Chapter 1

Wednesday, March 4

5:42pm
It was just another workday. Andrew was finishing up the day's business. As he closed down his spreadsheet, happy with the analysis and projections for the next month, the e-mail came in.

The tone alerted him to the presence of a new message - nothing new, just another e-mail. But the subject line on this one was a little different.
“I Just Got My Pics Back From The Party!”

What pictures? What party? It was identified as coming from “Shandra”. Of course, this should have been his first clue that it was “spam,” an unwanted, unsolicited piece of electronic junk mail; but it had been a long day and he didn't spot it immediately.

Wondering who Shandra was, he opened the e-mail.
I know you'll like these. I couldn't believe how well they turned out!

www.geocities.com/shandra88/pics.htm
Andrew still didn't pick up on it. Perhaps someone sent him the wrong message. Or maybe his memory was just slipping. Either way, he didn't know who Shandra was -- there was a Sandra in the filing department and it could have been a typo -- but he didn't know what party he'd missed. So he clicked the link.

Before he could even stop it, up came the photos. It was unbelievable. It was vile. It was the kind of stuff that could get a company man fired. Andrew closed the window immediately, feeling a little disgusted and ashamed for not picking up on the pornographic e-mail sooner. Granted, it was well disguised, but their e-mail spam filter should have blocked it.

Then came another window, and another, and another. Soon, his monitor was filled with a dozen windows, each one overlaying the other. Andrew clicked the top one closed.

“Lusty Lesbians!” it screamed, complete with photos to back up its claim. “Blondes Having Fun! Free Tour!” the next window proclaimed, also with photos illustrating its purpose, just in case you were wondering. He closed that window. And the next. And the next. He even closed one featuring “Barnyard Chicks”.

Did I just see what I thought I saw? he thought as the window closed down. Not wanting to go back, he just continued closing windows. Click, click, click…

Then, with just a couple of windows left, he saw it.

“Oh my God,” Andrew said out loud. He stopped his clicking frenzy and read the verbiage on the site.

“Fresh Lolita TGP,” it said, whatever that meant. “Barely Legal,” one caption read. “Dads & Daughters,” went another. But it was the image of one particular girl that made his heart race. “Too Young For Some,” the caption read. Despite the inherent risks of viewing such material at work, Andrew clicked the photo. Another window popped up featuring the same young girl, this time with part of a naked man in the photo.

“Young and Tender!” the text screamed. Andrew leaned in, studying the face. She appeared to be underage, which was disturbing enough, but the most shocking fact was that the face was familiar.

“Oh my God,” he uttered again as a bead of sweat formed on his forehead.

Chapter 4

If the devil walked the earth in flesh and blood, he wouldn't be selling drugs on the street corner. He wouldn't be robbing people while they slept or randomly shooting commuters on the subway. Sure, he'd have his minions doing such things, but he himself would be kidnapping children. Stealing the innocent ones from the safety of their homes; torturing their parents for the rest of their lives.

Losing a child is always painful, but not knowing where they are, who they are with, whether or not they are alive, why they are gone…. The questions are endless and the answers empty.

Faith was barely six years old. Andy and Janie loved her as much as any parents could. After Janie miscarried, denying Faith that sibling close in age, they cherished their only child even more. Their whole world revolved around their little family of three. 

When she disappeared, the world stopped moving. It consumed every moment - every day, every hour, every minute, every second - of Andrew's life for the next two years and brought nothing but more questions, more confusion, and more pain. There was no way to stop the pain. Alcohol soothed it a little for a short time, all the while stealing his career and eventually his marriage, but nothing brought back his daughter. Without her, nothing mattered. At the end of four years (time was now measured from the point she disappeared), Andrew had nothing. No money, no job, no family, no marriage, no sanity.

Had it not been for his brother, Andrew probably would have died. Not that he cared; in fact, it would have been a welcome relief.

Chapter 34

Sunday, March 21

2:40pm 

Back in Texas, Chris and Nicole were working in the backyard of their home, planting spring flowers in a flowerbed, when Chris suddenly felt off balance. He walked to a bench that sat under a shade tree.

“Are you okay?” Nicole asked.

“Yeah, I think… I don’t know.”

“You need some water?”

“No, it’s not that… it’s just…”

“What’s wrong?” Nicole asked, starting to worry.

“I don’t know,” Chris said. “I started thinking about Andy and I started sweating… it’s weird… I feel like I’m trying to stand against waves in the ocean.”

“That’s odd. Maybe you should take a break.”

“No, it’s not that,” he said, feeling an urgency that became more clear. “It’s Andy…”

“What, Chris?”

Chris looked up at Nicole. “We need to pray, Nikki. We need to pray right now.”

----------------------

Twenty minutes had passed and J.D. was about to head back to the boat when he spotted Andrew on the beach. He was walking at a steady pace, but not in any apparent hurry. J.D. stepped out onto the beach and motioned for Andrew to speed up. Andrew hustled the rest of the way.

“We gotta go,” J.D. said and turned down the beach. Andrew trotted up beside him.

“What happened? Where’s Monty?”

“He’s back at the dock, hopefully with Dominic in the boat.”

“Something wrong?”

“Sort of. They started to pick up Monty, but I caused a little ruckus and he got away. But they’re probably looking for us – or at least him. You find out anything?”

“Yeah, I did. She still works here, but she’s not here at the moment.”

“Oh yeah? Where is she?”

“She’s at a photo shoot… on Cat Island.”

J.D. and Andrew jumped in the boat as Dominic untied the last rope. The engine idled as the captain hopped in and said, “Dat was fast. Where to now?”

“Cat Island,” Andrew said without hesitation.

“Somehow, I knew dat was in de stars.”

Dominic revved up the engine and headed south, right alongside the Brigadoon’s beach.

“Any way you can take this thing out a little further from the land?” J.D. asked.

“We’re t’irty-five feet deep here, no reef here, no worries.”

“Yeah, well… it’s not the reef I’m worried about. Just take it out a little further, if you don’t mind.”

The boat rapidly approached the resort beach as the captain lazily maneuvered it out a little further from the shore.

“Get down,” J.D. said to Monty, who had been staring at the beach. He did as he was told while Dominic looked back curiously.

“Aw, great,” J.D. mumbled.

“What is it?” Andrew said, turning in the direction of the shoreline where J.D. was watching.

“Don’t turn around!”

Andrew looked back at J.D. “Someone there?”

“Hotel security. I don’t know if he saw Monty or not.”

J.D. squinted through his sunglasses to see the figure on the beach.

“Looks like he’s on a radio.”

Just then, a speedboat rounded the south end of the point and turned directly toward the Crazy Baldhead.

“Uh oh…”

Andrew walked to the front of the boat as he heard the high-pitched whine of the speedboat’s engine. “You think they’re coming for us?”

“I don’t want to find out!” To Dominic: “Hey, captain, I think it would be a good idea to turn this thing around.”

Dominic looked back at him with confusion. “What’s going on here?”

“I’ll explain in a minute, just get away from that speedboat!”

The captain cranked the wheel and throttled up.

“Dis boat cannot outrun dat boat.”

“Do your best,” J.D. said. Andrew returned to the back of the boat as they turned away from the speedboat and started going faster.

“What do you think…” Andrew didn’t finish his sentence, because the windshield in front of the captain’s steering wheel exploded. Dominic yelled out in surprise and ducked down. “Somebody’s shootin’ at us!”

“Get down!” J.D. instinctively yelled. They all ducked down, including Dominic.

They all looked up and saw the spider-web pattern of shattered glass emanating out from a clean bullet hole in the windshield. Glass shards fell out as the wind and waves jarred sections loose.

“Why dey shootin’ at us?” Dominic demanded.

“I think we upset them,” J.D. said, drawing his pistol out of its holster. “Now can you get us outta here?”

“I said I cannot outrun dat boat!”

J.D. looked back as Andrew and Monty lay flat on the floorboard. The speedboat was maybe 100 yards behind them now, and gaining fast. J.D. stood up in plain view, pointed the pistol at the oncoming boat and squeezed off two quick rounds. The driver of the speedboat swerved in reaction to the return fire. Dominic jammed the boat into full throttle, almost throwing J.D. down to the floor.

“How far’s that reef?” J.D. yelled.

“Other side of da pier,” he replied, still crouching as he half-blind guided the boat up the coastline.

“How deep is it?”

“Shallow in some places. I know what your t’inkin’ and forget it.”

They heard the “pop” of the gun this time and both flinched downward. J.D. looked back. Maybe seventy-five yards now. They passed the pier.

“We don’t have much of a choice! You know any channels through it?”

“Yeah, but if he knows dem, too, he’s got us cornered.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Hey!” Andrew shouted, peering back at the speedboat from behind a fishing chair. “I think that’s Donnie in that boat!”

“Oh no,” Monty said, never moving from his prone position on the floor. “He’s going to be ticked!”

Another “pop,” this time louder.

“Do something, Dominic!” J.D. yelled.

Moaning and trembling, Dominic stood up from his crouched position and grabbed the steering wheel tight in one hand, the throttle in the other. He weaved the boat to the left, away from the shore, and studied the land for a second. J.D. popped his head up to look again. Fifty yards and closing faster. He squeezed off two more rounds, just to send a message, knowing that he probably wouldn’t hit anything.

That’ll make him think about sticking his head out to take aim at us, he thought.

Dominic cranked the wheel to the right, dumping J.D. over on his side, and pointed the boat directly toward the beach. After six or seven seconds, he cranked it hard right again, heading south down the shoreline again. The speedboat took the bait. Instead of following around the boat’s path, the driver cut the corner, heading directly into the barely-submerged reef.

They all heard a tremendous grinding sound and looked up to see the speedboat’s nose going up in the air, twisting in a clockwise motion. The boat skipped into the air, the engine letting out a scream as it came out of the water, and continued its rotation.

The four of them, as well as a few people on the beach and the pier, watched in horror as the boat spun halfway over and crashed down into the water, the reef just a few feet below. The engine abruptly stopped as pieces of the craft broke off and spilled across the waves.

Dominic throttled down his boat. The all watched, stunned, to see if anyone emerged from the water. Nobody did.

“We best be leaving now,” Dominic said, turning the wheel and pushing the boat to a slow, but steady, pace. They cruised back by the accident scene as flotsam from the wreckage drifted toward the shore, carried in by the surf. Still, no bodies appeared, dead or alive.

“Can we just leave the scene like this?” Andrew asked.

“I don’ t’ink you want to stick around,” Dominic replied.

“Me neither,” J.D. said. “Just remember, they were the ones shootin’ at us.”

“I t’ink we go back to Nassau now.”

“Yeah, maybe we should,” Andrew agreed. Neither Monty nor J.D. objected. “At least for the night.”

“You sure you still wanna press this thing?” J.D. asked. “We left two bodies back there.”

“I’ve come this far,” Andrew replied. “If there’s any chance that’s my daughter on that island, I’m not turning back now.”

