops and I have to get home to protect my family. I had no choice! 
 
    “You okay, partner?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll be fine,” Remington told him. 
 
    “Must’ve been a pretty special trucker? Did you have the hots for her?” 
 
    Remington grinned. “Not hardly. She was more like a grandma figure.” 
 
    “Gotcha. I doubt it’s her, man. But if it is, she’ll be fine. Those grandma truckers are unstoppable. They know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” Remington said, simply to appease the situation. More than likely the psycho woman had something to do with it. Ten to one she ran them off the road. Or killed them both. Great! That means Ginger’s probably out here in another vehicle. I wonder if she knows where I am? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    25 TIME FOR SOME SHUT-EYE 
 
      
 
   Twenty minutes into Ohio, the driver told Remington he was going to have to pull off and sleep for several hours. 
 
    “I can help you stay awake,” Remington countered. “I really need to get to Connecticut as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “I understand, but it’s against the regulations I have to follow. By law, I can only drive thirteen hours without sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re not supposed to let hitchhikers ride with you either, and you don’t adhere to that regulation.” 
 
    The young driver laughed. “Got me there. To be honest, I’ve never been much of a rule-follower. However, I have already driven sixteen hours today. It’s not safe for me to continue. I have to stop, man.” 
 
    Remington was in a hurry to arrive back home, but the truth of the matter was, he didn’t want that truck to stop for anything. His stalker was out there and sitting idle could prove dangerous, if not fatal for both him and his new friend. “Are we going to pull off at a truck stop?” 
 
    “Why, man? You wanting to bail on me and grab a ride with somebody else so you don’t have to wait?” 
 
    “Nah. I’d rather ride with somebody I trust. But I was just wondering where we’re going to be sleeping. That’s all.” 
 
    “I don’t do the whole truck stop thing. Not for rest anyway. Too many street lights. Too many truck doors slamming. Too many people jabbering as they’re walking by. I’ll just be pulling off next to the highway when I find a place that feels right.” 
 
    Great, Remington thought. We’re going to be sitting right next to the highway. If the maniac of Montana comes by and sees me, we’re both dead meat… Then again, how could she possibly know what vehicle I’m in? There’s no way. 
 
    Remington wasn’t about to tell his new trucker friend about his problems. The less he knew, the better. 
 
    “There’s a place,” the man said, turning on his blinker and slowing down. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Just under that bridge.” 
 
    “Why under a bridge?” 
 
    “Just habit, I guess. Something I’ve been doing since the first night I started driving. Doesn’t scare ya, does it?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “What did I tell you about calling me that?” 
 
    “Sorry. Just a habit I have, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, break the habit. At least when you’re with me. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure. What’s your name, anyway?” 
 
    “They call me Owl.” 
 
    “Owl? What kind of name is that?” 
 
    “It’s a nickname from when I was a kid. Said my eyes were as big as an owl’s or something ludicrous like that. How about you? What can I call you?” 
 
    “Remmy.” 
 
    The driver shut down his rig. “Nice to meet you, Remmy. Sorry for not introducing myself earlier.” 
 
    “Not your fault. I didn’t introduce myself either.” 
 
    “Alright, bud. The quicker we get some shut eye, the quicker we can hit the road. As much as I enjoy your company, we gotta stop flapping our gums and get some sleep.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Remington said, sliding down as far in the seat as he could. “Mind if I take my shirt off?” 
 
    “Help yourself, man.” 
 
    “Thanks. I know it sounds weird, but I like to sleep with something covering my face.” 
 
    “That is a bit odd indeed. But whatever floats your boat. See you in a few hours, bud.” 
 
    Remington took his shirt off and draped it over his face. I didn’t lie, he convinced himself. I will feel better sleeping with something over my face. It’ll make it harder for the she-devil to know it’s me if she peeps in the window. 
 
    The terrified teen closed his eyes. I’m glad this guy seems pretty sane. I think he’d probably protect me if something tragic were to happen… Oh man, what’s that noise? Slowly, he pulled the cloth from his eyes. It was dark out. He couldn’t see much of anything. 
 
    Remington peered around. No other vehicles were stopped — not that he could see anyway. The boy checked his side-view mirror. Nobody there. He leaned toward the middle of the cab, hoping to check the driver’s mirror. 
 
    “Remmy? What are you doing, partner?” 
 
    “Sorry. Thought I heard something. Just checking it out. Didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “Do you want to get to Connecticut or not?” 
 
    “Of course I do, but—” 
 
    “You’re gonna have to sit still and go to sleep then. If I don’t sleep, we don’t drive.” 
 
    Remington could hear the irritation rising in the driver’s voice. Somehow, he was going to have to keep his fears to himself. He would have to stay still and not move a muscle. At least long enough for Owl to fall into a deep sleep. 
 
    “Sorry,” the teen apologized, sliding down into his chair and covering his face once more. 
 
    Owl didn’t bother with a reply. Instead, he let out an irritated sigh. 
 
    Three minutes later, Remington heard it again. It was the exact same sound he had heard a moment ago. He was sure of it this time. It sounded as if something was moving. Something in the trailer maybe? Or touching the front of the cab? Whatever it was, he didn’t want to know. 
 
    God, please protect me. I can’t talk to Owl anymore. He’s gonna get mad. But God, I know You’ll listen to me any time of the day or night. I need help. I think Ginger’s out here. You know if she is. God, please don’t allow her to get to me. Please don’t let her hurt me. I need to be there to protect my family. They don’t even know what’s going on. Please, God. Please keep me safe. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    26 POLICE INTERVENTION 
 
      
 
   Thirty minutes of relaxing silence was interrupted by the last thing Remington wanted to hear. “Fellow truckers, we need your eyes,” someone blurted through the CB radio. “A fellow trucker is missing. Willow’s the name. Her rig was found rolled over earlier this morning, but her person has yet to be located. A teenage girl made an odd report to the boy scouts this morning — claimed she and a sixteen-year-old boy had hopped in with Willow to try to escape the clutches of a lunatic who had been stalking and possibly trying to kill them. At this point, the lunatic, the boy, whose first name we’ve heard is Remington, the alleged stalker, and Ms. Willow are unaccounted for. Folks, keep your eyes and ears open for anything suspicious and be careful out there.” 
 
    Owl gave Remington a suspicious look. “Boy, you have some explaining to do.” 
 
    Remington didn’t know what to say. He didn’t want his driver to know anything about what had taken place before. 
 
    “Can you just pull over and let me out? I don’t want you to get involved.” 
 
    “I’m already involved, partner. I’m not pulling this truck over. Tell me what’s going on. Right now.” 
 
    “I… I can’t. Just let me go. Pretend like you never saw me. Okay?” 
 
    Startling him, Owl grabbed his CB mic. “This is Owl. I picked Remington up several hours ago. He’s in my rig and wants to exit my vehicle now that this announcement’s been made. I don’t know what the deal is, but I’m not stopping this truck until a mountie pulls up behind me with those lights flashing. I’m passing mile marker 324 heading east.” 
 
    “You idiot!” Remington yelled, reaching for the door handle. 
 
    Owl grabbed his arm with his right hand while holding onto the wheel with the left. “You ain’t about to jump outta my truck. We’re going seventy-miles-per-hour. Boy, there’s something you ain’t tellin’ me, and I don’t like it one bit.” 
 
    “Let go of me!” Remington shouted. 
 
    “Only if you promise not to go for that handle again.” 
 
    “Sure. I promise,” Remington said. 
 
    The second Owl let go, Remington unfastened his seatbelt and tried to grab the wheel. Without wasting as much as a second, Owl grabbed him by the nape of the neck with so much force that Remington gave up all hopes of fighting. 
 
    It wasn’t long before blue lights began flashing in the mirror. “Hallelujah!” Owl said, pulling to the side of the road. 
 
    “You’re gonna regret this,” Remington told him. “I promise you that.” 
 
    Before Remington knew what happened, the truck was stopped beside of the highway and a police officer was standing at his door. 
 
    “Remington, I presume?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Step on down here.” 
 
    As much as he didn’t want to comply, Remington respected and feared her badge. He opened the door and climbed out of the truck, just as a second patrol car arrived on the scene. 
 
    “Driver, please remain in your vehicle. I’ll have the other officer come over to get a statement from you in a moment.” 
 
    “No problem, ma’am. Thank you for getting here so quickly,” Owl replied. 
 
    The officer turned her attention to Remington. “I’m going to have you take a seat in the back of my cruiser.” 
 
    “Am I under arrest?” 
 
    The officer giggled. “Not hardly, son. Just need to get you back to your parents and need to find out what’s going on here.” 
 
    Remington was relieved, yet still scared to death. If the psycho happened by and saw him with the officer, he didn’t know what she might do. 
 
    Following the officer’s lead, Remington climbed into the back of the squad car. The woman locked him in and before going back and speaking with the other patrolman who had arrived on the scene. 
 
    Remington watched as the male officer walked around to the driver’s side of the rig. 
 
    A moment later, the female officer returned to question Remington. “So… the first thing we need to know is who you are and where you’re from.” 
 
    “My name’s Remington. Remington Russell. I’m from Farmington, Connecticut.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, handing him a slip of paper and an ink pen. “Jot down your phone number and address for me.” 
 
    Hesitantly, Remington complied. 
 
    As soon as he handed her the paper, she said, “Now tell me about this individual who has been following you and your friend, Bethany. What’s her name and why is she after you?” 
 
    “I don’t know the answers to either one of those questions.” 
 
    “Hmm. Interesting,” the officer said. “Where did you first meet this woman?” 
 
    “At my uncle’s house.” 
 
    “Where’s he live?” 
 
    “He lived in Troy, Montana.” 
 
    “Lived?” the officer asked. 
 
    “My parents sent me there to spend a few weeks with him. When I got to his house, he was dead.” 
 
    “So if I contact the authorities in Montana, they can confirm this report?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. Uncle Brad didn’t have a phone and I had to walk forever to get to his house.” 
 
    “So you never reported his death?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    The officer took off her sunglasses. “So what did you do?” 
 
    Remington began to cry. “I buried him.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    Slowly, Remington began telling her about everything that had taken place. 
 
    “Okay, Remington. You’ve been a great help. We’re going to the station now so we can make arrangements to get you home.” 
 
    “But what if Ginger kills my family? She’s still out there.” 
 
    “Ginger? I thought you didn’t know the woman’s name?” 
 
    “I don’t, ma’am. Ginger is what Willow called her. Guess she calls all red-heads that.” 
 
    “Gotcha…. Don’t worry about Ginger hurting your family, hon. We’ll catch her. Your family will be fine. There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    I wish she wouldn’t have said that, Remington thought. Famous last words. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    27 MASS CONFUSION 
 
      
 
   Two non-uniformed officers entered the cold, dark, isolated room where Remington was being held. “Son, we have a problem,” one of them said, taking a seat across the table from him. 
 
    “What’s that?” Remington asked. 
 
    “Well, we got in touch with your parents and they gave us the address for your uncle.” 
 
    “Okay,” Remington said. 
 
    “We contacted authorities in Troy, Montana to have them check things out. And what do you think they discovered when they got up to your uncle’s place?” 
 
    “I’m afraid to ask,” Remington replied. 
 
    “They found your Uncle Brad. Still alive. Why did you tell one of our officers you had found his dead body and buried him?” 
 
    “I was telling the truth!” 
 
    “The windows weren’t shot out. There was no grave. Your uncle didn’t have any goats. His house doesn’t have a basement.” 
 
    Remington was speechless. What on earth is going on? I don’t get it. It wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t a nightmare. Remington knew one hundred percent for sure that everything he had told them had been completely truthful. But the looks they were giving him. The tone of the investigator’s voice. They didn’t believe one word of what he had said. Do they think I’m the one who’s lost my mind? “There must be a mistake,” he said after a moment of silence. “The officer must have gone to the wrong house.” 
 
    “Nope. Troy’s a small area. The officer had known your uncle Brad for years. So what are you trying to pull, boy?” 
 
    “I’m not trying to pull anything. Everything I told you is true. You have my word!” 
 
    “Remington, after we found out your uncle is still alive, we had a long chat with your folks. I understand you were kidnapped a couple of years ago and became a victim of human trafficking?” 
 
    “Yeah, but what does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Your dad said you’ve held up well. Haven’t needed to go to counseling or anything like that?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s right. I have a close relationship with God. I guess that’s helped.” 
 
    “Remington, have you been putting up a front?” the officer asked in a slightly less confrontational tone. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    The other interrogator finally spoke up. “Remington, have you been struggling inside since everything happened? Keeping your feelings bottled up?” 
 
    “No. I’ve been fine. Why?” 
 
    “We’re just trying to get to the bottom of things. We know a woman was really chasing you and Bethany. Bethany confirmed that story. But what we don’t know is why she was chasing you. What really happened?” 
 
    “I already told you all what happened. She was harassing my uncle for a long time. She murdered him. And now she’s setting me up to be her next victim. I don’t know why. How could I know?” 
 
    The detective looked frustrated. It was obvious he felt the boy was holding back pertinent information. His words confirmed it. “Remington, please. We need your help in order to stop her.” 
 
    “To stop her from killing my family?” 
 
    “Precisely. We won’t be able to track her down unless you spit out the truth. Whatever happened, whatever you did, you have to come clean with us.” 
 
    “I need an attorney.” 
 
    “An attorney? Are you saying you committed a crime?” 
 
    “No. I didn’t. But you’re acting like I did. I’m afraid you want to put me behind bars when I’m the victim here!” 
 
    “Remington, we’re not accusing you of breaking any laws. We’re just trying to put all of the pieces together, and they’re not adding up.” 
 
    Remington took a deep breath. “When do I get to see my parents?” 
 
    “They’re on their way to get you as we speak.” 
 
    “Are they flying?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re supposed to be here in about three hours.” 
 
    “Thanks. If you don’t mind, I don’t want to talk anymore until they’re here.” 
 
    “Remington, why? You’re acting like you’re hiding something.” 
 
    “I’m not. Okay? I just don’t know what’s going on and I’m scared.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” one of the officers said in an exasperated tone. 
 
    Remington watched as the quieter detective tapped on the door so the guard would let them out. 
 
    Remington laid his head on the table and began to weep. “God, this doesn’t make any sense! None of it! You saw Uncle Brad. You saw everything I went through. It wasn’t a figment of my imagination. You know it wasn’t!” Remington rubbed his thigh. He could still feel the wound from where the witchdoctor had cut into the spider bite. “Please help me understand what’s going on here, God. I’m so scared.” 
 
    Remington cried himself to sleep on God’s shoulder. 
 
    A few hours later, he woke up to a hand rubbing his back. Opening his eyes, he was overcome with emotions at the sight of both his mom and dad standing next to him. 
 
    Bursting into a fit of crying, he stood and hugged both of them. “I’m so glad you made it! And that you’re alive!... I’m so sorry… about everything.” 
 
    Collin glanced at his son’s feet. “Dress shoes and blue jeans? New fashion statement, huh, son?” 
 
    Alayna glared at her husband and shook her head. 
 
    “Can we have a few minutes alone with our son?” Collin asked the officers. 
 
    “You may,” one of them replied. 
 
    Alayna motioned her head toward the large mirror across from them. “They’re watching us and can probably hear every word,” she whispered. 
 
    Collin nodded. 
 
    “Remington, buddy, we need to know the truth. The police took Uncle Brad down to the station for questioning. They let him use their phone so we could talk to him. He said you never showed up and he assumed we had changed our mind about letting you visit.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Dad. I got to the station and he wasn’t there. So I walked all the way to Troy—” 
 
    “You did what?” Alayna interrupted. 
 
    “I walked to Troy on foot.” 
 
    “You didn’t? Tell me you didn’t? That’s a long way from the train depot.” 
 
    “Eighteen miles to be exact,” Remington replied. “But that’s not the important part. I pulled out the slip of paper with his address on it and then I asked a guy at a convenience store where it was—” 
 
    Alayna was flustered. “Remington, you talked to a guy you didn’t know?” 
 
    “Please, dear. Let him get on with his story,” Collin said. “We can get nag him about all of the things he did wrong later.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad,” Remington said. “So after I got directions, I hiked all the way up to Uncle Brad’s. His place was out in the middle of nowhere just like you said it was.” 
 
    Once the boy paused, Collin expressed some doubt. “Uncle Brad said he ran into some trouble and got to the station late. But he insisted you weren’t there. He said he drove around a little while and saw no sign of you anywhere.” 
 
    “But, Dad! I buried Uncle Brad. He was dead. I know he was. The police must have had the wrong guy. You talked to the wrong person.” 
 
    “I most certainly did not. I know my own brother’s voice, bud. It was—" 
 
    “Honey,” Alayna interjected. “Do you have that slip of paper with your uncle’s address written on it?” 
 
    Remington searched his pockets. Slowly, he pulled out a damp, wrinkled, half-torn slip of paper. Sure enough, it read, “Camp Creek Road 691.” 
 
    “691? I thought the address was 69 Camp Creek Road?” Alayna asked, turning to Collin. 
 
    “It is,” Collin affirmed. 
 
    “So I copied it down wrong? I buried the wrong guy?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    28 THE VISITOR 
 
      
 
   Remington was on pins and needles as he and his family boarded the plane to fly back to Farmington. They had been cautioned that investigators may be getting in touch with them as soon as they arrived home and that their full cooperation was expected. What a nightmare! 
 
    Throughout the flight, Remington kept having flashbacks. Not to the man he buried. Not to Willow shooting out Ginger’s tires. Not even to the times he was being tortured all alone at what he thought was his uncle’s house. No, he was having flashbacks to what had happened before he left Farmington. The fires. Sneaking out with Titus. Titus turning out to be the arsonist and going to jail. Wow, he thought. I could end up behind bars like Titus. Maybe with Titus? I broke and entered someone else’s property. Tampered with evidence. Buried a man who was quite possibly murdered... All Titus did was burn buildings down. 
 
    It was a long flight, but the sixteen-year-old breathed a sigh of relief when he was able to step off the plane without anyone waiting at the gates to cuff him. That is, until a notification popped up on his father’s phone. 
 
    “I’ve got a voicemail,” Collin said. 
 
    Remington thought he was going to puke as his dad began hitting buttons on his cell. 
 
    “Well, guys. Looks like we’re expected to go downtown before we even go by the house. Don’t know any details, but we’re supposed to be meeting with an investigator by the name of Hayden.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Alayna grumbled. “Can we at least get something to eat first? I’m starving.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we better. It’s hard to tell how long we’ll have to be down at the precinct. You hungry, Remington?” 
 
    “No, I don’t have an appetite at all,” he groaned. 
 
    The Russells quickly ordered some roast beef sandwiches at a drive-thru and headed to the station. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to get inside and find Officer Hayden. He was a rough-looking, older gentleman who looked like he was out for justice. “Folks, I’m going to need to question your son for a good hour or two. You’re welcome to wait here in the lobby or if you have any errands you need to run, that’s okay too.” 
 
    “Can’t we stay with him?” Alayna asked. 
 
    “Sorry, folks. We have to minimize any possibility of distractions or false information being provided.” 
 
    “But I want them to stay,” Remington said. “They won’t distract me.” 
 
    “Sorry, folks. No parents allowed… Remington, follow me this way please.” 
 
    Remington sheepishly looked at his parents before following the stranger into his office. The gruff investigator shut his door. “This is not an interrogation, son. You’re not under arrest. But a crime has been committed and you were at the scene. You are the best witness we have at this point, and we need you to recall every detail of what transpired when you were in Troy. Nothing is too insignificant.” 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    “What do we do now?” Alayna asked in the lobby. 
 
    “I don’t know. Go to the house and make sure nobody’s been messing around?” 
 
    “You really think that woman made her way to Farmington?” 
 
    “I doubt it. But you never know. I would rather find out now when it’s just the two of us than later when we have Remington.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Collin. If you think it’s even a remote possibility, shouldn’t we ask for a police escort?” 
 
    “Why, because some woman we’ve never met might possibly be in our state? She may have turned around and headed back to Montana for all we know.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right. But promise me this. If we see any signs that anybody’s been there, we’re going to leave and phone the police right away. No big, brave man of the house stuff, okay?” 
 
    “Deal,” Collin agreed while crossing his toes like a schoolboy. 
 
    There was so much tension in the Russells’ car that it was hard to breathe. By the time they got to the house, their hearts were racing. 
 
    “No vehicles in the driveway,” Alayna said. 
 
    “All of the windows are intact,” Collin added. “Why don’t you stay in the car while I do a walk-around?” 
 
    “I think we should stay together,” Alayna fussed. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Together, Collin and Alayna walked the perimeter of their property, searching for any signs of a perpetrator. There were no signs. Everything appeared to be just the same as when they left. 
 
    “Time to check the inside,” Collin said, pulling out his keys. 
 
    “What do we do if somebody’s in there?” 
 
    “I don’t think we have anything to worry about.” 
 
    “But just in case. I want to be prepared. What’s our plan?” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it, dear. Everything’s going to be fine.” 
 
    Collin ascended the steps to the porch with Alayna nearly tripping over his heels. To make sure the door was still locked, he jiggled the knob. He froze and backed up a step. 
 
    “What’s wrong, honey?” Alayna asked. 
 
    “Nothing. We must have left in such a hurry that we forgot to lock the house. That’s all.” 
 
    “The door’s unlocked? We never do that, Collin.” 
 
    “We were in a hurry. I’m sure it was just an oversight.” Collin pushed the door open. 
 
    “Collin, what are you doing? You promised we would call the police if anything were amiss.” 
 
    “But nothing’s amiss. It’s just an unlocked door. People do this kind of thing all of the time. We can’t phone the police because we forgot to secure the house.” With that, Collin stepped inside. 
 
    Alayna stayed at the doorstep. “Collin, please don’t do this.” 
 
    Collin paid no attention to her plea. He walked further into the house. 
 
    Not wanting to remain outside alone, Alayna followed him from a distance. “Hello?” she called. “Anybody here?” 
 
    Collin turned and looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “If a lunatic is in here, do you really think she’s going to answer?” 
 
    Alayna didn’t respond as a chill crawled up her spine. 
 
    Collin entered Remington’s room. Cautiously, he looked behind the door. With no one there, he proceeded to the closet and slowly slid the door open. He pushed the clothing around. Nobody there. 
 
    “Under the bed,” Alayna whispered. 
 
    Collin distanced himself from the bed as far as possible and got down on his knees. “All clear,” he announced. 
 
    Knock. Knock. Knock. 
 
    Collin and Alayna exchanged looks of fear as they stood in complete silence. 
 
    Knock. Knock. Knock. 
 
    “I told you we should’ve called the police!” Alayna squawked. 
 
    “Let’s just pretend we’re not here,” Collin suggested. 
 
    “Our car’s in the driveway. That’s a dead giveaway, genius.” 
 
    “Did you have to use the word dead right now?” 
 
    Knock. Knock. Knock. 
 
    “Hon, we can’t live our lives in fear. We’ve got to see who’s at the door.” 
 
    “Collin, no! This is stupid. No brave, tough guy stuff. Remember?” 
 
    “Answering the door is not being a brave, tough guy. It’s what normal people do,” Collin argued. 
 
    “Fine. Let’s go,” Alayna said. 
 
    Together, they slowly made their way to the door. Looking through the window, they could see the top of someone’s head. 
 
    “Red hair. Collin, red hair! The stalker!” 
 
    Collin leaned closer to the door and peered out. 
 
    A red-headed woman was standing at the door. She looked nervous. 
 
    “Can I help you with something?” Collin asked. 
 
    “Hi, I’m new to the neighborhood and I’m having trouble getting my utilities turned on. Would you mind giving me the account number for your electric service? The power company said that would make it easier for them to locate me.” 
 
    Collin started to unlock the door. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alayna gasped. “Collin, no!” 
 
    “Everything okay?” the lady hollered. 
 
    “We just got home from being out of town, ma’am,” Alayna replied loudly. “We… um… don’t have our bill right in front of us. Why don’t you try checking with the people next door?” 
 
    “Already tried. They’re not home,” she replied. 
 
    “Sorry we can’t help you right now. We’re in the middle of something.” 
 
    “Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “No!” Alayna yelled. 
 
    To their surprise, the woman walked away grumbling, “Friendly neighbors those folks are.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    29 BLOODY JOGGER 
 
      
 
   Remington was thrilled to find out he wasn’t being prosecuted. The whole tampering with evidence thing wasn’t going to be an issue, according to the investigator, as it had obviously been unintentional. What he wasn’t so thrilled about, however, was the fact that they had no leads as to where the psycho woman was or whether or not she was somehow connected to Willow’s so-called accident. 
 
    Upon departing the investigator’s office, Remmy was surprised to see Bethany sitting in the lobby. “Remington! Thank God you’re okay!” she said, running toward him and throwing her arms around his neck. “What happened to you? Where’d you go? I’ve been worried sick.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Bethany. It’s a long story and this is probably not the best place to talk about it… Are you here for questioning too?” 
 
    “Yeah. Getting ready to have another meeting with Detective Hayden.” 
 
    “Another meeting? You’ve already met?” 
 
    “Yes, this is the third, and I’m hoping, final time.” 
 
    “I’m ready for you now, Bethany,” Detective Hayden interrupted, stepping into the lobby. 
 
    “See you, Remington. I live over on Fourth Ave by the way.” 
 
    “Awesome. I’ll look you up.” 
 
    “You better!” 
 
    Remington sat down and crossed his arms. Who would even think it possible for Bethany and I to see each other as soon as I arrived back home? And right after being interrogated like that. That’s exactly what it was… whether he wants to call it that or not. Wonder where Mom and Dad went anyway? Oh well. I guess I’ll just have to sit here and wait. Not like I have any choice in the matter. 
 
    A few minutes later, his parents walked in. “Ready to go, champ?” his dad asked. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Remington replied. 
 
    As they headed to the car, Remmy asked where they had been running around to and was dumbfounded to hear their answer. 
 
    “You actually went to the house without an escort? Anything could’ve happened to you.” 
 
    “But it didn’t,” Alayna said. “Everything was okay.” 
 
    “So we’re going back there now?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s our home.” 
 
    “But she knows where we live!” Remington protested. 
 
    “We’re aware of that. We’ll keep the door locked. There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve heard that one before. You don’t know what she’s like.” 
 
    “Remington, we’ve heard the whole story. We know everything you told the officers.” 
 
    “But you haven’t seen it firsthand. She’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Remington, you were by yourself. Now there’s three of us. And I have a gun that I’m not afraid to use,” Collin said. 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Remington. Your dad nor I will let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “But what if something happens to you? What if one of you lose your life because of me?” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen, bud. Don’t even think that way.” 
 
    The drive back to the house was anything but comfortable for Remington. The images swirling around his head were anything but pleasant. He pictured his family pulling up to the house and finding Ginger sitting on the porch with a butcher knife in hand. Alternatively, he imagined she had attached a creepy picture of Willow’s corpse to the front door. Maybe she was hiding in the house and was going to wait until they were asleep. 
 
    By the time the house came into view, Remington was sweating grotesquely. “Who is that?” he asked, seeing a car sitting in the driveway. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Collin said. 
 
    All three of them stared at the car as Collin slowed. The back window rolled down and a hand came out. “It’s Bethany!” Remington shouted. 
 
    “Bethany? The girl from the train?” 
 
    “The one and the same,” Remington said with a smile. “How’d she find me?” 
 
    Collin pulled in next to Bethany’s family. Remington and Bethany jumped out at the same time. They had some serious catching up to do. 
 
    All of the adults got out of their vehicles and the teens introduced them all to one another. “Sorry we didn’t meet under better circumstances,” Collin said. 
 
    “It’s okay. Sounds like our fun may not be over yet,” Bethany’s dad replied. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My brother-in-law works down at dispatch. It may be unrelated, but a little while ago a red-headed, angry woman jumped on the back of a teenage boy as he was jogging down the sidewalk. She slammed his head into the pavement. Witnesses say she flipped the kid over and when she got a good look at his face, she looked distraught — like it wasn’t the right person. Then she fled and on foot.” 
 
    “Nobody knows where she went?” 
 
    “Nope. Vanished. Witnesses said they had never seen her before.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    30 MIDNIGHT CRY 
 
      
 
   Three minutes after midnight. The house was silent. Everyone should have been asleep. But it was impossible. Too many things racing through overworked minds. Too many suspicions. Too many eerie sounds. 
 
    Remington’s door creaked open. He froze. A glimmer of light from the hallway shown through. “Dad! You scared me to death.” 
 
    “Just checking on you, son. You sure you don’t want to sleep in our room tonight?” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad. But I’m sure.” 
 
    Bam! Bam! Bam!... It sounded like someone was trying to beat the door down. Bam! Bam! Bam! 
 
    “On second thought,” Remmy said. 
 
    “I heard it too. Sit tight.” 
 
    Collin had his pistol strapped to his side. He whipped it out and began creeping down the stairs. Remington knew he was supposed to stay in bed, but he couldn’t. Something terrible could happen. He stood, grabbed the baseball bat out from under his bed, and tiptoed to the top of the stairwell just in case his dad needed backup. 
 
    From that viewpoint, he could see his old man flip on the porch light. Dad stepped up to the window and did a double-take. “Brad?” 
 
    “Brad?” Remington repeated softly. “Like Uncle Brad?” The boy watched as his dad unlocked the door and greeted his brother. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Sorry for coming in so late, but I caught the earliest flight I could. After hearing about everything that boy of yours went through just so he could spend some time with me, I felt the least I could do is come down here and spend some time with him. I hope that’s okay?” 
 
    “It sure is. Let me get him,” Collin replied. 
 
    “Oh, there’s no need to wake him.” 
 
    “He’s not asleep. I just talked to him a second ago.” 
 
    Collin turned toward the stairs and saw Remington staring down at them. “Didn’t I tell you to stay in bed?” 
 
    “Sorry, Dad.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about that in the morning. For now, come on down here and meet the real Uncle Brad.” 
 
    Remington trotted down the steps as quickly as possible. Uncle Brad stuck his hand out and shook Remmy’s so hard the boy thought it was going to break. “I apologize for not making it to the depot to pick you up on time. Everything you’ve gone through is my fault.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Remington told him. “I’m just glad you weren’t really dead.” 
 
    “I stand in agreement with you there, son,” Brad said. “Would you mind showing me to the guest room?” 
 
    “We don’t have one,” Remington replied. “But you can sleep in my bed. I’m not getting any rest anyway.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that. I can doze on the couch. Done it many times.” 
 
    “No, I insist,” Remington said. “You’re our guest. I can crash on the floor in Mom and Dad’s room. Would that be alright, Dad?” 
 
    Collin smiled mischievously. “I guess so. But only for Uncle Brad’s sake, you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Remington agreed. 
 
    “Hurry up and get your blankets and things moved over, and I’ll show your uncle around real quick,” Collin said. 
 
    “No problem,” Remington replied before darting up the stairs. 
 
    I’m glad he’s here. Now it’s four against one. And I’m sure a cowboy can take on a psycho any day. Gathering his things, Remington rushed into his parents’ room. 
 
    “What’s going on?” his mom asked. 
 
    “Uncle Brad came in to visit.” 
 
    “Without calling first?” 
 
    “He doesn’t have a phone, remember, Mom?” 
 
    “Right,” she groaned. 
 
    A few minutes later, Collin joined them. “Isn’t this an unexpected surprise?” 
 
    “Sure is,” Alayna agreed. “Do you think we can try to get some sleep now?” 
 
    “We can try,” Collin replied. 
 
    The three of them lay as quietly as possible. Then they heard the water turn on. 
 
    “Seriously, is that man going to take a shower at this time of night?” Alayna fussed. 
 
    He sure enough was. The next thing they knew he was belting out some tune they had never heard before. Something about cattle, dry weather, and ranches. Probably something he made up. 
 
    Remington smiled. It may have been late, but it meant the world to him that Uncle Brad flew all the way to Connecticut to spend some time with him. Somehow, it made him feel at least a little safer having him around as well. 
 
    Thirty minutes passed before Alayna nudged Collin. “You awake?” 
 
    “I am now. Why?” 
 
    “You actually managed to fall asleep with that water still running? It’s been more than half an hour. Don’t you think somebody should go check on him?” 
 
    “Hon, I’m sure he’s fine. My brother’s had a long flight. I’m sure he’s just trying to relax a little before hitting the bed.” 
 
    “Please. Go check.” 
 
    “Sure,” Collin said, rolling out of bed and trying not to trip over Remington, whose eyes were still wide open. 
 
    Knock. Knock. “Brad? Everything okay in there?” 
 
    Remington and Alayna listened from the bedroom but heard no answer. Knock. Knock. “Brad?” Still no answer. 
 
    Remington and Alayna got up simultaneously and joined Collin in the hall. Collin jiggled the knob, but it was locked. He pounded on the door much harder than before. “Brad?... Brad? Are you alright in there?” 
 
    Roo! Roo! A police siren screamed by, and blue lights flashed through the window for a second, nearly scaring them all half to death. 
 
    Collin beat on the door again. With there still being no answer, he pulled out a swiss army knife and used the screwdriver to pry the door open. 
 
    Please don’t be dead, Remington told himself. Please. Not again. 
 
    Collin tried to open the door, but something was blocking it. He pushed hard. Alayna suddenly screamed and pointed toward the misty bathroom mirror. 
 
    There, as plain as day, was the reflection of Uncle Brad. He was laying on his side in the tub with water still pouring all over his bleeding body. 
 
    Collin shoved harder on the door. A broom handle had been wedged between it and the toilet. The killer had purposely jammed the door before escaping through the tiny bathroom window. 
 
    Collin wasted no time in grabbing a towel and throwing it over him. “Call the cops, honey,” he demanded! “Hurry!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    31 BLEEDING-HEART 
 
      
 
    If anyone ever deserved to be the recipient of The Bleeding-Heart Award, it was definitely Bethany. Anyone else would have been infuriated and terrified at the sight of their cat being bound by duct tape and left on the doorstep of their house. If that hadn’t done the trick, surely the note would have: 
 
      
 
    I told u not to go to the pigs. They wont stop me, Bethany 
 
      
 
    It had undeniably done a number on her parents anyway. They were livid. Especially her mom. “What kind of demented monster would do such a thing? To ring our doorbell to let us know the cat was out there? Why, Roger? What was the point?” 
 
    “Don’t you understand?” Bethany asked. “She needs help. Something has happened to that woman somewhere along the way. Does she have issues? Absolutely. Is she capable of hurting people? Yes, sadly she is. But Mom, Dad, she’s still a human being. God created her for a purpose. God brought her into my life for a reason. Maybe I’m supposed to help her somehow.” 
 
    “Help her?” Bethany’s dad repeated. Turning to his wife and crossing his arms, he said, “She’s your daughter.” 
 
    “Oh so she’s your daughter when she does something wonderful, but when she makes a stupid decision, she’s suddenly my daughter?” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” Bethany interrupted. “You both think I’m making a stupid decision? Because I want to help somebody.” 
 
    “Bethany,” her father scolded. “Would you think for a minute? This woman is off her rocker. It’s hard to tell what she might do next. She must be stopped.” 
 
    “I’m not disagreeing with you,” Bethany contended. “But what I’m saying is she can be stopped if someone will just take the time to listen to her. She has a story she wants to be told. We have to find out what it is.” 
 
    “No!” her mother barked. “We will not have any involvement with this woman whatsoever. The cops are out searching for her right now. When they find her, they’ll get her story alright.” 
 
    Ding. Dong. Someone was at the door. “Stay out of sight, Bethany,” her father ordered as he approached the door. “Who is it?” 
 
    “Officer Whitehorn, sir.” 
 
    “Be right there!” 
 
    Bethany’s father let out a sigh of relief as he looked out to see the officer and his squad car in the background. "I bet they caught her," he said, opening the door. 
 
    “Got some bad news for you,” the officer said without as much as providing a greeting. 
 
    “Okay. What’s that?” 
 
    “We haven’t found any clues whatsoever. It’s like she just disappeared without a trace.” 
 
    “Yes!” Bethany squealed. 
 
    “Excuse me?” the deputy asked. 
 
    Bethany ran around the corner. “I’m glad you didn’t catch her. That woman needs help. You all just want to arrest her. Would that make you feel better? Like more of a man?” 
 
    “Bethany, stop it!” her father ordered. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Officer Whitehorn said. “Aren’t you the young lady who had said she had a knife held to her throat on the train?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Yet you want the perpetrator to go free? To be able to do this to somebody else.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want her to go free. She deserves to pay for her crimes. But before that happens, she needs a chance to open up to somebody. To share her problems.” 
 
    The deputy turned his attention to the girl’s father. “Your daughter may need to see a psychiatrist. She may be suffering some mental anguish. Maybe she hit her head while going through all of the trauma on the train.” 
 
    “I did not!” Bethany argued. “I’ve just given this whole situation a great deal of thought, and I think sometimes we’re so quick to prosecute people that all we do is slap a band-aid on the problem. We need to reach out to Ginger, or whatever her name is.” 
 
    “Ginger? I thought you all didn’t know who she was?” Officer Whitehorn questioned. 
 
    “Ginger’s the name Willow called her. Because of her red hair, I suppose.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Look, this town has a lot going on tonight. I would advise you to keep your doors bolted and your curtains drawn. If anything even remotely suspicious pops up, give us a call. And I mean immediately.” 
 
    “Before you go, officer, I have a question,” Roger asked. 
 
    “Sure, sir. What do you need?” 
 
    “Have you all notified the Russells of what’s happened over here? They could be in danger.” 
 
    “They don’t know about the feline, sir. However, we have officers patrolling their neighborhood as well, and the Russells are on high alert. That’s all I can tell you at this point.” 
 
    “Thank you, officer.” 
 
    “Glad to be of service.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    32 MAKING CONTACT 
 
      
 
   Even though she feared her parents hadn’t fallen asleep, Bethany had to do something. She couldn’t just lay there. Counting sheep wasn’t working. Not that night anyway. 
 
    Taking out a sheet of computer paper, she scribbled a note: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     Did tying up my cat help you release some of your sad feelings? I’d love to talk if you need an ear to listen… 
 
       
 
     Bethany 
 
   
 
      
 
    I know I’m being stupid, but I don’t care. Somebody has to reach this girl and it might as well be me. I know she’s going to end up in prison, but if I can reach her before she goes, who knows what God could do through her? I mean… He transformed King Saul when he was persecuting Christians… Ginger would be like putty in His hands. 
 
    Quietly, she crept down the hall and out the front door. After looking around cautiously, she placed the note on the doorstep — the same place where Whiskers had been dropped off. 
 
    Oh, I hope she finds this before Mom or Dad do, Bethany told herself before wandering back inside and climbing into bed. 
 
    She couldn’t sleep at all that night. Tossing. Turning. Thinking. Worrying. At 7 am, the sound of shattering glass alarmed her. 
 
    “Everybody sit tight,” Bethany’s dad called out. 
 
    The scared, yet curious teen listened as her father made his way through the dark house. Thirty seconds later, he barged into Bethany’s room. He tossed her a rock with a note attached. “What is this all about, young lady?” 
 
    The note read: 
 
      
 
      
 
    U called the cops again, but clame u want 2 lissen 2 my feelins. Rite! I beleave that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How would I know what that crazy woman means by that? She’s out of her mind,” Bethany retorted. 
 
    “Beth, you’re the only one here who feels like someone needs to reach this lunatic. How does she know that? What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing, Dad. Honest.” 
 
    “Nothing? Beth, look, I’m going to call the cops to report this. I have to. If you have something to do with it, they’re going to find out.” 
 
    “Call them, Dad. Do what you have to do.” 
 
    Bethany pulled the covers over her head as her father stormed from the room. He knows I left her the note. I don’t know why I even tried to cover it up. He always knows. He probably watched me put it out there. Bethany rolled on her side. Her eyes were extremely heavy, but there was no way she could close them. So Ginger got my letter, but she doesn’t trust me. I can understand that. But somehow, I have to let her know I’m here for her. She needs somebody to care… But not now. The police will be here in no time, and they could search the house… Oh my, I can’t be lying in bed in my pajamas when they get here! 
 
    Bethany jumped to her feet to get changed into some decent attire, brushed her hair, and that was all of the time she had. Ding. Dong. Great, they’re here! 
 
    Darting to the restroom, Bethany could hear her father’s voice. “Detective Hayden, thank you for coming so quickly. Please come in.” 
 
    She heard a muffled conversation. When it broke, her father called out, “Beth, honey! Can you bring that rock and the note out here please?” 
 
    “Sure. Be right out,” Bethany replied. 
 
    Keep yourself together, Bethany. That detective’s only going to know what you tell him. Don’t do anything to give yourself away. The less you say, the better. 
 
    After that little self pep talk, the teen grabbed the evidence and walked as nonchalantly as possible to the living room. “Good morning, Detective,” she said. “I sure hope this will help you catch her.” Not really. Not yet anyway. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Hayden said. “Sounds like somebody in this house has made contact with the perpetrator.” His eyes shifted from the note to Bethany. 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” the girl asked. 
 
    “It’s kind of obvious.” 
 
    “It’s obvious? The lady’s a lunatic. All of you have said so. Lunatics don’t operate with any kind of rhyme or reason.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” Hayden replied. “Bethany, it’s imperative for the truth to come to light. Did you or did you not contact her?” 
 
    “I haven’t said a word to her. Honest!” 
 
    “Have you waved at her through the window? Went looking for her? Hollered anything into the darkness?” 
 
    “Of course not! Do you think I’m crazy?” Bethany replied. 
 
    “Not crazy per se. But I was a teenager once and I know how young people operate. Always determined to be the hero. To be the one who makes a difference… I want you to stay away from that woman, girl. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “We’ve already had the same talk with her,” Roger interjected. 
 
    “Bethany, do you understand me?” the detective repeated. 
 
    “I hear ya,” she replied. 
 
    “Good. We’ve got a couple of deputies looking around outside. I’m gonna go out and see if they’ve found anything.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    33 MANIPULATOR 
 
      
 
   Even though his parents insisted it wasn’t his fault, Remington felt ill. It was his foolish idea to visit Uncle Brad in Montana. His careless mistake that led him to the wrong house. His immaturity that kept him from contacting the authorities about the death of the man he thought was his uncle. His stubbornness that broke Bethany’s phone before she could have called the police in South Dakota. His manipulative letter that eventually led the real Uncle Brad to visit him in Connecticut which ultimately led to the man’s death. 
 
    Another piece of his heart broke each and every time he heard his mother tell another relative about his uncle’s murder. He had cried so much throughout the night that he was surprised his tear ducts weren’t raw. 
 
    “Brunch is ready!” his mom called. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Remington replied. 
 
    “You didn’t eat dinner last night either. Remington, you have to put something in your system.” 
 
    “I’m too tired. Can’t I just stay in bed a while longer?” 
 
    “Remington, if you don’t eat, you’re going to get sick.” 
 
    Collin jumped in. “Hon, we’re all tired. It was a long night. Remington’s been through a lot. Just give him some time. He’ll eat when he’s hungry.” 
 
    Remington buried his face in his pillow. It’s not that I’m not hungry. I’m afraid to leave this room. I don’t want to walk past the bathroom. I don’t want to be anywhere in this house. I just want to be… I don’t know… dead. 
 
    Ding. Dong. Knock. Knock. Knock. Remington cringed. Don’t answer without your gun in hand, Dad. Please don’t. It’s her. I just know it. The thoughts were there, but they wouldn’t work their way to his tongue. 
 
    Within a matter of seconds, Remington heard the front door open and a familiar voice met his ears. “I rushed right over after I heard about what happened last night and about everything going on with Remmy. Is he okay?” 
 
    “Ericka, you didn’t have to drive all the way over here,” Collin replied. “We have a telephone, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, but after working with your son on some of the Laborers for God projects, I feel kinda like he’s my little brother. Can I see him?” 
 
    “I’m not so sure he’s up to company right now,” Collin said. 
 
    “Actually,” Alayna interjected, “I think it would do him good. Besides, honey, Ericka drove over an hour out of her way to see him.” 
 
    “Remington, come downstairs please! You have company!” 
 
    I don’t want to get up! Remington thought. I don’t want to talk to anybody right now. Can’t they just leave me alone? Maybe if I pretend I’m asleep. 
 
    “Remington!” Collin called again. “I know you’re awake. You need to get down here.” 
 
    “I don’t feel so good,” Remington replied, rubbing his stomach. He wasn’t making it up. His nerves had gotten the best of him. 
 
    Before the sixteen-year-old knew what happened, Ericka showed up in his parents’ room and found him lying on the floor. “Glad you’re okay,” she said. “I heard you’ve been living through a nightmare.” 
 
    “I’m really not up to chatting right now,” Remington told her. 
 
    “I understand, bud. Tell ya what. I’m not going to try to get you to open up.” Ericka sat down next to him. “I’m just going to talk to you for a bit. You can listen or tune me out. It doesn’t matter. I just need somebody to talk to myself. Okay?” 
 
    “Whatever makes you happy,” Remington mumbled, rolling to face the bed so he wouldn’t feel like she was staring at him. 
 
    “So… let’s see here. I’ve been reading my Bible a lot lately. Ever since Titus got arrested, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him. Just keep praying and reading God’s Word. Asking the Lord to protect him. You know… it took a lot of courage for Titus to turn himself in like that…” Ericka paused as if expecting some kind of acknowledgment that Remington was listening. He wasn’t about to give it to her. 
 
    “I believe he’ll make a perfect husband someday. I had a dream about him the other night. A dream about us walking down the aisle together. Isn’t that funny?” 
 
    Still no response from Remington. 
 
    “I hope he hasn’t forgotten about me. I’ve written him several letters, but Dad won’t let me mail them. He’s hoping I’ll change my mind about Titus. He says he wants me to be happy, but at the same time I don’t think he trusts my judgment on this one. But I’m pretty sure Titus is my Mr. Right. I wish I could go see him, but Dad says visiting male inmates is not a good idea for a young lady like myself. Hmm…” Ericka sighed. 
 
    Remington rolled over and looked at her. “So you’re really not here trying to get me to talk about what I’ve been through?” 
 
    “Only if you want to talk about it,” she told him. 
 
    “Well, I don’t.” 
 
    “Okay by me. So what do you think about Titus? Do you think he and I would make a good couple?” 
 
    “That’s a tough one,” Remington said. “I really liked Titus. You know I did. But he pulled one over on me and practically the whole town. I don’t know if I trust him anymore. You seem like a very Godly young woman, but I’m not so sure about Titus. The Bible says not to be unequally yoked.” 
 
    “With unbelievers, Remmy. You can’t just quote part of the verse.” 
 
    “I know,” Remington said. “I just don’t want you to set yourself up for disappointment.” 
 
    “That’s what everybody keeps telling me, but somehow, deep in my heart I know he’s the one. Doesn’t that count for something?” 
 
    “I guess. Just make sure you’re honoring God with whatever you decide. I’ll be behind you either way.” 
 
    “Thanks, bud!” she said with a smile. “Hey, would you like me to bring you something to eat?” 
 
    “Sure. I guess.” 
 
    Remmy listened to her every footstep as she headed down the steps and toward the dining room. Then he heard what he wished he hadn’t. Apparently, Titus wasn’t the only one who could be deceitful. “It’s working!” Ericka said. “He told me I can bring him something to munch on. Reverse psychology works like a charm. Before long, he’ll probably open up about his feelings. I see it coming.” 
 
    That’s what she thinks, Remington told himself. Here I thought she was just being nice. That she needed some advice. She was tricking me! For that, I’m not even going to eat. When she comes back up here, I’ll convince her I’m in a deep sleep and I won’t wake up no matter what she does. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    34 DECISIONS, DECISIONS 
 
      
 
   Popularity isn’t always what it’s cracked up to be. Before he left, Remington felt like he was invisible. All that had changed overnight. 
 
    “Remington!” Alayna called. “You have another visitor.” Like he didn’t already know that. The Russell house had a tendency of allowing the sound of voices to rise to the second floor. He heard who it was alright. Bethany. At least she was someone he wanted to see. 
 
    Even though the boy hadn’t cared in the least for Ericka to see him in his pj’s, somehow it was a bit different with Bethany. “Be right there!” 
 
    Resisting the urge to hide in his parents’ room, he ran down the hall and locked himself in his own bedroom just long enough to change into some regular clothes. 
 
    “And the dead arises,” Collin said, the second Remington bound off the bottom step. 
 
    Remington broke into tears. Embarrassed, he turned and ran back to his bedroom and closed the door behind him. The dead arises? What a careless, stupid thing to say! How cold-hearted. How… ugh! I don’t know. I can’t believe he said that. 
 
    Knock. Knock. “Remington, it’s Bethany. Can I come in?” 
 
    Remington sniffled. “Sure,” he said, as he opened the door and took a seat on his bed. 
 
    “Heard about your uncle. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I heard you all had an encounter last night too.” Remington wiped his eyes. “I feel like all of this is my fault. I’m surprised you and your family don’t hate me.” 
 
    Bethany reached out and held Remington’s hand. “Of course we don’t hate you. None of this is your fault.” 
 
    “That’s not true, and you know it!” 
 
    “Okay, well… in that case. It’s all your fault. I don’t know what you were thinking. You’re a terrible person. I hate you. My family hates you. Everybody hates you. What a monster!” 
 
    Remington smirked. 
 
    “Is that what you wanted me to say? Would that make you feel better?” 
 
    Remington’s smirk turned into a smile. “I don’t know what I want anybody to say. I just don’t know what to think or what to feel at this point. I’m a bit shaken I guess.” 
 
    “Can you keep a secret?” Bethany asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Promise? Can’t tell a soul, no matter what.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Okay. Late last night, I wrote a note and left it outside for Ginger. I told her I’d love to talk to her and let her tell me what’s on her mind.” 
 
    Remington stood to his feet. “You did what?” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re just like everybody else! You think she should just get locked up and have the key thrown away. End of story.” 
 
    “Not really. Personally, I’d rather somebody just shoot her brains out.” 
 
    “Remington, that’s not very Christian-like and you know it.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but it’s the only way I’m ever going to be able to get a good night’s rest.” 
 
    Remington exhaled deeply and returned to a seated position. “Look, Bethany. I’ve seen enough. I don’t trust that woman any more than I would trust a crocodile for a swimming partner. You don’t need to be trying to talk to her. You’re playing with fire and asking to get burned.” 
 
    “Remington, I understand how you feel. But just because we see things differently doesn’t automatically make me wrong.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I’m wrong?” 
 
    “No. I’m saying it’s okay for us to have different opinions. Let me live my life, and you live yours.” 
 
    “I would like for both of us to be able to live our lives. But, Bethany, I’m afraid that’s not going to be possible. If you keep reaching out to her, she could snap.” 
 
    “She already has, Remington. That’s the whole point. Somebody has to get her to come back to reality. Not some professional who’s getting paid big bucks to sit there and pretend to care. I’m talking about someone like… me. Someone who really cares.” 
 
    “What about me, Bethany? If something happens to you, I’m not going to be able to keep going. I brought you into this nightmare, and now it’s my place to protect you from it.” 
 
    Collin suddenly stepped into the room, interrupting their conversation. “Remington, I have to run some errands to start planning a funeral. Do you want to stay here with your mom and Bethany or do you want to come with me?” 
 
    Remington hesitated for a moment. “I… uh…” Oh, man! he thought. I don’t want to leave the house. She could be out there. I don’t want to stay here without Dad either. It wouldn’t be right to leave two girls in the house without a guy here to protect them. “I… guess… I’ll just… stay here.” 
 
    “You don’t sound so sure, bud. Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, Dad. I’m good.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    35 HEAVY BREATHER 
 
      
 
   Collin had only been gone for twenty minutes when Bethany’s parents came back around to pick her up. “Sorry we can’t let her stay longer. We have a lot to do today.” 
 
    “No problem,” Alayna said. “Thanks for letting her come by. She’s welcome anytime.” 
 
    “See ya, Remington,” Bethany said. 
 
    “Be careful so I can see you later too. Okay?” 
 
    “Who, me? Always careful. Aren’t I, Mom?” 
 
    “Sure, Beth. If you say so.” 
 
    Remington’s palms began to sweat as Bethany and her mother drove away. Too many targets in too many places. He sat on the couch and stared at the wall across from him. I wonder why she killed Uncle Brad? She had never even met him before. He had only been here for a couple of hours. Unless… 
 
    Remington stood to his feet and trotted back upstairs to his bedroom, hoping to find nothing. He looked around the room, checking every nook and cranny. When he opened the drawer to his nightstand, he found it. The picture he was hoping never to see. It was Willow’s truck crashed on the highway with a note scribbled beneath it: 
 
      
 
      
 
    I toll Granma not 2 mess with me, didnt I? Lissen up, boy. I wont hezatate to kidnap you… or better yet, your lil girlfriend. If I do, what you’ve been thru will be nothin in compearason. Dont tell any 1 bout this or youll b sorry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’s been in my bedroom. I knew it! She probably came in here to kill me when I was by myself. But I let Uncle Brad have my room. So the wacko either killed him because he was in my room alone or because he was taking a shower and she knew we wouldn’t hear anything. 
 
    Either way, she went for the guy who was by himself. And that’s what Ms. Psychopath did to Willow. Got her when she was all alone. That’s when she tortured me. She always tends to get her victims off by themselves. 
 
    Oh, no! Dad’s on his own right now. If Ginger knows that, he’s in serious danger. 
 
    Remington tucked the photo into his pocket and walked back downstairs. “Mom, do you know where Dad was going by any chance?” 
 
    “Meeting with people at a few different funeral homes, looking at caskets, picking out flowers, checking out local cemeteries, and trying to find burial plots. Why?” 
 
    “I’m just… worried about him. That’s all.” 
 
    “He took the .357 with him, bud. He’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Guns don’t work with her. She’s not afraid of anything. I’m scared, Mom. Can you call him just to make sure he’s okay?” 
 
    “No. Your father has a lot on his mind right now. He’ll call us if anything goes wrong.” 
 
    “Can I call him then?” 
 
    “No. I’ll tell you what you can do, though. I need some help in the kitchen. Why don’t you go unload the dishwasher for me?” 
 
    “Ah, Mom! You know I hate doing the dishes.” 
 
    “It wasn’t really a question, Remington. It was more like a directive. Get in there and get it unloaded.” 
 
    Remington didn’t feel like doing anything. He’d assume just go back to bed. Still, he obeyed — outwardly anyway. 
 
    After opening the dishwasher, he bent down to pick up a handful of glass plates. Man, somebody could sneak up behind me right now, he thought. He turned to look over his shoulder. Coast is clear. Picking up the plates, he turned and put them in the cupboard. 
 
    Why are the blinds open? She could have a gun aimed at my forehead right now. Remington reached up and closed the blinds. Is that door locked? Why did the kitchen have to have a door leading to the outside? He checked. Sure enough, it was locked. 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
    “Remington, can you get that? Might be your dad.” Alayna called. 
 
    Grabbing the phone, Remington looked at the caller id. “Caller Unavailable.” 
 
    Great. Either somebody blocked their number or Dad’s using somebody else’s phone cause he’s in trouble. 
 
    “Hello?” he answered. 
 
    Silence. Nothing but dreaded silence. 
 
    “Dad? Are you there?” 
 
    Silence. Static. Then heavy breathing. More static. 
 
    “Dad? Where are you? Are you okay?” 
 
    The phone went dead. What a time for Dad to lose service, Remington told himself, pushing the end button before trying to call his dad’s cell phone. I don’t have a dial tone. 
 
    “MOM!” he shrieked. 
 
    Alayna came running into the room. “Remington, what’s the matter?” 
 
    The teenager’s face was as white as a ghost. “The phone’s dead. Somebody cut the line!” 
 
    “You’re overworking yourself over nothing. Just hang it up for a minute and then try again. Things like this happen all of the time. It doesn’t mean somebody cut the—” 
 
    Whoosh. The power went out. “MOM! You said Dad took the revolver?” 
 
    “Get upstairs. Lock yourself in the bathroom.” 
 
    “Mom! Are you out of your mind? That’s where she killed Uncle Brad!” 
 
    Alayna picked up the phone and frantically tried to dial out. Remington was right. The line was dead. 
 
    Bang. Bang. Bang. Somebody started pounding on the front door. 
 
    “Hand me the fire extinguisher, Remmy, hurry!” 
 
    “The fire extinguisher? What good is that gonna do?” 
 
    “Hand it to me, now!” 
 
    With trembling hands, Remington took the extinguisher off of the wall and tossed it to his mother. 
 
    “Now grab a cast iron skillet for yourself,” she barked. 
 
    The front door sounded as if someone was trying to plow through it. “Follow me,” Alayna ordered, as she rushed to the back door. 
 
    “Mom, we’re not going outside?” 
 
    “Now, Remmy. Do what I say! Come on!” 
 
    Alayna opened the door and ran across the backyard with Remington trailing close behind her. Together, they bolted into an alley and hid themselves behind an army of garbage cans. 
 
    “What do we—” Remington started to ask. 
 
    Alayna covered his mouth and shook her head, silently telling him to hush. For three minutes, they could have heard a pin drop. Then, out of nowhere, the sound of light footsteps could be heard coming across the pavement. 
 
    Remington watched as his mom gripped the fire extinguisher so tight that the veins on the back of her hands looked like they were about to pop. What are we going to do if she sees us? Maybe we should go on the offensive. Try to see her first. Sneak up behind her… but then what? She probably has so much adrenaline pumping that she’d kill us both in a heartbeat. Then again… it’s two against one. 
 
    Remington’s body began to overheat as his heart fluttered out of control. His body was kicking into a mode he didn’t like. A mode where it was in control and his brain was taking the backseat. Without thinking, Remington got a firmer grip on the frying pan and slowly rose to his feet. 
 
    “Well, what do ya know? Oh Thumper’s back here cooking himself some dinner.” 
 
    Remington just glared at his bully of a classmate. 
 
    “So what happened? Daddy’s shoe store burned down so now you resort to eating other people’s leftovers?” 
 
    Remington’s eyes glazed over. He was not in the mood. Holding the frying pan as if it was a club of some sort, he kicked over the trash can in front of him and started making tracks toward the big mouth. 
 
    Alayna jumped to her feet. “Remington, stop! Think about what you’re doing!” 
 
    Remington stopped walking but continued glaring at the bully. “Don’t speak to me like that ever again!” he ordered. 
 
    “Dude, chill! What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    Remington stomped his foot toward him as if the boy was a dog. 
 
    “I’m leaving already, man. Just calm down. No need to get your underoos in a wad.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    36 JUST DOODLING 
 
      
 
   While Remington and just about everyone else was scared half out of their minds, Bethany had not given up on her plan of locating the source of Ginger’s problems. Well, here goes nothing, she told herself as she slipped out onto the porch. 
 
    “If you’re out here,” she whispered loudly, “I’m not trying to hurt you or get you in trouble. Please don’t hurt me either, okay?” 
 
    Bethany stepped off the porch into the night air and sneaked around to the side of the house where her father had boarded up the broken window. On the outside of the plywood, she left a note: 
 
      
 
    
     Sorry my folks called the police on you. They were scared. But I didn’t report you. Honest I didn’t. I want to help you. Please, honey, tell me what’s wrong. My folks don’t want me talking to you, so please don’t do anything to let them know about this note. If you tell me what you’re upset about, maybe I can help. 
 
       
 
     Bethany 
 
   
 
      
 
    After leaving the letter, Bethany whispered loudly, “Good night, ma’am. Hope you get some sleep.” She then wandered inside and back to her bedroom. 
 
    Flopping down on the bed, she couldn’t help but think about everything that had been going on. Seems like everybody thinks I’ve lost my mind. Like I’m crazy for wanting to help somebody in need. I get it. I mean, if this were my mom doing the things I’m doing, I’d think she had lost her marbles too. If it was Remington, after everything she did to him... But that’s different. Somehow it is. They couldn’t relate to her, but I’m confident I can. I’ll show all of them the power of love. 
 
    Not able to sleep, she pulled out her drawing pad and began doodling. Whatever that poor woman has been through must be something terrible. I mean, Remington has been through a lot in his life already, and he doesn’t behave that way. I wonder what happened to her? 
 
    “Bethany,” her mom suddenly interrupted her train of thoughts. “Why are you still up?” 
 
    “Sorry, Mom. Couldn’t sleep. How about you?” 
 
    “You’re not planning to go out and find that woman or anything absurd like that are you?” 
 
    “Of course not, Mom. I’m just laying here drawing. See?” Bethany held up her paper. 
 
    “Okay, honey. Just please don’t even entertain the idea of doing anything that could get you in trouble. Okay?” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you all? I know better than to get myself into dangerous situations. I’m right here. You guys were asleep. If I wanted to sneak out, would I still be laying here?” 
 
    “Alright, Beth. Good night. See you in the morning.” 
 
    “Night, Mom.” 
 
    Once she left the room, Bethany giggled. Apparently my parents know me better than I think they do. 
 
    For sixteen more minutes, Bethany continued doodling and thinking. She still wasn’t really sleepy, but her eyelids were beginning to burn. Turning off her light, she decided she had better get some shut-eye. 
 
    The sun came in the window before she even realized she had fallen asleep. “Um… what is that?” she thought, as soon as her eyes popped open. She stood and traipsed over to her dresser. Mom probably stepped out and left me a note or something. 
 
    It was a note alright — and a picture. One of the funniest pictures she had ever laid eyes on. Remington holding the frying pan with a look on his face that said he was ready to kill. “Oh my goodness! Where did this come from?” 
 
    Her eyes trailed to the text beneath: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ur boyfrend is the problem. His ant & uncle stole the propertie that shood b mine. I got rid of both of them & their dawwter 2. I was just bout 2 finely move in when ur boyfrend showed up & tried to claim the property! I tried to run him off, but then I reelized he was just going to come back here & tell his other reltives bout his uncle’s passin & they would all fite me over it. Wouldnt u be upset? Surely u understand why I have to stop them!?! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wait a minute! She came in the house and knows where my room is? She was in my room while I was sleeping and I didn’t even hear her. Mom and Dad didn’t hear her either? They’re going to die when I tell them about this… wait, I can’t tell them. Then they’ll know about the note I left her. And the truth of the matter is, if she wanted to hurt me, she would have already done it. She had the opportunity. 
 
    Bethany took the photo to the restroom, tossed it in the toilet, and sent it sailing into the sewage system. She’s communicating with me. That’s a good sign! I can’t wait to tell Remington! 
 
    After throwing some clothes on, Bethany went downstairs and pretended nothing unusual had gone on. “Mom, would you mind running me over to Remington’s after breakfast? I think he really needs me right now. He’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea, sweetheart,” her mother said. “You two probably need to give each other some space. I’m not even sure if it’s safe for you to be together. Not as long as that psycho is still on the loose.” 
 
    “But, Mom. Please. Remington’s dad has a gun. He’ll keep us safe.” 
 
    “Not this time, Beth.” 
 
    “Not this time, Beth,” Bethany mumbled sarcastically. 
 
    “Excuse me, little missy,” her mom scolded. “You will not mock me in this house.” 
 
    “Fine. Sorry,” Bethany retorted. 
 
    “That didn’t sound much like an apology to me.” 
 
    “I said I’m sorry. That’s not good enough for you?” 
 
    “Bethany, go to your room and stay there until I tell you to come back out.” 
 
    “Ugh!” Bethany said, turning and stomping to her room. “What is wrong with her? Why does she have to be so mean? I’ll show her. Just wait, Mom. You’ll see.” 
 
    Bethany closed and locked her door. “Stay there until I tell you to come back out,” the girl repeated. “Right. Ain’t happening. Not right now anyway.” 
 
    Bethany grabbed her shoes and threw them on. She unlocked her window. That’s a long way down. How am I going to get to the ground without breaking my leg? 
 
    Knock. Knock. “Beth, it’s Dad.” 
 
    Figures! Bethany thought. “I already told her I was sorry, Dad, but she wouldn’t accept my apology.” 
 
    “I’m not here to get onto you, Beth.” 
 
    “Then what do you want?” 
 
    “I was just going to suggest that you could always call Remington on the phone. His family’s number’s in the book.” 
 
    “I don’t have my cell anymore, remember?” Bethany growled, facing the door. 
 
    “Would you like to use mine?” 
 
    Bethany flung her door open. “Really? You don’t mind?” 
 
    “I’ll let you for the boy’s sake. I feel sorry for him. But if you talk to your mother or I like that again, it will be the last time you speak on a telephone for a long time to come.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    37 A CLUE 
 
      
 
   Finally, it appeared the mysterious stalking psychopath had left a clue. Detective Hayden flashed a screwdriver before the Russells. “Is this yours by any chance?” 
 
    Collin shook his head. “Never saw it before.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so. Found it laying out in the yard. Didn’t look like it had been there very long. We’ll take it back to the lab and get it dusted for prints.” 
 
    Ring. Ring. “Why don’t you let me get that just in case,” Hayden suggested. 
 
    “No arguments here,” Collin agreed. 
 
    The detective made his way to the phone. “Russell residence, may I help you?” 
 
    “I was calling to speak with Remington.” 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “Excuse me… Who is this?” Bethany asked. 
 
    “This is Detective Hayden. I will not pass this phone to Remington until I know who I am speaking with.” 
 
    “Hey Detective, it’s me, Bethany.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “Just you, huh?” 
 
    “Just me? That’s not very nice.” 
 
    “Everything okay at your place?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine. Can I talk to Remington now?” 
 
    “Sure. Hold on.” 
 
    “It’s your girlfriend, Remington,” he said, passing the boy the phone. 
 
    With his face coloring, Remington covered the mouthpiece. “We’re not dating. She’s not my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the detective laughed. 
 
    “Hello?” Remington answered. 
 
    “Why is Hayden there? Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Had a rough night. But we’re good.” 
 
    “Is this a bad time?” 
 
    “What if I call you back in a bit?” 
 
    “Gotcha. Call me as soon as you can. My number should be on your caller id.” 
 
    “It is. Got it. Talk to ya later.” 
 
    “Be careful. I love you,” Bethany said. A dial tone hit Remington’s ear a millisecond after that last word came through the line. 
 
    She loves me? Oh my! I don’t even know what to say. I’m glad she hung up so I didn’t have to respond. 
 
    “Remington? Is everything okay?” Collin asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Just… well, nothing. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Remington,” Detective Hayden said, “if you or Bethany know anything about this case that you haven’t told us, you need to speak up.” 
 
    “No, sir. I… I mean we… don’t know anything. If we did, I’d tell you. I want to see that woman put away for life.” 
 
    After a little more chatter, the detective left and Remington joined his mother on the sofa. He sat silently for a moment, looking off into space. 
 
    “I know that look,” Alayna said. 
 
    “What look?” 
 
    “The one on your face right now. The one that says a particular someone has captured your heart.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I bet you do,” Alayna smiled. “Only one way to find out. What if I was to say ‘Bethany’?” 
 
    Remington’s face lit up. 
 
    “I knew it! I knew it! You and Bethany are more than just friends, aren’t you? The detective was right.” 
 
    “Mom… I can’t believe you!” 
 
    “What? It’s true, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Mom… I just remembered. I told Bethany I’d call her back as soon as I could. I’m gonna take the phone upstairs and call her now. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure, bud. But keep your conversation G-rated.” 
 
    “Mom!... Really?” 
 
    “Just giving you a hard time, bud. I’m glad you two are hitting it off so well.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before Remington heard the news about Bethany’s foolish decision to communicate further with the psycho. “That’s such a stupid thing to do. You’re going to get yourself and your family killed,” he fussed. 
 
    “No I won’t. Remington, she could have killed us all last night, but she chose not to. She wants to talk about it.” 
 
    “Don’t trust her… Never trust a psychopath. Please promise me you’ll let the police handle it?” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Please, Bethany. For me.” 
 
    “No, Remington. I have to do what I feel is right. Right now, that means I have to do everything I can to be of assistance to someone in need. I’d appreciate it if you’d help me.” 
 
    “Help you? How?” 
 
    “Well, I’m thinking about writing her another note. Asking her to meet us so we can talk in person. I think it would go better if you were present at that meeting too.” 
 
    “Huh-uh!” Remington said. “You are out of your mind. I’ve spent too much time with her already.” 
 
    “Remington, listen to me! She’s confused. She thinks that guy you buried was your uncle. She believes the property he was living on belongs to her and that you and your family are a threat to her having it. If you could tell her it was all a big misunderstanding, she might just leave and go on her merry way.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. I’m sorry, Bethany. But I just don’t. I don’t know how she’s doing it, but somehow she’s getting into your mind. She’s controlling your thought processes, and it’s all a game. A way to trap both of us. I can’t. I won’t. And I don’t want you to meet with her either.” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like my father,” Bethany complained. 
 
    “Only because you’re sounding like a little girl.” 
 
    “You know what, Remington? I get enough lectures here at my house. I don’t need this. I’m going to hang up now. When you feel like being supportive, you can call me anytime. Until then, don’t.” 
 
    Remington took the phone away from his ear and gave it a dirty look. “Girls. Wow!” he said, before leaving his room and taking the phone back downstairs. 
 
    “Remmy, why don’t you go take a shower?” Alayna suggested. 
 
    “Why? It’s not even bedtime.” 
 
    “Because you haven’t had one since you got back from Montana and you’re starting to reek.” 
 
    “Mom, you know why. I can’t hardly go the bathroom in this house without thinking about Ginger and what she did to Uncle Brad. I can’t.” 
 
    “Do you want me to pull a chair in there while you shower?” 
 
    “Mom! Come on. I’m sixteen!” 
 
    “I guess that would be kind of awkward. Would it be better if your father sat with you?” 
 
    “No!... I just don’t want to take a shower. I’m not ready.” 
 
    Collin jumped in. “Remington, at this point, it’s not really an option. It’s not healthy to go around without bathing. You have to take a shower. And you have to take one now. So you can either go take one alone, or your mother or I can sit in there with you. It’s your call.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you guys. You don’t even care that I’m scared out of my mind,” Remington argued. 
 
    “Remington, listen. I’ve been trying to understand. The first night you came back, I told you to stay on your bed when I went to answer the door, but you sneaked out to the top of the stairwell. I told you I was going to deal with you the following morning and I meant to. But then everything happened with Uncle Brad, and it just didn’t seem appropriate. I’ve taken up for you when you haven’t wanted to eat. I’ve tried to ignore a lot, but I can’t keep doing that, son. You’re not too old to follow the rules, and you’re not too old to receive consequences if you don’t.” 
 
    “I’ll take the consequences then,” Remington said. 
 
    Collin shook his head. “Let’s go up to your room and have a talk. Shall we?” 
 
    Remington didn’t answer audibly. Instead, he simply marched to his room, with his dad following close behind. Once inside, he sat on the bed and Collin plopped down next to him. 
 
    “I know you’re struggling, Remington. It’s hard. The whole reason you went to Troy is because I was having somewhat of a mental breakdown myself. Believe me, I know what it’s like.” 
 
    “No you don’t!” Remington argued. “You’re not the one who got kidnapped back in Rhode Island. You’re not the one who was forced to work for strangers against your will. You didn’t get burned with cigarette lighters. You didn’t get kidnapped and tortured by a crazy woman. You have no idea what I’m going through!” 
 
    Collin wrapped his arm around his son. 
 
    Remington gently pushed him away. “Please don’t touch me right now, Dad.” 
 
    “Remington, I think it might be time for you to see a counselor.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see a shrink. You and mom have always said they’re no good for anything.” 
 
    “I know we’ve said that, son. For the most part, I believe it’s true. Those people sit back in their chairs and get paid big bucks just to listen to people share their drama and to give them advice they read in books that any of us could get from the library for free—” 
 
    “Yet you want me to see one? Why?” 
 
    “Remington, son, I’m worried about you. I don’t want you to end up like I was.” 
 
    “I’m not you, Dad. I can handle it.” 
 
    “Oh, it looks like it. I can’t even remember a single time in your life when you have said you would rather receive consequences than to obey a directive. Not one.” 
 
    Remington looked toward the floor. “I’m getting older. Things change.” 
 
    “Boy, you’re making this hard for me right now. Under normal circumstances, I would give you some extra chores to do—” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Remington said. “What do you want me to do? The dishes? Take out the trash? Mow the lawn? Name it and I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Take a shower.” 
 
    “That’s not a chore, Dad. Seriously, I’ll take the consequence. Please don’t make me take a shower.” 
 
    “Remington, please don’t do this. You’re coming close to forcing my hand.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? You gonna take your belt to me now? Go for it! I don’t care. You can whip me every day if you want to. I’d much rather that—” 
 
    “Remington, I didn’t say a word about whipping you. I’m talking about forcing my hand into having a psychiatric evaluation performed on you. In other words, you would be admitted into a psychiatric hospital for several days and talk to a lot of different doctors, and they would observe your thoughts, moods, and behaviors.” 
 
    “Huh-uh. No! I refuse to go,” Remington said. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, boy. You find enough inner strength to pull yourself back up to where you ought to be, and I won’t make that phone call. Otherwise, I’ll have no choice.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    38 IN THE HOUSE 
 
      
 
   Even though she knew she should be terrified beyond her wildest imagination, Bethany was cool, calm, and collected as she wrote a note: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     I don’t even know your name, but you know mine. Who are you? Hey, I understand why you’re mad at my boyfriend and his family. But I have some information for you. Information that might help resolve this whole situation. But you have to trust me. Wake me up when you get this note. We need to talk. 
 
       
 
     Bethany 
 
   
 
      
 
    Bethany leaned the note up against the mirror on her dresser. She had no intentions of going to sleep. She had only added that part to the message in case her eyes fell shut involuntarily. 
 
    To keep herself awake, she meandered downstairs to get herself a cup of coffee and a few store-bought peanut butter cookies. Yep. Should do the trick, she told herself. 
 
    When she got back to her room, she was shocked to see her note flipped over. On the back, another one had been scribbled: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nice try, girly. Ur boyfrend put you up to that, didnt he? Tryin 2 set me up? Tryin 2 ketch me? Ha! How stoopid do u think I am? Tell u my name? Wake u up so we can talk? U must think I’m some kind of a nut! How ever, if u reely do have informashun 4 me, rite it out. You obveussly no how 2 do that, so we dont need 2 talk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bethany read the note in disbelief. How did she find my letter so quickly? I didn’t hear anybody go up or down the stairs. She has to be here in the house. She must have watched me write it. So good to being calm and collected. 
 
    “Lady, I’m not trying to trick you,” she whispered while kneeling to look under the bed. “I can see how it might look that way, but I promise I only want to help.” Bethany made her way over to the closet. “Listen, if you’re in here, I’m not going to tell anybody you’re here. I’m not going to report you. I’m not going to try to hurt you. I just want to talk.” Bethany took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m going to open this door now. If you’re in here, please trust me and please don’t hurt me. Help me prove to everybody that you can change.” 
 
    Slowly placing her hand on the closet door, Bethany stood back and gradually opened it, only to find the space uninhabited. “What did you do? Go out the window?” She couldn’t have. It’s too high up. I was going to try it the other night myself. 
 
    Bethany checked her clothes hamper. Nobody in there. Deciding the perpetrator had to have sneaked out of her room, Bethany did the same. She made her way to the restroom. The door was closed; that wasn’t normal. Not in her house. The only time the bathroom door was shut was when someone was in there doing their business. But the light wasn’t on. She could tell. 
 
    Bethany didn’t want to knock for fear of waking her parents. Placing her hand on the knob, she gently turned it. It wasn’t locked. Another sign that nobody in her family was using the facility. 
 
    Shoving the door open, she looked behind it. Ginger wasn’t there either. The shower curtain was open. The window was closed and even if it weren’t, it would have been too high up to escape without serious injury. Hmm, Bethany thought. 
 
    Coming out of the restroom, she thought she heard the front door close. No way! Bethany jetted down the steps as fast as she could. The door was unlocked. Flipping on the porch light, she whipped the door open. 
 
    Stepping outside, she whispered loudly, “Where did you go? Why won’t you trust me?” 
 
    Bethany wandered out into the yard, but it was as if her friend had disappeared into thin air. I don’t get it. I just don’t get it. 
 
    Disappointed, she walked back up on the porch and into the dark house. Wait a minute. What if I didn’t really hear the door close? What if it was just my imagination? 
 
    The confused teen ambled to the kitchen and cautiously looked over the edge of the center island. Seeing no signs of Ginger, she continued through the house, checking every closet and every potential hiding spot. The lady was nowhere to be found. 
 
    There’s only one place I haven’t checked, but she wouldn’t… No, there’s no way! Oh, but there was a way. Even if she didn’t want to admit it to herself. Bethany trudged toward the master bedroom. She tapped lightly on the door, knowing her parents were both sound sleepers. 
 
    When no answer came, she nervously turned the knob. Oh, I hope I’m not going to see something that will scar me for life, she thought. 
 
    Their room was pitch black. Neither her mom nor her dad stirred. Slowly, she moved toward the bed. She had to make sure they were still among the living. Once she was close enough, she leaned closer to listen for their breathing. 
 
    AHH! A woman’s voice shrieked. Bethany screamed in terror. “What are you doing in here, young lady?” her mother screamed. “You nearly gave me a heart attack!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    39 GETTING THE PICTURE 
 
      
 
   The hot water was refreshing, but it was anything but relaxing. It had taken Remington all night to convince himself to jump in the tub and even then, the only reason he did was for fear of being sent off to a bunch of annoying head shrinkers. The entire time he was showering, he prayed, “God, please don’t let her hurt me. Don’t let her kill my family. I don’t like being alone. I’m scared. Please protect me.” 
 
    It was the longest seven-minute shower of his life. It was a relief just to turn the faucet off. That meant one thing. Unlike Uncle Brad, the boy had survived his shower. Opening the curtain, now that was another story altogether. Ginger could be waiting. I knew I should’ve kept the curtain open. Maybe I should holler and ask Dad to come check the room out for me. No… that will just further convince him I need mental help. 
 
    I can do this. I can do this, he told himself. One, two, THREE. He whipped the curtain open in a fast and furious yank. No psycho there — but she had been there and left him another little present. There on the toilet lid sat a terrifying photo. Willow was tied up and gagged with duct tape. She was lying in a dark place, but Remington couldn’t make out where she was. The note beneath said: 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dont worry, Remington. Shes still alive — for now. U beter get that datektav & the police force off my back. If they keep traling me, Im gonna have 2 put Grandma 2 bed — purmantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The illiterate loony has Willow. She’s probably torturing her like she did me. I’ve got to find her. I’ve got to call the cops. I can’t. Oh… I don’t know what to do. 
 
    Remington grabbed his towel and wrapped it around him, realizing he had failed to bring a change of clothes into the restroom with him. Kneeling in front of the toilet, he prayed, God, please tell me what to do. I’m so scared. Oh, Lord! I feel so… violated to think she was in here with me while I was in my birthday suit, so… vulnerable. God, I asked you to protect me and my parents when I was showering. I’m still alive, but what about them? Are they still here? Are they okay? 
 
    “Everything alright up there?” Alayna hollered. 
 
    Thank you, God! Remington prayed. “Yeah, Mom! Just finishing up.” 
 
    “Good! Detective Hayden’s here. He wants to talk to all of us together.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be down in a minute!” Remington called. 
 
    Great! So now Hayden’s here too. I’ve got to sneak out of the bathroom with just my towel on, not knowing where Ginger might be hiding with her camera, and hoping nobody’s gonna see me. 
 
    Remington cracked the door just enough to peek into the hallway. It was clear. The only problem was, he would have to sneak past the top of the stairwell to get to his room. Depending on where the detective was, he could possibly see him when he went by. 
 
    Remington opened the door further and got down on the floor. He army-crawled his way to his room, as red-faced as could be. On his bed he found a pair of underwear, some red sweatpants, and a white undershirt laying out for him. On top was a note: 
 
      
 
    This wood make a cute out fit. Dont tell N E body Im in the house. I’m warning u. 
 
      
 
    Does she know Hayden’s here? Did she write that note after Mom hollered upstairs? Is she in my room? Remington checked the closet and under the bed just to make sure he was alone. Regardless, he wasn’t about to put on the clothes his stalker had laid out for him. Instead, he grabbed a different pair of boxers and threw them on. 
 
    “Remington! We’re waiting!” Alayna called. 
 
    “Be right there!” the boy replied, throwing on some jeans and an orange t-shirt and rushing down the stairs. 
 
    “Remington?” Collin gave him a funny look. “You know better than to get dressed without drying off. What has gotten into you?” 
 
    “Sorry, Dad! I didn’t want to keep Detective Hayden waiting.” 
 
    “Thanks, son. I appreciate that,” the detective said. “I’m going to cut right to the point. As usual, I’m crunched for time. We’ve been doing some digging and have coordinated our efforts with the authorities from Troy. We believe we’ve figured out who this woman is.” 
 
    “Do tell,” Collin said. 
 
    “Well, we believe her name is Dorothy McCain. Thirty-five years ago an eight-year-old little girl by that name was rescued from an abusive home environment at 691 Camp Creek Road. Half of her tongue had been cut out. She had bruises and cuts all over her body. Her father had brutally murdered her mother and had been hiding the girl in a cave not too far from the cabin.” 
 
    “The cave where she hid me no doubt?” Remington asked. 
 
    “Probably so,” Detective Hayden replied. “Her father hadn’t paid off the property yet. He went to jail and died a ward of the state. The bank took the property back and later on it was purchased by a couple named Alan and Sunshine Cromwell. Alan is the man Remington mistook for his uncle.” 
 
    “Oh, my!” Alayna said. 
 
    “It gets worse,” Hayden went on. “After spending time in a trauma unit and going through mental rehab, Dorothy was placed in a foster home. It didn’t work out for whatever reason and she was moved in with another foster family where she remained until she was twelve.” 
 
    “Why did she leave that home?” Collin asked. 
 
    “Well… her foster parents were murdered.” 
 
    “Oh my! Was Dorothy home when that happened? Did she witness it?” 
 
    “It was suspected Dorothy had something to do with the murders. But there was not enough evidence to convict. For several years afterward, she was in and out of various group homes. None of them would keep her for fears of what she would do to other children or even to the staff. She ran away when she was seventeen and no one ever heard from her again — until now.” 
 
    “And you have no doubt this is her?” Collin asked. 
 
    “Well, there’s no way to know one hundred percent sure-fire certain until we get some DNA verification. But from the circumstantial evidence we have so far, it sure looks like it.” 
 
    “So why are you telling us all of this now?” Collin asked. 
 
    “Well, there’s one more piece of the story I failed to mention. After Dorothy was taken out of her abusive home, the property was searched and the remains of a teenage boy were found in the cave as well. His skeletal remains indicated he had been severely beaten on multiple occasions, possibly over a period of years. Our assumption is that Dorothy witnessed that abuse and possibly saw her brother, or whoever the boy was, murdered. 
 
    “People who have gone through as much as Dorothy has can sometimes turn into dangerous folks. They often tend to latch onto certain people who remind them of painful things in their past. We found this family portrait and want you to see it.” 
 
    Detective Hayden pulled out a photo and handed it to Collin. “The boy looks like he could be Remington’s twin.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. Probably why she’s trailed him all the way here.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t she just killed me?” Remington asked. 
 
    “That we probably won’t know until she’s been apprehended. Even then, the truth may never come out.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    40 STRIKING BACK 
 
      
 
   Detective Hayden not only stopped by to talk to Remington’s family, he went by Bethany’s place as well. Once he had filled them in with the latest information and headed out, Bethany said, “I hate to say I told you so, but I did. That woman has been through a lot. See what I mean? She does need somebody to talk to.” 
 
    “Bethany, stop it,” her father scolded. “You only listened to half of what that man said. People like Dorothy are very unpredictable. We have no way of knowing what she’s capable of.” 
 
    “Okay. There’s no point in arguing about it,” Bethany said. “I’ll be in my room if anybody needs me.” In there figuring out a way to meet up with Ginger or Dorothy or whatever her name is. Or at least figuring out where she was last night. 
 
    Bethany felt like she was walking on clouds. It was nice to know she had been right for once. Dorothy’s entire life had been nothing but a nightmare. She needed a friend, even if she was out of her mind. The trick was gaining her trust. 
 
    Bethany spent the majority of the day in her room, trying to figure out what to do. There had to be a way. Her parents weren’t leaving the house. They weren’t allowing her to leave either. It was as if they were prisoners in their own home. After going back and forth through various options, the teen finally came to a decision she felt was right, even if she wasn’t completely comfortable with it. 
 
    Bethany waited until 11:00 pm, pulled a heavy sweater on, grabbed a flashlight and sneaked out of the house. She was going to catch Dorothy in the act of breaking into the house or better yet, maybe she could just find her lurking about in the dark. 
 
    I’ll only turn the light on in case of an emergency, she told herself as she stepped outside. I don’t want to give myself away. Slowly, she meandered out into the yard, looking all around her, including up in the trees and squinting her eyes for better vision when looking toward the distant shadows. Dad will kill me if he finds out I’m doing this. Then again, there’s always the chance Dorothy will first… That’s not funny. I can’t believe I even allowed that thought to entertain my mind. 
 
    After thoroughly searching her yard, Bethany decided to extend her search by ambling down the sidewalk. I wonder if she’d hide out in the community cemetery? Sounds like a place I would tuck myself away if I was out of my mind. 
 
    That had to be it! Bethany broke into a brisk jog, heading three blocks east. Wow, that place is creepier than I thought, she told herself when it came into view. Turning on the flashlight, she strolled through the black iron gates. Why on earth do they have a coffin laying out here on top of the ground? Eew. Bethany cringed as she walked over to it. She was certain it didn’t contain a corpse. If it did, it would have been underground. However, it would make a wonderful hide-out for Dorothy. As much as she hated to, Bethany slowly lifted the lid. Something inside moved the second she began to lift it. “Dorothy, I’m not going to hurt you,” Bethany said, raising the lid further and shining her light inside. 
 
    “You’re not Dorothy. You stupid rat!” she fussed before slamming the lid back down and continuing her hike deeper into the cemetery. It was difficult looking around all sides of every one of the two hundred or so tombstones decorating the cemetery, but it had to be done. 
 
    I don’t know where else to look, she told herself. Unless she’s messing around at the Russells’ place. I guess I should probably head over there… Maybe I should go back home first to make sure my folks are still asleep. 
 
    After giving it more thought, Bethany knew that was the best decision she could make. Turning the light out, she proceeded back to her house, still looking around cautiously as she went. When she got to the house, she noticed the car was gone. Oh, no! They must have woken up and figured out I’m out of the house. They’re probably out searching for me. I’m in serious trouble. 
 
    Bethany wasn’t sure if it was her mom or her dad out looking for her; perhaps it was both. Either way, she knew she had better go inside and either let whoever was still home know she was okay so they could call the other one or to find a phone and make that call herself. 
 
    I hate this, she told herself as she walked back inside. I have a feeling Dad must be out looking. If he was still home, he’d be waiting by the front door. She dragged herself up the stairs and toward her parents’ room. The door was open so she let herself in. 
 
    “Daddy!” she screamed. “Daddy! Oh my! What happened?” He was bent double over the bed with blood oozing down his back. Bethany ran to his side. “Daddy, are you okay?” 
 
    He didn’t answer which sent her into hysteria. “Daddy? Daddy?” Grabbing his arm, she shook him. He was already turning cold. She didn’t have to check his pulse. She knew he was gone. 
 
    Rushing to the living room to grab the phone, she saw headlights pulling in the driveway. “Mom must’ve gone for help. It’s probably Detective Hayden.” 
 
    Forgetting all about finding a phone, she ran toward the car crying frantically. The high beams were on so she couldn’t see much of anything. That is, until a wild-eyed Dorothy came charging at her with a tire iron. 
 
    Bethany turned and sprinted toward the house, screaming bloody murder as she went. Once inside, she spun around and attempted to lock the door, but there was no time for that. Dorothy was already reaching the top step of the porch. 
 
    Bethany ran straight to the kitchen and grabbed the first knife she could get her hands on. “I refuse to be her next victim,” she told herself, slowly walking back toward the living room. 
 
    The house was silent. “Come on Dorothy, where are you, honey? You didn’t think I knew your name, did you? Come on out. I’d like to have a word with you.” 
 
    Somehow Bethany had managed to get those words out without her voice giving away as much as a quiver. She slowly walked the perimeter of the living room, but there was no sign of Dorothy. Bethany didn’t know if she was on the porch waiting for her to open the door or if she was somewhere in the house. She decided to take her chances. 
 
    Opening the door, she slowly, cautiously stepped out. “You out here, Dorothy?” she called loudly. “I’m not going down easily. If that’s what you’re thinking, you better come up with a new game plan, honey. I felt sorry for you before. But not anymore! Come on out, you lune!” 
 
    Wham! The tire iron suddenly smacked into her belly, sending Bethany to the ground in pain. Dorothy had bombed it at her from a distance. Crying and holding her stomach, Bethany looked up to see the red-headed monster running full speed in her direction. Sobbing, the frightened teen grabbed the tire iron and attempted to get to her feet. Before she could, Dorothy lunged at her and knocked her the rest of the way to the ground. 
 
    Bethany let out another horrifying scream. Why aren’t any of the neighbors coming out to help me? Dorothy wrestled the tire iron out of her hand and clubbed her in the head with it. Bethany went out like a light. 
 
    When she woke up, she found herself tied up, her mouth duct taped shut, and everything around her was dark. Terrified, she squirmed, attempted to roll over, tried to kick, but it was all useless. No one could hear her. No one could see her. She was at the mercy of a crazy woman. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    41 SOMETHING HAS TO BE DONE 
 
      
 
   Sometimes caller identification systems can be helpful. Other times they can be downright terrifying. 
 
    “Bethany, I can’t hear you. Are you there?” Alayna asked for the third time. “Collin, listen to this,” she finally said, tossing her husband the phone. 
 
    “Bethany, we know it’s you. Your number is right here on the caller id. Is everything okay?” 
 
    The only answer that came back to him was loud, creepy breathing. Collin slammed the phone down. 
 
    “Dad!” Remington cried. “Something’s wrong! I just know it. Dorothy might be at Bethany’s. She has her telephone! We need to do something!” 
 
    “Like what, Remington? We can’t rush over there. If they are in trouble, we’ll be putting ourselves in danger as well.” 
 
    Alayna rushed past her husband and grabbed the phone. “I’m calling the police! That’s what we’re going to do!” 
 
    Remington pretended to be going to his bedroom. Instead, he sneaked into his parents’ room, grabbed his dad’s .357 from his top dresser drawer, swiped his keys from the nightstand, and bolted out the back door. The cops will take too long. I have to do something. We don’t have a second to lose. 
 
    Remington jumped in his parents’ car, fired it up, and peeled out of the driveway. Looking in the rearview mirror, he saw his dad running out onto the porch. 
 
    “Remington! What do you think you’re doing? Get back here!” 
 
    The sixteen-year-old paid him no mind. He had a life or death situation on his hands and death was not an option. 
 
    As Remington got closer to Bethany’s house, he turned off the headlights to keep from drawing attention to himself. I don’t know what I’m going to do when I get there, but I can’t be a coward. Bethany needs me. 
 
    Pulling up to the curb a few houses down the street, Remington had a clear view of their residence. Something appeared to be leaning up against one of the upstairs windows. No. Wait! Something was sticking out of one of the windows. What is that? What’s going on? 
 
    The object was moving. Wait… tell me that’s not a person. Wrong again. Dorothy was in the process of shoving the lifeless shell of Bethany’s father out the second-story window of their home. Remington cringed as he watched the corpse fall to the ground. 
 
    It’s time to act. I have to do something. I can’t just sit here and watch. With pistol in hand, Remington jumped out of the car and sprinted over to the man he had previously hoped would someday become his father-in-law. He checked his pulse. Deader than a doornail. 
 
    The front door to the house was beginning to open. Remington ran around a tree in the yard but stayed where he could peer around to see what was going on. Seconds later, he watched as Dorothy made her way to the body. She looked him over from head to toe with a sinister grin on her face. 
 
    That did it. If Remington’s adrenaline hadn’t kicked in before, it had now. Grasping the gun with both hands, he slowly crept out from his hiding place and nearly tip-toed to the scene. 
 
    “Don’t move an inch!” he exclaimed once he knew he was in a position where he could easily hit his target. 
 
    Dorothy looked up in apparent shock. 
 
    “Where’s Bethany?” 
 
    Dorothy shook her head. 
 
    Remington pulled the hammer back. “I’m serious. I will not hesitate to take your life right here and right now. Where’s Bethany?” 
 
    Dorothy pointed toward her mouth and shook her head no. She looked as if she could cry. That’s right. She can’t talk. Argh! Remington thought as he stared down the barrel. 
 
    “Look. I know you can’t speak. But you can point. You can lead. If you want to live another thirty seconds, you get to marching toward her. I’ll follow you.” 
 
    Dorothy pointed over Remington’s shoulder. He stepped aside, keeping the gun trained on her as she approached him. She was passing him, heading toward the street, when suddenly she spun around and knocked the gun out of his hand. 
 
    Using his right leg, Remington swept the madwoman’s feet out from under her. As soon as she hit the ground, he made a dash for the gun. To his dismay, the lunatic grabbed his ankle and brought him crashing to the ground. She jerked him backward and gave him an uppercut, followed by a knee to the groin. Remington could barely move. Before he knew what happened, Dorothy had the gun in her hand. Remington tried to defend himself, but she was too experienced. She pistol-whipped him to the point he thought he was going to die. 
 
    That’s it. That’s what I have to do, Remington told himself. He pretended to lose consciousness, hoping she would drag him to wherever she was keeping Bethany and perhaps even Willow. 
 
    It was hard for Remington to keep his eyes closed as he felt Dorothy struggling to unfasten and remove the belt from his waist. Once she got it off of him, she quickly wrapped the belt around his head, forced his mouth open, and strapped it tightly around his face. She knows I’m alive. She thinks I’ve just passed out, he told himself. That’s a good thing. 
 
    Within seconds, the young man was being rolled onto his stomach, his arms were being pulled behind his back, and his hands and elbows were being tied together. Remington tensed his muscles. I sure hope this works, he told himself, as she tied the ropes. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she was tying his ankles together and connecting the ankle rope to the one on his wrists. Remington had been in this position before, but he had done some research since then. It had been said that tensing one’s muscles could possibly loosen the ropes a bit once the muscles were relaxed later, making an escape possible. 
 
    Grabbing his upper arms, Dorothy dragged the teen across the ground. Remington barely opened his eyes, but only for a second. He was being dragged toward the street. After a few minutes of the dragging, Dorothy let him go for a second. He heard her fumbling with keys. The red-head opened the trunk of a vehicle he hadn’t seen before. 
 
    Not gently whatsoever, she hoisted him off the ground and crammed him into the trunk. Leaving the lid open, she walked away. Remington opened his eyes. Where is she taking me? I don’t have time. I have to figure out how to get loose in case she tries to kill me. Okay, relax. Relax my muscles. That was easier thought than done. How can a person relax when he’s scared out of his mind and his adrenaline is raging? Remington couldn’t do it. Not just yet anyway. Where are the cops? Shouldn’t they be here by now? What about Mom and Dad? Surely they’ll find a way of getting over here. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Remington heard the psycho returning to the scene. This time she was dragging the dead body of Bethany’s father behind her. He was much heavier than Remington, but somehow she managed to lift him into the trunk and threw his corpse practically on top of the terrified teen. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    42 RELIEF 
 
      
 
   It had seemed like an eternity since the car stopped moving. Remington had kept still and quiet as long as he could, but lying next to a dead man in the dark was not something he could handle any longer. 
 
    Relax. Relax. You can do it, Remington told himself. It’s the only way to get out of this. You have to use your head. Relax. 
 
    With concentrated effort, he managed to unclench his muscles. Feeling the ropes loosen slightly provided hope. He tried to wiggle his arms free. The ropes were still much too tight for that. Both of his ankles were throbbing, and his lower back was beginning to ache. Remington attempted to pull his feet away from his wrists, which only seemed to cause more pain. 
 
    Glancing around the trunk, Remington thought of an idea. On his side, he scooted and sort of hopped around until he managed to get completely on top of the corpse lying next to him. Rolling to his stomach, he was able to touch the ropes on his wrists to the trunk’s latch. It was hard to move, but slowly and steadily Remington rubbed the ropes until they got thinner and thinner and finally snapped. His hands were free! 
 
    After stretching his fingers a bit to restore circulation, Remington rolled back off of the body. It was a struggle, but with his wrists no longer tied together, he managed to undo the remaining ropes. 
 
    Now to get out of this trunk, he told himself. Remembering a video he had watched, Remington reached toward the latch, feeling for an emergency trunk release. They say sometimes they glow in the dark, but of course I couldn’t get that lucky. Remington kept looking and feeling around, but couldn’t find a thing. Must be an old car… either that or somebody intentionally removed the release switch. 
 
    He didn’t want to do it, but he felt he had no choice. Remington started searching the dead man’s pockets, hoping to find a knife, a screwdriver, or anything he could use to try to break out of the trunk. But no. Again, nothing. His pockets were empty. 
 
    Don’t panic, Remington. You can get out of this. Think. Think. C’mon. You’ve got to think. 
 
    Laying on his back, with his head resting on the corpse’s stomach, Remington used both feet to kick the back of the rear seat with all of his might. Over and over again he kicked. After nearly ten kicks, he managed to break the seat latch and the seat folded down. Yes! Remington thought. I’m outta here. 
 
    Crawling into the back of the car, the courageous teen looked out the windows. He was sitting in a junkyard. He didn’t see any signs of Dorothy, but then again, junked cars and trucks were everywhere. She could be hiding inside of, under, or behind any of them. 
 
    As quietly as possible, Remington opened the rear passenger side door and got out. He found it hard to stand up as all of his muscles had weakened from the odd position he had been in, not to mention the soreness he was suffering from the severe pistol whipping he had received. 
 
    Now to find Bethany before the lunatic gets back. She’s got to be here somewhere. I just know it. 
 
    “Bethany,” he whispered loudly. “It’s me, Remington. Where are you?” He only hoped she was still alive. 
 
    Remington checked the van next to the car he broke out of. No sign of anyone, dead or alive, in there. He moved to the next vehicle. No one was inside, but the trunk was closed. The trunk. If she locked me and Bethany’s dad in a trunk, that’s probably where Bethany is too. Remington scanned the junkyard. There had to be at least a few hundred vehicles there. Bethany could be in any of them. 
 
    “Bethany… if you can hear me, please make some noise. Let me know where you are,” he whispered loudly, hoping not to attract Dorothy’s attention in the event she was in the junkyard somewhere as well. 
 
    Remington climbed into the backseat of the car he had just looked at, found the seat release, and lowered the seat so he could see into the trunk. It was full of trash, but that was about it. 
 
    In the distance, Remington could hear police sirens. Finally, he thought. They’re at least at Bethany’s house. Hopefully they’ll figure out where we are next. I don’t have time to run back to her place. If Dorothy hears the sirens like I do, she could take Bethany’s life right now. I’m not going to give her that opportunity… that is, if Bethany’s still alive. 
 
    Remington checked a few more vehicles. As he broke into another trunk, he found a swollen, tied up, cold, duct taped body. It belonged to Willow. 
 
    Remington began to weep. Grabbing her chilled, stiff hand, he said, “I’m so sorry, Willow. Your grandchildren have lost you and it’s all my fault. I should’ve listened and let you guys call the cops.” 
 
    After a moment of crying, he added, “I’m sorry, Willow. But I’ve got to find Bethany. We’ll give you a proper burial, I promise. But I’ll have to come back for you.” 
 
    The teenager left the trunk lid open so he could remember which car he had found her body in. 
 
    “Bethany?” he whispered loudly again. 
 
    This time, he heard something. He was sure of it. Something had moved in a vehicle about fifty yards to his right. Remington started running in that direction. Somewhere off behind him, he heard his mother cry out, “Remington! Are you here somewhere?” 
 
    He didn’t respond. If he called back to her, he was sure to put himself in danger. He knew where Bethany was. He just hoped his mom would keep quiet or that Dorothy was not around to hear her cries. 
 
    “Remington!” she yelled again. 
 
    It was hard to ignore the yell, but Remington attempted to tune her out as he released the latch on yet another seat and pulled it down so he could see into the trunk. 
 
    There, he found her. Bethany was still alive. She had tears pouring down her face and looked horrified. 
 
    Quickly, Remington tore the tape away from her mouth. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bethany squeaked. “Just untie me. Quick.” 
 
    As Remington reached into the trunk trying to untie his friend, Dorothy suddenly came out of nowhere and grabbed him by the ankles. She dragged him out of the car, mashing his face on the floor board on his way out. 
 
    As soon as he hit the ground, she sat on top of him, grabbed him by the hair on the top of his head, and began slamming his face into the ground. Remington tried to free himself, but she had easily overpowered him. 
 
    “Stop, Dorothy!” Bethany cried from inside the trunk. “Look, you already have me tied up. Do anything you want to me, just leave him alone! Dorothy, his uncle doesn’t own that property. It was a case of mistaken identity, really!” 
 
    Dorothy stopped for a moment. Grabbing Remington’s ear, she twisted his head around so she could get a better look at his face. “She’s telling the truth. That property in Troy doesn’t belong to—” 
 
    Pow! Pow! Bethany screamed. Dorothy fell off of Remington. 
 
    Terrified, Remington looked around him. A trickle of blood streamed out of Dorothy’s mouth. “Bethany? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Remmy? What happened?” she cried. 
 
    “That’ll teach you to mess with my family!” Alayna shouted, coming out of the shadows with the .357 drawn. “Shouldn’t have left it laying there on the ground, cowgirl! Perhaps you should’ve stayed in Montana.” Pow! She shot her a third time. 
 
    “Mom!... Stop! She’s dead!” Remington yelled. 
 
    “Just making sure, baby. She’s never going to hurt you or anybody else again!” 
 
    Keeping the pistol trained on her, Alayna said, “Remington, check her pulse. Make sure she’s dead.” 
 
    “She is, Mom. I know she is.” 
 
    “Remington, check her pulse.” 
 
    Remmy didn’t need to check her pulse. It was obvious the woman was dead. She wasn’t breathing. She had blood all over her. She wasn’t moving. She wasn’t letting out as much as a moan or a groan. He was looking right at her, and her eyes hadn’t blinked at all. 
 
    “Hurry up, Remington! Check her!” 
 
    Two sets of blue flashing lights arrived on the scene before Remington complied. Detective Hayden jumped out of the first squad car. 
 
    “Remington, Alayna, over here!” he demanded. 
 
    Remington began backing toward him immediately. 
 
    Alayna, on the other hand, wasn’t ready to retreat. “I’m not taking this gun off of her until I know she’s dead, Detective.” 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Hayden told her. 
 
    “Check her pulse, Detective. I will not remove this gun until you do.” 
 
    “Ma’am, you’re going to get yourself arrested. You cannot simply stand here holding a gun on someone when an officer of the law tells you to put it down.” 
 
    Pow! Alayna shot the gun into the ground a foot from Dorothy’s skull. “I don’t care! You can arrest me and lock me up for life if you want to. That’s my baby she tortured. She tried to kill him. I’m going to send a message loud and clear. Nobody messes with my family, Detective. I mean, nobody!” 
 
    “Place her under arrest, officer,” Detective Hayden said. 
 
    “No!” Remington yelled. “You can’t arrest my mom. She’s acting in self-defense!” 
 
    The officer paid no mind to Remington. He grabbed a hold of Alayna and quickly wrestled the gun out of her hand, slapped the handcuffs on her, and pulled her back to his squad car. 
 
    Detective Hayden cautiously made his way over to Dorothy. Using his foot, he pushed her body. Seeing no response, he squatted next to her and checked her pulse. She was dead. Alayna had put a stop to her madness once and for all. 
 
    “Detective,” Remington said. 
 
    “Yes, boy.” 
 
    “Bethany… she’s in the trunk of the car. Can I let her out?” 
 
    “You stay where you are. I’ll get her.” 
 
    “And Willow. I found her body in another vehicle, on the other side of the yard.” 
 
    Hayden sighed. “The boy’s seen enough. Please put him in the back of the other car. He doesn’t need to be cuffed. He’s not under arrest. This is just too much for a juvenile’s eyes.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Remington argued. 
 
    “You’re not fine. Put him in the car, please,” Hayden ordered. 
 
    Collin showed up on the scene out of breath. “Where’s Alayna?” he hollered. 
 
    “She’s okay, Dad,” Remington said. “She killed Dorothy.” 
 
    “She did what?” 
 
    “She killed the psychopath,” Bethany called out as Detective Hayden worked at getting the ropes off of her. 
 
    “Where’s my wife?” Collin asked again. 
 
    “They arrested her, Dad. She’s in the backseat of the cop car.” 
 
    “You arrested my wife, Hayden? For defending people? You’ll be hearing from my lawyer.” 
 
    “I had the cuffs put on her for her own protection, sir. Your wife did shoot a woman tonight, and she will have to be taken downtown for questioning. As to whether or not charges will be filed, that will be up to the prosecutor.” 
 
    Bethany interrupted their conversation. “What about Mom? Have you all found her?” 
 
    “Your mom?” Detective Hayden said in disbelief. “She’s missing too?” 
 
    “Yes! She wasn’t at the house and I don’t know where she is. Dorothy showed up with Mom’s car to trick me, but Mom wasn’t with her.” 
 
    “Okay, everybody start checking cars. If she’s in the junkyard, we’ll find her right now. Otherwise, we’ll have to organize an official search party.” 
 
    “Can my wife get out of the car to help with the search?” Collin asked calmly. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, Mr. Russell,” Detective Hayden replied. “That’s not a chance we can take.” 
 
    “She’s not a criminal!” 
 
    “No one said she is, sir. But we have a missing person to search for. Either help us or kindly step aside.” 
 
    “Help them!” Alayna screamed through the window. “Help them! Worry about me later!” 
 
    With that, the group split up and began searching every car in the lot. For ten minutes, doors could be heard opening and slamming. People were yelling for Bethany’s mother, but getting no response. 
 
    Suddenly a horn could be heard. Everyone went running toward the sound. Detective Hayden had found her, alive, in another vehicle’s trunk. 
 
    “Praise the Lord!” Remington said, wiping a tear from his eye. “God is worthy of our praise!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    43 THANK GOD 
 
      
 
   It had been six weeks since Dorothy had died. Three weeks since the boy’s mother had been told no charges would be filed against her. Still, Remington couldn’t help but think about Romans 8:28, “And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.” 
 
    I refuse to allow the trials I’ve been through to get me down. I know a while back Dad thought I might need to see a shrink. And after all this, he’s probably going to insist. But I’ve got something better than a therapist – I’ve got Jesus. 
 
    Remington stared out his bedroom window as he thought.  What good could possibly come from all of the horrible things I’ve been through? 
 
    He knelt down next to his bed. “Dear God, thank you for being such a wonderful Father. Even though I don’t understand Your ways very often, I am grateful for the life You have given me. Lord, is there something you’re training me for? Like, are you using all of these trials to prepare me for something I’m going to go through one day? Or maybe so I can help somebody else who’s facing a lot of trials?... or is it something else altogether? I mean, how can You turn this thing around? How can it possibly work together for good?” 
 
    The answer wasn’t immediately clear, but Remington was certain God had a plan. He would just have to be patient. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Want to help the author tremendously? Please write a review of Terrors of Troy. 
 
      
 
    Be sure to read Storms At Shelton, the next book in the Harmony series. 
 
      
 
    Author JR Thompson will be releasing several new titles in 2018. To stay up to date, sign up for his free newsletter. 
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