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      Puddles lined the potholed street. A light rain fell from the night sky, and Mallory Givens flipped the collar of her neon-orange raincoat up. The wind gusts brought a biting cold and made the raindrops sting. Though covered, her feet and hands were frozen, along with the tip of her nose, but she adjusted the backpack straps over her shoulders and trudged on.

      The stores Mallory passed were closed, the late hour keeping everyone tucked in their beds. The windows to the shops were barred, and the cracked pavement and garbage-littered sidewalk matched the broken streetlights above. The lights that did work flickered, and despite their guidance, the path she walked was still darker than she would have liked.

      It wasn’t safe for her to be out this late, but despite the danger, there was a certain level of excitement to beginning a new adventure and leaving a life she never wanted behind. The only part that made her hesitate about the future was her mother, who was back in their apartment, bundled under the covers because their heat was turned off (again), sleeping between her shifts at the diner.

      Mallory loved her mom. But she was never around. And even though she worked all of the time, they always seemed to be late on bills. It was something her mother tried to shield her from, but she wasn’t a kid anymore. She hadn’t been for a long time. Between her mother’s twelve-hour shifts and no siblings or family members in the area, Mallory practically raised herself. She didn’t blame her mom for their circumstances, but how could her mother blame her for wanting to leave?

      Still, in the back of her mind, Mallory knew that her mother would worry. She left no note and gave no hint of her departure. Her mother would be devastated when she woke to find her gone, and that thought alone nearly prompted her to stay. But telling her mom where she was going wasn’t part of the deal. That was the price of a new life.

      Mallory would leave it all behind. No more teasing, no more name-calling, no more mean remarks from the kids at school. She hopped in excitement at the prospect and lifted her head to the light drizzle and smiled. Never in all her twelve years did she feel more free.

      She paused at the corner of Wurth Street and Thirty-Fifth Avenue near the park’s entrance. She checked the time on her digital watch that she received for Christmas last year. They couldn’t afford a cell phone, so the watch was deemed a suitable replacement so Mallory could at least know when to come home.

      The pickup wasn’t for another twenty minutes. The corner of a bench stuck out from behind a cluster of bushes and sat protected by an overhang from the rain. Mallory decided to wait there. It couldn’t be seen from the street, and she didn’t want to draw any unwanted attention.

      The rush of the moment kept her on the edge of the park bench, and after she sat, Mallory removed her backpack and then opened it. She pulled out a black spiral notebook, the twirling metal curves bent in awkward places from being shoved in and out of the bag.

      Mallory opened the notebook to the first empty page and reached for the outer pouch of the pack to retrieve her pen. The moment ink and paper made contact she became lost in her own mind. The rain, cold, and nauseating smell of whatever garbage the homeless left behind suddenly disappeared. She traveled to another place, her favorite place.

      It rested on the side of a mountain. The air was crisp and cool, and the sun was shining. From the balcony of her cabin she had a breathtaking view into the valley where the river cut through the gorge. A forest thick with green trees circled the cottage, and a scent of pine floated in the air. She had cocoa in her hand, the mug warm against her palms, with marshmallows floating on top.

      This was the place where her stories were born, where she whispered all of her hopes and dreams of the future, the only place where her thoughts came to life. All the bad and the fearful was cast aside and left behind in the real world. This realm belonged to her, and nothing in it existed without her consent. It was perfect. And that was exactly how she hoped it would be with him.

      When the idea first popped into her head she thought it was crazy. He was handsome, and she was plain. He was funny, and she was dull. He was charming, and she couldn’t say two words to him without getting tongue-tied. She thought of him every night before she went to sleep, and he filled her mind through most of the day. And the more she fantasized, the more real it felt.

      “Hey.”

      The voice was haggard and violent and yanked Mallory from the mountainside. She suddenly found herself back in the park, where the drizzle had transformed into a steady rain, and she shivered from the cold.

      The homeless man in front of her was tall and gaunt. The jacket and pants he wore were torn, several holes visible in the dark. His left foot wore a boot, and his right, a sandal. Long black whiskers sprouted from his cheek and chin in wild tufts. The rain had flattened his mangy hair to his skull but did little to help with his smell.

      “What are you doing out so late?” the homeless man asked.

      Mallory pressed the notebook tight to her chest, where her heart pounded against it quickly. She opened her mouth but lost the ability to speak. He was so tall, and the darkness only intensified his ominous features. He moved forward until the water from his beard dripped down onto her lap. He pointed to the backpack next to her.

      “What’s in there?”

      Mallory took a swallow and then finally mumbled a word. “N-nothing.” She reached for the bag, but the beggar snatched it off the bench before she could stop him. Mallory hopped off the bench and extended her arm as the homeless man stepped back out of reach. “Please, no. It’s all I have.”

      The homeless man kept the bag by his side, and his body between it and Mallory. The way he looked at her sent a chill stronger than the cold through her bones. She knew that a lot of the homeless people used drugs, and she wondered if he was on them right now. She remembered from a news segment that specific drugs made people angry. And violent.

      “It’s not safe to be out here at night,” he said, his voice so deep it sounded like it hurt him to speak.

      Lightning flashed in the sky, followed quickly by the crash of thunder. Suddenly, everything Mallory had hoped for seemed silly. It was foolish to come out here this late. It was stupid to think she could have done this, and now it was all going to end.

      “What’s that you have there?” he asked, pointing to the notebook clutched tight in her arms.

      Tears formed in the corners of Mallory’s eyes, but they blended seamlessly with the rain. She trembled, shaking her head. He couldn’t have this too. Let him take the bag, let him take whatever else he wants, but not this.

      Mallory retreated, the backs of her legs smacking into the bench, and her knees buckled as she fell hard onto the seat. The man reached for the notebook, and she twisted away from his hands, the meaty poke of his thick fingers clawing for her last possession. She spun off the bench before the man could grab hold.

      “Give it to me!” The homeless man snarled and moved quicker than he looked as he lunged again. This time he ripped the notebook from her grip, and she screamed as a pair of headlights flashed to her left. The homeless man sprinted away into the rain and darkness while Mallory collapsed to the ground.

      A million thoughts ran through her mind at the sight of those headlights. If it was the police, they’d take her home and she’d have to explain to her mother what happened and why she left. And then she’d have to tell her about him, and her life would be over.

      Mallory wiped her face, unable to feel the difference between the rain and her own tears, and her sleeve was so wet that she couldn’t tell if it even helped. She was stupid. Stupid for thinking that she could do this. Everyone at school was right. All she was good for was reading books and daydreaming.

      The bright headlights finally shut off, and Mallory slowly craned her head toward the car. She blinked rapidly, her eyelashes batting away the water. Someone stepped out of the car and walked toward her. Mallory’s heart pounded faster, and the existential dread of exposure triggered another wave of sobs.

      “Mallory?”

      The voice sounded far away, but it was one she recognized. She sniffled and then crawled forward. “I lost my bag.” She looked down at her clothes, which were now soaked, despite the raincoat, and filthy from dirt and debris. “Someone took it, and my notebook I—”

      “It’s fine. Just get in the car, hurry.”

      Before she could argue, the car door shut and the engine sprang to life. Mallory pushed herself off the ground, and with her head lowered she shuffled toward the car. Maybe there was still a chance. Yes, she thought, of course there was. She could get new clothes. And he wouldn’t care what she wore. At least she didn’t think he would.

      True love didn’t care for such things. And that was exactly what this was. Mallory reached for the door handle of the car and yanked it open. When she climbed inside she felt better. This was her new life. This was a new beginning. She shut her eyes and found herself back in the cottage on her mountain. She wouldn’t be there alone for much longer. And she couldn’t wait to start fresh.
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      It had started last night just like it always did. The sour pit in Detective Chase Grant’s gut always worsened right before a bust like this. Even after a decade on the force, he still couldn’t stop the butterflies. A part of him didn’t think they’d ever go away. Another part didn’t want them to.

      Grant pumped his left hand a few times, closed his eyes, and focused on his breathing. More nerves than poor health. Grant was on the closer edge of six feet, and while the job had added a few pounds over the years, he was still in good shape. Better than most of the cops at his precinct anyways. And at thirty-five he still had a thick head of wavy black hair that refused to gray, giving him a look much younger than his years. The only real signs of his age were the wrinkles when he smiled. Public opinion agreed that he could still pass as someone in his twenties. Though emotionally, he felt more like someone in his sixties.

      When Grant opened his eyes, he glanced down to the watch on his left wrist. The digital timer ticked closer and closer to the twelve-hour mark. That’s all most abduction cases lasted. The first six to twelve hours were the most crucial. Though on this particular case, he found himself at a disadvantage since he was brought in a week after the girl was already taken. But he treated it just like a new case regardless of the original timeline.

      The driver of the van hit a bump, and Grant smacked into the S.W.A.T. officer to his right. There were a dozen FBI agents riding with him, all covered in tactical gear, with masks over their faces and assault rifles pulled protectively to their bodies. Everyone was quiet.

      The officer in front of Grant kept his eyes shut, and his left knee bounced up and down like a jackhammer. He was a younger man, couldn’t have been older than twenty-two. Grant was willing to bet that he had a few butterflies of his own.

      “Three hundred,” Grant said.

      The young officer opened his eyes, and his knee stopped bouncing. “What?”

      “That’s how many hours your tactical training lasts, right?” Grant asked.

      “Just about, sir.”

      Grant nodded slowly, and grinned. “I was part of an exchange program with Seattle PD five years ago where I cross-trained with our S.W.A.T. unit. Some of the best officers I’ve ever worked with.”

      “Hell yeah!” The boast came from further down the van and triggered a series of hoots and hollers. The young man cracked a smile.

      “Trust the man next to you,” Grant said. “Once you start moving, your training will override everything else.”

      The young officer nodded quickly. “Yes, sir.” The boy’s knee remained steady the rest of the trip.

      “Detective Grant, you’ll follow the medical team inside once the house is secure.” FBI agent Chad Hickem was the liaison Grant had been working with for the past twelve hours. He was a mountain of a man. Served in the Marine Corps and was deployed twice in the Middle East. After an honorable discharge he went back to school and received his degree in criminal justice, and then worked his way up the ladder to lead agent of the missing persons unit for the Northwest Division of the FBI. In Grant’s humble opinion there wasn’t anything more terrifying than a big body controlled by an even larger mind.

      “I could cover the back,” Grant said. “I might not have my three hundred, but I got close.”

      “And have Seattle PD up my ass for getting their top detective killed in action?” Hickem shook his head. “Hell no.” He turned and adjusted the rifle strap on his shoulder. “You did your job, Detective. Now let us do ours.”

      While Grant didn’t like being sidelined, Agent Hickem was right about one thing. Grant did do his job, and he did it quickly. The past week had left the FBI chasing its tail, and it only took Grant ten hours to identify a suspect. And it couldn’t have happened a moment too soon.

      The abduction of the ambassador’s daughter had been the only thing the news had covered for the past week. Speculation about who took the girl and why fueled an already increasingly political divide across the country. Pundits on both sides of the aisle pointed fingers, yet no one seemed concerned about what happened with the girl—aside from her parents.

      The van squealed to a stop, and the sourness in Grant’s stomach ended. All the nervousness, the anxiety, the fear that accompanied a life-and-death situation that the foundation of these raids was built upon was wiped away. All the pieces were in place now. The hard part was over.

      “Team is on me!” Hickem said, his voice booming the orders from the front of the S.W.A.T. van. “Priority is extraction. If we can take him alive, fine, if not, then that’s the way the head rolls.” Hickem opened his door, and at the same time, the agents that Grant had rode with spilled out the back.

      The gray colors that plagued the sky just before dawn fogged the world outside. On Grant’s suggestion, Hickem had decided to take the suspect early in the morning. Their suspect was a night owl, according to Grant’s profile.

      Grant watched through the front window of the van as Hickem busted down the door and the second and third teams on the other sides of the house stormed inside. Glass shattered, screams were shouted over the radio, and Grant instinctively reached underneath the FBI jacket to the 9mm Glock in his shoulder holster. It was a natural response to the heightened action, and it was hard to force himself to stay in the van, but he did.

      Grant pumped his left hand again, doing his best to stem the adrenaline coursing through his veins, and then winced from a sharp pinch between his fingers. He glanced down at the gold band around his ring finger, which had caught a piece of skin. He gave the ring a little twist then quickly returned his focus to the house as the radio chatter died down.

      “House secure,” Hickem said. “We have the girl, send in the medical team.”

      Grant planted both boots on the ground and jogged toward the house, falling in right behind the stretcher and two paramedics.

      Inside, the house smelled like piss, and Grant saw Anthony Myers flat on the floor with his hands cuffed behind his back and at least three rifles trained on the back of his head.

      “You’re not supposed to be here!” Myers gave a few heavy, labored breaths, his face sweaty and red and his long black, greasy hair clinging to his forehead. “I just needed more time! I could have saved us! I could have done it!”

      “Shut up!” One of the agents pressed his barrel harder into Myers’s skull, and the rant ended.

      “Detective Grant.” Hickem was farther down the hall and motioned for him to come. He passed the girl as she was loaded onto a stretcher. She looked pale and weak, but unharmed. The pair of medics strapped her down and wheeled her out of the house.

      Hickem stood at the entry to a room, his mask off, shaking his head. “Looks like you were right. He was planning on doing it tomorrow. Had the date circled on the calendar, and everything ready to go.”

      Grant craned his neck around the door to get a look for himself. Plastic sheets lined the floor and walls. A series of knives were displayed on a white cloth, increasing in size from left to right. A mattress with white sheets and a single pillow was in the middle of the floor. The bastard even set candles out.

      “I didn’t think he’d be so theatrical about it,” Hickem said.

      “People who twist words and their meanings often do so because of an already twisted mind.” Grant took a single step inside the room but didn’t dare to go farther. If he lingered too long it would become too real, and he’d seen enough of these things in his career.

      When the ambassador’s daughter was taken, Myers had killed both members of her security detail, and then with their blood he had written on the sidewalk where they were slain, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God.”

      “I’m glad we brought you on board when we did,” Hickem said.

      But Grant was still staring at the bed. He wasn’t sure if Myers would have raped the girl before he killed her, but it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. He was just thankful that it was nothing more than a could-have-been.

      “You’ll need to put him on suicide watch,” Grant said. “He’s failed in his mission, and he’ll want to join his heavenly Father as quickly as possible.”

      Hickem glanced back into the living room where Myers was being pulled outside and whisked off to the nearest detention center to await booking and then the inevitable trial.

      “I don’t think that would be such a bad thing,” Hickem said.

      “It would be,” Grant answered, watching Myers disappear into the back of a squad car. “He doesn’t deserve to get anything he wants.”

      Hickem clapped Grant on the shoulder, and the two walked outside. “You know with the success of this case there’ll be a lot of talk about bringing you on board,” Hickem said. “Hell, they might even want you to try and take my job.” Hickem laughed, but there was always a shred of truth in humor.

      “I’ve got a caseload back at my station that needs attention,” Grant said. “You’ll have to handle the next political abduction by yourself.”

      The pair shook hands, and Hickem departed to have a word with the forensic team sweeping the building. With the girl safe and the suspect apprehended, Grant looked down at his watch and hit the stop button. Eleven hours, fifty-eight minutes, thirty-nine seconds. With the clock stopped, a weight lifted from Grant’s shoulders, but when the phone in his pocket buzzed with “Mocks” plastered across the screen, he knew it wouldn’t last much longer.

      “How’d you find out so quickly?” Grant asked.

      “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.” Mocks kept her tone serious and her volume quiet.

      “Already make the news?” Grant asked, walking over to one of the vehicles about to head back into town where his car was parked.

      “The FBI made an official statement on Twitter,” Mocks answered.

      Grant would bet his last dollar that they had two versions of that tweet ready. He climbed into the passenger seat, then the officer who was acting liaison for the local sheriff’s department pulled onto the highway.

      “You on your way back?” Mocks asked.

      “Yeah, I’m about two hours away once I get to my car.”

      “Good, because I just had a mother call about her daughter. Says she skipped school today. I’ve got one of the rookies bringing her in now.”

      “Get the paperwork started,” Grant said, his shoulders feeling instantly heavier. “I’ll start making calls to the offices. Get them ready in case we need to press forward.” He paused. “You think it’s serious?”

      “I don’t know. She sounds like it’s serious.”

      “They always do. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      Grant hung up and winced from a very faint churn of the intestines just below his belly button. He glanced down to the wedding ring and then to his watch. He drew in a breath, cleared the timer, then started the countdown once more.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The station was busy for midmorning. The shift change had already happened, but the news of the kidnapper’s arrest had permeated the ranks of the department. A series of high fives and applause followed Grant all the way to his desk.

      Officer Banks sat at the desk behind him, and Grant tapped the rookie on the shoulder. “Where is Mocks?”

      Banks pointed toward the back. “She’s in Interrogation Room Three. And, hey, nice work with the ambassador’s daughter. That’s gotta win you some brownie points, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Grant said. “Thanks.”

      The congratulations slipped off him like water on a seal. Grant’s mind had already shifted gears to a new case. The well-wishes and applause wouldn’t help him now. Once the clock restarts, the score goes back to zero.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Grant said, stepping inside the room.

      The woman turned, dabbing a tissue at the puffy skin underneath her eyes, which were bloodshot from crying. The features of her face were pulled in tight, and her skittish movements reminded him of a shrew, scared of anything that moved too quickly.

      Grant extended his hand. “Mrs. Givens, my name is Detective Grant.” He lowered his voice. “I’m sorry to hear about your daughter.”

      “It’s Miss,” she said, sniffling. “But thank you, Detective Grant.”

      Grant placed a comforting hand on Dana Givens’s shoulder. “Please, you can call me Chase.”

      Dana nodded quickly, a taut smile accompanying a whimper through closed lips. Grant took a seat next to the mother rather than across the table where Mocks sat. His partner was a brilliant detective, but she lacked the human touch that was often necessary in their line of work. Though he did notice she managed to get the mother something to drink and the box of tissues. Then again, that was in the training manual.

      Detective Susan Mullocks was a small woman, barely clearing five feet and a hundred pounds. Petite was the word most used to describe her, but she was anything but. Mocks leaned back in her chair, no notepad, no recorder, every answer from Ms. Givens’s mouth retained in her memory. The only tool used in her interrogation was a green Bic lighter. She flicked it on and off between questions. It helped her think. And it was a reminder of a past that kept her looking forward.

      The woman had been through a lot, a history littered with pain; it was one of the reasons why she always wore those long-sleeved shirts, even in the summertime. It was a different kind of pain than Grant had experienced, but he always believed you never know about the rocks in other people’s shoes. She brushed the dark-brown bangs from her forehead to behind her ear, exposing the massive rock of her wedding ring, and gave the lighter another flick.

      “I know you’ve been answering a lot of my partner’s questions, so I won’t waste time repeating some of the things I’m sure she’s already asked, but I just want to let you know I’ve already reached out to state and federal officials, and I’ve already spoken with my lieutenant about scheduling an Amber Alert if it’s needed,” Grant said.

      “Of course it’s needed!” Dana blurted the words out like a machine gun, and the sudden outburst surprised even her, as she quickly covered her mouth and shut her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I just—” She drew in a quick breath, and her lower lip quivered. “It’s just that this isn’t like Mallory. She doesn’t just skip school. She doesn’t run off. I’m telling you someone took her.”

      Grant placed a hand on Dana Givens’s arm and nodded. “And we’re going to do everything we can to find out what happened. In the meantime, do you have anyone that you can call to come and pick you up, Miss Givens?”

      “No. I’ll just take the bus home.”

      “I’ll have one of our officers take you back.” Grant reached into his pocket and removed one of his business cards and handed it to Ms. Givens as he helped her up and out of the room. “If you need anything, that card has my cell number on it. Any updates that I have in regards to your daughter I’ll let you know personally.”

      “Please, you have to find her.” Dana clutched Grant by both arms and squeezed tight, her nails digging through the cloth of the sleeves on his shirt. “You have to.”

      “We’ll do everything we can,” Grant said then motioned to Banks, who came over and took Dana by the shoulder. Banks escorted Dana through the office, and Mocks gave Grant a gentle shove on the arm.

      “You wanted to say it, didn’t you?” Mocks asked.

      Department protocol was clear when it came to missing persons cases. No matter the circumstance, no matter the evidence or testimony, an officer of the law never told a victim’s family that they would catch the individuals responsible. It provided nothing but a false sense of hope, and it put the department in libel territory, especially in the digital age of social media where anything could go viral.

      “When I’m not here I need you to take notes,” Grant said.

      “Why? You can just read the report when I’m done.” Mocks reclined in the chair and stretched her arms back, her left hand still clutching that lighter.

      Grant raised both eyebrows, waiting for his partner to speak. “Are you going to keep me in suspense?”

      Mocks rocked forward in her chair quickly, her forearms thumping against the table. “Dana Givens, twenty-nine-year-old mother who got knocked up when she was seventeen. The girl’s father is Chet Hoverty, some bum that never stuck around. Girl is twelve years old and a sixth grader over at Southside Middle. Mother works over sixty hours a week at a diner in downtown Seattle, barely makes ends meet. Classic case of a single parent who isn’t in touch with her kid. No boyfriends, no family in the area.”

      If the girl went to Southside Middle, then she lived in a rough area, but Grant imagined the mother’s waitressing job didn’t provide the best income. “Anything on the dad?”

      Mocks looked up, the harsh fluorescent lighting of the office exposing the freckles that dotted her pale cheeks. “I ran a query on him before I took the mom into the room. The nutsack that provided the needed sperm for their union has a rap sheet like an encyclopedia. And you never answered my question.”

      “What question?” Grant asked.

      “Why you didn’t promise her we’d find her daughter,” Mocks said.

      “Your realism has rubbed off on me, Mocks,” Grant said. Though the truth was that he’d tossed those promises around too frequently when he first joined the missing persons unit. And he found out quickly that he couldn’t keep all of the promises he made. At the time the promises were just something he had to do. It was his way of coping. It was how he worked through his own broken promises.

      “You know I never skipped school,” Mocks said, lifting up the picture of Mallory Givens that her mother had brought in. “Until the first time.”

      Grant took a seat and prepped the media package for the Amber Alert. “And I’m sure it wasn’t your last time.” He lifted the sleeve of his shirt and exposed his digital wristwatch and saw the timer already approaching the three-hour mark. The first six to twelve hours of a missing persons case were the most crucial. And if they wanted to find Mallory Givens alive, then they were going to have to pick up the pace.
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      Already into hour four, Grant completed the description of the girl and attached Mallory’s picture as the finishing touch. Mallory had short brown hair, freckles on her cheeks, green eyes, and according to her mother would have never left the house without her pink backpack and orange rain slicker. Though if someone did take her, Grant wouldn’t imagine those things would be around for very long.

      All of the information had to be pried from Mocks’s mind vault, and she always reveled in the knowledge of things she knew that Grant didn’t. In a lot of ways she was the younger sister he never had or really wanted.

      “You all caught up?” Mocks asked, taking a bite out of her frosted strawberry Pop-Tart. It was her midmorning snack. She said they helped her think better.

      “Yeah,” Grant answered, finishing up the report and sliding it into the folder. “I think we’ve got all of our t’s crossed and our i’s dotted.”

      Crumbs sprinkled onto Mocks’s shirt, and she brushed them aside as she took another bite that quickly replaced the Pop-Tart particles she wiped away. “So how do you want to handle this one?” Despite her God-given ability as a detective, and at times her inopportune mouth, she still looked to him for guidance.

      “I’m heading over to the school,” Grant said, sliding his arm through his jacket sleeve. The last night’s rain had brought with it a new cold front, and even at the end of March it wasn’t going to get above fifty today. “I need you to go to the Givens’s house and scope out the girl’s room, see what you can find.”

      “You hear back from any of the agencies?” Mocks asked.

      “No, but I’ll call you when I do.” Grant walked backwards and pointed a finger at Mocks. “And be nice to Ms. Givens when you get there, all right? She’s unlikely to have made any progress in calming her nerves.”

      Mocks devoured the last bite of her Pop-Tart, smacking her lips loudly, talking with her mouth still full. “I’m always nice. It’s just not always perceived that way.”

      There were a few more congratulations on the way out the door from his previous case, all of which were ignored save for one, which came from the captain, who had stepped out of his office to shake Grant’s hand personally.

      “Fantastic work, Detective.” Captain Hill was pushing retirement age and had accepted his fate as a desk jockey for however many months he had left. “You’ve made this department look very, very good.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      “Just got off the phone with the mayor, and they want to give you some type of award.” The captain gave a hearty laugh. “Seems that ambassador fellow from—say, where was the girl from again?”

      “It was the ambassador to the Philippines, sir.”

      “Yes, well, he wants to thank you personally for the matter. You have a date with him tomorrow morning.”

      With the fresh case on his desk, it was hard to get excited about something that would interrupt the new investigation. Under normal circumstances he would have declined, but with the political persuasion the ambassador carried, he didn’t think it was something he could avoid. And in those situations, especially when it came to politics, he found it best to go with the flow.

      “Thank you for letting me know, sir,” Grant said.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      The captain waddled back to his office, and Grant lingered in the station’s foyer. “Yeah. Tomorrow.”

      Grant stopped by the lieutenant’s office, and his direct supervisor wasn’t at his desk, which was a rarity. There were times when Grant thought the man was a part of the desk and chair he always sat at. It was hard to imagine him doing anything else other than paperwork, but the lieutenant had his own history with the department, one that involved a shootout from fifteen years ago. A bit of a taboo subject no one spoke about, and because of the hush-hush nature, the lieutenant had developed into a bit of an urban legend. Grant tossed the folder with Mallory Givens’s paperwork onto the lieutenant’s desk then went outside and hopped in his car.

      The ride over to Mallory’s school took longer than he expected, the traffic already in full swing from the lunch crowd. The middle school was a more modern structure among the decaying neighborhood that surrounded it, an effort from taxpayers’ dollars to help perk up the zip code, though the new school didn’t fix the homeless or drug epidemic that was consuming the area.

      With all of the kids still in class, the hallways were large and empty. Lockers lined the walls on the way to the main office, and when Grant stepped inside he was greeted by an elderly woman with thick glasses and knobby, arthritic fingers. She looked up from behind the receptionist’s desk with an expression that was no doubt intended to make kids feel like they were in more trouble than they actually were. “Can I help you?”

      Grant flashed his badge. “I need to speak with the principal.”

      “Yes?”

      Grant turned and saw a woman dressed in slacks and a business jacket. She had short-cropped blond hair, wore no jewelry, but still looked like she could attend a high-price-ticket gala event somewhere, and looked nothing like the principal he remembered having as a middle schooler. Not in the slightest.

      “I’m Detective Grant with Seattle PD,” Grant said, extending a hand that the principal shook firmly. “I was hoping I could take a few moments of your time and speak with you about one of your students.”

      “Of course.” The principal’s heels fell silently on the carpet, and Grant followed her back into her office. She gestured to the seats in front of her desk and then shut the door. “I’m assuming this is about Mallory Givens?”

      Grant reached inside his jacket and removed a notepad and pen. While Mocks didn’t have to take notes, he did. “What do you know about the situation”—he glanced down at the nameplate on the desk—“Principal Tanner?”

      “You can call me Michelle.” Her red lips spread wide in a smile and contrasted heavily against her pale skin. She reminded him more of an attorney than a principal. Her eyes were focused, never straying off him. And they were bright blue. Beautifully blue.

      “Michelle,” Grant said. “What do you know so far?”

      “Mallory’s first-period teacher informed me that she wasn’t in class,” Michelle said. “When a student isn’t accounted for we notify the front office, and then Mrs. Harlow”—who Grant was betting was the old crow at the front desk—“cross-references that against any callouts from parents. If the student isn’t on that list, then we notify the parents via phone call. The same procedure was followed in this scenario, but after the parent is notified, that’s where our job ends.”

      Grant scribbled a few notes down, nodding along while Michelle spoke. When he lifted his head again she smiled. His cheeks flushed, and he removed his coat. He was suddenly sweating. “Was Mallory in trouble often?”

      Michelle shook her head, clasping her hands together, and Grant stole a quick glance at the bare left ring finger. “Mallory was an excellent student. Honor roll all year long. Never acted up in class. As principal you get to know the really bad students, and the really good ones.” She smiled. “Mallory was the best.”

      “Has your resource officer noticed anything out of the ordinary in regards to adults in the area? Any irregular visits or sightings?” Grant asked.

      “I have weekly meetings with him, and he’s never mentioned anything,” Michelle answered. “I can have Mrs. Harlow pull the visitor log if you’d like.”

      “That would be very helpful.” Grant paused, and for a moment he forgot where he was.

      “Anything else?” Michelle asked.

      “Um, yes,” Grant said, tucking the pen and notepad into his jacket pocket, hoping that this second wave of heat didn’t flush his cheeks too much. “I wanted to speak with some of Mallory’s teachers.”

      “I’ll have Mrs. Harlow print out a schedule. I’m sure one of her teachers is on their free period right now.”

      It turned out there was a teacher on her free period. And it had been the same teacher that had alerted the principal that Mallory was not in class. Ann Colthern was a mousy woman and fit every stereotypical version of the eccentric English teacher. Her hair was wild and frizzy, sprouting from her head in random, untamed directions. She wore glasses as thick as coke bottles, and she curled her body inward as if opening up would expose her to an inescapable doom.

      “I just can’t believe this is happening,” Mrs. Colthern said, dabbing a tissue under each eye, neither of which looked to be wet. “She was such a sweet girl.”

      Grant ignored the show. He’d interviewed enough people in his lifetime to know when someone was playing it up. Not that he doubted the woman’s distress; he just didn’t think it was as bad as she was letting on. “And did Mallory mention anything to you about trouble at home?”

      “No, but I do know her mother works a lot.” Mrs. Colthern shook her head. “Single mother. I heard the father is a deadbeat. Poor thing doesn’t even know him. That sort of thing can cause a lot of trauma, especially in the mind of a young girl.”

      “Mallory told you this?” Grant asked.

      “Well, no, but you know how people talk.”

      “I do,” Grant replied, ignoring the scowl Mrs. Colthern made after the remark. “Is there anyone else she was close with here at the school? Friends? Other teachers?”

      Mrs. Colthern shook her head, again adding a few dry dabs beneath her eye with the corner of her tissue. “She kept to herself a lot. Many things have changed since I was a student, but the intelligent loner as an outcast isn’t one of them.” She reached for a stack of papers on her desk, shuffled through them, then handed one of them to Grant.

      A red A+ was circled at the top, accented with a smiley face, and Grant saw the name Mallory Givens written across the top.

      “She was such a talented writer,” Mrs. Colthern said. “Always scribbling in her notebook. She was one of those students a teacher comes across maybe once a decade that makes you remember why you got into the profession in the first place.” She smiled. “Such a treat.”

      Grant had never excelled in writing, but he could appreciate a good yarn. And from the small snippet he viewed of Mallory’s prose, he admitted that it was entertaining.

      “Do you have any more of her work?” Grant asked.

      “Of course!” Mrs. Colthern spun around and opened one of the drawers of a filing cabinet behind her desk. She shuffled through the folders and then pulled one out that was four inches thick. Still smiling, she handed over the documents. “Mallory was always doing assignments for extra credit. Not that she needed it for the grades. She just enjoyed the challenge.”

      “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Colthern.”

      “If you need anything else, please, let me know.” Mrs. Colthern grabbed Grant by the arm, her small hands unable to curl all the way around his bicep, which she squeezed tightly.

      Grant gave a curt nod. “I will. Thank you.”

      When Grant stepped out of the classroom and back into the hallway, there were a few dings over the PA system which signaled the end of the current period, and a few seconds later the empty hallway was flooded with middle schoolers.

      They traveled in packs, clusters of friends discussing anything but school. They chased after one another, the hall a cacophony of shrieks, laughter, and chatter. For a moment Grant was transported back in time, almost twenty-five years, to when he walked the halls of his own middle school. He could still remember his friends, the excitement, the drama, the fear that accompanied growing up in the jungle that was the public school system. He remembered students like Mallory, and while he didn’t participate in their ridicule, he didn’t do anything to stop it because it would have exposed him, and if there was one thing kids held onto during this phase in their life, it was safety in numbers.

      Grant shuffled his way through the hordes of students and found Michelle speaking with Mrs. Harlow in the office. She stepped out of their glass-encased box of an administration office and handed him a folder.

      “This was everything she had,” Michelle said. “If you need any—Jimmy! Slow down!” The boy did as he was told, and she turned back to Grant, giving a nervous laugh. “Sorry about that.”

      “Remind me to never run in the halls,” Grant said then kicked himself for the stupid line. “I appreciate the help.” He reached into his pocket with his left hand and extended his card. “If you think of anything else, just call.” He paused. “I’d love to hear from you.”

      And now it was Michelle’s turn to blush, but as she took the card from his hand, she paused when her eyes caught the gold band around Grant’s ring finger. He noticed her pause and then followed her line of sight to the ring. She let go of the card and took a step back.

      “I can just call the department if I have anything,” Michelle said, crossing her arms. “I’m sure they can put me through to you.” The bell chimed, signaling the end of the transition into the next period. “Have a nice day, Detective Grant.”

      Michelle Tanner disappeared into her office, and Grant remained frozen in the empty hall as the last few classroom doors shut, with his hand still extended with his card. Finally, after a minute, he lowered his arm and then trudged out of Southside Middle and into the parking lot.

      Grant flexed his hand, looking down at the ring. He’d forgotten it was there, which was easy to do since he never took it off. And even if he did, that gold circle would never disappear. It represented a past that he couldn’t shake. When he reached his car door, a gust of wind gave an abnormal chill that seeped into his bones. He got inside the car quickly, and then his phone buzzed. It was Mocks.

      “What’d you find at the house?” Grant asked.

      “Not much,” Mocks answered. “There weren’t any signs of forced entry, and the girl’s room had a window that led to a fire escape. The window was still unlocked, so it looks like she may have left of her own will.”

      “Yeah, that fits with what I’m thinking as well. Both the principal and one of her teachers confirmed that Mallory was a loner. I think her English teacher may have been her best friend.”

      Mocks snorted. “Yeah, I don’t think she was winning any popularity contests.”

      “Did you find a notebook or journal anywhere in her room?” Grant asked.

      “A lot of books, but nothing like that. Why?”

      “Her English teacher said she always had a notebook she was scribbling things down in. If we found that, we might have a better idea of where she went and who went with her.” And the more and more Grant thought about it, the more he started to think that Mallory really did leave of her own accord. It seemed like the only thing going for her at the time was the fact that she was good in school. Her mother was never at home, and anyone that spent time with her would have realized that. Especially adults who could use that to their advantage.

      “Listen,” Mocks said, breaking Grant’s train of thought. “The dad’s probation officer got back to me. It looks like our father-of-the-year broke parole. He hasn’t heard from him in over a month. But I pulled some old property records, and it looks like the dad’s uncle has some property upstate.”

      Grant arched his eyebrows. “Upstate from Seattle?”

      “Yeah, so you can probably guess who just jumped up on our most wanted list.”

      “I can.”

      Seattle had a few growing problems. The first was the number of sex traffickers using ports to smuggle bodies from Pacific nations. Most were young girls, poor and desperate and tricked into thinking that they were heading for a better life. The second was the homeless epidemic. And the third was drugs, specifically opioids and meth that had manifested and been cultivated in Washington State’s northern border. It was an easy location to smuggle drugs from our great neighbors to the north and into the wooded areas where drug labs had popped up like camping sites.

      “We should ride together,” Grant said, getting into his car. “You head back to the station, and I’ll pick you up on the way.”

      “My money’s on deadbeat dad,” Mocks said. “Nine out of ten times it’s always family.”

      Grant started the engine. “We’ll find out when we find him.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Civilization disappeared the farther north they drove. Every mile Grant saw fewer buildings and more trees. But that was the way the people who lived up here liked it. There were times when Grant pondered the life of isolation. He imagined it was incredibly simple. Simple could be good. But if he was alone, then he’d be stuck in his own mind all day, every day. And that would drive him mad.

      Mocks flicked her Bic lighter. It was her own way of dealing with the nerves. Grant didn’t mind the quiet though. It gave him time to think.

      But there was a roadblock that kept appearing: Principal Tanner. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get the woman off of his mind. And with the case in front of him, that distraction was dangerous, both personally and professionally.

      “How did they communicate?” Mocks asked, peeking out from behind her shroud of silence. “Mallory and her dad?” She turned to face Grant. “She didn’t have a phone, and the dad’s background didn’t strike me as someone who would become a pen pal.”

      Grant shook his head, ridding himself of Michelle’s smile. “They could have met somewhere. The mom worked really late. It gave Mallory plenty of time to leave and come back without Mom being the wiser.”

      The turn off the highway was onto a dirt road, which was still wet from the morning rain, and Grant was forced to slow his speed down the one-lane path. They passed two trailers on their journey deeper into the woods, and their inhabitants scurried from their lawn chairs and back inside the moment they saw the car.

      “Looks like they’ve seen cops up here before,” Grant said.

      “I didn’t think we were that obvious,” Mocks replied.

      “Radio dispatch, give them an update on our location and have a unit on standby in case we need it.” Grant reached for his phone and checked the reception. “My phone doesn’t have a signal.”

      There had been a few cases of missing persons that had led Grant this far north before, and he discovered that the folks who enjoyed living on their own did not enjoy others meddling in their affairs. And when push came to shove, they were not afraid to shove back.

      They arrived at the trailer that matched the address Mocks found from the property records, and the brakes squeaked when Grant stopped the car.

      “You think he’ll run?” Mocks asked, unclipping her seat belt.

      “He might,” Grant answered.

      The sky was overcast, which only made the cold linger. It was worse up in the mountains. But the cold wind also carried the sounds of nature: birds, insects, and the light rustle of leaves. Grant would have considered it peaceful if not for the purpose of their mission.

      Both Grant and Mocks kept one hand on the butt of their service pistols as they approached the trailer. There were a few chairs in the yard, along with the truck that towed the trailer up here. The hunk of junk didn’t look like it ran anymore, but Grant made sure to box it in with his car anyway. The windows were taped over, a telltale sign that it was a drug lab.

      A rusted awning sat above the front door, and Grant pounded hard enough to shake the whole trailer and loosen some rust flakes that drifted to the ground. “Seattle PD! Open up!”

      Mocks kept her head on a swivel, her eyes scanning the area while Grant watched the door. It was quiet for a few seconds, and just before he pounded his fist on the door again, there was a loud crack that came from the back of the trailer. Mocks sprinted around the side, and Grant bust down the front door.

      A wave of heat and the stench of chemicals flooded his senses, stinging his eyes and nose. He blindly stumbled into the trailer and, through the back door exit where the suspect had fled, saw Mocks chasing him down, and he joined the pursuit, sprinting into the woods.

      The thick trees provided plenty of cover for their suspect to hide, and as the man darted between the trees, Grant thought he’d lost their man at least a half-dozen times.

      “Freeze! Police department!” Both Grant and Mocks repeated the order on their sprint, but Mr. Hoverty didn’t stop.

      A rock formation appeared, and Mr. Hoverty climbed over it to the other side with ease. Grant motioned for Mocks to stop, but his partner continued forward.

      “Mocks, no!” Grant said.

      Hoverty emerged at the top of the rock’s ledge, now armed with a rifle, and fired. Bullets disfigured the tree Mocks ducked behind, and Grant raised his 9mm Glock in retaliation.

      The ring of the gunshot, along with the recoil, paralyzed him for a moment. It’d been two years since he’d fired his weapon in the field, and he’d forgotten how harsh the sound of the gunshot was without ear protection.

      But the bullet did its job as Hoverty ducked back behind the rock while Grant and Mocks exchanged a glance from behind their respective trees. She motioned to curve around to the back side and take him by surprise. Grant nodded, the ringing still piercing his ears.

      Grant craned his neck around the tree trunk, his right shoulder scraping against the rough pine. He immediately directed his eyes toward the cluster of rocks which provided plenty of juts and mounds for Hoverty to maneuver.

      Two leaping steps and Grant ducked behind the cover of the next tree, repeating the process of ensuring Hoverty was still behind the rocks before each adrenaline-fueled sprint. Between runs, another gunshot thundered from the rocks, and Grant saw Mocks crouched low behind one of the thinner trees where Hoverty had pinned her down with gunfire.

      Grant stepped around the trunk of his own tree, exposing himself to gunfire, and managed to squeeze off three shots that sent Hoverty cowering behind the rocks. Grant glanced left and saw a clear path up the left side of the rocky protrusion. He sprinted up the uneven slope, his lungs catching fire from the cold air. His eyes stayed glued to the ridgeline, knowing that any moment Hoverty could appear over the side and blow him off the face of the earth. But he didn’t.

      Grant leapt over the ledge, Hoverty too busy reloading his rifle to notice the detective barreling down on him. Grant tackled Hoverty, and the pair rolled down the back side, elbows, knees, and limbs smacking against the hard and jagged edges of rock, the cold amplifying the pain by ten.

      Their tumble ended at the base of the rocks, and Grant and Hoverty rolled onto the soil and leaves. Both the Glock and rifle had left their owners’ hands, and Grant did his best to corral the pain from the collisions down the mountain, searching for the pistol.

      Finally, Grant spied the Glock in the dirt, and he scrambled on all fours toward it until a heavy weight flattened him back to the earth.

      Hoverty rammed his fist into the detective’s lower back and left side. Grant jammed his elbow into Hoverty’s rib and knocked him off. A gunshot rang out, and for a moment Grant thought Hoverty had gotten hold of his rifle. But instead of pain, he heard Mocks’s voice.

      “Grant! You all right?”

      The combination of the punches and the fall from the rocks left him groaning as he pushed himself off the ground slowly. “Yeah.” He retrieved the pistol, holstered the weapon, and then removed his handcuffs. Grant manhandled Hoverty onto his stomach and pinched the steel around his wrists nice and tight. With the suspect apprehended, Grant took a moment to catch his breath while Mocks finally lowered her own weapon.

      “You’re sure you’re all right?” Mocks asked.

      “Just need to catch my breath.” Grant nodded toward Hoverty. “Let’s get him back to the trailer. See why he was in such a hurry to run.”
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      Grant’s inquiry into why Hoverty had run didn’t take much investigation. The inside of the trailer was filled with enough drug paraphernalia to supply meth to the entire state of Washington. And in addition to the drugs, Grant found a trove of unregistered firearms, along with a filing cabinet filled with documents that seemed out of place.

      Mocks poked her head inside just as Grant started sifting through them. “Backup is on their way. Might be a while though since the closest unit is in another county.” She gestured to the cabinet. “What’d you find?”

      Blank forms with legal jargon plastered over the pages. “They look like government forms.” Grant shook his head. “It’s nothing I recognize though.”

      Mocks stepped inside, and Grant handed her a stack of the papers. “Christ, the whole cabinet is full of them.”

      Grant stepped outside, a handful of the papers still in his hand, and made his way to the car where Hoverty sat in the backseat, handcuffed. He flung the door open and shoved the papers into Hoverty’s face. “What are these?”

      Hoverty kept his face forward. His cheeks were thick with a matted beard, and his forehead and neck beaded sweat, despite the frigid cold. Grant figured he must have been coming down off of something. The man wouldn’t stop shaking.

      “You’ve got a trailer full of drugs and firearms, and you assaulted two police officers,” Grant said. “You don’t have a lot of leverage right now.”

      “All that stuff was in the fuckin’ place when I got there, man.” Hoverty kept his head low when he spoke. “All I do is show up and make the drugs. They don’t tell me nothin’ else.”

      “Who’s they?” Grant asked.

      Hoverty chuckled. “Like I’m gonna tell you, shithead?”

      Grant glanced down at his watch, the timer just now reaching the five-and-a-half-hour mark. Once they crossed into six-hour territory, it was a race to find Mallory before it hit twelve. After that the chances of finding her were cut in half every subsequent hour. There wasn’t time for delicacy.

      Grant one-handed the back of Hoverty’s neck and yanked him from the car. The man couldn’t have weighed more than a buck-fifty, and Grant tossed him to the ground with ease. Hoverty smacked the dirt and let out a loud groan. “What the fuck, man?”

      Every cop had a threshold. Some were shorter than others. Grant had always considered himself to have a very long one, but there were a few times where he dared to peek over the edge. He’d seen what the bottom of that cliff looked like, and the last time he inched his toes over the side he nearly killed himself. It was the farthest he’d ever gone. There was always great perspective when faced against the finality of death. He hadn’t been there for over two years, but he wasn’t afraid to at least toy with the idea. And that was always bad for suspects.

      Grant towered over Hoverty, who lay pinned on his back like an exposed turtle. Grant thrust a finger in his face, and he felt blood rush to his cheeks from the sudden burst of anger. “Who’s your boss?”

      Hoverty lifted his head from the dirt, his beard smeared in soil. He shook his head in defiance, so Grant wrapped his hand around Hoverty’s throat. All the while Mocks just leaned against the car and crossed her arms. She knew him. She trusted him.

      “You tell me right now, or I’ll take you back into the woods and beat you with your own goddamn rifle,” Grant said.

      Hoverty’s cheeks flushed a crimson red as Grant tightened his grip. “You don’t have the balls.”

      Grant looked to his partner. “What do you think, Mocks? Is Mr. Hoverty resisting arrest?”

      Mocks tilted her head to the side, while Hoverty choked for air. “Why, yes, I believe he is.”

      “Bullshit!” Hoverty said, a small spray of spittle ejecting from his lips.

      Grant slammed his fist into the left side of Hoverty’s rib cage, and a raspy scream escaped the choke hold Grant had clamped on his throat.

      “Who are you working for?” Grant asked.

      Hoverty kept his mouth sealed, but one more punch to the ribs and he nodded furiously. Grant released his hand, and Hoverty hacked and coughed, wheezing as he inhaled, and Grant wiped the snot from under his nose with his sleeve. It’d been a while since he had to work someone like that.

      “Christ, man,” Hoverty said. “I’m working for Baez’s crew, all right?”

      Unfortunately it was a name that every officer in the state of Washington knew. His gang had helped the drug epidemic become so bad in Seattle that the DEA had set up a command post in the city. Baez had turned Seattle into the northwest drug hub of the United States.

      “How the hell did you guys even know I was here?” Hoverty asked. “My probation officer didn’t even bother to come looking for me!”

      The longer Hoverty spoke, the more Grant realized that the man had no idea what happened to his daughter. Grant stepped toward Hoverty, and the man recoiled.

      “Your daughter is missing,” Grant said. “Have any of the people you work with threatened to take her? Owe any bad debts you can’t pay off?”

      Hoverty scrunched his face up. “What? Hell no! I don’t fuck around with these people. Shit, no one even knows I have a daughter. I don’t ever see her. I don’t call her. Whatever happened to that girl isn’t my problem.”

      Grant picked him up and shoved him into the backseat and slammed the door shut. Mocks followed Grant back to the trailer, both of them quiet until they reached the awning.

      “You’ve had a lot of excitement for one day,” Mocks said. “You turning into an adrenaline junkie on me?”

      “I don’t think I have the stomach for that sort of thing,” Grant said, and now that he had retreated from the threshold, his body grew tired. He leaned against the trailer for support and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “What are the odds that this guy got in too deep with the drug cartel and they took his daughter as leverage?”

      “Slim, considering there wasn’t any ransom note,” Mocks answered. “Not to mention that the guy doesn’t give a shit what happens to his daughter either way.”

      “The two possibilities here were family or a child predator. And I think it’s safe to say we can cross this guy off the list,” Grant said. “Someone has been working Mallory Givens for a while and finally convinced her to hop on board.”

      “Which means our guy is still on the loose.”
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* * *

      Once backup arrived to case the scene and log evidence, Mocks and Grant took Mr. Hoverty back to the station for processing. Normally they would have dropped him off at the local precinct, but seeing as how they claimed jurisdiction over the case, as well as Grant’s desire to make sure the piece of crap got what he deserved, they took care of him personally.

      Hoverty demanded to speak to a lawyer for nearly half the trip back and vowed that both Grant and Mocks would lose their badges for what they did to him, but the moment they stepped into the station, the gusto ran out of him.

      Grant stopped at the front desk on their way inside and motioned for Mocks to go ahead with processing. “Give the DEA a call and let them know we found a lab they can take a look at. They’ll have more resources to deal with that mess than we do. Once Hoverty is processed, we’re done with him. I wanna follow up with the lieutenant about the Amber Alert request.”

      “Tell him he better speed up the process,” Mocks said. “You want me to call the mom and give her an update on her ex-lover?”

      “No,” Grant answered. “He’s a dead end, and I don’t want to cause the woman any more grief.” Grant walked to the lieutenant’s office and this time found his CO at his desk, buried in paperwork. Grant knocked to grab his attention.

      “Yes, come in.” Lieutenant Furst didn’t even bother lifting his head.

      “Sir, have you had a chance to look over the Amber Alert request I submitted earlier today?” Grant asked.

      “Yes.” The lieutenant remained quiet for a moment before he lifted his head. “I heard about the case with the ambassador. You keep that up, and pretty soon they’ll make you sit at my desk.” He smiled, and when he did, it accentuated the scarring on the left side of his face. It spread from the top left of his eye all the way down to his jawline. A constant reminder of just how dangerous their line of work really was.

      “You know I’m not much of a desk man, sir.”

      “No,” Lieutenant Furst answered. “You’re not.” He reached for a stack of paperwork and shuffled through it until he found the request Grant submitted. He scanned it a few times, flipping over the pages, pausing to reread certain sections. “And what’s your opinion on it, Detective?”

      Grant took a breath, running through the information already in his head, the pieces of a puzzle starting to come together in the early stages of investigative work.

      “The girl fits the description of a classic loner,” Grant answered. “No real friends. Mom works a lot so the two never talk. Loved by her teachers, but shunned by her peers. We just brought her father in, and while he is into some bad stuff, I don’t think he is involved, at least not directly. All in all she’s the perfect target for a pedophile.” He took another breath and then nodded. “So, yeah, I think someone convinced the girl to run away and now she’s being held against her will. Clock is running out on this one, Lieutenant.”

      The chair squeaked when Furst leaned back. He was a young man, only slightly older than Grant. There had been speculation that if Grant hadn’t taken his leave of absence two years ago and stayed in Homicide, that seat would have been his. He was an exceptional detective, he got along with everyone, and he knew how to handle himself in front of the press. Ideally, he was the poster boy for the department, and the chief would have loved to groom him to climb the ranks. And there was a time when Grant saw that for himself. But those ambitions died years ago.

      “You’ve already got a media package ready?” the lieutenant asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Grant answered, absentmindedly rubbing his thumb over the gold band on the same hand.

      The lieutenant flipped to the last page and then scrawled his signature onto the paperwork. “Just make sure that all of the agencies are up to speed. I’ll schedule some overtime for any officers who want to help with the call-ins. Any leads?”

      “Not yet,” Grant answered. “But once we get eyes out into the field we will.” He tapped his knuckles on the doorframe and then left the lieutenant to the rest of his paperwork, a renewed spring to his step. Amber Alerts weren’t anything the department took lightly. The coordination between local, state, and federal officials made it a bear to manage, but it was highly effective. With the number of eyes in the street and the widespread use of social media, Amber Alerts gave a boost to the likelihood of finding the kid before it was too late. And when it came to life and death, any percent increase of success was welcome.

      When Grant returned to his desk, Mocks leaned forward, her eyebrows arched as she opened another strawberry Pop-Tart. “The verdict?”

      “We’re good to go,” Grant answered. “I’ll let Homicide know.” He walked backward, still talking to Mocks. “You call the DEA?”

      “Our hands are washed clean,” Mocks answered.

      “Good, because once that alert goes out, we’ll be in watch mode on the hotline and social media.”

      Mocks rolled her eyes. “My favorite part of the day.” She bit into her cardboard pastry and then picked up the receiver on her desk phone.

      Homicide was always notified during an Amber Alert for preparation in case the child was found deceased. Minors involved in homicides always jumped to the top of the priority list. Aside from the simple fact that officers felt a certain moral obligation to bring justice to victims that were children, with all the press and media attention they garnered it was impossible to ignore them. They were always Grant’s most hated cases during his time with Homicide.

      Both Marcus and Franz were at their desks, the two slouched so low in their chairs that they were practically lying down. He’d worked with Marcus just before he’d left the unit, and while they never had anything against one another, they never spent enough time together to be friends. And during Grant’s last days on the unit, he wasn’t exactly the most pleasant individual to be around.

      “There he is,” Franz said, taking a quarter-turn swivel in his chair and spreading his arms wide with an accompanying flabby grin. “Seattle’s soon-to-be favorite son. You have your eye on becoming mayor in the next few years or something?”

      Grant gave a lighthearted grin as Franz collapsed his arms to his sides. “Sounds like my perfect nightmare.” He turned to Marcus. “The lieutenant is about to initiate an Amber Alert. Wanted to give you guys a heads-up.”

      “Shit, really?” Marcus asked, letting out a sigh. “How old?”

      “Twelve. Female. She’s a sixth grader over at Southside Middle.”

      “How long has she been missing?” Franz asked.

      Grant glanced back down at the watch, the timer just now passing six hours. “Too long.” The detectives nodded gravely, and Grant left before he was forced to reminisce about old times.

      In Homicide there was only one guarantee with every case, and that was the fact that your victim was dead. At the start of his career in law enforcement, Grant wanted to join Homicide because he wanted to stop murderers from killing someone else. But as his schooling and career progressed, he found it rare to find a serial case.

      Most murders were passionate, violent one-offs. It was by someone who was drunk, or jealous, angry, bitter, you name it and Grant had seen it. Five years ago when the vagrant problem was at its peak, there were gangs that would force new members to kill a homeless person as initiation. It was the only case Grant ever received in terms of serial killings. And what was worse was that it barely made the evening news. Twenty homeless men and women were murdered, and no one cared.

      The missing persons unit was the fresh change that Grant needed when he came back from his leave of absence. While his work in Homicide may have provided closure for the victims involved, he was tired of receiving the cases too late. In missing persons there was always the chance, no matter how grim or how small, that he could find the person and bring them back before something worse happened to them. The fires of hope that he stoked for those families helped keep his own lit. A man needed hope. People needed hope. He needed hope.

      Mocks set the phone down and reached into one of her drawers and removed a candy bar. She peeled the wrapper off the top of the Snickers and took a bite before she spoke, mumbling her words between chews. How the hell she snacked so much and stayed so skinny was a mystery he’d never solve.

      “Parole officer thanked us for finding his guy.” Mocks swallowed and then chomped off another large bite. “Said his boy will be going back on the inside for at least ten years this time. It’s his third strike out on parole.” She held up a fist like an umpire. “He’s outa here!”

      “Better finish that before the press conference.” Grant checked his watch and then poked his head around toward the front desk where the first few news vans were already gathered. “We won’t have to take questions yet, but the lieutenant will want us presentable.”

      Mocks flashed a nugget, caramel, and peanut grin and then reached for her coffee. “I’m presentable.”
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      It wasn’t but five minutes into the Amber Alert’s initiation that the calls and messages started coming through. Everyone and their mother had seen Mallory Givens since the broadcast went live. But that was standard. With the number of tips they received, some of them were bound to be inaccurate. The obstacle now was sifting through the fake leads to find the real ones.

      Another stack of call-ins at least two inches thick was dropped on Mocks’s desk by the receptionist, and she slumped her shoulders slightly like a kid who couldn’t stand the homework and wanted to go and play outside before the sun went down.

      “The next time we need to have a department fundraiser, I say we just call it an Amber Alert,” Mocks said, reaching for the fresh pile of leads. “We’d hit our quotas in no time at all.”

      Half listening with a phone to his ear, Grant hung up and jotted down a note. “I think I’ve got something. A bunch of kids on social media were posting about Mallory’s disappearance, and at least ten of them were talking about some group she attended at a church on Wednesday nights.”

      Mocks frowned. “The mother never mentioned anything about the girl going to church every week.” She arched an eyebrow. “And I thought church was on Sundays.”

      Grant slid into his raincoat and tore off the address he’d jotted down. “The kids that were talking about it had pictures of Mallory at the event.” He dove his hand into his pocket to retrieve the keys. “And church does happen on Sundays, but most churches have youth events on Wednesday nights.”

      Mocks reached for her jacket and leapt out of her seat. “Well, I don’t care if it’s an event for free prostate exams, if it gets me out from behind this desk, I’m going.”

      Both Grant and Mocks ignored the questions from the reporters on their way out of the station, using the ever-popular phrase, “We cannot comment on an ongoing investigation.” It made both of them smile, and it drove the reporters nuts.

      A few of the questions were in regards to Grant’s previous case with the ambassador, all of which he declined to comment. He was sure there was some kind of confidentiality agreement he signed with the FBI in regards to the case details. When it came to the press, he had one rule that he followed very rigorously: keep your mouth shut until it’s not news anymore. Grant understood that the press were just doing their job, but that didn’t mean he had to like them.

      Rain sprinkled on the windshield just as Mocks’s phone rang. The ringtone was from some band she liked. Grant couldn’t remember the name of it. While Mocks was more rock ’n’ roll, Grant had always enjoyed the classics. He flicked the windshield wipers on as she answered.

      “Hey,” Mocks said. “Yeah, it’ll be a late one… We can talk about it later… No, you don’t have to wait up…. Bye.” She tucked the phone back into her pocket and immediately started playing with her wedding ring.

      “Everything all right with you and Rick?”

      “You know how it goes,” Mocks answered. “Our hours aren’t exactly marriage friendly.” She shifted in her seat and crossed both legs, sitting Indian style. She was small enough to get away with it.

      “No, it’s not,” Grant said, his voice quiet but his tone firm. “But you have to make time for it. Whatever you two are going through, just talk to one another.”

      Mocks reached for her Bic. “Sharing feelings isn’t my strong suit.”

      “It only gets worse when you don’t talk.”

      Mocks exhaled a breath riddled with stress. It was an exhale Grant knew well. “I know.” She flicked the lighter on, then off. “You miss talking to her?” The question came out sheepish, almost like she was afraid to ask, and when Grant looked over, her eyes were wide like saucers.

      “Every day,” Grant answered.

      After that it was quiet for a while, and when Mocks flicked her thumb raw on the lighter she pocketed the Bic and zipped up her jacket. “What’s the name of the place we’re going?”

      Whenever Grant drove he rarely used the A/C or heat. There was a part of him that liked the naturally dreary weather that Seattle provided. There was something about the ominous overhang of an ever-looming storm that challenged him.

      “New Faith Church,” Grant answered, turning on his blinker and merging onto the expressway that would shoot them across town. Mocks remained quiet, and Grant stole a glance over and saw that her arms were crossed. “What? You’ve been there?”

      With her gaze still focused out the window beside her, she nodded. “They used to host meetings there. I went a couple times when I first moved out here.”

      It was always dangerous footing when Mocks brought up her past, or if it was brought up for her by someone else. She’d been clean for five years, but it was like they always said in those meetings: You never stop being an addict.

      Mocks actually took Grant to one of the meetings after they’d been partners for a year. It was the first time Mocks had opened up about it. When she’d asked him if she could take him somewhere after their shift was over, he actually thought it was a date. And after she burst into tears from laughing, she promised him that it was definitely, certainly, not a date. She was married, and she reiterated that he was definitely not her type. Too melancholy, she said. He’d be lying if he said that his ego wasn’t hurt.

      “I can take you back if you don’t—”

      “It’s fine,” Mocks said.

      Grant tossed her a glance. “You sure?”

      Mocks finally turned from the window, grinning. “Yeah. I’m sure.”

      The rain had stopped by the time they arrived at New Faith Church, and the place looked more like a compound than a building for worship, and it was the ugliest color purple Grant had ever seen. Mocks informed him that it was one of those megachurches where people who don’t really identify with any specific sector of the Christian church get together. The sermons had roots in the Bible, but it was more feel good than it was factual Scripture.

      A van was parked near one of the side entrances close to an unloading dock, and Grant spotted a young man stacking pallets of drinks onto a dolly. He gave a friendly wave when he saw Grant pull up and walked over as they parked and stepped out of the vehicle.

      “Afternoon! Can I help you folks with something?”

      Grant and Mocks flashed their badges, and the handsome face in front of them immediately expressed concern.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “I’m Detective Grant, and this is my partner, Detective Mullocks,” Grant said. “We were hoping to speak with a Mr. Glenn Paley. Is he around?”

      The young man straightened up a little bit, his prominent Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “I’m Glenn. What’s this about?” His voice cracked on the last word, and a few beads of sweat broke out on his forehead.

      “Do you know a Mallory Givens?” Mocks asked, taking a sidestep toward the van.

      “Y-yeah, she comes to my youth group on Wednesday nights. Sweet girl. Is she all right?”

      Mocks spun around after checking the inside of the vehicle, Grant making a mental note that the vehicle had no decals on it that signified it was a church van.

      “Is this your vehicle, sir?” Grant asked.

      Glenn spun around, his right arm twitched, and his lips quivered as he spat his anxiety-riddled answers. “N-no, it belongs to the church. I checked it out today to run up to Costco and grab some supplies for our event this week. Can you tell me what’s going on, please?”

      A woman appeared from the entrance to the loading dock. She looked the same age as Glenn, and when she sidled up next to Mr. Paley, it was like looking at the real-life versions of Ken and Barbie. The woman lowered the scarf wrapped high on her chin to protect herself from the spurts of icy wind blown in from the coast, and offered a polite but confused smile.

      “Sweetheart, what’s going on?” she asked.

      “I’m trying to figure that out,” Glenn answered.

      It could have been the arrival of his lady, but Glenn’s demeanor shifted to more of a defensive tone as he embraced the girl with both arms, which she reciprocated. Their stance reminded Grant of a pair of lovers that had been caught in the act, fearful of the repercussions of their affair.

      “What’s your name, miss?” Grant asked.

      “Stacy. Stacy West.”

      “And how do you know Mr. Paley?” Mocks asked.

      The girl frowned at Mocks. Stacy was half a foot taller than Grant’s partner and looked down on Mocks with a holier-than-thou attitude. If the pair were back in high school, Grant didn’t think Mocks and Stacy would have run in the same circles.

      “I’m his fiancée.” And as if to prove the point Stacy removed her glove and, even in the gloomy skies of Seattle, Grant saw the shine of the ring. Hell, he was confident the astronauts on the International Space Station could see that bling.

      Mocks circled behind the pair like a shark, which only worsened their anxiety. “Congratulations.”

      Finally, Mr. Paley stepped forward, hands clenched into fists as his spine stiffened. “I have a right to know what is happening, and if not, then I demand to see a warrant.”

      “Mallory Givens, that girl who attends your youth events on Wednesday nights, has gone missing,” Grant answered.

      Stacy gasped and quickly covered her mouth with the hand that sported her rock, and Glenn’s face quickly drained of color, his shoulders and back slowly rounding.

      “Oh, my God,” Glenn said, his words soft.

      “When was the last time you were in contact with Mallory?” Mocks asked, jumping in sync with Grant. When the two got on the same wavelength, they could put a lot of suspects off-balance. Grant had never had that with any partner on the force before.

      Glenn pressed his palm into his forehead, shuffling his feet from side to side as he gave his head a light shake. “Um, last Wednesday? When she attended youth group.” His eyes misted. “She walked in with a few of the friends she’d made over the past school year and left with them. I haven’t seen her since.”

      “When did she go missing?” Stacy asked, gripping the removed glove tightly with both hands.

      “Early this morning,” Mocks answered. “We’d like the two of you to come down to the station, answer a few questions.”

      Both Glenn and Stacy nodded aggressively. “Yes, of course. Whatever we can do to help.” Glenn gestured back to the van and the drinks still inside. “If you can just let me finish up here, we can meet you in less than an hour.”

      Grant reached inside his jacket and removed his card. “The station’s address and both our cell numbers. If you get lost or something comes up, please, let us know.”

      “We will,” Glenn said, a nervous grin appearing on his face. “This won’t take long at all.”

      “Thank you, and God bless,” Stacy said, walking back to the van as both Grant and Mocks returned to their vehicle.

      Once the doors were shut and they were out of earshot, Mocks fidgeted in her seat. “I didn’t like how that smelled.”

      “We’ll get a warrant for his phone records, see if he made any calls to the Givens household,” Grant said.

      “A young girl, outcast by society, warmed by the good Lord and a handsome man,” Mocks said. “If she’s been coming here without her mother knowing for the past year, then that’s been plenty of time for Mr. Paley to lay down his groundwork.” She grimaced. “That one’s good at pretending.”

      “We’ll know more soon enough,” Grant said, shifting into drive as their radio demanded attention.

      “Unit thirty-five, this is dispatch, over.”

      Mocks picked up the receiver. “Go for unit thirty-five.” She let her thumb off the receiver and then looked at Grant. “When did you put both our cell numbers on your card?”

      Grant shrugged. “Can’t remember. It was whenever I had my last office supply order. Is that all right?”

      Mocks grinned. “Am I listed as your emergency contact too?”

      Grant scoffed. “I’m not that stupid.”

      The radio blew static, and dispatch’s voice came in garbled and unintelligible.

      “Say again, dispatch,” Mocks said.

      “We have a hit on your missing girl. Multiple witnesses have her heading northbound on Interstate 5. Suspect is male, balding, late forties, and the vehicle is a gray 2002 Buick Regal. We have units in pursuit.”

      Grant flipped on the lights and slammed on the accelerator. The tires spun out on the church parking lot asphalt, and Grant swerved back onto the main road toward the nearest I-5 on-ramp.

      Traffic diverted left and right, and Grant weaved around the few cars that either refused to move or were too oblivious to the speeding, flashing, siren-blaring bullet rocketing past.

      “See if the chopper is up?” Grant asked.

      Mocks reached for the radio, turning the knob to another channel. “This is unit thirty-five heading northbound on I-5 in pursuit of Amber Alert suspect. Do we have air support?”

      “Negative, unit thirty-five, bird has not taken off yet.”

      Mocks tossed the radio on the floorboard. “Shit!”

      The sedan’s V8 hummed, and Grant glanced down at the speedometer, which tipped over one hundred miles per hour. Thankfully, traffic was sparse, which let Grant keep the dangerous pace to catch up. The adrenaline brought with it the twisting feeling in his gut. Chases never ended well. For anyone involved.

      The radio continued to blare sporadic updates, including a notification of a roadblock that shut down the entire northbound side of the interstate. A million thoughts raced through Grant’s mind during the chase, many of which included the safety and well-being of those still on the road, but at the very top of his list was Mallory Givens. A little girl who had no idea what was happening.

      Whenever Grant spoke to the victims afterwards they all said the same thing, nearly word for word, the moment they were free: I thought he was going to kill me.

      The suspect’s motives varied from case to case. Some wanted to kill the victims they abducted, but others, much like the man who’d taken the ambassador’s daughter, had darker intentions. Acts that if spoken in the light of day in a public place would get them beaten to death. Grant just prayed that whatever intentions were meant for Mallory Givens had not yet been practiced.

      Grant finally caught up to the growing caravan of police cars in pursuit of the Buick. Dozens of blue and red lights flashed, taking up all four lanes of traffic. The roadblock was set up four miles down the road. But the Buick quickly swerved off on the nearest exit ramp, and the horde of police vehicles bottlenecked while trying to keep pursuit.

      When Grant passed the exit and the police vehicles keeping pursuit, Mocks whipped her head around so fast and hard that it sounded like she snapped her neck.

      Grant pointed toward the sky before she could utter anything, and that was when she saw the chopper overhead, which could track the Buick from anywhere now. “We’ll take the next exit and cut him off on one of the crossroads. Follow the updates from the air.”

      Mocks shook her head and changed the channel to the air cavalry circling overhead. “I swear sometimes I think you’re telepathic.”

      “I just pay attention.”

      The chase continued for another twelve miles, passing through a no-name town in the middle of nowhere before the driver cornered himself. Either out of desperation or planned efficiency, he veered into the dirt lot just outside an abandoned canning factory. Grant and Mocks were the sixth car on scene, and when they stepped out another five police cars pulled up behind them.

      A perimeter was quickly established as Grant and Mocks hopped out of the car and jogged over to one of the officers yelling into his radio over the hum of the chopper overhead. The Buick was parked in the center of the lot with the driver side door and trunk still open.

      “He went inside?” Grant asked, his badge dangling in the open space of his jacket.

      “Yeah, we’re calling S.W.A.T. now to handle extraction,” the officer said.

      Grant shook his head. “This guy is desperate.” He pointed to the trunk. “If he had the girl in the trunk, then he doesn’t give a shit what happens with her life.” Grant removed his pistol from his holster, and Mocks did the same. “I need two officers with me and Detective Mocks.”

      The officers froze, and Mocks stepped forward, her presence much larger than her tiny frame suggested. “Now, gentlemen.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” A pair of officers at the lead car separated immediately, and the four of them started their path toward the rundown structure.

      Grant kept his feet as light as possible, and while the normal steel-winged butterflies still fluttered, the continued adrenaline had also given him a light tremor in his right hand. Between the events of the morning and now, the day had provided more excitement than Grant had intended.

      The foursome paused at the broken door that the suspect had entered, and Grant and Mocks were the first inside. It was dark, the overcast sky and dirty windows providing poor visibility. Grant reached for his light, and when he flicked it on, the beam highlighted rusty equipment and floors covered in thick layers of dust and animal droppings, sprinkled with mildew caused from leaks through multiple holes in the roof.

      Everyone was quiet, and Grant hand-signaled for each officer to check a quadrant. They moved slowly, steadily, and surely, their sweeps methodical. They had to squeeze the suspect out of hiding without spooking him enough to hurt the girl.

      “Stop!” The panicked voice rang out just as Grant’s flashlight found the tip of his shoe sticking out from behind one of the office walls meant for the foreman on the job when the old factory was still operational. “Don’t move any closer or I’ll shoot her.”

      The suspect quickly thrust the girl around the corner and revealed the barrel of the .38 special revolver pressed against the girl’s head. The man’s arm covered her face, and Grant couldn’t confirm if the girl was Mallory Givens.

      “It’s all right,” Grant said, raising his voice an octave higher. “We don’t want anyone to get hurt. Not even you.”

      “Bullshit!” The outburst rang high in the vaulted ceilings. The violent outcry was filled with a desperation that accompanied the knowledge of one’s own finality. “You’ll put a bullet in my head the moment I hand over the girl.”

      “No,” Grant said. “As long as the girl isn’t harmed, you still have a way out.” Grant crept closer, inching forward slowly. “You never really wanted to hurt her, did you?”

      The man swayed back and forth, the gun’s barrel still pressed against the girl’s head. Grant glanced back at the officers and motioned for them to hold back. He didn’t need to add to the man’s growing anxiety. But when he squinted in the darkness, he couldn’t find Mocks.

      “I just want to get out of here,” the man said, his voice still wavering.

      “And I just want the girl,” Grant said. He took a step forward. “You give her to me and we can work that out.”

      Movement to Grant’s left out of his peripheral caused him to dart his eyes in that direction, and it was there he saw Mocks creeping around to the back side of the office. He quickly returned his gaze to the suspect, praying he didn’t give her away. He just had to keep talking. Keep the man focused on him.

      “Listen, I’ll tell you what,” Grant said, again taking a few steps before stopping. “You don’t want to give up the girl because you need a bargaining chip, right?”

      A pause. “Yeah.”

      “So why don’t we do this,” Grant said. “You send out the girl, and then you can take me instead?”

      “No, you have a gun.”

      “I’ll leave the gun behind, see?” Grant extended the pistol and placed it on the floor where the suspect could see it, then Grant kicked it with his foot, and the weapon skidded across the concrete. He extended both hands, palms out. “No more gun. No more weapons.” He reached around for the handcuffs as he caught the last view of Mocks just before she ducked around the backside of the office. “I’ll even let you cuff me so you know I won’t give you any trouble.”

      As Grant drew closer he had a better view of the man and girl, but her face was pressed into the gunman’s stomach. She was about the same size as Mallory Givens, same hair color.

      “I-I don’t know,” the man said. “What about the rest of the cops. What’ll they do?”

      “They’ll do exactly what I tell them,” Grant answered. “I’m the one in charge. And if you control me, that means you’re the one in charge.”

      From the silence that followed, Grant knew the man was mulling it over. His panic-stricken mind grasped at any hope of getting out of this situation alive, and it was exactly what Grant wanted the man to think.

      Mocks was out of view now, the building blocking Grant’s line of sight. His heart rate was jacked, and he had no idea when she would make her move. The tremor in his right hand had worsened, and his mouth had gone completely dry. He kept his eyes locked on the lunatic still pressing the revolver to the girl’s head.

      “It’s a good deal, buddy,” Grant said.

      “Don’t rush me!”

      Grant inched closer, wanting to draw the man’s rage and focus on him and off the little girl. “Tick-tock. What’s it gonna be?”

      “Stop yelling at me!”

      Grant took another step. “Take me. It’s the best way out.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do!” The man trembled, but the pistol was off the girl’s head and now pointed at Grant.

      “Last chance,” Grant said.

      The man pulled the hammer back on the revolver, and his face flushed red. “Fuck you!”

      Grant shuddered from the gunshot but dove forward in the same instant, ripping the girl from the man’s clutches while simultaneously knocking him to the floor. Something warm grazed Grant’s cheek, and he felt nails dig into the sleeve on his arm, and as he lay on the floor with his eyes shut, he was afraid to open them to survey the aftermath. It was a split-second decision, a coin toss. He just hoped the girl was on the winning side.
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      “Detective Grant!”

      The words sounded muffled after the ring of the gunshot, and Grant wondered how much more abuse his eardrums could take.

      “Detective Grant!”

      He opened his eyes and saw one of the officers hovering above. He then looked down to his arm and saw the young girl kicking and punching him, screaming to be let go. When he released her he finally got a good look at her face. It wasn’t Mallory Givens.

      One of the officers led the girl away, and Grant turned around to see Mocks handcuffing the kidnapper with his belly on the concrete and a bloodied wound covering his shoulder.

      “We need a medic,” Mocks said, slightly out of breath, then looked to Grant. “You all right, partner?”

      A stab of pain radiated from Grant’s left hip down the side of his leg as he pushed himself off the floor. When he stood and put pressure on it, the pain worsened, and he leaned against the wall for support before he collapsed. “I think I tweaked something.”

      The factory was flooded with officers now, and a pair of them relieved Mocks of the suspect and whisked him outside. Mocks walked over and helped Grant walk out, him leaning against her like a crutch. She was surprisingly sturdy for her size.

      “You were working that distraction pretty hard,” Mocks said.

      “Wanted to make sure you had enough time,” Grant replied, the pain lessening the more he moved. “You could have given me a heads-up beforehand though.”

      “I figured you’d catch on eventually,” Mocks said.

      Outside, the police force had increased tenfold, and helicopters hummed overhead. Mocks helped Grant over to one of the medics to get him checked, but after a few more practice steps on his own, the pain in his leg disappeared, and the paramedic couldn’t find anything else wrong with him.

      Another drizzle started, and Grant and Mocks returned to their car to avoid the wet. The windows fogged, and a biting cold caused Mocks to disappear into her jacket.

      “So, that wasn’t Mallory Givens,” Mocks said, zipping the jacket all the way up to her chin. “Guess that means our date with Mr. and Mrs. Faith is still on.”

      Grant massaged his left hip with his knuckles and grunted a “mm-hmm.” “We need to trace the tip that led us to this guy. See if there was anything unusual about it.”

      “Unusual how?” Mocks asked.

      “In the decade-plus I’ve been with Seattle PD, I have never seen an instance where a tip came in the middle of an Amber Alert for a kid that looks exactly like the missing person, and then that individual ends up being the victim of another abduction. Have you?”

      Mocks stayed quiet for a moment, and she reached for her lighter, flicking it on as she answered, “No.”

      “I don’t think that has ever happened in the history of the Seattle PD,” Grant said.

      “So what now?”

      “I’ll drop you off at the station so you can interview the youth pastor and the fiancée. While you’re doing that, I’ll head over to Mallory’s neighborhood and see what I can find from the neighbors. If she left on her own accord, then there may have been someone that had seen her.” Grant drew in a breath, checking the timer on his watch. “I’ll call the mother and let her know what’s going on before the news spins any information that sends her into a speculation nosedive.” And considering the girl was most likely in a similar situation as the girl they just rescued, that speculation was probably very accurate.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Mocks stepped out of the vehicle at the precinct, she was immediately swarmed by the flock of reporters that had roosted outside, jamming microphones and cameras in her face, asking about the car chase.

      “We apprehended the suspect, and we’re discovering more information as we go along. Thank you.” Questions still buzzed about her ears and followed Mocks all the way to the door, which she could barely open from the cluster of reporters engulfing her, then she squeezed inside, glad to be rid of them. Like Grant, she had no desire to speak with them. Ever.

      Mocks weaved through the precinct and back to her desk, where she was forced to prepare the paperwork for discharging her firearm. She hated paperwork. It was so monotonous and tedious. If she had known that most of her detective career would be spent filling out forms, she might have changed career paths.

      But despite the piles of paper, she still loved the job. And she was lucky enough to have a partner that felt the same way. She and Grant shared a deep-rooted connection in that regard. They shared a past that was soiled and fertilized in despair. Though she understood his pain differed from hers.

      One of the first things Mocks learned about Grant before she even met him was the series of events that led to his ‘voluntary’ leave of absence. But when she found out they were to be partners, she ignored the rumors and gossip and went straight to the source. She was surprised at the truth and even more heartbroken. How Grant had pulled himself out of that hole was more than she could understand. But as an addict, she could empathize when it came to making the wrong decision.

      “Detective?” The voice was high-pitched and echoed more of an adolescent than the grown man standing in front of her.

      “Mr. Paley,” Mocks said, looking up from and setting aside the paperwork. “Thanks for coming in.” She looked behind him. “Is your fiancée joining us?”

      “She’s parking the car. It’s a bit of a madhouse out there.”

      “Abductions are hot news topics,” Mocks said, leaning back in her chair, folding her arms on her stomach. “Really spikes the ratings.”

      Paley stood there quiet and uncomfortable until Barbie showed up at the reception desk. Despite the rain and deplorably mucky weather, the woman still looked like she was ready for a night out dancing. Not that Mocks suspected she was the type of woman who danced. There was an anal retentiveness behind that mask of makeup.

      Mocks led them into one of the interrogation rooms, and once everyone was settled, Mocks went to work. “How long have you known Mallory Givens?”

      Mr. Paley flexed his grip over his girlfriend’s hand and cleared his throat. “Um, the first event she came to was in November of last year. She came alone, said she saw one of the flyers I posted at a restaurant downtown.” He looked anywhere but Mocks’s face.

      “What’s an event on Wednesday nights like?” Mocks said, reaching for the lighter in her pocket. It helped keep her mind calm and working. It always received odd stares, but when it came to interviews, she wanted to throw people off their game.

      “I’m sorry, shouldn’t you be writing all of this down?” Stacy asked, both eyebrows arched. “We came here to make a statement and to help, but you’re not writing anything down.”

      Mocks flicked the lighter on, the flame wiggling. “We have a recorder in the room. Takes down everything we say. I can play it back later if I need to.” But she wouldn’t need to. It was her go-to response whenever she was asked that question. It was easier than explaining how her memory worked. And the answer satisfied Stacy’s inquiry, which let Mr. Paley continue.

      “It’s mostly fun stuff.” He gave a half-smile. “I try to keep the preaching to a minimum and only at the end. Tweens can only take so much of that, and most of them go to church on Sundays anyway, so…” He shrugged, as if his half-explanation was enough.

      “What’s the age range of children you deal with?”

      “Middle school through high school, so anywhere between eleven and seventeen.”

      “What happens when the kid turns eighteen and they’re still in high school?”

      “They shift over to the young-adult groups that we have at the church.”

      Mocks leaned forward, her left hand still playing with the lighter. She examined the youth pastor’s movements, looking for nervous ticks, microexpressions of the mouth and eyes, anything and everything to form a well-rounded opinion. “And you’re the only adult at these youth events?”

      “No,” Stacy said, cutting in. “I’m there as well.” She smiled and leaned over for a kiss. “It’s how we met.”

      It could have been the overload of soon-to-be marital bliss, or the fact that both seemed more absorbed by their own self-interest than finding a little girl who had gone missing, but Mocks decided it was time to make both of them uncomfortable.

      “And both of you adhere strictly to the sanctions of marriage?” Mocks asked.

      “What do you mean?” Mr. Paley asked.

      Mocks rocked her head side to side, enjoying the cryptic confusion on each of their faces. “You know? Waiting until the big night for the holy union?” She bounced both brows. “Going toes to Jesus?”

      Stacy held up her hand. “I understand the question.” She lifted her chin and threw her shoulders back. “Both of us have remained pure for one another and will consummate our marriage on our wedding night the way God intended us to.”

      Mocks flicked the lighter. “That sucks.” She let her thumb off the igniter and consumed the Bic in her fist. “If I don’t get any for a week I start to get antsy, and you guys are what, twenty-four? Twenty-five? Talk about some pent-up aggression.” She turned to Stacy and lowered her voice. “If I can give you a piece of advice for the night of? Make sure you have plenty of tissues for cleanup.”

      The expression that slowly spread over Stacy’s face could have been described as apoplectic, and there was a solid ten seconds where Mocks was one hundred percent certain the woman was going to punch her in the face.

      “This is incredibly inappropriate,” Stacy said, her face now as red as Mr. Paley’s. “I demand to speak to your supervisor.”

      Mocks ignored the request and turned her attention back to Mr. Paley. “Were you aware that Mallory Givens’s mother had no idea she attended your church group?”

      Mr. Paley’s mouth hung loose by the hinge of his jaw, and he stuttered out a few phrases that sounded like another language until he finally managed to form coherent sentences. “She told me she never had a relationship with her father and that her mother worked a lot, but I was unaware Mallory was there without her parents’ permission.”

      “You never found it odd that she never showed up to church on Sundays? Or the fact that her parents never dropped her off or attempted to reach out to you and see who her daughter was spending time with?”

      “If you push a child—”

      “No!” Mocks slammed her fists on the table. “You don’t get to make this Mallory’s fault! She went to those events because it made her feel connected and safe. She didn’t feel like she was an outcast, so don’t tell me you didn’t know. Don’t tell me you tried everything you could. Because if you had, she probably wouldn’t be missing in the first place!”

      The pair went silent, cowering into a sheepish retreat. Mocks pushed herself out of the chair and stepped out of the room. If she stayed in there any longer she would have leapt across the table and choked both of them, and she had enough paperwork to deal with.

      Once she cooled off she returned to the interrogation room, where Little Miss Priss looked to have shoved that stick up her ass just a little bit farther. She struck Mocks as the type of person that would cause a stir if she really wanted, and this wasn’t the kind of publicity that the department needed right now. As much as Mocks hated it, she had to swallow some shit.

      “I apologize for my outburst,” Mocks said.

      “Well, I think you should be ashamed of yourself.” Stacy glanced back up to the corners and around the room. “And when this tape gets reviewed, I hope you receive the fullest—”

      “Stacy, please.” Mr. Paley held up his hand. It was the first sign that showed the youth pastor had any balls. “Look, Detective, we all want the same thing. We all want to do our best and help bring Mallory home. And you were right, I should have looked for more red flags. I minored in social work, so I did have some training in regards to looking for things like that.”

      Mocks took a seat. “And did you notice any red flags?”

      Paley paused to think about it before he finally responded. “She was very quiet in the beginning. She opened up the more she visited, but there was always a wall. She’d let you peek over to the other side occasionally, but it was rare.”

      “Did she ever open up to you?” Mocks asked, noting Paley’s blond hair, tan skin, and come-take-a-swim-in-my-deep-blue-eyes.

      “A few times.” Paley smiled. “She was very eager to learn about the Scripture, and she picked up everything so quickly. When she mentioned to me that her father wasn’t around, I told her about the heavenly Father. It seemed to cheer her up.”

      “Did she ever mention any contact with her father?” Mocks asked.

      Paley took a moment to think it over and then furrowed his brow. “No, not to me. She did talk a lot about how she wasn’t very popular at her school. Said she was teased. I told her to keep her chin up, and that eventually the students would see her the way her friends at youth group did.”

      “Was she close with any of the other kids at youth group?”

      “Mary Steeves,” Stacy said, butting in. “The two were inseparable on Wednesday nights.”

      Despite the pair’s willingness to come to the precinct and give a statement, Mocks was starting to think this was all she was going to get from the two of them. “Well, I appreciate you coming. If I have any more questions I’ll be in touch.”

      “Of course,” Paley said. “Anything you need.”

      What Mocks needed was a confession from someone or an actual tip that would lead to whoever coaxed Mallory Givens to leave her room in the middle of the night without telling a single soul. But perhaps her friend from youth group knew something she didn’t.

      Mocks walked the pair out back where they could avoid the hordes of media waiting to take their statement, and the fiancée shot Mocks one last snarl before disappearing into the same van she’d seen earlier at the church. As they drove off, she hoped that Grant had better luck than she did.
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      The rain wouldn’t let up, and neither would Grant’s bad luck. Every door he knocked on either remained shut or its inhabitants knew nothing. After another door slammed in his face, Grant flipped up the collar of his jacket and tucked his hands inside the warm pockets in an attempt to stay dry. But Seattle rain always had a way of creeping inside. Just like everything else.

      While his thoughts were always on the case at hand, the meeting with the ambassador tomorrow started to seep through the cracks. It wasn’t the meeting itself that worried him but the inevitable newspaper article and report that would come the next day. With such a high-profile case like this there was bound to be mention of his past, and Grant preferred to keep certain elements buried.

      It was amazing how one night could impact the rest of your life. One event, one second, one moment in time and everything is turned upside down. He knew he’d have to face those questions sooner or later. It was inevitable. He thought by now he’d be ready. He wasn’t.

      Grant passed storefronts on his walk, and it was the guitar in the window that made him stop. A Gibson Les Paul. It had a mahogany body with a five-piece walnut neck, rosewood fingerboard, and a pair of Humbucking pickups. It was beautiful, and with a price tag of seven grand, the custom-built axe didn’t come cheap. He wasn’t sure if Mallory Givens played music, but the shopkeeper may have seen something.

      The bell chimed when Grant opened the door, and a father with a little girl stepped past him. The girl was smiling, carrying something in a case. A young musician ready to go and find her own voice. Grant remembered that feeling. The first time he picked up a guitar was the first time he felt good. That hardly ever happened anymore.

      “Can I help you?” the cashier asked, wiping down the glass case that displayed the latest and greatest digital tools that helped aspiring musicians leave their digital footprint on the world wide web.

      Grant flashed the badge and then the picture of Mallory Givens. “Have you seen this girl before?”

      The cashier examined the photo and adjusted the small rimmed glasses on his nose, shaking his head as the bell chimed, signaling another customer coming inside. “Nope. She must not be in Mrs. Claret’s class over at Southside Middle. I can tell you the name and instrument of every kid in her class.”

      “Ben likes to brag.”

      Grant turned around and saw Principal Michelle Tanner with her coat on, her purse clutched with both hands in front of her. Rain droplets covered her shoulders and hair. The tiny bits of water sparkled in the shop’s light. Her heels padded the carpet softly on her way over to the cash register.

      “Southside kids have been coming here for thirty years,” Michelle said. “And we’re thankful you’ve helped guide our young musicians.”

      Ben smiled wide. “Happy to do it, Principal Tanner.”

      Michelle reached into her purse and handed Ben a stack of papers. “Everything should be all set for the spring order. We appreciate your help with everything.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Ben said. “It’ll be shipped and arrive in four to six weeks.”

      Grant stood, slack jawed as Michelle smiled at him. He was staring. He knew it. She knew it. And he couldn’t do anything about it.

      “Any news on the case, Detective?” Michelle asked, breaking the silence.

      “No,” Grant said, quickly. “But we’re following up on a few leads.”

      “Well, good luck.” Michelle turned to Ben. “Good seeing you again, Ben.”

      “You too, Principal Tanner.”

      The door chimed on her way out, and when she was gone, Ben let out a whistle. “I will tell you it is rare to find a woman like that coming around a place like this.”

      Grant snapped his notepad shut and ran out the door. He skidded on the slick sidewalk on his burst outside, and saw Michelle still walking on his left. “Michelle!” He jogged to catch up, and she turned around, her collar flipped up to shield against the rain, which started to come down more heavily.

      “What is it, Detective?”

      Grant pulled her under an awning, but the space was small; intimate. “About earlier today, I wanted to explain.”

      Michelle shook her head. “It’s all right, Detective. I’m sure I’m not the first woman to have flirted with a married man.”

      “I’m not married,” Grant said, looking down to the wedding ring, which he twisted in a fidgety jerk.

      Michelle kept her guard up, her arms crossed, and she cleared her throat. “Detective, if this is some sort of game you play with women, I can tell you I’m not interested.”

      “It’s not a game,” Grant said. “My wife died. Two years ago. It was a car accident.” He paused. He hadn’t said it out loud in a long time, and the words felt odd on his lips. “I was working one night, and she went to visit her parents down in Portland. I was supposed to meet her down there the next day, but—” He lowered his head. “I just didn’t want you to think I was that kind of person.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to have come across as prickly as I did,” Michelle said. “I’m very sorry for your loss, Detective.”

      Grant raised his head. In heels they were the same height. It felt good to look someone in the eyes, be on the same playing field, as equals. “I meant what I said though, when I gave you my card. I’d like to see you again.”

      Michelle blushed, and did a poor job of hiding it. Not that she could have. The woman had skin like snow. But it was like fresh snow when the sunlight hit it in the morning. “Going on a date with a man who still wears his wedding ring seems to be a bit of a red flag for me.”

      Grant deflated. “I understand.” But at least now he knew. “I’m sorry to have stopped you in the rain like this. Please, let me help you get back to your car.” He offered his arm, and she took it.

      She wasn’t parked far, and luckily the rain hadn’t picked up any worse. Grant opened her door for her, and she climbed inside. “Thank you again, Detective. And I apologize for what happened earlier.”

      “It’s okay,” Grant said. “Drive safe.”

      She shut the door, and drove off.

      It was probably for the best. If he still wore the ring, that meant he wasn’t ready to let go. And that wouldn’t be fair to anyone he chose to be with right now. Grant swallowed his pride and returned to canvassing the neighborhood.

      A convenience store with bars on the window sat on the street corner. It sat across from a park, which was nothing more than a patch of grass with a bench and swings.

      An electronic bell chimed when Grant stepped inside the store, and the cashier behind the counter didn’t even bother looking up from the magazine he was reading. Grant had to actually knock on the counter to get the man’s attention.

      “What?” The cashier had a scraggly beard and saggy bags under his bloodshot eyes. He was high as a kite, something he immediately tried to hide the moment Grant flashed his badge.

      “Did you work last night?” Grant asked.

      Baggy Eyes cleared his throat and straightened up. “Y-yeah, I did.”

      Grant fished the picture of Mallory he’d copied from the one Ms. Givens gave him out of his pocket and held it up to the man’s face. “Did you see a girl walk by here?”

      The cashier squinted, feigning an attempt to actually look at the picture. “No.” He shook his head adamantly and then added with a stutter, “B-but I wasn’t really paying attention last night. We’re open twenty-four hours, and I’m more concerned about the people who actually come in the store. Lot of crazies around this neighborhood, you know?”

      Grant tucked the picture back in his pocket. “Anyone in particular that gives this place problems?”

      “Drug addicts mostly.” The cashier gestured over to the park, which could barely be seen through the iron bars on the window. “There are a lot of homeless people hopped on some kind of shi—stuff.” He swallowed hard after catching himself. “And they can get violent sometimes.”

      Grant pointed to the park. “A lot of them hang out there?”

      “Yeah,” the cashier answered.

      “Thanks.” Grant left the store, and the rain had picked up even more. His head, pants, and shoes were soaked. It was like ice smacking him in the face, and he was two seconds away from giving up and returning to the warm, dry car when a pink flash caught his peripheral to the left.

      Grant turned in time to see a man with a backpack dart behind a bush in the park and out of sight. Living in Seattle, and pretty much anywhere on the West Coast really, you’re bound to see a lot of strange sights and a lot of people making some questionable fashion choices, but he had a feeling the backpack he just saw wasn’t one of them.

      He broke out into a jog, the rain viciously pelting his face as he easily caught up to the man with the pack who’d tucked himself under a structure made of crates and boxes. He gave Grant a wild look. “What the fuck do you want?”

      Grant flashed his badge and reached for the handle of his pistol. “Sir, I need you to step out of there, right now.”

      The homeless man had a scraggly beard, and black holes appeared where teeth should have been. His clothes were torn and tattered, and the structure he called home had more holes than actual cover. Eventually, the homeless man submitted, and when he did he revealed the cache of hidden gems that he kept in his shambled home.

      Grant reached for his cuffs and then grabbed the soggy sleeve of the homeless man, who gave slight resistance to the arrest. The rain refused to let up and so did the stubbornness of the vagrant, no matter how many times Grant repeated his questions.

      “Where did you get that backpack?” Water dripped from every point on Grant’s body, and despite the long shower the rain provided his suspect, the man still stank. It was hard to wash away years on the street, no matter how hard you scrubbed.

      “If you’re not gonna charge me, just let me go!” The vagrant sat cross-legged on the ground, rocking back and forth. The never-ending twitches told the story of withdrawals. He wanted another fix. And Grant’s presence was the only thing stopping him.

      “I’m deciding,” Grant said. “Possession. Resisting arrest. Maybe kidnapping.”

      The vagrant erupted. “What the hell are you talking about? I didn’t take no kid!”

      Grant crouched to eye level with the Seattle trash. “Where did you get the backpack? I know you didn’t pick it up at the mall. And that color doesn’t seem to go with the rest of your apparel. Start talking now or you’ll spend what’s left of your life in an eight-by-eight box.”

      The vagrant scowled and rocked back and forth. He kept his lips closed tight, and for a moment Grant didn’t think that the man would talk. Finally, the dam burst. “I stole the pack, okay?”

      “From who?”

      Frustration built. “I dunno, man, I was high when I did it. I figured the kid had some food or shit in there that I could sell, maybe there was some money in there. Kids always got money on them from their parents.”

      Grant retrieved the picture from his pocket and held it up in front of the vagrant’s face. “Is this the kid you stole it from?” Grant cupped one hand over the top of the picture to try and shield it from the rain, though with the heavy downpour it wasn’t useful.

      The vagrant studied the photograph for a minute but then shook his head. “I don’t know, man, I told you I was high. I just took the pack and ran, okay? I didn’t hurt anyone, I didn’t kidnap anyone. Just let me go!”

      Grant stuffed the picture back into his pocket. “That’s not gonna happen anytime soon.” He lifted him off the concrete and shouldered the man forward to the car, taking the backpack and every single one of the man’s possessions.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The ride back to the station wasn’t a pleasant one. Aside from the screaming and random autism-esque fits the vagrant provided, the smell was unbearable. What made it worse was Grant knew the damp body odor would linger. It was one of the few times he turned the air on.

      Grant tossed the man over to Processing and kept the sack with the backpack and other belongings with him. He found Mocks at her desk, flicking the lighter on and off so quickly that he thought she’d catch fire herself. She tossed a glance to the homeless man he’d brought in and raised her eyebrows.

      “You first. What’d the youth pastor have to say?” Grant asked, dropping the bag and shaking out the rain on his coat, flinging a few drops on Mocks’s desk.

      Mocks threw him a glare as the water droplets soaked in, but quickly resumed her thumb work with the Bic lighter. “Aside from the fact that they love God and pretend to love each other, it seemed that Paley had developed an interest in the girl. He knew about her father. And if Mallory had a crush on him, which I’m pretty sure she did, he could have used that to his advantage.”

      “Yeah, I could see that.” Grant had a younger sister, and Glenn Paley possessed that uncanny mix of classic boyish looks and manly handsomeness that drove young girls wild. He was willing to bet that Mallory had a few boy-band posters on her wall just as his sister did.

      “So who’s the friend?” Mocks asked, not looking up.

      “Vagrant at thirty-fifth park,” Grant answered, then lifted the bag of evidence onto his desk where it landed with a heavy thud. “I think I found Mallory Givens’s backpack.”

      Mocks snapped her head up. “You what?”

      “Yeah,” Grant answered, taking a seat and slicking back his thick mop of wet hair. “Said he stole it off of some kid. I showed him Mallory’s picture, but he didn’t recognize her. Told me he was high when he took it.”

      “Holy shit.” Mocks’s jaw remained slack. “You think we’ll find something in there that can help us?”

      “There’s no telling what the guy had already thrown away and what’s still inside,” Grant said. “I’m gonna find an empty interrogation room and spread this stuff out. Wanna help?”

      Mocks pocketed the lighter and nodded.

      Interrogation room two was open and Grant dumped everything onto the table. All of the vagrant’s possessions amounted to little more than a clearance rack you’d find at Target or Walmart. Grant focused on the pack, while Mocks carefully pulled apart some clothes, both wary of any used needles. The homeless weren’t experts on medical disposal methods.

      There was only one thing that Grant was looking for when he opened the pack, and that was the notebook her teacher had mentioned. He set aside the clothes and small packets of makeup and felt something thick at the bottom. When he pulled out the notebook and set it on the table, Mocks stopped what she was doing.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Mocks asked.

      The bottom half of the notebook was wet from being stuck in the rain for so long, but the pack of clothes had managed to keep the top portion dry.

      Grant opened the first page, and the deepest, darkest, secret inner thoughts of twelve-year-old Mallory Givens appeared on the page. The first thing Grant noticed was the handwriting. It was incredibly legible and beautifully written in cursive, which he didn’t even think was taught in schools anymore. It was handwriting derived from pages and pages of practice. Even Mocks was impressed, and that was no small feat.

      “A lot of short stories in here,” Mocks said, her eyes speeding over the page faster than Grant could turn to the next. “And they’re not half-bad either.”

      “She definitely doesn’t show her age,” Grant said, taking a seat in the chair so he could concentrate. He had to look between the words and what Mallory was trying to say. Most of the stories were romantic, but a few revealed a heroine adventurer, escaping from her ordinary life to travel the world in search of treasures. Grant found it an interesting mix of Lara Croft, Indiana Jones, and Sherlock Holmes. It was one of the longer pieces, but he found it enjoyable.

      By the time they reached the soggy pages, Mocks had lost interest and started rummaging through the rest of the pack. She found a few more interesting items, including a key that wasn’t attached to any ring. She held it up between a pinched glove. “Spare for home?”

      “Maybe,” Grant said, carefully peeling back the wet page and trying not to tear the paper. “With Mom working, it would make sense for her to have her own key.” The pencil faded the deeper he went, and the words on the page grew harder and harder to read.

      “I’m gonna grab some coffee. Do you want another?” Mocks asked.

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      Alone, Grant tried to make sense of the words on the page. The entries had suddenly shifted from stories to diary. If he could get anything that linked Mallory to Paley, then he could get a judge to provide him a warrant for arrest, or at the very least a search warrant for his place.

      The entries described the bullying at school, the fact that she didn’t know who her father was (though Grant thought that to be a blessing in disguise), and feelings for someone that she’d never felt before, but the individual wasn’t mentioned by name.

      Grant flipped to the next page too eagerly and tore a portion of the paper. He cursed as Mocks returned with two cups of coffee, steam rising from the mouths of both. Grant ignored the cup as he continued to read, forcing himself to slow so as not to rip anything else.

      Mallory described the strange, overwhelming feelings a young girl hitting puberty would experience, though unsure of how to act on those urges. He turned the pages until he finally found the name he hoped to snag. “Got you.”

      Mocks leaned over Grant’s shoulder and slurped from the rim of her cup. “Time to call the judge?”

      “Almost,” Grant said, still scanning the pages. “We’ll need a little more than just—”

      A paragraph caught Grant’s eye, and he paused to reread it. Mocks smacked him on the shoulder, but he still wouldn’t speak. It was the last entry in the journal, and it was also where the water damage was the worst. He held it up for Mocks to see.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Grant asked.

      Mocks carefully took the notebook from Grant and held it closer, directly under the light. She squinted hard, inching her face closer to the actual paper, and then nodded. “Yeah. It is.”

      “I’ll get this over to evidence and have everything logged.” Grant carefully removed the journal from Mocks’s palms and tagged the page. “Get on the phone with Judge Harper. He’ll expedite the warrant for us. I’ll get with the lieutenant to have S.W.A.T. on standby.”

      “On it,” Mocks said, reaching for the phone.

      Grant looked down one last time at the page. A date was circled with hearts drawn all around it and excited phrases of “omg I can’t wait!” and “It’s really happening!” It all told the story of a young girl ready for an adventure of her own instead of just writing about one. The date she was so excited about happened last night. And the person she was excited to meet was Glenn Paley.
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* * *

      The sour pit in Grant’s stomach made another appearance, and the multiple hits on his nerves over the course of such a short time was starting to take its toll. The three cups of coffee did little to clear his fatigued mind, its only contribution a random left eye twitch that drove him mad.

      But Grant shoved all of it aside and focused on the task at hand. Mocks drove, and Grant glanced back at the S.W.A.T. van that followed close behind and felt a little better about the encounter. Still, he couldn’t turn off the spigot of his mind pouring out the dozens of scenarios of how this could go down.

      “Unit thirty-five, this is Seattle-One, do you copy?” The radio gargled static after the announcement, and Grant reached for the radio.

      “Go for unit thirty-five,” Grant said.

      “We have officers stationed on the south side of the block to intercept in case of a foot chase, but the closest street is still a few hundred yards away, how do you want us to proceed?”

      “Stay put. I don’t want to spook him. Tell them to hold their position and wait for command over the radio.”

      “Roger that, thirty-five.”

      The neighborhood was middle class filled with small single-family homes that lined the streets. Tiny yards were fenced in by waist-high wooden boards, and a mixture of furniture and fixtures decorated the suburbia. None of them probably would have ever suspected that there was a predator living among them, let alone the conniving youth pastor that lived across the street.

      Mocks parked the car a few houses down from Paley’s residence. Both she and Grant exited the car as the S.W.A.T. van pulled up behind them. The officers spilled out in orderly fashion, and they all huddled near Grant’s trunk.

      “The girl is twelve years old, and we have reason to believe she’s in that house,” Grant said, holding up a picture of Mallory and then pointing behind him. “I want two officers on every exit, and I want two with me and Detective Mullocks near the front. If or when we need backup you will hear it over the radio. Sometimes these guys get desperate, and we don’t want to spook him. Understood?”

      A series of nods answered, and Grant and Mocks led the charge. The S.W.A.T. team followed and then all but two broke off down the side of the house, heading to the back and side doors. Both Grant and Mocks had their weapons out, and Mocks positioned herself on the left side of the door with Grant on the right. The pair raised their pistol and then the two S.W.A.T. officers stepped up with the door knocker; a heavy, flat fronted battering ram that would level any door.

      Grant took a breath and then screamed. “Police Department! Search Warrant!”

      The S.W.A.T. officer thrust the ram into the door. The frame cracked and Grant led the charge inside. Subsequent crashes of glass and wood echoed from the other teams around the house as every entrance was infiltrated.

      A frightened Glenn Paley stepped into the front hallway from the kitchen. “What’s going—”

      “Down on the ground!” Grant aimed his weapon at Paley, and the man threw his hands in the air and stumbled backward.

      “What is this?” Paley’s face had drained of color except for a small pink spot on each cheekbone.

      Mocks lowered her weapon while Grant kept his trained on Paley, and she cuffed him. Mocks knocked Paley to his knees after the cuffs were placed on him, and Grant holstered his service weapon.

      “Where is she, Paley?” Grant asked. “Where’s Mallory?”

      Paley’s head swung back and forth like it rested on a swivel. “W-what are you talking about?”

      “The girl, dumbass,” Mocks said, wrenching his arm back so far that it triggered a yelp. “Where is Mallory?”

      Shouts of ‘clear’ echoed through the different rooms along with the sound of heavy boots as the tactical team checked every nook and cranny inside. When the sergeant appeared by the front door with the rest of his team, Grant felt his stomach twinge again.

      “No girl, Detective.”

      Paley was trembling, tears streamed down his face, and snot bubbled from his nose with each uncontrollable, heaving sob. “P-please, I don’t know what’s going on. What are you doing?”

      Grant crouched to eye level with the youth pastor, and a flush of raging heat covered his face. He gripped Paley by the collar and lifted him off the floor and slammed him against the wall. The force of the movement caused a mirror to crash and shatter on the hardwood floor.

      “You were supposed to meet her last night,” Grant said, baring his teeth. “You knew the kind of girl she was, and you knew she was an easy target, so you brainwashed her over the past year, didn’t you, you little creep.”

      “Grant,” Mocks said, tapping him on the shoulder. “Put him down.”

      But the only thing Grant heard was the pit of rage that had transformed from the bundle of nerves in his stomach. All of it could have been exacerbated by lack of sleep, the number of times he’d been shot at today, or the fact that there was still a missing girl somewhere in this city that he wasn’t even sure was alive anymore.

      “Where is she!” Spittle flew from Grant’s mouth as he slammed Paley’s body against the wall again, which triggered another shrill scream and flow of tears from the pastor. Hands and bodies pulled the pair apart, and Grant had to stop himself from swinging at the officers that removed him. In the end, it was Mocks who finally calmed him down as she shoved him out the front door and into the yard.

      “What the hell was that?” Mocks asked.

      Grant paced a tight circle, glancing down at his feet, the anger still steaming. “He took her, Mocks. You know it, and so do I.”

      Mocks stepped up in his face, which wasn’t an easy feat considering he was almost a foot taller than she was. “The only thing we know is what Mallory Givens wrote in her journal. And that’s it.” She gave him a little shove. “You know better than to paint the picture before we have all of the colors. You’re jumping the gun, and if he did take the girl, then you’re giving his attorney an excuse to get him off for police brutality. Is that what you want?”

      “No,” Grant answered, quick and short like a child who knew he was in the wrong but didn’t want to admit it. But he knew Mocks was right. He was getting ahead of himself. He looked down at his watch, which just sped past the eighty-hour mark.

      “Get forensics in here,” Grant said. “I want the house searched from top to bottom.”
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      Forensics was on scene in less than twenty minutes, and they immediately went to work scouring the house while Paley was kept in the back of a squad car. Grant watched Paley from the front porch, still seething anger.

      The youth pastor kept his head down, tears streaming down his face. If the pastor was faking it, then he was doing a hell of a job.

      “Grant,” Mocks said, poking her head out of the front door.

      “Yeah,” Grant said, keeping his eyes on Paley.

      “We’ve got something.”

      The nail in the coffin. Grant followed her inside, past the swaths of forensic members sweeping every inch of the house, and they stopped at a computer nook where an officer had his hands on a laptop, scouring through pieces of data.

      “Go ahead, Sam,” Mocks said, tapping the officer on the shoulder. “Tell him what you told me.”

      Sam cleared his throat. “Well, I’ve been checking the search and browser history on the laptop, and I found a few sites that he frequented. Most of them were harmless: shopping, his church website, social media, things like that. But I did find a site that was visited every day for a month about six months ago.”

      “And?” Grant asked, when the officer didn’t finish.

      “And it’s underground,” Sam answered.

      “I never paid attention in my digital literacy class, Sam, so you’ll have to catch me up to speed,” Grant replied.

      “There are two Internets out there for everyone. The first is the normal Internet that ninety-nine percent of people use that comprises the commerce and social media sites that most people visit. The second Internet is the underbelly, a series of servers and dark sites that most people don’t even know how to access. It’s where a lot of black-market deals go down, and where a lot of communication happens between black hats.”

      “Hackers?” Grant asked, the phrase stirring a memory in the back of his head.

      “Yeah,” Sam answered. “The problem with the site I found is that it has a pretty decent firewall around it, which means unless you have the access code to enter, it’s very difficult to break through.”

      “But not impossible?” Mocks asked.

      “No,” Sam answered. “If I can get this back to the station, I’ll have more tools to work with to see if I can crack it.”

      “What about pictures, letters, notes, anything child related?” In the world of the digital age, molesters and perverts had access to troves of deplorable images. On nearly every child abduction case that involved a stranger, ninety percent of them always had some dirt on their phones or computers.

      “I haven’t found anything yet, but that doesn’t mean there’s not a ghost drive hidden somewhere,” Sam answered. “But trust me, if there is something on this computer, I will find it.”

      Grant slapped Sam on the shoulder. “Let me know the moment you find anything.” He walked over to the lead forensic investigator to check in. “How’s it look?”

      Barry Ingle was a short man, barely clearing five feet. His head was far too large for his body, and his torso was squat like his arms and limbs. But if there was a better forensic tech on the West Coast, Grant had yet to find him.

      “There are definitely multiple sets of prints everywhere in the house, including the bedroom,” Barry answered. “We’re checking toothbrushes, combing for hairs on clothes and furniture, and sorting through the dirty laundry to see what we can turn up. Right now though I’d say the place looks pretty clean.”

      “Find any compromising equipment?” Mocks asked.

      “Nothing. No rope, no duct tape, no drugs other than over-the-counter cold medicines,” Barry said. “We checked the basement but couldn’t find anything but a few boxes and old workout equipment. We’ll keep looking, but so far nothing is standing out.”

      Grant nodded, hope slowly sifting away. “Make sure you expedite those DNA samples and prints for the lab. I want them back ASAP.”

      “Will do, Detective.”

      Grant pulled Mocks outside and watched the squad car carrying Paley disappear down the road. There was still the matter of the computer and whatever site Paley had accessed, but there wasn’t a guarantee that Sam would be able to break through the security.

      “What are you thinking?” Mocks asked.

      “The first call he’s going to make will be to his fiancée,” Grant answered. “We need to figure out what she knows before the two can collaborate on a story.”

      “You think he brought her in on it?” Mocks asked. “The stick-up-her-ass didn’t strike me as someone who would stay with someone like him if he did.”

      “You’d be surprised what someone’s faith can drive them to do,” Grant said. “I once had a case where a mother drowned both her children because she was convinced they were possessed by the devil, and that the only salvation they could find was in the arms of the heavenly Father.”

      “Christ,” Mocks said. “She confess?”

      “She left a note,” Grant answered. “After the kids were finished she wrapped her mouth around the end of a twelve-gauge that belonged to her husband. The note said she wanted to see her kids again in heaven.” He still remembered the way the little bodies floated in the bathtub, facedown. “They were one and two.” It was the last homicide case he was assigned before his leave of absence.

      “Hey,” Mocks said, her voice soft. “You all right?”

      “I’m fine,” Grant answered. “Let’s go and have a chat with Stacy and see what she already knows.”
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* * *

      The house resembled the one Grant and Mocks had just left, though the immediate reaction for both of them was that it was most definitely decorated by a woman. The light accents on the front porch of table and chair, combined with the immaculate flower garden that lined the grass in front of the porch, told a story of a woman who kept a very tidy household.

      Lights shone from the windows through thin curtains as Grant parked on the street. He flicked off the engine and unclicked his seat belt. “We don’t need to tell her what happened to her fiancé. I’d like to keep her in the dark as much as possible.”

      “No complaints here,” Mocks said.

      Side by side they walked the stone path through the small front yard and ascended the front porch steps. The scene was eerily similar to the one they had just left, and Grant found himself with a case of déjà vu. Minus the S.W.A.T. team of course.

      Three quick knocks at the door and, after a moment’s pause, the light patter of footsteps moved quickly toward them. It opened without so much as a groan, and Stacy West stood there in a light-yellow blouse and jeans, her makeup and hair just as immaculate as the front yard.

      “Detectives, can I help you?”

      “We had a few follow-up questions for you,” Grant answered. “Could we come inside?”

      A tight, forced smile spread across her face. “Of course.” She stepped aside, and the two entered, the door quickly shutting behind them.

      “You’ll have to excuse the mess,” Stacy said. “I was just getting dinner ready.”

      What mess the woman was referring to Grant had no idea, but he suspected it was something she would have said if she’d just spring-cleaned the entire house. “It’s not a problem at all.” He noticed the additional setting at her small kitchen table set up in the living room. A pair of long-stem candles burned, and from what he could tell the silverware that was set out looked like it was only used for special occasions.

      “Glenn coming over for dinner?” Grant asked.

      Stacy raised both eyebrows and then looked to the romantic scene she had constructed herself. “Oh.” She chuckled. “Yes. Have to keep the flame fanned.” She gestured to the living room. “We can chat in here until he arrives.”

      Mocks held back a scoff, and Grant shot her a sharp look as the three of them took their seats. Mocks and Grant opted for the couch, while Stacy took up an armchair across from them. A vase of roses had been placed in the center of the coffee table between them.

      The stems were a hearty green, and the petals themselves still a gorgeous red, firm and bouncy. A card sprouted from the middle with words that Grant couldn’t read from his current distance. He pointed to them. “I can see he’s kept up the romance too.”

      Stacy blushed and then gave an “oh, stop it” wave with her hand. “One of the many reasons why I’m marrying him.”

      Mocks leaned forward, ending the lovebird talk and cutting straight to business. “Does Glenn do a lot of work at home on his computer?”

      Stacy tilted her head to the side. “Why do you ask?”

      “I’m just curious as to the stress levels he might be under at the church,” Mocks said. “It seems like a big place, and with him as the only youth pastor I could see how it might be overwhelming.”

      “I help him with anything that he can’t handle.” Stacy’s tone became increasingly stern. “We’re a team. We share everything together. Our successes and our failures. It’s a woman’s place to help support her husband.”

      While the pair continued to spar, poking barbs into each other’s sides over the female role in a domestic partnership, Grant took stock of the rest of the house. Aside from its incredible detail for cleanliness, he noticed the fine artwork on the walls, the crystal in a kitchenette that was the price of a used car, and the security systems on the windows and by the door. The alarm gadgets looked top of the line, but he didn’t see a sign out front that marked the security firm that installed them.

      “And what do you do for a living, Ms. West?” Grant asked, interrupting some type of explanation on how God created woman and man in His vision.

      “I’m sorry?” Stacy asked.

      “We never got that down in the original report when you and your fiancé came down to the station,” Grant said. “Your employment.”

      “Oh, well, I dabble in a few things,” Stacy said, dancing around the actual question. “My mother always told me how important it was to be able to handle your own business.”

      “Is she the one who also told you about the woman’s place in the kitchen?” Mocks asked, more teeth on this particular bite.

      Before Stacy could respond, Grant cut in. “What kind of dabbling, Ms. West?”

      “Well, I actually help out a lot with the systems at the church, making sure everything remains properly organized and—”

      “What specific systems do you work with?” Grant asked, trying to cut through the bullshit.

      “Computers.” But before Grant could push the topic any further, the timer in the kitchen went off. “Excuse me.”

      The moment she was gone, Mocks sprang up from her seat. “No way she doesn’t know something. We need to bring her to the station right now.”

      His partner was chomping at the bit, and Grant felt it too, but if they pushed too hard they might lose her. “We’ll make something up. Get her to come with us.”

      “Paperwork?” Mocks asked, smiling.

      “That’ll work.”

      “Would you two like any refreshments?” Stacy asked, calling from the kitchen.

      “No, thank you,” Grant answered, yelling from the couch. His eyes caught the roses once more, and while he still heard the clanking of pots and pans in the kitchen, he reached for the card in the middle of the roses and plucked it from its holder.

      It was folded in half, and when he flipped open the card, there was something immediately familiar about the handwriting. It was smooth and practiced, beautifully written on the small business-size card. The steel-winged butterflies made a surprise visit when he saw the name written at the end, circled with a heart. It was Mallory Givens.

      Wordlessly Grant dropped the card and reached for his firearm, but before he had his hand on the butt of the pistol Stacy West appeared from the kitchen with a gun in her hand, aiming it between both Grant and Mocks.

      “Don’t move,” Stacy said. “I want both hands on the coffee table, palms down.”

      Neither Grant or Mocks moved, both frozen in shock at the fact they’d been had.

      “Now!” Stacy said, both arms shaking, her finger on the trigger.

      Grant and Mocks complied, Grant’s mind racing with questions but only asking one. “Is Mallory still alive?”

      A smile twitched up the left side of Stacy’s mouth. “Yes. She’s alive. I wouldn’t kill my first. I wanted to enjoy the fruits of my labor.”

      “You fucking bitch,” Mocks said, not hiding the disdain in her tone.

      But the comment only revealed an even larger smile across Stacy’s face. She stepped farther into the living room, the barrel of the gun growing closer, and Grant finally noticed the suppressor on the end of the muzzle. He was betting she purchased it underground on those black sites that Sam was talking about.

      “Clever, clever, clever detectives,” Stacy said, taking a few more steps and stopping just out of reach from Grant’s wingspan. “I thought I’d have at least a week before any of the fingers started to point my way, but in less than a day?” She shook her head. “You really are good at your job, aren’t you?”

      “You need to let the girl go,” Grant said. “Think of her mother—”

      “The one that’s never home?” Stacy asked, cutting in. “The one who doesn’t know about what really goes on in her own daughter’s head? The thoughts of fear and betrayal. The lust she feels for my fiancé? The fact that while her mother lives with her, it’s like she doesn’t have any parents?”

      Grant pinched his eyebrows together, confused. “It was you she was writing about?” He shook his head. “But she wrote Glenn’s name down.”

      “Maybe not as clever as I thought,” Stacy said. “You should have just stuck with your gut and brought a case against Glenn. I left a few pieces of evidence at his place to seal the deal. A hair, fingerprints, some of her clothes. You should have just followed the bread crumbs where I placed them.”

      It was all too surreal. But Grant didn’t think he’d live very long to regret his mistake. Stacy’s body language screamed she would get rid of them. Now it was just a question of the most efficient manner of how.

      “We’re going to take a little ride,” Stacy said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      The pressure from the end of the pistol Stacy pressed against Grant’s head held steady the entire drive. Stacy sat in the backseat directly behind Grant, who drove, while Mocks rode in the back with her, handcuffs around her wrist and pinned behind her back with her own pistol aimed at her.

      More than once Grant thought of pulling off the road and slamming into a tree or parked car, or anything that would give them a chance, but he didn’t have a hard time questioning Stacy’s resolve now that he knew she was the one behind Mallory’s abduction. The only question that remained now was how to get the girl out alive. But first Grant had to think his way out of this.

      Stacy directed Grant to the coast, and their final destination was a small marina twenty miles north of the city. From the rusted gates, crumbling boathouse, and decrepit vessels that littered the yard on concrete blocks, the place looked like it had been closed for a long time.

      “Shut off the engine and cut the lights,” Stacy said. Once Grant complied, she removed the barrel of the pistol from the back of Grant’s head and then opened her door. “Get out, Detective Grant.”

      Slowly, Grant reached for the handle, and as he stepped out, so did she. One pistol remained trained on Mocks while the second was kept on Grant. “Now,” Stacy said. “Let your partner out, but keep her cuffed.”

      Again, Grant complied, and Stacy walked the pair to the only dock still standing, which jutted out a few hundred feet into the bay. The wooden boards groaned with each step and were slick from years of ocean spray. Wind gusted from the Pacific in cold bursts, and more than once Grant thought they were going to plunge into the freezing ocean.

      Stacy walked them all the way down to the end of the pier, and once they reached the edge Grant and Mocks turned around, both staring down the pistols meant to kill them.

      “So what now?” Grant asked. “Shoot us and then dump us in the ocean?”

      “That was the plan,” Stacy answered. “The tide will take you out, and you’ll be lucky if your body comes ashore tomorrow, maybe the next day. By then you’ll be bloated and difficult to identify, which means a DNA test must be performed, and that could take up to three days. Though I’m sure your brothers in arms will be able to connect the dots once you don’t show up for work tomorrow. Oh, which reminds me. Badges. Both of you.”

      Grant took off his own and tossed it at Stacy’s feet then removed Mocks’s badge and added it to the pile. Mocks looked like she was ready to charge, so Grant made sure to keep half his body in front of hers to avoid any mishaps. And besides, if someone was going to do something stupid, it was the woman with the gun.

      “Did you date him just to get close to the kids, or did you actually love him?” Grant asked.

      “More for the kids,” Stacy answered. “And talk about the perfect cover!” She laughed, the stick up her ass suddenly removed, now that she could be herself. “It’s not hard playing the little church girl when you’re attractive. Hell, it’s not hard doing anything when you’re attractive. Not that everyone here would know.”

      “Fuck you,” Mocks said.

      “You’re not my type, sweetheart,” Stacy said then smiled, and the fading evening light made her eyes look bloodred. “If you only knew what I knew, Detectives. There’s a world you can’t even imagine out there.”

      “Underground,” Grant said, trying to keep her talking, trying to stall, trying to figure out how he would keep Mocks afloat with those cuffs on. “You’re talking about the site you visited on Glenn’s computer.”

      “Your cyber team will eventually find a ghost file with some stalking pictures I put on there of Mallory, but they won’t be able to crack the site.” She smirked. “No way some government pencil pusher could do that.”

      This time of year the water was close to freezing. With Mocks in tow it was at least a five- to ten-minute swim to the shore from all the way out here. More than enough time for hypothermia to set in, and the wind would only make it worse when they finally made it out… If they made it out.

      “We will nail you, bitch,” Mocks said. “I promise you that.”

      “No. You won’t,” Stacy said, fingers curving over the triggers. “Turn around.”

      “Can’t look us in the eye and do it?” Grant asked.

      “Now!” Stacy said.

      Slowly, the pair complied. Once they faced the water, Grant felt the barrel of steel once again return to the back of his skull. And judging from Mocks’s shudder, he guessed she had one on the back of hers as well. He knew she was scared. So was he.

      “Goodbye, Detectives,” Stacy said.

      It was now or never. As quick and as hard as he could, Grant shouldered Mocks forward and to the right, sending both of them crashing to the waves below. Gunshots thundered, but when Grant smacked into the icy waters, his whole body went into shock. He could have been shot a dozen times and he wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference between the bullets and the thousands of knives piercing his skin.

      Underwater, Grant opened his eyes, the cold stinging his eyeballs. The water was dark and murky, and he groped in front of him but couldn’t find Mocks. His lungs choked for air, and he clawed toward the surface. He broke the plane of water and was met with an icy burst of air that burned his cheeks.

      Gunshots fired from above, and Grant splashed frantically for the cover underneath the pier, then plunged back under to search for Mocks. His heart rate was jacked and his muscles stiff and sluggish, but the initial shock had lessened a little.

      Again, his lungs choked for air, and just when he was about to paddle back toward the surface he saw a figure in the murky depths. He plunged deeper, his muscles cramping from the lack of oxygen, and as he drew closer he saw Mocks kicking both legs and the last few bubbles of breath escaping her lungs.

      Grant grabbed her under the left arm and shoved her toward the surface, both kicking with maddening fury. The last few inches felt like it would kill them, but when they broke the surface they gulped the icy, life-giving air.

      Mocks coughed up a mouthful of water, her lips almost blue, but whatever reprieve they hoped to have was spoiled by the continued gunfire from above. Bullets splintered the old wooden boards of the dock, sending lead and wood raining over their heads.

      With Mocks still cuffed and disoriented, Grant took hold of one of the pillars and shielded her from the gunfire. Stacy screamed unintelligible words, but it wasn’t long before she was out of bullets as well as patience. Footsteps scurried back toward the shore, and then there was the faint sound of Grant’s car starting then driving away.

      Grant spun Mocks around, struggling to keep the two of them afloat. “You all right?”

      Mocks’s teeth clattered together, and she wouldn’t stop shivering. “Bitch still has my gun.”

      Grant laughed and then kissed her forehead. “Humor is a good sign. C’mon.” The next ten minutes were grueling. The waves and cold battered him as he kicked and clawed to the seawall, looking for any ladder or rope the pair could ascend.

      The longer Grant stayed in the water, the more his limbs turned into immovable pieces of lead. His joints stiffened, and halfway to the dock Mocks had run out of steam. He was lucky she was so small. If it was anyone else he didn’t think they would have made it.

      His shoe scraped barnacled concrete from an old boat ramp, and Grant sighed relief. He dragged Mocks out of the water, and the pair collapsed on the ground and wheezed, trying to stave off hypothermia a little while longer.

      The cold seeped through everything: clothes, skin, muscle, all the way to the core of Grant’s bones. “We… need to… radio… for backup,” Grant said, chattering through clanking teeth. He clawed his fingers into the dirt and pulled himself over to Mocks, who had stopped shivering; a very bad sign.

      Mocks’s lips were blue, and her eyes were half-closed. He gave her body a gentle shake. “Mocks, stay with me.” He pressed his fingers against the side of her neck and felt the faint bump of a pulse. Ice formed in her hair and eyebrows, freezing from the cruel coastal winds.

      Grant looked around for anything that could warm her and noticed an empty oil drum on its side along with a cluster of trash that had spilled out of a dumpster. With two shaking legs, he pushed himself off the ground and forced himself to walk to the empty oil drum.

      Every step felt like his bones were going to snap in half. Numbed fingers flipped the empty drum barrel right side up, and then he grabbed as many old papers from the dumpster as he could, tossing them inside the drum barrel. With it about a quarter of the way full, he dragged the barrel over to Mocks and then patted her down to find the lighter in her pocket.

      He pressed his thumb against the starter, but no spark flickered to life. He repeated it a few times, frustration building as he gritted his teeth and did his best to steady his shaking hands. Sparks finally ejected from the lighter’s barrel, then flame, which he held to paper.

      It smoldered for a minute but caught fire even in the cold. He dropped the makeshift tinder into the can, and the rest slowly caught fire. Embers flew from the drum barrel into the fresh night sky, and Grant dragged Mocks’s body to the barrel to keep her warm.

      Grant reached for his phone, but the cold bay waters had done their work well, leaving him nothing but a black screen. He patted Mocks down, who was now shivering, a better sign, but when he found her cell phone, it was in the same condition as his. He cursed under his breath and then hobbled away from the warmth of the fire and deeper into the biting wind that had picked up speed.

      When Grant reached the road there was no sign of Stacy or his car, or any other vehicle for that matter. It was nothing but asphalt as far as the eye could see. He glanced down at his watch, which had survived the plunge, and the timer ticked up to ten hours. The next thirty minutes were crucial. He knew Stacy would transport herself and Mallory somewhere new now that she had been found out. It was the only play she had left.

      Grant stumbled down the road, his ragged and tired brain trying to remember any buildings or stores they passed on the way over. But every time he got close to a thought, it was quickly snuffed out by a blast of icy wind.

      Exhausted, Grant collapsed to his knees. The timer on his watch continued to tick away seconds. And every second that passed was one more where Stacy had time to get a head start. Mallory, the girl who had wanted an adventure, was now going to take a trip from hell.

      Grant closed his eyes, and he saw his wife then suddenly felt warmer. Ellen smiled, and he reciprocated, his face tight and numb. She was in the living room, playing the piano. She was so good, and he loved to watch her play. It was her hands. She had the most beautiful hands.

      A pair of headlights appeared down the road, and Grant lifted his head. It looked more like a mirage at first, but the longer he stared and the closer it moved, the more he realized it was real. He waved his hands in the air, stepping out into the road, forcing the car to stop.

      Grant reached for his badge but quickly remembered that Stacy had taken it. He leaned against the hood, his hands warming against the engine as the driver rolled down his window. He wore a jacket and beanie, squinting through a pair of small glasses that rested on the bridge of his nose. “Damn, buddy, are you all right?”

      “I need… your phone.”
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* * *

      By the time medics and the police arrived at the old marina, Grant had run out of paper to burn in the old oil drum, and Mocks had slipped into unconsciousness. The prick who let Grant use the phone bolted the moment the call was over. Had he a coherent mind, Grant would have gotten the license plate number and paid a visit to him later. He had at least been able to take the handcuffs off Mocks though, the key managing to stay in his pocket after the plunge.

      A change of clothes was brought for Grant, and a liaison from Seattle PD arrived to take his statement, though the officer moved a little too slowly for Grant’s taste.

      “It was your squad car that was stolen, Detective?” the officer asked, repeating what Grant had just told him.

      “Yes,” Grant answered, a space blanket wrapped around him and the growing warmth fanned by the flames of frustration. “You need to get on the horn with dispatch and put in a request to lock down my vehicle’s GPS coordinates. It’s registered as an undercover vehicle, so it will have LoJack.”

      The officer asked him something else, but the sound of Mocks awakening on the stretcher in the back of the ambulance stole his attention. He jogged over, his knees still stiff from their icy swim.

      “Let me off this thing,” Mocks said, trying to sit up, but the paramedics kept her down. “I’m fine.”

      “Ma’am, please,” one paramedic started. “You need to—”

      “It’s all right, guys,” Grant said, walking up. When Mocks saw Grant, she relaxed a bit. “Give us a minute, will you?”

      The paramedics nodded and begrudgingly hopped out of their ambulance and into the cold. Once they were gone, Mocks finally collapsed onto her back. Ice still lingered in her hair, and her skin was white as snow. They’d managed to get most of the wet clothes off and replaced them with frumpy wool blankets that made her look like a kid lying in a bed that was much too large for her.

      “They want to take me to the hospital,” Mocks said.

      “And that’s where you’re going,” Grant replied.

      “Like hell I am.” Mocks lifted her head, reaching for the sheets. “I’m going with you.”

      Grant placed his hand over hers. Her skin was still ice to the touch.

      “You’re going to the hospital,” Grant said. “And you don’t have a choice in the matter.” A burst of color returned to her cheeks, and before she had a chance to rebuke his comment, he added, “You told me two years ago that we had each other’s backs. You made me promise that neither one of us would let us do something we knew we couldn’t handle, because it’s not about our stats, or our records, it’s about the people we help.” He placed a hand on her shoulder, and her muscles relaxed. “Remember?”

      Mocks looked away. “You’re a pain in the ass sometimes, you know?”

      Grant smiled. “I know.” He gestured for the paramedics, and they climbed back inside.

      Mocks raised her head to look at him before they closed the doors. “Find her, Grant.”

      “I will.”

      The doors slammed shut, and the ambulance honked its horn, and the driver pulled out onto the road, the lights flashing brightly against the fresh night sky. Grant turned back to the officer who had made his way to his squad car and, much to Grant’s delight, was on the radio. He walked over just as the officer set it down.

      “All right, Detective, I put in the request to track the squad car, and it turns out it only made it about a mile down the road before it was ditched and switched out for another vehicle.”

      “Any traffic cameras nearby?” Grant asked, holding on to the one thread of hope.

      “Just one,” the officer said. “Looks like your girl is driving a 2004 white Toyota Corolla. An APB was put out, and it was sighted outside an apartment complex. Turns out one of the apartments is registered in Stacy West’s name.”

      Grant nearly jumped behind the wheel of the squad car himself. “Let’s go!”
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* * *

      Dozens of police cruisers had circled the old apartment building, blocking off exits, officers establishing a perimeter. The spotlight from the helicopter circling above highlighted the fifth floor, where Stacy’s apartment was located.

      The whole neighborhood was lit up with red and blue lights, and nearly every person in the surrounding houses and duplexes had stepped out of their dwellings. Grant just hoped they wouldn’t get the show they expected.

      Grant pushed his way to the front of the line, where he found the officer in charge, and thanks to a radio command from his captain, the sergeant knew he was coming. His celebrity from the ambassador case didn’t hurt either. There wasn’t a cop in the city who didn’t know who he was.

      “Any visual on Mallory Givens?” Grant asked.

      “Not yet, Detective,” Sergeant Moynahan answered. “We’re still waiting on establishing some form of contact. We’ve tried her cell phone, as well as the apartment’s landline, but haven’t had any luck.”

      “She’s not going to answer,” Grant said, sliding on the bulletproof vest he fished out of the squad car. “We’ll have to get the girl out ourselves. Give me a rundown of the building.”

      The surrounding officers didn’t move, their jaws still slack as they looked to one another. It was the sergeant who finally spoke first. “Detective, we don’t have the authority to do that.” The spotlight from the helicopter flashed briefly overhead. “We have to wait until we hear word from the chief.”

      The hours and stress finally caught up with Grant, and he wrenched the sergeant by the collar. “You know the average statistic of a predator keeping a child alive during a standoff?” He didn’t wait for a response. “Forty percent. Now I don’t know how well you did in math, but I think we can agree that anything below one hundred percent is too low.” He pointed to the building. “That woman is smart, she’s armed, and she’s dangerous. She knows what’s coming.” Grant let the sergeant go and then turned to the others. “We need to throw her off-balance. We wait, and we lose.”

      Sergeant Moynahan looked to the rest of the officers and then glanced down to the radio receiver still in his hand. The others waited for his action, and Grant knew that if he wasn’t on board with the plan, then he’d be going in alone.

      Moynahan set the receiver back inside his squad car. “Officers Milks, Petty, Richards, and Grantham, you’re with us.” He looked to Grant. “We’ll follow you inside.”

      Grant backed toward the building as weapons were being drawn, addressing the men following him. “How many people do we still have in the complex?”

      “At least sixty,” Moynahan said.

      “Where are we at with cutting the power?” Grant asked, gradually gaining speed as he led the six of them to the building’s south entrance. Moynahan radioed for a response, and utilities informed them that power would be off in two minutes.

      The group paused by the stairwell door. News helicopters swarmed overhead alongside the police choppers, the heavy thump of blades overshadowing Grant’s pounding heart. His arms and legs shook with adrenaline. He didn’t feel cold anymore.

      With thirty seconds until power was cut, Grant found himself retracing every step of the case. He’d followed it to the letter in regards to protocol and profiles. And yet, here he was, facing a female abductor who had taken a young girl and used that very same book against him. It was like she knew his moves before he was even going to make them. It was nothing but chance that he found her in time, and when investigations came down to chance, events grew chaotic.

      The light above the stairwell door cut off, and Grant flung the door open, leading the charge inside. The illuminated circular ends of flashlights revealed the narrow staircase and the five flights of stairs they needed to ascend.

      Boots collided against the steps silently but quickly. The stairwell retained a damp coldness worse than outside. The light drip of water into a puddle signaled a leak somewhere, and judging by the warped guardrail to the stairs and the graffiti sprayed on the walls, this place was one building inspection away from being condemned.

      Empty beer cans and liquor bottles huddled in the corners. The smell of human waste drifted past Grant’s nostrils a few times, and each whiff agitated the sour pit in his stomach. They passed the second floor, then the third and fourth, and when Grant’s flashlight highlighted the number five on the wall to the right of the floor’s exit, he paused.

      The officers clustered at the door and lowered their flashlights along with their pistols. Grant motioned the sergeant close.

      “What’s the apartment number?” Grant asked.

      “Five-twenty-two. It’ll be on the left when we exit into the hallway.”

      Grant nodded. “You do not fire until we have the girl, and you do not fire unless you have a clear shot. Understood?”

      Nods answered in response, and Grant slowly reached for the door handle. “Let’s move.” He pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway, the light from his flashlight bouncing across the floor and walls in time with his steps.

      Even with the aid of the flashlight, his eyes strained in the darkness as he counted down the apartment numbers on either side of the hall, all of which still had people inside, sitting in their living rooms or bedrooms and scared to death.

      All it would take was one stray bullet through one of the paper-thin walls of the complex to trigger a chain of events that would lead down a bloody path. But in the time frame given, they couldn’t measure all the variables. They had to act. They had to get the girl now.

      Five-twenty-two finally appeared on Grant’s right, and he held up his hand, halting the advance of the officers behind him. He approached slowly, checking the doorframe for any cracks or breaks, any sign that the woman may have laid a trap.

      Once cleared, he motioned the rest of the officers close. Three officers stacked up against one another on either side of the door. Grant curled his fingers around the door knob and gave a gentle twist. The knob gave way, and Grant paused one last time, drawing in a breath. This was it.

      Grant thrust the door open, leading the charge through a narrow hallway that opened up into a living room. And the first thing his flashlight fell across was Mallory Givens sitting on a worn and tattered couch with duct tape over her mouth, and her wrists and ankles as well. But what caused Grant to lower his pistol and flashlight were the bricks of C-4 strapped to the twelve-year-old girl’s chest.

      Sitting next to Mallory on the couch, as calm and still as water, with her arm stretched out and holding a detonator with her thumb over the trigger, was Stacy. “Everyone except the detective out, or we all go up in flames.”

      The officers froze. Every person in the room was one breath away from pulling the trigger, or in Stacy’s case, letting go.

      “Detective Grant?” Sergeant Moynahan asked.

      “Do as she says,” Grant answered. “And get as many people out of the building as you can.” Slowly, one by one, the officers obeyed, retreating out the door and closing it once they were gone.

      With the three of them alone, Grant turned his attention to Mallory, who shivered uncontrollably. She sniffled through her nose, and her red eyes and puffy cheeks revealed she’d been crying. “It’s going to be all right, Mallory. I promise.”

      The girl gave her head a gentle nod but then shuddered when Stacy touched the back of her neck.

      “She’s doing just fine,” Stacy said, stroking the girl’s hair. “This is something she’s been looking forward to for a very long time.” A single tear rolled down the little girl’s cheek as she shut her eyes. Stacy turned back toward Grant, her arm still outstretched with her finger over the trigger. “You’re a difficult man to get rid of. But I suppose I only have myself to blame. Keeping the flowers was reckless.” She shook her head. “I didn’t adhere to the rules. If I had just waited one more day like everyone else—” She shut her eyes. “It doesn’t matter now.”

      Grant’s heart rate and blood pressure skyrocketed. Despite his eyes adjusting to the darkness, black crawled over his vision. It was the first warning sign just before someone passed out or had a heart attack. He gritted his teeth and leaned up against the wall, the only way he could stay upright.

      “The website you visited,” Grant asked. “What was it?”

      Stacy inched closer to Mallory on the couch and put her arm around the girl like the two were friends. The intimacy triggered another spasm of revulsion from Mallory as well as Grant. “It’s a gateway into a world that was once shut to many, but is now open.” She leaned forward and placed her hand on Mallory’s leg. “For me it was a way to learn how to get what I wanted. A class of seduction”—she dug her nails into Mallory’s bare flesh—“and law. I even learned about you.”

      “That’s very thorough of you,” Grant said.

      “The website suggests researching the missing person detectives in the areas where you’re going to abduct,” Stacy said. “See how good they are, learn their patterns, their history. And you have quite the history, Detective Grant. Fifteen years on the force. Ten as a detective, eight in homicide.” Stacy frowned, feigning concern. “But then two years ago something happened. Your wife died. Car accident, and you went off the deep end.”

      Grant tightened his grip over the pistol and flashlight.

      “But there was something odd about the sudden shift in your career,” Stacy said. “You were great in Homicide. And while the death of a spouse is tragic, your behavior went beyond normal grief. Which meant that there was more. And I was right.”

      Grant trembled, the black spots growing larger over his eyes. His heart pounded in his chest. “I should have been in that car with her.”

      “That’s right,” Stacy said. “And then you could have died along with your pregnant wife, like one big happy family.”

      The gun and flashlight dropped to the floor, and Grant fell to his knees. Tears filled his eyes, and he sobbed. He still remembered the call he received at the precinct. He still remembered how brutalized Ellen’s body was on the coroner’s table when he identified the body; her eight-month pregnant body. And he still remembered how his heart cracked when the doctor told him that the injuries to Ellen’s womb were so severe that the baby inside was pulverized beyond anything recognizable. There wasn’t anything left to bury.

      Grant wiped his eyes, and Stacy laughed. “Don’t look so glum, Detective.”

      “So what now?” Grant asked, sniffling and trying to recompose himself. “The game is over. No matter what you do. You escape, you’ll be hunted. You kill the girl, you’ll receive the same treatment. You let your thumb off the trigger, and we all die. Was that the point?”

      “The point is to extend the inevitable,” Stacy said. “That’s always been the point.” She shook her head in frustration. “It’s what you do every day in your job. You try and extend people’s lives.” She turned and smiled at Mallory. “Like hers.” Stacy stood and took two steps closer to Grant but was mindful to stay out of reach should he decide to make a move. “You’re going to walk us out of here. Then, we’re going to get in your car and drive until we either run out of fuel or the authorities stop following us.”

      “And if they don’t stop following us?” Grant asked, already knowing full well that they wouldn’t, no matter what she did.

      “Then we start all over,” Stacy said. “Stand up, take four steps backward, and leave the gun.”

      Grant complied, and he watched Stacy pick up the gun and then aim it toward Grant.

      “Now, undo the tape around Mallory’s legs,” Stacy said.

      Grant knelt and fiddled with the duct tape with his nails, but eventually had to tear it with his teeth. Once on her feet, Mallory kept close to Grant, and he had a better look at the device strapped to her chest, but the new proximity wouldn’t help him defuse it. If he wanted to stop it from blowing up, then he had to get his finger on that detonator.

      “Move,” Stacy said, keeping the pistol aimed at the back of Grant’s head.

      The trio emerged into the hall, and Grant noticed the open doors they passed, which told him the officers had cleared anyone still inside the building. He was glad for that.

      By the time they reached the stairwell for the descent, Mallory could barely put one foot in front of another. She whimpered through the piece of duct tape and trembled violently.

      Grant knew he was running out of time. The moment they stepped outside, things would only worsen. There would be a chase then a standoff, and then Stacy would be backed into her last corner and blow all three of them off the face of the earth.

      “How many others have taken this class of yours?” Grant asked, his voice echoing in the stairwell as he took the first step down.

      “It’s not my class,” Stacy answered. “I don’t know who runs it. And even if you were to survive all of this, you’d never find out either.” She sounded disappointed. “I am very good with programming code, and I can tell you that whoever designed the site was a genius. The security algorithms would make anyone’s head spin.”

      “You admire him?” Grant asked as they reached the fourth floor, his eyes scanning the corners for those empty glass bottles. “This teacher?”

      “Could be a her,” Stacy said. “Though statistically that’s not likely. I recognize I’m a bit of an anomaly, but I’m not the only one.” There was a hint of a smile in her tone. “You’d be surprised how many people search for the ability to live out the fantasies they keep to themselves.”

      Grant kept one hand on Mallory’s shoulder and made sure his body shielded hers from Stacy’s aim, not that it mattered if he couldn’t get the detonator. They passed the third floor, and if he remembered correctly, there was an empty fifth of Jack Daniels on the second floor. If he could get it without her noticing, then he might have a chance.

      “Getting quiet on me,” Stacy said. “Whatever you’re thinking, I would recommend against it.”

      Grant made sure to keep the flashlight off as they neared the second floor, and he squinted, praying he could find the bottle in time. He’d only get one shot at it.

      “I am thinking,” Grant said. “I’m thinking about how you did all of this work and you’re so willing to accept the outcome of losing.”

      “I told you I—”

      “I know what you told me. I just think that all of this is useless to avoid the inevitable. At least my inevitable has a chance,” Grant said, goading her forward. “Yours doesn’t. They know who you are now, and they’ll never stop hunting you, no matter how far or how long you run.”

      “Shut up,” Stacy said, taking a step closer and pressing the gun against the back of Grant’s skull.

      “I mean, for you to just lose everything and for it to come apart so quickly after all of that planning, I can’t imagine that you’ll have any peace once this is done,” Grant said.

      “I said shut up!” Stacy pressed the barrel of the pistol against the back of his head even harder.

      Mallory placed her left foot on the platform of the second floor, and Grant eyed the Jack Daniels bottle from earlier. With his hand still on Mallory’s shoulder, Grant stepped on the back of her foot, and she tripped forward. He stumbled in the same motion to help catch her, his body blocking the view of him snagging the empty bottle in the process.

      “Get up!” Stacy said, her shrill scream echoing over the dark walls.

      Grant made sure Mallory didn’t hit the floor hard, and when he helped her up he kept the bottle tucked in the hand that held her shoulder, which he still blocked from Stacy’s view.

      “Are you all right?” Grant asked, giving Mallory a light pat on the shoulder. “That could have been bad.” The pressure point from the end of Stacy’s pistol returned to the base of Grant’s skull.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Stacy asked.

      For a moment Grant was sure that she’d seen him reach for the bottle and that it would erode the last piece of sanity from her mind and send all three of them to hell. But how could have she seen it? It was dark, his body was in the way, there were too many—

      “I said what the fuck are you doing!” Stacy repeated, screaming.

      Grant tried to keep his voice calm. “She fell. I was just helping.” He remained still, the pressure from the gun keeping him in place. Mallory froze as well and whimpered through the duct tape.

      “Well, keep her upright, or I’ll put a bullet through your brain here and now,” Stacy said.

      But Grant knew different. The moment she fired the gun, the entire police force would come raining down on her head, damn the consequences of what happened next. Someone would shoot. Someone would get trigger happy. And then boom.

      “I will,” Grant answered then nudged Mallory forward, the bottle still clutched tight in his hand. The bottom floor neared, and Grant knew he’d have to make a move quickly. The best bet would be when they reached the door. It would provide more movement than Stacy could keep track of. It all came down to him just getting his hand over the detonator before she could let go. No matter what.

      Mallory reached for the door handle, her hand shaking, and every muscle in Grant’s body tensed. Grant purposely held Mallory back, slowing her down and making all three of their bodies cluster at the door. Grant was waiting for one moment, just the right one where he had a half-second jump on her. That was all he needed.

      “Go on!” Stacy said. “Move!”

      Stacy thrust the pistol forward past the left side of Grant’s face, and that was his chance.

      All in one movement, Grant smashed the heavy glass bottle to the side of Stacy’s face while his free hand closed a fist around the thumb that held the detonator in place. A gunshot fired, and the percussion reverberated so loudly Grant thought his eardrums would burst. The only thing he concentrated on during the one and a half seconds of contact was making sure that thumb didn’t come off the button.

      Grant and Stacy dropped to the floor, and Grant felt a pop in his left shoulder in the collision. A white flash blinded him, followed quickly by a sharp pain down his entire left side. The muscles in Stacy’s arm had gone limp, and blood covered the right side of her face where the bottle had made contact. She lolled her head back and forth, and while the sharp pain in Grant’s shoulder kept him frozen in place, he reached his left hand to the detonator.

      But Stacy aimed the pistol at Grant the moment he moved, and he was forced to divert his effort to snatch her wrist as the two grappled for the gun. With her finger still over the trigger, Stacy fired three shots into the air until a cluster of S.W.A.T. officers barged in.

      Assault rifles spat bullets, and gunshots thundered like fireworks. In the midst of the firefight, Grant felt another sharp pain, this one on the right side of his abdomen. But through it all he focused all his strength on his left hand, keeping it clamped over Stacy’s, over the detonator. When he looked at her face her eyes were open, but nothing except a lifeless expression looked back. She was dead. The bomb didn’t go off. Mallory was safe.
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      The moment Dana Givens saw her daughter in the back of the ambulance, Grant didn’t think a reinforced steel door would have held the mother back, let alone the two officers watching over the girl as the paramedics examined her. The pair embraced, then cried, kissed, and cried some more.

      When it was all said and done, the girl was unharmed. The emotional scars would take a long time to heal, but Grant was glad nothing physical happened to the girl. It could have been a lot worse.

      Grant watched the reunion unfold from the back of his own ambulance. The pain in his right abdomen turned out to be a bullet from one of the S.W.A.T. members that barely grazed his love handle, and the crack in his left shoulder was nothing more than a dislocation. It hurt more going back in than it did coming out.

      One of the officers from the raid walked over to the Givens girls and escorted her and the mother to a squad car. Neither were aware of anything other than each other, and Grant was glad the two were reunited. There would be time to question them later, but for now it was best to let the girl go.

      The phone in Grant’s pocket buzzed, and he jumped from the vibration. It was Mocks. Before he answered, he turned back to the paramedic. “Am I all set?”

      “You’re good,” he said.

      “Thanks,” Grant lowered his shirt and answered the call. “I didn’t think hospital patients could have cell phones?”

      “They make exceptions for officers,” Mocks answered. “And also for people who raise hell.”

      “How are you feeling?” Grant slid off the back of the ambulance and wobbled forward. His legs felt like wet noodles.

      “Better, but I heard I missed a lot of excitement,” Mocks said, her voice tired. “So is the ambassador going to give you two medals tomorrow or what?”

      Grant grinned. “Maybe. I’m on quite the streak.”

      “Well, let’s hope your hand stays hot.”

      He didn’t like Mocks’s tone or the phrasing. “What are you talking about?”

      “Remember the website that was blocked on the youth pastor’s computer?” Mocks asked.

      “Yeah,” Grant answered.

      “I just got off the phone with Cyber, and they managed to get through. It’s some kind of class where you can learn how to abduct kids. It’s got everything from how to seduce them, where to look for them, and how to make it look like you’re not doing anything wrong.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Grant said, whispering to himself.

      “And that’s not even the worst part,” Mocks replied. “The site has a subscription list with the usernames of all the ‘students’ that come to learn.”

      Grant didn’t want to ask the question, but he had to know. “How many?”

      “Over one hundred,” Mocks answered.

      The normal sour pit and steel-winged butterflies that filled his stomach at this type of news returned in full force. Grant looked down at his watch, where the timer for the Givens case was still running. He stopped the timer then cleared it, resetting everything back to zero. What came next would be a different beast, one that he’d never encountered before.
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      Parker read the address one more time, making sure he had it right. He wiped his palm onto his pants. He couldn’t stop sweating. The writing on the paper had faded. He didn’t know why he wrote it in pencil.

      He crumpled the piece of paper and reminded himself of the five grand that was waiting for him after he was done. It was a lot of money for one job. And there was the potential for more if he was successful. It dark money though. Real dark.

      Parker grew up Catholic. His grandfather and grandmother had raised him and forced him to go to church twice a week. Each visit warranted a confession of his sins. He repented and the priest would absolve him, and Parker would leave.

      Parker never understood how the priest just sat there and listened to all the terrible things that people did. He imagined it was a hell of a weight to carry, knowing everyone’s secrets and keeping them to yourself. If Parker was forced to listen to everyone’s troubles, he imagined he would have blown his fucking brains out a long time ago. He could barely handle his own issues, let alone that of a whole community. But that was why he never went into the priesthood, a piece of disappointing news for his grandmother. She’d be rolling in her grave if she saw what he was doing now.

      The parking lot mall was busy. Saturday was always a big shopping day. Parker sat in his truck and leaned back low in the seat. He was a big guy, nearly filling up the whole cabin, and he grew more uncomfortable the longer he sat. He was wedged in a spot between a sports car and a minivan, but his truck was high enough to see over both, giving him a three hundred sixty-degree view of the cars that passed and jockeyed for what few parking spaces remained.

      One altercation prompted a man to leave his car and threaten another driver that took his spot. It was all just words though. The moment Parker got a good look at the guy, he knew there wouldn’t be any trouble. He always knew who was a pussy and who wasn’t afraid to bleed.

      Parker glanced down to his hand and the white gauze that covered his fresh ink. He patted the puffy bandage with his finger and winced upon contact. He’d gotten it earlier this morning, sealing his fate. He was part of the group now, and the only way out was six feet under. But this wasn’t his first go-around with dangerous company.

      The rap sheet filed somewhere in his probation officer’s cabinet told the same story of most parentless kids. Spent some time in juvie for burglary and destruction of property, did a stint at the state pen a few years back for grand theft. But he couldn’t put all of that blame on the back of his nowhere-to-be-found parents. And it wasn’t like his grandparents didn’t try and do their part. The old crows loved him, were good to him, gave him every opportunity in the world. But he just didn’t listen.

      Booze, girls, and rock ’n roll were all he cared about during high school, which he didn’t hang around long enough to finish. Once he dropped out, his grandparents stopped trying so hard. He figured they finally understood he was a lost cause. That was fine with him.

      They let him stay in the house until he was eighteen. There wasn’t much talking that last year together, but there was always food in the fridge and leftovers waiting for him on the stove with a note from his grandmother that had his name on it circled in a heart.

      Parker’s stomach soured at the memory, and he pressed the back of his hand to his mouth to keep the vomit at bay. He was a long way from those days.

      It was funny how he still remembered all those things so vividly. He guessed he was lucky that the drugs and booze hadn’t rotted all of his mind, though he figured it wouldn’t be much longer until it did. Maybe he wouldn’t live long enough to find out. There was something comforting about that notion.

      The sun grew higher and hotter in the sky, warming the inside of his truck. Parker cranked the manual lever to lower the window and caught a cool breeze that drifted by. It was a gorgeous day outside. A rarity in Seattle for the month of March.

      Hordes of people funneled in and out of the mall’s entrance, and it became harder for Parker to keep track of all the movement. If he missed her, then he would have to do it somewhere else. But that went against the plan, and the new tattoo on his hand was a reminder of what happened when those plans changed. Best to do what they had told him to do in the first place.

      A gaggle of girls in the middle of the crowd exiting the mall caught his attention, and Parker leaned forward. There were a few bodies blocking the face, and when the fat man in the Seahawks jersey finally shuffled out of the way, Parker saw her.

      Annie Mauer was in the middle of her friends, all of them holding bags from whatever teeny-bop store had the hottest trends these days. All four of them held coffees, smiling and giggling about nonsense. They followed the crowd toward the bus stop on the other end of the parking lot where they would catch their ride home, and Parker started his truck to follow.

      With Parker’s attention focused on the girls, he missed the white sedan speeding down the parking lot. A horn blared and Parker slammed on the brakes.

      The driver behind the wheel of the white sedan waved his hands in circles, mouthing something that would have gotten him shot if Parker wasn’t in a hurry. The sedan passed, and Parker returned to his search for the little blonde girl amidst the sea of bodies.

      Parker sped through the parking lot, hoping to reach the bus stop before the girl did. He would have snagged her while she was walking in the crowd, but that opportunity was lost. He had to improvise now.

      The truck screeched to a halt in a parking spot right behind the bench where the bus stop was located. Parker kept the engine running as he turned to look for the girl. His heart beat faster the longer he didn’t see her, and he squeezed the steering wheel so tight that the bandage on his left hand popped off, exposing the black spider web tattoo that was still bloodied from the morning’s session.

      Parker pressed the bandage back down over his skin. He looked to his left, and there walked Annie Mauer and her friends. He turned his head away and reached for the hat that he tucked low over his head. He flipped his collar up and opened his door just a crack.

      Annie would pass right by him, so caught up in her conversation about boys, or music, or whatever kind of shit that little girls talked about, to even notice the fact that he was near. She stayed in the middle, which wasn’t ideal for a quick grab, but Parker had a long reach. She didn’t look heavier than seventy pounds.

      The sweats worsened, and Parker kept his eyes locked on Annie in his side mirror as she stepped within reach. He thrust the door open and knocked over the closest two girls to the asphalt.

      Parker wrapped his meaty hand around Annie’s arm and pulled her toward him. She was heavier than he expected, but even with his sensitive left hand, he managed to get her over his lap and into the passenger seat.

      The girls screamed, and Annie kicked and thrashed inside the truck. Parker shifted into reverse, balancing one hand on the wheel while the other was busy subduing the girl, and caught a glance in his rearview mirror.

      The girls had their phones out, recording him. Distracted, Annie kicked him in the ribs, and Parker slammed on the brakes. He backhanded her so hard she slammed into the passenger side door.

      “Stop it!” Parker said, shifting into drive and pulling out into traffic as he ran a red light that nearly wrecked him.

      The girl’s eyes welled up with tears, and a red lump appeared on her cheek. She curled up into a ball in the farthest corner away from him and cried.

      Parker kept both hands on the wheel, adrenaline rushing through his veins. His chest raised and lowered with each heavy breath, and he changed lanes, quickly getting off the main road, and slowed his speed. He had the girl. Now he just had to get to the drop off point.

      “What do you want?” Annie sniffled through choked sobs, her knees tucked into her chest with her feet on the seat. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Shut. Up.” Parker cast her a hard side-eye, and the girl shriveled up into nothing. “The more you talk, the worse it will be for you. Got it?”

      The girl trembled, silently sobbing to herself. Parker reached for the crumpled paper with the address on it one last time. It was in the middle of nowhere, and a place he would learn to know well if today was successful. But there were a few snags now.

      People saw his truck, hell, maybe people saw his face. No doubt those little bitches had already called the police. Plus they had him on video. He had to ditch the truck.

      Parker spotted a van parked behind a seafood restaurant. It looked old enough for him to hotwire without any problems. He pulled up next to it, and the abrupt stop jerked the girl into the dashboard. He shoved her out of the way and reached into the glove box. He removed the pistol and searched for anything with his name on it. He paused for a moment as the girl’s eyes were locked on the gun, and then he remembered what they had said.

      Scare them to the point of torture. We want to break them so we can mold them into whatever we want. The event needs to be traumatic so it changes them. Do whatever it takes.

      Parker pressed the end of the pistol’s barrel against the side of Annie’s head, and the girl moaned with grief. He grabbed her chin with his free hand and squeezed hard, keeping the pressure from the pistol against her skull.

      “Listen to me very carefully,” Parker said, the tears from the girl’s eyes causing his grip to loosen on her chin. “You are going to meet some bad people. They’re gonna do things to you, and it’s better to just go with the flow from now on, all right? The more trouble you cause, the more they will hurt you. And I’m not talking a spanking like mommy and daddy used to give you. Real bad stuff. Real pain. Understand?”

      The girl trembled. Parker pulled the little girl’s face closer to his until they touched noses. Freckles spotted her cheeks, and even with her eyes bloodshot, he saw the rich brown color they were. “Do. You. Understand?”

      Annie shut both eyes, two more tears streaming down the corners, and nodded.

      “Good,” Parker said. He slowly removed his hand, and then the pistol. “Get out.” He retreated, and the girl did as she was told. Parker pocketed the truck keys and then stuffed Annie in the middle row of van seats. He pulled a roll of duct tape from his cargo pants and bound the girl’s tiny hands together, then did the same to her feet. He sidled up to the driver’s side door, which was unlocked, and pried open the dash underneath, exposing the wires.

      It’d been a while since he’d hotwired a car, and it took a few tries, but he finally sparked the engine to life. He looked back in the middle row of seats and saw that the girl had lain down, curled up into a ball. Her face was wet and her eyes were still red, but her expression was stoic.

      Parker had seen that look before. He’d even worn it a few times. Your mind reached a threshold where it just couldn’t take any more, so you burrowed inside yourself. It was the only way to cope, because the alternative was insanity.

      As they drove to the meeting point, Parker’s mind drifted back to the priest of his childhood. He wondered if the holy man ever heard any of the really bad stuff, stuff like he’d done over the past few years. And if the priest did, Parker wondered what he thought of those people that he saw on Sundays. All of those vile creatures sitting in his church, filling his pews, nodding and singing and chanting all of that bullshit. It was all just a show. Just a game people played to make themselves feel better. The only god and devil in this world were the ones people created for themselves, and Parker had already chosen sides.
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      The crowd turnout was larger than expected and turned the auditorium into standing room only. Guest speakers, press, politicians, anyone who was anyone was at the ceremony. Congratulations were thrown around, all the appropriate agencies patting themselves on the back. It wasn’t every day that an ambassador’s daughter was rescued. But the longer the ceremony continued, the more anxious Detective Chase Grant became. He didn’t like the spotlight. Loathed it, really.

      Grant was the youngest man on the stage by at least ten years and, standing at six feet, was the tallest. Still, at thirty-five years old, he understood he was no spring chicken, but he’d kept in decent shape, unlike the public servants surrounding him. However, Grant’s complexion was much paler than his fake-tan counterparts. A bi-product of Seattle’s weather and basking in a fluorescent glow for hours at his desk.

      The press in the front row snapped pictures. Grant didn’t smile. It was hard to think about anything other than the new case he’d stumbled into just the day before. It was unprecedented.

      Grant twirled the gold band on his left ring finger and tried to ignore the tie choking his neck. He glanced to his left and examined the exit just off stage. He’d need to get there quickly. The line of politicians to his right, which included the ambassador, Senator Pierfoy, and the mayor himself would be eager to extend the event with photo-ops. Grant intended to avoid it.

      “And so in closing,” Mayor Brugsby said. “I want to thank everyone involved in the successful rescue of Ambassador Mujave’s daughter and returning her safely to her family. None more so than Detective Chase Grant, whose input and expertise brought a speedy end to a horrible nightmare. And for his efforts, I present to him Seattle’s highest honor, the Medal of Valor.”

      Grant gave a light bow as the medal was ceremoniously placed around his neck. Applause. Pictures. More congratulations, and then a slow exhale as Grant ducked off stage and headed toward the exit, his hand in his pocket to retrieve his phone. He’d kept it on silent, so if Mocks had called him with an update—

      “Detective Grant!”

      Grant stopped and closed his eyes. So close. He turned slowly as the mayor’s press secretary, Stephanie Gutz, jogged toward him with a clipboard and headset.

      She grabbed Grant’s arm and tugged him back toward the front of the stage. “You need to say a few words to the press.”

      Grant stood his ground. “The department has already made a statement.” He placed a gentle hand over hers and carefully removed her claws from his jacket. “I have to get back to work.”

      Grant made it one step before she blocked his path, hands clasped together, begging for him to stay.

      “Please! Your picture tested so well with our focus groups. You have no idea how good this will make the mayor look, especially with his campaign for re-election kicking off next week. We need the momentum.” Stephanie paused and then leaned in closer. “The mayor doesn’t forget things like this, Detective. It could be beneficial for you in the future.”

      There were a number of reasons that Grant could have given Stephanie to avoid the dance of Q&A with the press, but there was only one that mattered. Reporters liked to dig, and the more they dug into Grant’s past, the more they would find. And it was a past Grant preferred to keep buried.

      “I appreciate the offer, Ms. Gutz, but I really have to be going,” Grant said, subconsciously grabbing the wedding ring still on his left hand. “There’s another case I’m working on, and it really can’t wait.”

      Stephanie’s eyes grew wider. “Anything you’d like to share? You’ve been on quite the roll lately.”

      “Have a good day, Ms. Gutz.” Grant left the woman with her arms flapping at her sides, exasperated. He headed toward the rear exit door where his undercover sedan was parked when another voice bellowed his name.

      “Detective Grant!”

      Grant sighed, turning around. “I really don’t— Mr. Ambassador. My apologies.”

      “I was hoping to catch you before you left.” Ambassador Mujave was the shortest on stage, but his booming voice and warm grin compensated for what he lacked in stature. He was the only politician that Grant had ever met that didn’t make his skin crawl.

      “What can I help you with?” Grant asked.

      The pomp and circumstance faded, and the tone of a father emerged as he pulled Grant aside. “I just wanted to thank you again for what you did.” He rolled the tips of his fingers together as he spoke, looking down at his shoes. “My wife wanted to be here to thank you personally as well, but she hasn’t left Dalisay’s side since she was returned to us.” He swallowed. “Since you returned her to us.”

      “It was a group effort,” Grant said. “The FBI laid some solid groundwork.”

      “The FBI had no idea who took her or where to look,” Mujave said. “Even their lead investigator told me that he couldn’t have done it without you.”

      Grant remembered the special agent in charge, Chad Hickem. He was a mountain of a man, but friendly enough. “That was kind of him to say.”

      “Detective, the motivation for my attendance here today extended beyond expressing my gratitude.” Mujave paused, his hands clasped together, his brown eyes intently focused on Grant. “I’ve spoken to a number of your coworkers and commanding officers, and it appears you have quite the reputation with the Seattle PD.” He smiled. “You’re very good at your job. The best.”

      Grant ran a hand through the thick and wavy head of hair that was as black as the ambassador’s suit. “I’ve been fortunate with some breaks.”

      “I’m not sure fortunate is the right word, Detective,” Mujave said. “Your superiors call you the bloodhound.” He tapped the side of his nose. “They say you’re relentless.”

      Grant shifted uneasily. He could only take so much praise in one day, and he was itching to check his phone to see what Mocks had learned. “Most of the missing persons I deal with are children. Abductions by strangers are typically traumatic. The quicker I find those kids, the faster they can start healing.”

      “A parent’s grief is a powerful tool,” Mujave said, his words slow. “Perhaps that’s what propelled you to switch departments and join missing persons. Your wife was pregnant when she passed, yes?”

      It was the very same question Grant had hoped to avoid with the press. “Eight months.” Grant’s voice caught on the last word, and he cleared his throat.

      “I’m very sorry for your loss,” Mujave said. “It was a car accident?”

      Grant nodded. “A semi-truck driver fell asleep at the wheel. My wife and daughter were killed on impact.”

      Mujave gripped Grant by the arms and stepped intimately close for a pair that had only met twice. But there was a genuine concern on the ambassador’s face, and it was very calming.

      “Your pain has helped many other families,” Mujave said. “Mine included. But I want you to do more. I want to offer you a job.”

      Grant furrowed his brow. “I’m afraid I’m not much of a politician.”

      Mujave smiled. “No, you’re not.” The ambassador stepped away from Grant, his head down, again quickly rolling the tips of his fingers together. “My country has a terrible problem, and I’m afraid it’s become intertwined with your own.” He spun on his heel, looking up at Grant. “Right here in your very city in fact.”

      “What problem?” Grant asked.

      “Every year, hundreds of women and young children are taken from the Philippines, plucked from their homes and families, some as young as eight or nine, and sold as sex slaves that are trafficked around the Pacific, including the United States.” Mujave’s eyes misted, but his voice didn’t break. “It would be a great opportunity for you. Both professionally and financially.”

      Grant covered the wedding ring on his left hand with his right. “I appreciate the opportunity, Ambassador, but I have plenty of work here in Seattle.”

      Mujave nodded and reached inside his pocket. “If you change your mind, give my office a call. Do your best to not misplace the card.” He leaned closer and pointed to the number. “It has my personal cell.” He flashed that wide political grin. “Thank you again, Detective Grant. You have done more for me than I could ever repay.”

      Grant nodded his thanks and escaped the auditorium without further obstruction. He flipped his collar to shield himself from the cold wind blowing outside. Despite the sun, it hadn’t warmed past forty degrees, though Grant was thankful the rain finally stopped. He flipped over the card Mujave had given him and read the scribble on the backside. There were two words written on it: Polaris Project.

      Grant had heard of it. The organization had an office based here in Seattle. He had heard reports through some of the other precincts of the sex trafficking issue the ambassador mentioned and how it had quickly turned into an epidemic along the West Coast.

      The individuals that were kidnapped in the Philippines and other parts of Asia were funneled through Seattle’s port. After they were given fake identification, they were shipped down south. Massage parlors were the biggest cover up. Almost all of them operated without a license, and they popped up like weeds choking the communities where they were housed.

      When Grant was still with Homicide, he stumbled into one of those places from a case he was working. The women were packed inside the tiny buildings like sardines. Sleeping bags and piles of clothes lined the floors. They were all Asian and scared to death.

      None of them spoke any English, and even when the translator arrived, they kept silent. The people who owned them had threatened them into silence. The girls were whipped, beaten, verbally abused, whatever it took to ensure their obedience.

      After the raid, Grant turned the case over to the Special Victims Unit and the FBI. A few days later, he heard that three of the women they brought into custody had committed suicide. They were so desperate to escape their captors that they believed death was their best way out. Grant couldn’t imagine a monster like that, but he wouldn’t mind finding the person responsible.

      “Detective Grant!”

      Grant’s hand froze on his car door handle. He turned slowly, only his eyes visible behind the upturned collar, bracing for the hordes of reporters.

      But it wasn’t paparazzi. It was an older gentleman shuffling after him, waving his hand in the air. He wore a dark suit with a bright purple tie. As he moved closer, Grant also noticed a flag pin on the man’s lapel. It didn’t take long for Grant to fill in the rest of the blanks.

      “Senator Pierfoy,” Grant said. “What can I do for you?”

      The old senator consumed Grant’s hand with his own and gave it three hearty pumps. “I just wanted to thank you again for all that you’ve done.” He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “Maybe have you come around to the front so I can snap a few pictures with the press while standing next to Seattle’s favorite son?”

      Grant gave a light-hearted smile and pulled his hand back from the senator’s. “I’m afraid I’m in the middle of something right now.” He turned, but the senator leaned his heavy body against Grant’s car door to keep it shut.

      “I saw you speaking with the ambassador. Most likely about that job?” Pierfoy asked. “I hope you haven’t given him an answer yet.”

      “I have,” Grant said. “It was no.”

      Pierfoy sighed. “Well, that’s a relief.” He straightened his jacket and lifted his chin. “I’ll make this brief then, seeing as your disdain for this kind of talk is well known. I want to promote you. To Captain.”

      Grant’s jaw went slack, and Pierfoy laughed.

      “I’m glad I can still surprise people,” Pierfoy said. “My wife says I’m too predictable. Glad I can prove the old cow wrong.”

      Grant held up his hand. “Senator, I don’t feel comfortable taking that large of a leap. Especially over Lieutenant Furst. He’s well liked by the officers. Me included.”

      “Oh god, no,” Senator said, his guffaw exaggerated. “You wouldn’t take over your current precinct. No, no, no. What I’m talking about is something new.”

      “Senator, I appreciate—”

      “The ambassador’s heart is in the right place, but there is a more pressing issue in our city that needs to be addressed, and that’s the drug epidemic,” Pierfoy said. “We are the hub for opioid use and production for the entire western United States. It is an epidemic that is eroding the very foundation of our communities, and it won’t be long before they collapse under their own weight.”

      “Sir, I don’t have much experience with drugs,” Grant said.

      “No, you don’t,” Pierfoy replied, then lifted his finger and pressed it against Grant’s chest. “But you’re skilled in finding people. And with your previous background in Homicide, I know you have the stomach for the more violent crime scenes. And during the department exchange program, you logged more hours with S.W.A.T. than any other detective in the state. I know you don’t have any trouble banging on doors. Both on and off the clock.”

      Grant shook his head. “Off the clock?”

      Pierfoy lowered his voice and raised an eyebrow. “I’m quite familiar with your past, Detective. Even the unsavory parts.”

      Grant stiffened. He should have known better. You couldn’t outrun time. The seconds ticked away like drops of blood from an IV, and once it was done, so were you.

      “I want you to end this war on drugs, Detective,” Pierfoy said. “Help me give the communities back to the people who want them to be a safer place for their families. Help me end this violent war we have raging across our entire state. I know you could do a lot of good.”

      Before Grant answered, the senator held up his hands and backed away. “Just think about it. I know you have a lot on your plate, but it would be a disservice to give your answer so quickly, like you did with the ambassador. I’m in a hurry to get this done, but I’m willing to wait until I get the right people.” He flashed a grin, but it lacked the well-natured smile of the ambassador’s.

      Grant lowered himself into the driver seat of his cruiser, his mind sifting through the morning’s events and the past twenty-four hours. Grant knew offers like these were inevitable. He was aware of his skill at the job, but no matter how low of a profile he kept, he couldn’t hide the results of his work. Work which required his attention.
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* * *

      The precinct was busy. More movement than usual. There hadn’t been any call-ins yet, but Mocks felt it brewing. And it made her nervous.

      Detective Susan Mullocks leaned back in her chair, which practically swallowed her whole. She’d always been small, and it had always pissed her off, though she’d reached a level of acceptance now that she was pushing thirty. She rocked slowly back and forth as she flicked the lever of the green Bic lighter in her left hand. The flame appeared and disappeared in rhythmic strokes. Mocks’s hand performed the ritual involuntary. Old habits died hard.

      She tucked her shortly cropped brown hair behind her ears, which exposed a small, pretty face. Freckles spotted her pale cheeks, and she kept her green eyes on the phone. In her two years with Missing Persons she’d spoken to dozens of parents, but this time felt different. This time she knew it was coming, and that knowledge only worsened the anxiety.

      Mocks pocketed the lighter and reached into the bottom drawer of her desk. She removed a fresh pack of strawberry Pop-Tarts and discarded the wrapper on the growing pile of trash on her desk. The other officers joked that she ate like a NFL linebacker but never put on any weight. She cursed that when she was younger. Now she clung to it for dear life.

      She opened her mouth to take a bite when her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. She hesitated when she saw the name on the screen. She wasn’t in the mood to open this particular can of worms right now. But she knew that putting it off would only make it worse. She set the pastry down and leaned forward on her desk.

      “Hey,” Mocks said.

      Rick paused. “I wasn’t sure you’d answer.”

      “I’m waiting for Grant to get back from his award show,” Mocks said. “I’ve got some time.”

      “I don’t really want to do this over the phone, when are you going to be home?” Rick asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mocks said.

      A sigh. “Honey, I—if you’re not willing to take the time to talk about this I don’t know what we’re going to do. We need to figure this—”

      “Look, I’ve gotta go,” Mocks said, and then hung up. It wasn’t the most tactful goodbye, but her mind hadn’t changed. And she didn’t know how to tell him that without crushing him. It had made them so distant. They were like roommates who didn’t get along anymore. They hadn’t even touched one another in over a month.

      Mocks chomped a huge bite out of her Pop-Tart when the desk phone rang, and she reached for it with a cobra-like strike. “Neheckhive Mullhocks.” She swallowed the pastry, and repeated herself. “Detective Mullocks.”

      “I’ve got a mother calling in, Detective,” Officer Banks said. “Says her daughter was taken at the mall. Her friends even have video.”

      Mocks leaned forward, her forearms crunching over the empty wrappers on her desk. “What’s her name?”

      “Hannah Mauer,” Banks said. “Daughter’s name is Annie Mauer. That was all I was able to get out of her. Good luck.”

      A beep, and then the call came through. “Hello, this is Detective—”

      “Please, you have to help me.” The woman’s voice was quick and panicked. “My daughter, someone took her.”

      “Okay, ma’am, I need you to calm down for a second—”

      “She was at the mall with her friends and they showed me the video of her being taken. It was some man, he was driving a truck,” she gasped for breath, and then swallowed. “Someone took my daughter!”

      Mocks sandwiched the phone between her shoulder and her ear and broke off another piece of Pop-Tart, nodding along and remembering to keep her voice as neutral as possible. “I understand you’re scared, Hannah. But I need you to hang with me for a couple minutes and just answer some basic questions, okay?”

      Hannah’s breathing slowed, along with the pacing of her words. “O-okay.”

      “Great.” Mocks popped another piece of strawberry-frosted deliciousness into her mouth. “Now, what was the mall you dropped your daughter off at?”

      Mocks nodded and replied with affirmative grunts as she devoured the pastry. She squinted her eyes shut, the rambling in her ear so shrill she had to lean away from the receiver a few times to avoid a pierced eardrum. She didn’t bother with a pen and paper to jot down notes. She didn’t need to.

      Everything Hannah Mauer said into Mocks’s ear was permanently recorded in her brain. Annie’s description, the clothes she wore, birthmarks, age, birthdate, all organized neatly into the computer that was her brain.

      “Okay, and that’s the mall on the east side?” Mocks asked, flicking a crumb of hard icing off the top of her wedding ring. “Did her friends mention anything else?”

      Malls were busy on the weekends. Made for good conditions for snatching kids. Only a small percentage didn’t make it home. And that small percentage found their way to her desk with parents sounding just like her. Well, maybe not just like her.

      “I-I-I don’t know what to do,” Hannah said, and she started cry. “I don’t know where my daughter is.”

      Mocks halted the next piece of pastry to her lips and set it down, brushing the crumbs from her long sleeves. “Hannah, I know exactly what you need to do. Do you have a pen and paper? Or anything to write with?”

      “Y-yes, just… Hold on, I…. Okay. I’m ready.”

      “Good,” Mocks said. “Get a ride to precinct eighteen in downtown Seattle. That’s where I work. Once you get here, we’ll have you fill out an official statement. By the time you arrive, I’ll have all of the paperwork ready to give my boss to gather the resources to find your daughter. And I’ll need you to bring a few things. A recent picture of Annie, and any health records you have. And the video your daughter’s friends took. Okay?”

      “Yeah,” Hannah answered. “I can do that.”

      “Now, is there anyone that would have taken your daughter?” Mocks asked. “Family members, the father, anyone like that?”

      “No. I-I don’t know who it could have been,” Hannah said.

      “That’s all right,” Mocks answered. “Just get here and ask to speak with Detective Mullocks and Detective Grant. My partner and I will be handling your case.”

      “Thank you, Detective,” Hannah said. “I’ll be there soon.”

      Mocks set the phone down and devoured what remained of the Pop-Tart. She exhaled through her nose and tugged at the long sleeves that concealed the marks in the crook of her arms.

      She rose from the desk and walked back to Cyber. She weaved between the officers in the halls, the cops scurrying to get out of her way. When she was a rookie she had been bulldozed. But it only took one chop-block on an unsuspecting traffic cop to get everyone’s attention. At five foot nothing and one hundred pounds, she used what leverage she could to her advantage. Thankfully the cop escaped with only a bruised ego.

      Cyber was tucked away in a corner office at the very back of the building. They didn’t get a lot of foot traffic; in fact, they preferred no traffic at all. It was a request that Mocks was happy to abide by, but Grant always liked doing things face to face and she thought the situation called for his tactics. It was something she admired about him and simultaneously drove her nuts.

      Their last missing person case had landed them in some type of abduction conspiracy. Or at least the start of one. The perp from the same case had been logging into a website designed as an online class for abductions. It was how she learned all of the techniques. And if it hadn’t had been for Grant, then she would have gotten away. Cyber had been trying to crack the site’s source code to find out who created it, but it was tough sledding.

      “Hey,” Mocks said, knocking on the door. “Where are we at with the website from the Givens case?”

      Four bodies turned in their chairs, slowly. The dimly lit room made the motion ominous. Three of them returned to the glow of their computer screens, and only Sam remained. He grabbed his laptop and walked past her without a word, turning into a small nook behind their office.

      The site was already up on Sam’s laptop when they turned the corner. He typed a few lines of code, sighed, and then leaned back in his chair. “I spent most of last night trying to work my way through the firewall, but haven’t made a lot of progress.” He crossed his arms over his stomach and chewed on his lower lip. He looked up at Mocks, the fluorescent lighting not doing any favors to the dark circles under his eyes.

      “We need progress, Sam,” Mocks said. “I just got an abduction call. A little girl at the east side mall.”

      Sam’s face went pale. “You don’t think the people who logged in here are—”

      “Starting to apply what they’ve learned?” Mocks asked. “Yeah. I do. So I need to know everything you do.”

      Sam exhaled a shaky sigh and placed his fingers on the keyboard, drumming them over the letters without striking down. “We know that there were one hundred and seven users that signed into the site since its creation, which was six months ago. I know there are at least seven users who have logged into the site within the past forty-eight hours, and I also have the usernames of eighty of the one hundred and seven individuals who have logged in.”

      “That’s our starting point,” Mocks said. “Cross reference those usernames and see if we get a hit on anyone.”

      “I’ve tried, but with only a username as my only data point it’s hard to find any type of match,” Sam said.

      “What about the site’s contents?” Mocks asked. If she knew what the abductors were taught, then they might be able to get a step ahead.

      “It’s impressive,” Sam answered, typing a few commands to pull up the site’s coursework. “I have taken a lot of online courses over the years. Most of them were just ‘read this’ and then ‘answer these.’ Nothing but regurgitated thoughts. Whoever made this site put a lot of care and thought into it. The creator intended for their students to become the best. They cover everything in regards to an authority’s response to an abduction: search efforts, negotiation techniques, S.W.A.T. formations for home invasions, media response, coordinated efforts across multiple agencies, our entire playbook is on here.” He paused a moment, and then cleared his throat. “There was one thing in particular I found I thought you should know.” He hit a few keys on his laptop, and the website uploaded a schematic. For explosives. “It seems that our abduction instructor has a scorched earth policy when their students are caught by police. The site suggests either rigging a vest to blow for the kid, or wiring the safe house that they’re staying in to explode.”

      “Master abduction artists who dabble in explosives. Fantastic,” Mocks said. “So they know the type of kid to look for, when to take them, and how to get away with it.” She clenched her fists. “What kind of sicko would make something like this?”

      “Someone who’s grown bored.”

      Mocks and Sam spun around and saw Grant standing in the hallway, staring down at the computer screen.

      “How long have you been standing there?” Mocks asked.

      “Long enough,” Grant answered, switching his eyes from the computer to Mocks. “Banks said you had a call-in.”

      “Mother says her daughter was taken at the East Side Mall,” Mocks said. “Where’s your medal?”

      “It’s in the car,” Grant answered, then turned to Sam. “What’s the timeline on finding out who created the site?”

      “If I can find the root IP, then maybe twenty-four hours, but that’s going to be tough,” Sam said.

      “All right,” Grant said, giving Sam a pat on the shoulder. “Let us know when you have something.” Grant disappeared down the hall.

      Mocks lingered behind. “Let me know if you find anything on that cross reference. And Sam, this is a priority.”

      He gave a nod, and Mocks chased Grant back to their desks, which sat directly across from one another. She pressed her knuckles onto her desk while Grant sifted through a few notes.

      “Did you already take down the report for that girl?” Grant asked.

      “Working on it,” Mocks answered. “Mother is on her way now. But we’ve got some time before she gets here.”

      “Get a package together for Lieutenant Furst,” Grant said, reaching for the squat filing cabinet he kept all of his cases inside. “I want to follow up with the Givens girl.” He gestured to her Pop-Tart box. “Hand me one of those, will you? I didn’t eat breakfast.”

      Mocks tossed him a packet, and he tore it open and took a big first bite as he scanned the file.

      “Anything exciting happen at the ceremony?” Mocks asked.

      “No,” Grant answered, then closed the file and returned it to the drawer. “You stay here while I go and speak with the Givens girl.”

      Mocks placed her hands on her hips. “Why can’t I come?”

      “Because you didn’t take any notes from the phone call,” Grant answered, then looked up. “Or did you actually decide to write something down this time?”

      Mocks grunted and plopped down in her chair. “Imprisoned by my own mind.”

      Grant placed the remaining chunk of strawberry pastry in his mouth, and then slid on his jacket. “I’ll call you when I have something. And you let me know what happens with the mother. What was the name of the girl that was taken?”

      “Annie,” Mocks answered.

      Grant froze. The color drained from his cheeks, and for a moment Mocks thought he was going to pass out. But after the momentary glitch, he wiped a few of the crumbs from his mouth and looked down at his watch. He squeezed one of the side buttons, and it beeped, starting that timer of his. It was a ritual, one that he performed with every new case. He always seemed to be fighting time, but she never really understood why. Maybe it helped keep him focus. After all, she had her lighter.

      “We’re already behind in the first hour,” Grant said. “Get the paperwork to Furst ASAP. I’ll call you when I’m done with the Givens girl.” He nodded to the mess on her desk. “You keep eating those damn Pop-Tarts and you’re gonna turn into one.”

      Mocks raised a fresh one and smiled. “One can only hope.” She watched him leave, and that same ominous feeling from earlier clouded her senses. It was like a bad taste in her mouth that she just couldn’t rid herself of, no matter how many frosted strawberry treats she ate. She looked at her phone, knowing the next time it rang, it was going to be for another abduction. The only question was when.
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* * *

      The park was busier than usual for a Saturday afternoon. Craig Johnson blamed the weather. The sun had finally made an appearance after nearly a week of clouds and rain.

      Children sprinted around the playground, chasing after one another, their high-pitched squeals of laughter carrying across the park. Kids played on the swings, the jungle gym, glided down slides, indulging in all the activities with friends. There was so much joy. So much life.

      Craig came here often, but not too often. His rusted beater of a car had the potential to attract unwanted attention. And he made sure that he always parked in different locations and mixed up his times throughout the day and week. Saturdays were always a special treat he saved for himself when he’d been good.

      It was a type of elated torture when he parked his 1986 Toyota Corolla one hundred yards from the park’s entrance. He cut off the engine, slouched low in the driver seat, and zoomed in on the kids with his phone to get a better look, keeping an eye on the parents at the park’s perimeter.

      Sometimes he recorded the kids with video, or snapped pictures, and other times he would do nothing but watch. But today was special. Today was different.

      The crowded and chaotic scene made for perfect conditions. He glanced over to the notepad that contained all of the scribbling he’d written from the class online. It was a godsend. All the tricks and tools to perform a successful abduction, all laid out in perfect detail.

      Craig was wary about the website at first. There was no guarantee that it was real. What worried him most was that it was a trap to find people that were troubled. People like him.

      Police and authorities were always fishing, looking for ways to snag adults who wanted to meet with children. Cyber divisions had grown more sophisticated in catching child predators. And with Craig’s lack of technical understanding, he shied away from computers and chat rooms. Old school worked just fine for him.

      Still, it was hard being so close and not able to touch. He came close a few times to giving in to his desires. They festered in his mind like glowing coals; never flaming but always hot.

      But regardless of how bad he wanted it, for forty-seven years, Craig played it safe. He never risked exposure because he knew what happened to people like him when they were caught: branded evil, wicked creatures, tortured and raped in prison. They were experiences he wanted to avoid. And if it came at the price of forgoing his desires, then so be it.

      So, this was Craig Johnson’s life. He lived alone in a shitty studio apartment with rotting walls, dirty carpet, and failing appliances. He worked as a janitor for a hospital on the south side of Seattle where the pay was just as bad as the stink of its sickly patients. He had no family in the area, no friends, never went on dates. His only source of joy came from these visits to the park. It was days like this that kept him going. And today was going to be the best day of all.

      Craig reached for the notebook and examined his checklist one last time. That was rule number one: check, then re-check. Mistakes could get you caught, and he didn’t plan on having come this far only to lose everything.

      He glanced in the back seat where the milk crate he’d stolen from work housed food, drinks, and blankets for his drive north. He had enough supplies to last for three days. A second crate sat behind the passenger seat. It was covered with a blue tarp. It was his backup plan, one that he hoped he wouldn’t have to use. It was expensive, but he knew if he got caught, then it’d be worth it. That’s what the website said at least.

      Because he lived alone and never went anywhere, never did anything, his savings account had grown into a nice chunk of change: thirty thousand dollars. Over the past four months, Craig had withdrawn small, random amounts every week to avoid suspicion in draining his account. He reached for the money bag and recounted his cash; all accounted for.

      Craig flipped through his documents: passports, Social Security card, driver’s license, and bank account information. All of them had a different name: Dave Holgram. It was Craig’s new identity. If this was going to work, then he would have to start over, and so would the boy.

      A second set of documents sat next to his own. Craig removed the rubber band holding them together and double-checked to ensure everything was in order. The second forged passport had a picture of a young boy. His Tommy.

      The child’s passport was harder to forge, seeing as how there were specific pictures required for passports to be legitimate. But the school’s website where the kid was enrolled had photos from school events, and Craig found plenty to choose from.

      Once he had all of the necessary information, Craig sent it to the contact the website had mentioned, along with a check for ten grand. It was pricey, but the website said that it was the real deal. And they were right.

      The first three days would be the worst, particularly the first six to twelve hours. That was when the police would be out in full force. Roads would shut down. The boy’s picture would be plastered everywhere after the inevitable AMBER Alert, which meant anyone with a cell phone could spot him and call the cops. But because Craig knew all of it was coming, because he knew what the police would do before they even did it, he was prepared. Now it all came down to execution.

      Craig lowered his head and drew in a breath through his nose. His stomach was a ball of nerves. He grabbed hold of the steering wheel to stop from shaking, but it didn’t help very much. He shut his eyes. This was it.

      Craig stepped out of his rusted car and flipped up the collar of his jacket. He slid on his sunglasses and hat and tucked both hands inside his jacket pockets. He was thankful for the bulky coat, as he hoped that it hid his trembling.

      Two girls sprinted past on Craig’s approach to the jungle gym and startled him, both so close that their little hands grazed his left pant leg. A jolt of adrenaline rushed through his veins from the contact, and he two-timed it toward the boy.

      Tommy was in the center of the park, and through the dark lenses of his sunglasses, Craig kept a constant bead on him. He already knew what he would say. He already knew how he would get him to the car. Craig knew because he learned everything he could about the boy.

      Tommy was always at the park alone. His mother would drop him off for a few hours while she went drinking at a bar down the street. She would return drunk, stumbling out of the car and reeking of booze.

      Craig’s mother drank a lot too. She also touched him. But that was a long time ago. Craig could save Tommy from that. He could give the boy something better. And in return, Craig would fulfill his own fantasies.

      The cluster of children was thickest at the park’s center, and Craig struggled to avoid contact. The adrenaline continued to build, and the bundle of nerves in Craig’s stomach rumbled, followed by the slow crawl of acid up his windpipe. He swallowed the bile and pressed on. He couldn’t lose it now. He was too close.

      Tommy’s blond hair reflected the sunlight as he climbed to the top of the slide. Craig smiled as the boy lifted his arms in the air and slid down. Tommy tumbled into the grass, then laughed and returned to the ladder for another slide when Craig called out.

      “Tommy!”

      The boy spun around at his name. When he saw Craig, he froze. He was frightened. So was Craig.

      “Who are you?” Tommy asked.

      Craig looked nervously to the left, then the right. They were the only pair in the center of the park that weren’t moving. And what was worse, Craig was the only adult. A mother stood up from the bench she was sitting on to his left. He was drawing attention to himself. He needed to move quickly.

      “I’m a friend of your mom’s,” Craig said. “She wanted me to come and pick you up.”

      The boy remained where he was but didn’t exhibit any signs of an outburst. He simply arched an eyebrow. “I’ve never seen you before.”

      “I know,” Craig said, taking another step forward. “But you need to come with me, and quick. Your mom is in trouble, and we need to go and help her.”

      The boy flashed concern. “She is?”

      “Yes, and it’s important we go now.” Craig held out his hand, and the culmination of his entire life dwindled down to a few seconds. If the boy backed away or made any type of commotion, then the game was over. But if Tommy placed his little paw into Craig’s massive palm, then all of that waiting, all of that sacrifice, all of that time and energy expended into this one moment would pay off. But Tommy had to play along. “And we have to hurry.”

      Slowly, Tommy grabbed Craig’s hand. The moment their skin made contact, Craig clamped down around the boy’s paw and walked back to the car. It was too surreal. A mixture of terror and excitement rushed through Craig’s body.

      “What happened?” Tommy asked as they neared Craig’s Corolla. “Is she hurt?”

      Craig opened the passenger side door, and the hinges squeaked. He helped the boy climb inside and then offered a reassuring smile. “No, but it’s important we get out of here quickly. She wants to meet us somewhere, but if we’re not quiet and we don’t go fast, then she might be hurt. Do you understand?”

      Tommy nodded.

      Craig shut the door and saw the woman from before, now breaking out into a quick stride toward his car. She looked like she was reaching for her phone. He struggled to keep a natural pace to the driver side. He fumbled the keys and broke out into a sweat.

      The woman waved her hands and broke out into a jog. Craig finally jimmied the key into the starter, and cranked the engine to life, keeping his head down as he shifted into reverse. Tires screeched when he floored the accelerator, the whole car vibrating from the speed.

      Once clear of the park, he took a moment to look at the boy now sitting in his passenger seat. The same boy that he’d taken so many pictures and videos of on his phone. The same boy who Craig had watched and fantasized about from this very car. He had dreamed of this moment. But this wasn’t a dream. It was real. The boy was his.
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      Normal procedure warranted a successful missing child case to have the victim questioned about the circumstances of their abduction within three hours after being cleared by a medical team, and it was one of those rules that made Grant scratch his head.

      It didn’t take him long during his stint as a detective to understand that the people who wrote the manuals didn’t measure the impact on the individual. Sure, statistically that was how a detective would retrieve the most accurate information while the events were still fresh in the child’s mind, but that was the other half of the equation that wasn’t measured: it was still fresh in the child’s mind.

      And the parents’ minds for that matter. The kids were still in shock, and Grant always felt a predator himself trying to pry information from them. Out of anyone, he understood the desire to forget the past.

      Grant did his best to try and keep his mind focused on the task in front of him with the Givens girl on the drive over, but his mind kept wandering back to the new case and the missing girl’s name.

      After the accident that killed his pregnant wife, Grant went into a tailspin, and he did everything he could to outrun the pain of his loss. He changed divisions within the department, moving from Homicide to Missing Persons. He sold his house, car, anything and everything that reminded him of Ellen.

      But now, two years later, Grant found himself with a new case, and a new missing child. A girl with the same name he and his wife were going to give to their daughter. Annie.

      Grant pushed the thought out of his head and parked outside the Givens’s apartment building. He pounded on the door and after a few minutes, Dana Givens answered. The single mother wore a ratty robe, and her eyes were bloodshot. She’d been crying. He just hoped they were happy tears.

      “Detective Grant.” Dana spoke his name softly, and it was accompanied with a light smile. “One of the officers at the hospital said you might be stopping by this morning.” She stepped aside. “Please, come in.”

      “Thank you.” Grant bowed and entered. Their apartment was small, with the entrance hallway too narrow for more than one person to pass at a time.

      “You can go ahead down the hall and into the kitchen,” Ms. Givens said. “Mallory is still upstairs asleep. Do you need me to go and get her?”

      “Please,” Grant said.

      The space in the kitchen didn’t improve. The table for two was jammed between the end of the kitchen counter and a wall. The cabinets were crooked, some of the doors completely off the hinges. But Grant knew it was the best a waitressing job downtown could provide with six twelve-hour shifts. The Givens didn’t have much, but they still had each other. A fact he knew they would appreciate even more now.

      Ms. Givens entered the kitchen, alone, hugging herself closely and rubbing the frayed sleeves of her robe. “She’s getting dressed. She’ll be down in a minute.”

      They stood quietly in the kitchen. Only the refrigerator hummed its opinion, along with the random bark of a dog. A few nervous smiles were passed about and when Mallory’s footsteps were heard from the hallway, Grant gave a friendly wave as she entered.

      “Hi, Mallory,” Grant said.

      The girl leaned up against her mother. She wore a similar frazzled robe, and her eyes drooped; either from a night of dead-to-the-world sleep, or a restless one. Grant hoped it was the former.

      “I wanted to talk with you if that’s all right?” Grant asked.

      The girl looked to her mother, who rubbed her shoulder.

      “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, sweetheart,” Ms. Givens said.

      “Your mom is right,” Grant said.

      Mallory looked at her feet, then lifted her head and looked straight at Grant. “You’re going to ask me questions about what happened?”

      “Yes,” Grant answered.

      “Will it help stop it from happening to other people?” Mallory asked.

      “It usually does,” Grant answered.

      Mallory paused, then walked over to the tiny chair jammed up against the wall and wiggled under the table, her hands folded over the top. “Okay.”

      Grant smiled. “Thank you.” In an effort to appear more relatable, Grant slid into the chair where he managed to cram all of his six-foot frame without breaking the table. “Mallory, before we get started, I just want you to know that at any time you feel uncomfortable, or if you want to stop, just let me know and we will.”

      Mallory drew in a breath and then nodded, exhaling slowly. Her left hand shook and she steadied it with her right. Grant reached across the table and covered both of her hands with his.

      “Everything is going to be fine,” Grant said. He slowly removed his hand and then gently placed his elbows on the table, which leaned toward him from his weight. “I wanted to know how everything started. Between you and Stacy.”

      Mallory swallowed. “She was there on my first trip to the youth group. She was the first person to talk to me. She made me feel welcome. She made me feel like… like…”

      “You were important,” Grant said.

      “Yeah,” Mallory said. “Like I was important.”

      “And what did you guys talk about when you communicated with one another?” Grant asked.

      And from there, it was textbook predatory behavior. Stacy would tell Mallory something secret about herself to help establish a bond and trust, and then Mallory would do the same. Grant had seen it before. It was all about layering, making sure the victim was eased into the relationship, making the victim think that all of this was their idea, then once that seed was planted, ensuring that it was only the predator that could save them from a doomed fate.

      Mallory teared up twice during the retelling, but Grant admired the courage she gathered to push through it. Despite the terrible trip down memory lane, Grant discovered little that he didn’t already know. The woman who kidnapped Mallory Givens was formidable, and she had learned all the tricks and secrets of abduction through the course she took on the website Grant and Mocks discovered.

      “You did great,” Grant said, his lips curving in a gentle smile. “Thank you so much for telling me.”

      The color from Mallory’s cheeks had gone pallid, the conversation just as physically draining on her as it was mentally and emotionally. She nodded and leaned back in the chair as her lip quivered. Her eyes were focused on the table, but when she looked up at Grant, that courage from earlier vanished and all that remained was a frightened young girl.

      “She’s dead, right?” Mallory asked, the quivering growing worse. “She can’t come back and get me? She won’t come back and take me?”

      “No, Mallory,” Grant said, reaching for the girl’s hands once more. “She won’t ever come for you again.”

      Mallory broke down, tears streaming down her face, and Ms. Givens rushed to her daughter’s side. The pair cried together and Grant leaned away from the tender moment between the two, excusing himself to leave. But when he stood, Mallory blubbered something while her face was still pressed against her mother’s arm.

      Grant turned back to the girl, leaning forward over the table. “What was that?”

      Mallory lifted her head from her mother’s arm, strands of her bangs glued to her forehead in stringy lines. “The spiders. They won’t come either, will they?”

      Grant shook his head, confused. “Spiders?” Grant asked. “Was that something you and Stacy spoke about?”

      Mallory nodded. “It was after things got really bad, right before she put that vest on me.”

      That ‘vest’ had ten pounds of plastic explosive wired inside with Stacy West’s thumb over a dead-man trigger. If Grant hadn’t wrestled it out of the woman’s clutches, the pair wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.

      “What did she say about the spiders?” Grant asked.

      Mallory sniffled, finding that courage once again, calming her frayed nerves. “She said that it was better that she got me instead of the spiders. She said it would have been worse with them. That they would have—” She pulled her lips into her mouth, afraid to even speak the words. “Hurt me.”

      “Did she say anything else?” Grant asked, biting on the new lead, hoping to get more, but Mallory simply buried her face back into her mother’s robe.

      Grant expressed his thanks and walked himself out, leaving Ms. Givens and her daughter to sort through the process of healing. He mulled over what Mallory had said inside his car, trying to piece it together, but he had as much of an idea about what it meant as Mallory Givens did.

      It had to be connected to the website somehow. Grant needed Sam to pull more data from the site. He rubbed the wedding band, his wife creeping into his thoughts for a moment when the radio came on.

      “Unit thirty-five, this is Dispatch, over.”

      Grant reached for the receiver. “Go for unit thirty-five.”

      “Lieutenant wants you to come back to the precinct. Says it’s urgent.”

      “Copy that, Dispatch.” Grant set the receiver back on the hook and arched an eyebrow as his cell phone buzzed. It was Mocks. A light twinge soured Grant’s stomach. Something was wrong.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Press vans cluttered the outside of the precinct when Grant returned. They swarmed his squad car on his approach, and when he finally found a parking spot, the horde circled him, thrusting microphones and cameras into his face. He held up his hand to block the flashes from the photographers, but he was helpless to evade the questions hurled his way.

      “Detective! Can you tell us how many there have been so far?”

      “Are any of the abductions connected?”

      “I have sources telling me that as many as a dozen children have gone missing.”

      Grant waved his hands, growing more irritated the longer they followed him to the door. “I don’t have any comment on current investigations.” He pushed through to the door and left the roving animals outside where they belonged.

      But if Grant was hoping for sanctuary in the precinct, he didn’t find much peace inside. Phones rang loud and intermittently. Officers scurried around their desks. Everyone was on high alert. And for good reason.

      Lieutenant Furst was behind his desk, the phone glued to his ear. Mocks was already in the office, twirling her Bic lighter but keeping the flame at bay. She didn’t like to do it in front of the bosses. She thought they might think it was weird. Grant had always told her it was too late for that.

      “Yes, of course, Mayor,” Furst said, nodding, then looked at Grant. “I actually have them in my office now. I’ll call you back with an update as soon as I have one.” He set the phone down, then pointed to the door. “Mocks?”

      Mocks shut the door and the chatter, phone calls, and office machinery fell silent.

      “If the press haven’t given it away already, I suppose you can figure it out,” Furst said, leaning forward. “We have an epidemic on our hands.”

      “I had a reporter ask if it was twelve?” Grant asked, his voice exasperated. “Is that true?”

      “Fifteen,” Furst answered. “From all around the state.”

      “We had another abduction reported while you were talking to the Givens girl,” Mocks said. “Boy was taken at Hyde Park.”

      Even before Grant joined Missing Persons, he had never heard of anything like this happening before. Cases were always spaced out. In the two years he’d been with the unit, he and Mocks had only worked twelve legitimate abduction cases.

      Furst rocked in his chair. “That’s two for this precinct and another thirteen outside our jurisdiction. I’ve spoken with the other lieutenants to get a handle on any connections.” He pressed a finger into the desk. “All victims were under the age of thirteen, with thirteen of the kids female and two male. The children’s families have mixed backgrounds and ethnicities, as well as financial status. We have poverty to upper middle class.” He sprung from his chair, walked over to his printer, and removed a stack of papers from the feeder. “So far none of the abductors have made any demands or ransom. The only pattern identified so far is the locations. All public places.”

      “Malls, parks, crowded stores,” Mocks said. “All textbook grabs. It has to connect back to that website.”

      Grant took the papers from Furst and sifted through them while the lieutenant arched an eyebrow.

      “The website involved in the Givens case?” Furst asked.

      “Yeah,” Grant said, skimming the notes, looking for anything that stood out, particularly anything about spiders, but found nothing. “Has it spread outside of Washington?”

      “I haven’t reached out to any of my contacts in Oregon or Idaho,” Furst said. “So maybe.”

      “Cyber find anything yet?” Grant asked.

      “No,” Mocks answered.

      Furst slammed his fist on the table, the scowl on his face accentuating the scars on his left cheek that ran from his eye to his jawline. “We have an epidemic on our hands!” He pointed to the bullpen. “I’ve got parents from all over the city calling in and asking if it’s safe for their kids to go outside. Not to mention the press, Mayor, and Senator’s offices calling the chief and torching our entire department! We need answers, Detectives. And we need them now.”

      “If Cyber is still trying to crack that website, then we have to work with what we have,” Grant said. “AMBER Alerts already set up?”

      “We managed to push out your two cases, Annie Mauer and Tommy Steeves, but the chief is holding off on sending the rest of the AMBER Alerts until we can figure out a PR standpoint,” Furst said.

      “Yeah, because waiting is going to make things better,” Mocks said, scuffing her shoes against the carpet.

      “You handle your job, Detective,” Furst said. “And I’ll handle mine.”

      “There is something else,” Grant said. “When I spoke with the Givens girl, she mentioned spiders.”

      “You lost me,” Furst said.

      “That makes two of us,” Mocks said. “Are you sure that means anything?”

      “She was pretty worked up, but I think it’s significant,” Grant said, nodding to the phone. “It might be something to pass along to the rest of your contacts, Lieutenant.”

      “I will,” Furst said, and took his seat, slowly calming down. “Listen, what I tell you doesn’t leave this room.” He lowered his voice and leaned forward even though no one outside could hear. “The mayor and Senator Pierfoy want this handled quickly. This is going to be national news, and if these kids aren’t returned safely, then heads will roll. Don’t misstep.”

      “We won’t,” Grant said. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      When Mocks opened the door, the cacophony of the precinct blasted their senses. The pair returned to their desks, Grant still holding the files from the other cases that Furst had printed.

      Grant handed Mocks the first half of files once he finished taking notes, and she absorbed the information like a sponge after only a few minutes. She tore open another Pop-Tart package while Grant tried to connect the myriad of information into something coherent. But aside from what the lieutenant had said, there was nothing. And no spiders.

      “Hey,” Officer Banks said, sneaking up behind Grant. “We got a hit on the kid from Hyde Park on the hotline.” He rotated the piece of paper in his hands. “Guy was seen with a boy matching the description of the rusted eighty six Toyota Corolla off Interstate Five. He turned off on an exit to a town call Lynden, just south of the Canadian border.”

      Grant and Mocks both reached for their jackets, and Grant snatched the note from Banks’s fingers.

      “Get on the horn with that county’s Sheriff’s office and put out the APB for that car,” Grant said. “And do me a favor and get a message over to Sam in Cyber; tell him to run this plate number against any names on his list from the website. He’ll know what that means.”

      Mocks was three steps ahead of Grant, but he finally caught up with her at the door. She walked fast for her size.

      “Why do you want Sam to run the name attached to the plate against his information?” Mocks asked.

      Grant pulled the door open. “Because I want to confirm the abduction to the website. We need to narrow down who we’re fighting.”
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      Police cars lined the street, and two officers were forced to move the barricade when Grant and Mocks arrived on scene. The altercation was undoubtedly the most excitement the citizens of Lynden had seen in their lifetime because the street was packed with pedestrians, searching for a better vantage point at the unfolding scene.

      Grant parked behind a cluster of squad cars that blocked the driveway where Craig Johnson’s rusted Corolla was parked. The house he sought shelter in was more of a trailer, but the way it had been cemented into the ground gave it a more permanent look.

      “Sergeant,” Grant said, tapping one of the officers on the shoulder. “I’m Detective Grant.”

      The sergeant was Grant’s height, maybe an inch taller, and had an unsightly orangutan orange color sticking out from under his cap. He smiled at Mocks, exposing off-white teeth. “Detectives.”

      “Is the boy inside?” Mocks asked, ignoring the sergeant’s gawking.

      “We’re not sure,” he answered. “We can’t get a straight answer out of the guy. What we do know is he has plenty of shotgun rounds and hasn’t shied away from using them.”

      And almost on cue, a twelve-gauge barrel poked through the window and buckshot blew into the front yard and the hoods of the police cruisers, the cannon-like blast sending every officer ducking, eliciting a horrific gasp from the crowd that had gathered.

      Grant poked his head up from behind the trunk of one of the cruisers and saw that the weapon had disappeared from the window. Mocks was tucked behind the car to his left with the sergeant.

      “What do we know about the suspect?” Grant asked.

      “He’s a janitor over at Seattle General,” the sergeant said. “He’s worked there for almost twenty-five years. Up until four months ago, he had over thirty grand saved up in his account, but several withdrawals since then have emptied it.”

      “Doesn’t Homeland usually flag large withdrawals like that?” Mocks asked.

      “He didn’t make a large withdrawal,” the sergeant answered. “Over two hundred small increments were taken out over that time span.”

      “Smart,” Grant said.

      Dozens of guns were trained on Johnson’s fortress, and every curtain was drawn on the windows. If this guy took the same class as kidnapper in the Givens case, then he knew the authorities’ plan of attack. And if he didn’t get what he wanted, then things could end in a big boom.

      “How many entrances to the house do we have?” Grant asked.

      “Two,” the sergeant answered. “I spoke to the landlord to see if there was any other way inside, but there was nothing. We were going to infiltrate, but S.W.A.T. found traces of explosive wiring around the doors and windows when they got close. He’s sealed himself in there nice and tight.”

      Mocks pulled Grant aside and lowered her voice so only he could hear. “This guy knows all of the tricks. The moment we go inside, he’ll blow the whole damn place sky high. It’s just another Mexican stand off.”

      Grant shut his eyes, trying to figure out a way inside, but there wasn’t a move he could make that Craig Johnson wouldn’t anticipate. Except…

      “Sergeant,” Grant said. “Do you have a communication line already open with the suspect?”

      “Yeah, but he’s not talking,” the sergeant answered. “Our negotiator has tried, but the man won’t budge until he gets what he wants.”

      “I have something that I think will work,” Grant said.

      “And that is?” the sergeant asked.

      “Giving him what he wants.”

      The sergeant’s face twitched like he was having a stroke, and Mocks offered the coyest little smile.

      “What the hell do you mean we give him what he wants?” the sergeant asked as both Mocks and Grant ducked low on their way back to their cruiser, Craig Johnson still randomly firing his twelve gauge into the squad cars. Once inside, they shut the doors, staying below the dash with their eyes barely exposed.

      Grant reached for the radio. “Dispatch, this is Detective Grant. I need you to patch me through to Captain Hill and Lieutenant Furst. Tell them it’s urgent.” He let his finger off the button of the receiver and Mocks shook her head.

      “You planning on calling in a few favors?” Mocks asked. “Because that’s the only way you’re going to pull this off.”

      “You heard what the lieutenant said,” Grant answered. “The mayor and senator want a speedy resolution to this mess. The longer this goes on, the lower their poll numbers drop.” He looked at her and grinned. “I don’t think I’m the one that’ll have to call in favors.”

      “Detective Grant, you have Captain Hill and Lieutenant Furst on the line,” dispatch said.

      “What is it, Grant?” Hill asked.

      “Captain, Lieutenant, I have an idea,” Grant said.

      Grant walked them through the plan, having to pause several times to interrupt the captain’s objections, but Grant found it a good sign that the lieutenant remained quiet. It meant that he was considering it.

      “And what happens when we give him what he wants?” Furst finally asked. “What’s to make him think that we won’t double cross him?”

      “Because it wasn’t in the class he took online,” Grant said. “It’ll throw him off balance. He’s thinking he has to dig in and wait until he blows himself off the face of the earth, but this gives him hope. Plus with all the news vans, he’ll know if something happened to the boy on television, we’d be crucified.”

      “You’re goddamn right we will be,” Captain Hill said.

      “Sirs, I’m telling you if there was another way to get that boy, we’d do it. But the way things stand right now, there is only one outcome, and that puts both Tommy Steeves and Craig Johnson in body bags. My way gives us a chance to intercept him when he comes out of the house.”

      “He’s right,” Mocks said. “It’s the only way.”

      Grant smiled at the vote of confidence from his partner, and the fact that she was on the same page only gave him more clout.

      “If this goes south, your career is over,” Lieutenant Furst said. “If one hair on the boy’s head is out of place after the smoke clears, then you’re done. The press, politicians, even this very department will gun you down. Same goes for you, Detective Mullocks. I need to hear the two of you say that you understand.”

      “It’s not our careers we’re worried about, Lieutenant,” Grant said. “It’s that boy’s life. And this gives him the best chance to keep it.”

      “I still need to hear you say it, Detectives,” Furst said.

      Grant looked to Mocks, and the pair leaned close to the receiver. “We understand.”

      A pause, and then the captain spoke. “We’ll contact the mayor and senator to bring them in the loop, though they won’t be happy about it.”

      “Just tell them what I told you, sir,” Grant said. “And make sure you tell them it’s from me.” He set the receiver down and jolted from another shotgun blast, Craig Johnson’s incoherent rambling muffled through the car’s cabin.

      “So now what?” Mocks asked.

      “Let’s go find out what he wants,” Grant answered.

      The officers had already called the house phone, which the communication company had turned off due to lack of payment, but after haggling with a supervisor for twenty minutes, it was reconnected after the threat of a court order. Whenever someone was slow to move, that one usually did the trick.

      Ordained by the mayor, chief of police, and a United States senator, Grant now had full control of the operation, much to the sergeant’s dismay, who still thought the idea was ludicrous.

      Grant got on the line and called the house. When Craig Johnson answered the first time, he screamed a stream of curses and then unceremoniously slammed down the receiver. The second time Grant called, he didn’t pick up at all. Thankfully, third time was the charm.

      “Mr. Johnson, please, don’t hang up,” Grant said. “I’m not here to bullshit you.”

      Labored pants filled Grant’s ear and after a few seconds’ pause, Craig Johnson spoke. “It’s just more games. I know what you want, and that’s me in a fucking body bag!” His voice was haggard and panicked, dangerous even without the twelve gauge clutched in his hands.

      “Not this time,” Grant said. “Tell me what you want. And it’s yours.”

      Again Johnson paused, contemplating the authenticity of the offer. “I want the cops gone. And the helicopters.”

      Grant stepped out of the back of the S.W.A.T. van, and glanced up to the few choppers in the sky. Only one of them was Seattle PD. “I can only call back the police choppers.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “Wait! Wait, wait, wait,” Grant said. “I can get the FAA to clear the air space around the house, but once you start moving, that’s as far as the guarantee can go.”

      Another pause. “And I want the cops on the street gone. No one around the house for half a mile.”

      “All right, we can do that,” Grant said, not bothering to take notes because he knew the call was being recorded.

      “And I want a car with ten grand cash in a duffel bag in the passenger seat,” Johnson said, his voice growing eager the longer he spoke. “No one follows me out either. I leave, with the boy, and no one follows. I get a hint that someone’s on my tail, and he dies. We both will. I don’t care anymore what happens to me, get it?”

      “Yeah,” Grant answered. “I get it.”

      The call clicked dead, and Grant returned the phone back to the negotiator, who raised his eyebrows skeptically. “Any word on exactly how you’re going to deliver on that, your holiness?”

      “Yeah, like all good holy men do,” Grant answered, getting out of the back of the van. “Talk to the boss.”

      Mocks stepped in stride with Grant on his exit, and he tossed his phone to her. “Call the captain. He should have Mayor Brugsby and Senator Pierfoy on the line by now. Tell him we need the choppers cleared from the area and ten grand. We’ll give him one of the squad cars to get away in, and I’ll have the sergeant clear everyone back once the choppers are gone.”

      “And after we do all of this, what’s the plan?” Mocks asked, dialing. “Catching him is still a part of the plan, right? Or is this your way of going out in a blaze of glory?”

      “Did you ever go to a magic show when you were a kid?” Grant asked.

      “Rick took me to one when we were dating,” Mocks answered. “We didn’t go back.”

      “It’s all about sleight of hand. The magician gets you to focus on everything but the trick, and by the time you realize what’s happened, you’ve missed it.” Grant glanced around to the chaos around him. “This is the distraction. And when the pieces start to move, that’s where you and I perform the trick.”

      “You didn’t go to magic camp when you were a kid, did you?” Mocks asked, but before Grant answered the captain was on the phone, and Mocks recited what Grant had told her. Judging from her facial expression, it wasn’t going very smoothly.

      Grant grabbed hold of the sergeant and pointed to the surrounding officers. “I want every unit, sniper, and badge watching that house to retreat at least five blocks. And it needs to happen all at once on my command.”

      “Your command?” the sergeant asked mockingly.

      “Yes, mine,” Grant answered. “So don’t worry about any blowback if things go wrong. None of the heat will land on you.”

      Begrudgingly, the sergeant spread the news, and Mocks tugged on Grant’s jacket just before a cold breeze gusted their way.

      “Mayor said he’ll make it happen with the cash, and the Senator is clearing the request with the FAA right now,” Mocks said. “They said it shouldn’t take too long.”

      “With the Senator’s connections, I didn’t think it would,” Grant said, thinking about the offer the man had extended earlier that morning. He was sure the senator would pressure him even more to take the job now. If he was successful of course. “C’mon, we need to get ready.”

      Grant returned to the S.W.A.T. van, which had become the HQ for operations. “I need to see the schematics for the house.” One of the officers retrieved it and spread it out on the table for Grant to examine. He switched his gaze from the blueprints to the house. “Is there any bushes or trees over here by this window?”

      An officer decked out in tactical gear nodded, his helmet bobbing with the motions. “Yeah, we tried to position an officer there earlier, but once we discovered the bomb threat, we pulled our guys back.”

      Grant stepped outside and spotted the growth on the south side of the house. The trailer was wedged up against a cluster of other homes, which provided good cover. “What’s the distance from the side of the house to the front door?”

      “Eleven feet,” he answered.

      It was longer than Grant would have liked, and there was still the possibility that Johnson would wire the boy to blow like Mallory Givens’s abductor. Though if he used the explosives for around the doors and windows, he might not have enough to make a vest. “All right, that’s our play.” He turned around to Mocks, who was already back in the van and examining the blueprints herself.

      “I’ll go around the north side, and we’ll hit him from both angles,” Mocks said. “If we catch him off guard, we can force his initial reaction to shoot us first.” She let out a low breath. “This will go down really fast.”

      When she stepped out of the van, Grant pulled her aside, out of earshot from everyone else. “It’ll be helpful to have two people do this, but if you can’t—”

      “I’m in, Grant,” Mocks said. “This guy may have taken some classes on how to abduct kids, but he hasn’t had the firearms training we have. And besides,” she smiled and punched his arm. “Maybe I’ll get my own medal for this.”

      “Careful what you wish for,” Grant said. “Let’s grab some vests.”

      The Kevlar was bulkier than Grant would have liked, but he knew it was needed. There was something ominous about strapping on Kevlar. He didn’t wear it in his normal day-to-day. He felt like he was tempting fate when he did. Like he was asking for a bullet.

      Once they were strapped up, Grant noticed the hum of the chopper blades fading. He looked to the grey, clouded sky and watched them disappear. Senator Pierfoy had come through.

      “Sergeant,” Grant said. “Get your people back.”

      In the chaos of the retreat, Grant and Mocks slid up around the backside of the houses next to where Johnson was located and huddled in their position.

      It wasn’t until Grant was alone at the south end of the house that he realized he never said anything to Mocks before the pair parted. There was the possibility that he wouldn’t come out of this alive, and if so, his last words to his partner would have been ‘let’s grab some vests.’

      Not the most eloquent goodbye. He would have preferred something more personal. After all, they’d been together for over two years, and it was by far the most successful partnership he’d ever been attached to. Plus, he was fond of Mocks. She was the little sister he never had. And he knew she looked up to him, though he wasn’t sure why. In many aspects, she already surpassed him in the position. She had the mind and tenacity for the job, and once she picked up on the subtleties of dealing with people, which was the only area she lacked, she’d be the best in the field.

      Heavy thumps snapped Grant’s attention back to the house. Johnson shouted, but the words were muffled through the trailer walls. Grant removed the 9mm Glock from his holster and inched to the front corner of the house, ducking below the only window he passed along the way.

      The last few police cars disappeared down side streets, and the crowds of pedestrians were corralled away from the scene. The thump of the choppers overhead faded. Everything was falling into place. All that was left was the getaway car and the cash. But the quieter it grew outside, the louder it became inside the trailer.

      Johnson stepped heavily, running around the house, screaming nonsense. He could be hopped up on drugs. He could have already killed the boy. But could haves always bounced at the bank. Grant needed to stick with what he knew, and that was Craig Johnson stepping out of that house and trying to kill anything that got in his way.

      Grant drew in a breath as the brakes from the getaway car squealed to a stop just short of the driveway. The officer inside stepped out of the vehicle slowly, his hands in the air. Grant saw the outline of the man’s Kevlar underneath the bulky coat.

      Johnson cracked open the front door and Grant remained glued to the side of the house, out of sight.

      “Where’s the money?” Johnson said, his voice raspy from shouting.

      The officer, moving slowly, reached inside the car and grabbed hold of a duffel bag. He opened it and exposed the cash piled inside. Grant couldn’t see the exact bills, but it was more than enough to convince Johnson that it was legit.

      Johnson had everything he wanted. The choppers gone. The officers retreated. The getaway car, and now the cash. The trust was established. The only question that remained was if he would take the bait.

      The officer placed the duffel bag back in the car and slowly retreated, keeping his hands in the air as he walked backwards to the end of the street.

      Grant’s mouth went dry. His tongue turned into sandpaper and it hurt to swallow. He panted quietly from his mouth: adrenaline, nerves, blood pressure, and heart rate all skyrocketed and bundled together in the pit of his stomach.

      The front door swung shut and Grant inched to the edge, his back scraping up against the faded paint. He craned his neck around the front and saw the porch. He made eye contact with Mocks as she did the same, her figure even smaller with the distance between them.

      He couldn’t tell if she was nervous. She just gave a slight nod and then retreated behind the house. Grant did the same. More thumps echoed inside, and Johnson barked something, and the question of whether the boy was still alive was finally answered as Tommy Steeves screamed.

      Grant gripped the handle of his Glock with both hands, his knuckles white from the tight hold. He raised the pistol in preparation to strike. His muscles grew taut with anticipation, his mind and body poised to act at the sound of that door. He had two, maybe three seconds to assess the situation before shots were fired.

      The details of the plan faded from his mind. The moment consumed him. He clung to the element of surprise, his only advantage, and hoped it was better than Johnson’s nothing-to-lose. Johnson could miss. Grant couldn’t.

      The front door’s hinges whined, and Grant planted his foot past the plane of cover. It was all instinct now. His mind and body retrieved the years of weapons training, the hours spent at the range, and muscle memory. But there was no paper target when Grant turned the corner, no stationary dummy with a burglar painted on the face, no blanks in the chamber. This was the field, where your actions had real consequences. And when Grant saw Craig Johnson with a pistol to Tommy Steeves’s head, Grant aimed for the one square foot space on Johnson’s chest just above Tommy’s head. That was his window.

      Johnson turned and made eye contact with Grant. Everything moved in slow motion. He screamed something as Grant applied pressure to the trigger, and the man removed the barrel of the gun from Tommy’s head and aimed at Grant.

      The bullet jettisoned from Grant’s pistol and connected into the right of Johnson’s chest. He stumbled backward and another gunshot fired. Instantaneously, a sharp pain ripped through Grant’s gut.

      Grant tumbled backwards, and amidst the ringing in his ears from the gunfire, a high-pitch scream broke through. He smacked the ground and the wind was knocked from his lungs. A third gunshot fired, and Grant rolled to his side, a pressure in his head so intense that he thought his eyes would bulge from its sockets.

      He looked to the porch where Mocks had Johnson cuffed on the ground. The next thing he saw was Tommy Steeves. He was crying and covered in blood. Grant just hoped it wasn’t his own.
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      The sirens and flashing lights flooded the street as every squad car and cruiser that had retreated returned in full force. Dozens of officers and a handful of paramedics rushed over to both Johnson and then Grant, who had managed to steady himself on all fours. He gasped for breaths and fingered the center of pain in his lower abdomen. It felt like it went through.

      “I just need you to sit still for me a minute, Detective.” The paramedic had thick eyebrows and a shaved head. He flashed a light in Grant’s eyes and then gently patted the area on the vest where he’d been shot, then took his blood pressure. “Can you hear me okay?”

      “Yeah,” Grant answered, inhaling a deep breath through his nose. He glanced over to the porch to see what happened with the boy, but a cluster of officers and medics blocked his view. He couldn’t even see Mocks.

      “I need to get this vest off you,” the paramedic said.

      Grant slid off his jacket, grinding his teeth as another shot of pain spasmed from his abdomen. Velcro ripped apart from the connecting pieces of the vest, and he tossed it aside. The paramedic ripped open Grant’s shirt and examined the red blotch on his abdomen. The paramedic poked the injury, and Grant winced.

      “No bruising,” he said. “So that’s good.” The paramedic flipped the vest over and found the bullet that nearly traveled all the way through. He rubbed his finger over the flattened metal and shook his head. “Looks like someone was looking out for you today.”

      But was somebody looking out for Tommy Steeves? Grant pushed himself off the ground and leaned up against the front of the house to steady his wobbling legs. He spied his Glock in the grass and bent down to grab it, being mindful of the soreness in his stomach.

      When Grant raised his head, the cluster of bodies had disappeared, and he saw Craig Johnson being wheeled toward an ambulance, paramedics keeping pressure on the gunshot wound to his body. And off to the side of the porch, with a blanket wrapped around him, was Tommy.

      Grant exhaled with relief, and the tension melted from his body. Mocks sat with the boy, holding him as he sobbed. The paramedic grabbed Grant by the shoulders but he shrugged him off, stumbling over to the pair and dropping to his knees.

      “Are you all right?” Grant asked.

      “We’re fine,” Mocks answered.

      The ambulance doors carrying Craig Johnson closed, and the vehicle sped away. The remaining paramedics carried Tommy Steeves toward the second ambulance, and Mocks looked down at Grant’s exposed shirt.

      “Showing off that six-pack?” Mocks asked, cracking a smile.

      Grant buttoned up. “Hardly.”

      The paramedic walked over and handed Grant his jacket. “You should really let us check you out. Make sure you’re all right.”

      “I’m fine,” Grant replied. “What hospital are they taking the suspect?” Grant meant to question him the moment he was medically cleared. If Craig Johnson survived, it was their first big lead.

      “Northside Memorial,” the paramedic answered. “They won’t let you in until he’s stabilized.” He paused, then looked back at the boy. “God knows he deserves a worse punishment than death.”

      The sergeant cantered over, shaking his head and smiling. “That was some legendary shit, Detectives.” He looked to Mocks, his pupils dilated. “I suppose I have you to thank for that twenty bucks I lost.”

      “Keep the thanks,” Mocks said, taking a step back.

      “I want every corner of that trailer searched,” Grant said. “Anything you find, you report it directly to me, understand?”

      The sergeant held up his hands defensively. “I got it, Detective. I got it. Hey, maybe the mayor will give you another medal for this one.” He chuckled and left.

      “I doubt it,” Grant said.

      “Yeah,” Mocks said. “The next one is for me anyway.”

      The phone in Grant’s pocket buzzed and he jumped. When he removed his cell, the number was blocked. “Hello?”

      “It’s a dangerous game you’re playing, Detective,” Senator Pierfoy said. “Don’t let this win go to your head. The next time it might result in your resignation and a child zipped up into a body bag.”

      “The goal is to make sure it doesn’t escalate that far to begin with,” Grant said. “The officers that arrived on scene chomped down on the bit so hard that the suspect had no other choice. They pushed him. He pushed back.”

      The praise and kindness that Pierfoy exhibited earlier that morning had disappeared. The amiable tone had transformed into disappointment. “And what are you pushing, Detective? Your own death wish? I hope you don’t expect for me to bail you out every time you find yourself in trouble. I don’t want our relationship to become muddled.”

      “No, Senator,” Grant said. “We wouldn’t want that.”

      “Find the rest of those children,” Pierfoy said quickly. “I want whoever is responsible for this madness behind bars now!”

      The call ended, and Grant shoved the phone back into his pocket. He wasn’t sure if he was shaking from anger or if the adrenaline from the gunfight had yet to fade.

      “What now?” Mocks asked. “It’ll take a while for forensics to sweep the place.”

      “The girl at the mall,” Grant answered, pulling on his jacket. The air had grown oddly cold. “Let’s see if forensics is done analyzing that video.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      While Grant searched the trailer, Mocks called the precinct and got an update on the video. They got a hit on the suspect in the Annie Mauer abduction.

      “Parker Gallient,” Mocks said, walking up to Grant and flashing him the picture. “Convicted felon for grand theft, assault with a deadly weapon, possession, and endangering the life of an officer. He was released by the state six months ago, and his probation officer hasn’t seen him since.”

      “Six months ago,” Grant said. “That’s around the same time that website was created. Any affiliates or addresses we can check out?”

      “They’re putting that together now,” Mocks answered, “and we have some good news.” Mocks clapped her hands together. “The chief finally authorized the rest of the AMBER Alerts. They’re going to be pushed within the hour.”

      “Good,” Grant said, removing the gloves after his sweep of the trailer. “Let’s get Parker’s picture to the media. I want his face plastered on every screen in the northwest.”

      “Already done. Find anything?” Mocks asked.

      “Since it was a rental, we only tagged the supplies he brought with him. Looked like he planned on camping out for the next few days. He also had passports for both him and the kid. They looked legit.” Grant crumpled the blue glove into a fist. “It could be what the others are doing.” He bit his lower lip. “Sam give you an update on the website?”

      “No, but I can call him while we’re waiting on the Parker info.”

      “I’ll wrap up inside and meet you back at the car.”

      With the precinct phones jammed from chaos that was the city, concerned parents calling every five seconds, Mocks dialed Sam directly. She had stolen his number from his HR files when Cyber started working on the website. It wasn’t exactly protocol, but no one tried to stop her.

      “Hello?” Sam asked.

      “Hey, it’s Mocks. We need an update on the site. Did you manage to cross reference Craig Johnson with any of the usernames?”

      “How did you—never mind,” Sam said. “Yes, I managed to link Craig to one of the accounts. He was one of the sixty that actually finished all of the coursework.”

      “Sixty,” Mocks said, raising her eyebrows. “That’ll help weed out the amateurs.”

      “I also tracked Parker’s truck through the traffic cams after he left the mall,” Sam said. “He dumped it at some restaurant south of downtown. It’s where his trail ends. You want the address?”

      “Yeah.” Mocks recorded it in the memory bank and nodded. “Thanks, Sam. You have anything else?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Keep digging.” Mocks ended the call and leaned against the passenger door, waiting for Grant to finish. She glanced around the poor neighborhood, with its houses of peeling paint, dirt yards, and chain link fences.

      Mocks didn’t like being this far north. It wasn’t far from here where she used to go on her benders. Days of no sleep, no food, and all the heroin she could handle. Her hand shook just thinking about it. She reached inside her jacket and retrieved the green Bic. She flicked it on and off, the flame wiggling over the metal hole. Her hand steadied when she held it. Every time.

      Her old rehab group had called it a trigger. All those years of spoons and needles had left more than a physical mark. Whenever she was stressed or went through some adrenaline-fueled event like today, her hand wouldn’t stop shaking until she grabbed the lighter. Her sponsor had told her once that her body was just looking for something familiar to help calm itself, but Mocks knew the real reason: her hand was always still as water when she wanted a hit.

      Mocks didn’t want the familiarity of the lighter. She wanted the familiarity of what came next: the high. Heroin, weed, Oxy, coke, it didn’t matter as long as it made her feel good. She flicked the lighter a few more times and a gust of wind blew out the flame.

      It was one of the biggest reasons she didn’t want kids. And no matter how many times Rick pestered her about it, she just couldn’t bring herself to say yes. It wasn’t that she was afraid she would use again; those days were buried. She was scared that her kid would use.

      In the support groups Mocks had attended when she finally got clean, a lot of the people had addicts as parents. And there was strong evidence that suggested that certain genetic codes were more susceptible to addiction. She didn’t want that for her kid. She didn’t want that for anyone.

      Grant stepped out of the trailer. “What’d Sam say?”

      “He said sixty of the users actually completed all of the coursework. He also confirmed that Craig Johnson was on the list, and so was Parker Gallient, the one who took Annie Mauer. He traced Parker’s truck outside of a restaurant on Seattle’s south side,” Mocks answered.

      “Not the friendliest place for us,” Grant answered, then gestured to the fist that held the Bic. “You all right?”

      “Yeah,” Mocks answered, tucking the lighter back inside her inner jacket pocket. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Lunchtime traffic had picked up in the city, and it added an extra twenty minutes on their way to the restaurant. It was a seafood joint, but in Seattle, seafood places were a dime a dozen. Whenever one went out of business, three more took its place. Rick loved seafood. Mocks figured she was the only person in Seattle that hated it.

      A heavy scent of fish blasted Mocks’s senses the moment they stepped through the doors, and she gagged in her mouth loud enough to catch the attention of the table of middle-aged women to her left. They stopped eating, but Mocks simply followed Grant to the kitchen with the hostess, where the smell only worsened.

      Once past the sautéed shrimp, steamed clams, and baked salmon, Mocks shoved Grant and the hostess aside and burst out the back door. Outside, she lifted her face to the sky and inhaled deep breaths.

      “Thought you’d be used to that smell by now,” Grant said, side-stepping a very shocked hostess, who looked at Mocks like she had grown a second head. “You’ve lived in Seattle for what? Four years now?”

      “Three years, five months, three weeks, two days, thirteen hours and some change,” Mocks answered, sucking in another deep breath of cold coastal air. “But who’s counting.”

      “This the truck?” Grant asked.

      The hostess nodded. She wore all black, and her blonde hair had matching dark roots. “I didn’t see who dropped it off. I asked around and none of the kitchen staff saw anything either.”

      Mocks finally lowered her face, the queasiness in her stomach easing now that she wasn’t surrounded by fish fumes. She walked over to the truck, the doors closed. “You found it exactly like this?”

      “Well, no,” the hostess said, playing with her hands. “The door was open. I just thought maybe someone left it open by accident. So I just shut it.” She took a step back. “Does this have to do with all those kids going missing?”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Grant said. “We’ll let you know if we need anything else.”

      Mocks walked around to the passenger side and slipped on a glove. She opened the door, then the glove compartment. “Nothing but trash.” She checked under and behind the seats. Nothing but rusted tools and more fast food wrappers.

      “Anything?” Mocks asked.

      “Nope,” Grant answered, shutting the door and peeling off his own glove.

      “Grant,” Mocks said. “I think we need to start looking at this realistically.” She stepped around the truck’s hood and leaned against the driver side tire-well. “There could be another dozen kids that are taken within the next twenty-four hours, or some that were taken that haven’t even been called in yet. Whoever is behind this meant for it all to happen today.”

      “You think someone is pulling the strings?” Grant asked.

      “Whoever built that website for all of those creeps to use had a specific purpose.” Mocks watched Grant mull it over.

      “You think it’s a diversion?” Grant asked.

      “Sleight of hand, right?” Mocks answered. “We need to figure out why all of this is happening today.”

      “All right,” Grant said. “We’ll canvas the street and see if anyone saw anything. Look for security footage, maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “After today, I think all of our luck might be out,” Mocks said.
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* * *

      One of the detriments of being a detective in this century was technology. It was a gift and a curse. Their Cyber division could do so many things with tracking digital footprints. But in the self-absorbed age of selfies and social media, one hardly looked up from their phones. And that made finding witnesses hard. No one saw anything. Maybe Mocks was right. Their luck had run out.

      Forensics arrived shortly after their canvas of the area, and the team looked used and abused. There were a limited number of forensic field units, and with the sudden influx of abductions, they were being called all over the city. Grant and Mocks left the team to their devices and drove back to the station.

      Grant kept stealing glances at the timer on his watch. They were already past the four-hour mark. Time was tight. Time was always tight.

      “You keep checking that thing like it’ll tell you where to find our missing kids,” Mocks said, her gaze cast out toward the window.

      “It helps keep me on my toes,” Grant said. “You have any secret theories you’re keeping to yourself?”

      “I think Rick is cheating on me,” Mocks answered.

      She tossed it out in the open so casually that it took Grant a minute before he could wrap his head around what she’d just said.

      “Why do you think—”

      “We haven’t had sex in over a month,” Mocks said. “We fight constantly. It’s like I’m living with someone I don’t even know anymore.”

      Mocks finally turned away from the window, and Grant got a look at her face. No tears. No lines of grief. Nothing more than a plain, stoic expression of realization. She’d been thinking about this for a long time. He’d thought something was off with her, and now he knew the cause.

      “What are you two fighting about?” Grant asked.

      Mocks twirled the Bic between her fingers. “He wants kids.”

      “And you don’t?”

      Mocks sighed. “It’s complicated.”

      “You need to talk about it,” Grant said. “This isn’t one of those instances where you can just sweep it under the rug.”

      “We’ve tried,” Mocks said. “I’ll admit that I’m the one who gets defensive about it, but I just—I just…” She curled her fingers, shaking her hands, and then dropped them into her lap, lifeless. “I’m scared, Grant.”

      “Is Rick working today?” Grant asked.

      “No,” Mocks answered.

      Grant flicked on the blinker and took the next left he could make.

      “Grant, we don’t have time—”

      “If there is one thing you know about me, Mocks, it’s that I am a master of time.” Grant swerved between parked cars on the side street and looped back around to the highway that would take them to Mocks’s apartment. “Before Ellen died, there were hundreds of times where I could have gone home for lunch, left work early, gone to work late, and the world would have kept on spinning. We get so caught up in fast forward that we forget to appreciate the pause button. And trust me when I tell you that now is one of those moments to hit pause.”

      “The clock doesn’t stop for those kids,” Mocks said.

      Grant saw Mocks’s high-rise in the distance. “I’m more than capable of researching the Internet by myself, and when I figure something out, you will be my first call.”

      The rest of the trip, Mocks remained quiet. She only said two words when he pulled up to the curb of the sidewalk outside her building. “Thank you.”

      “Talk to him, Mocks,” Grant said. “Rick wouldn’t cheat on you.”

      “How do you know that?” Mocks asked, looking at him with eyes as big as saucers. She’d never looked more like a kid than she did right now.

      “Because Rick looks at you the way I looked at Ellen,” Grant said.

      Mocks smiled, shut the door, and disappeared inside the building. The action provided a small piece of hope that Grant clung to on the way back to the station. It was a hope that helped block out all the painful memories from his own past. The daily struggle to keep moving never ended.

      The old phrase ‘time heals all wounds’ was only half true. Yes, they did eventually heal. But they also changed you; twisted you into something different than you were before. Everything was still functional and you were alive, but you were not the same. Scars never disappeared. They lingered until your last day.

      The precinct was still surrounded by the press when Grant arrived, and this time he avoided their questioning altogether by parking in the compound lot around back. It was fenced off, and only authorized personnel were allowed inside.

      Grant did a quick check in with Sam to see if he was able to pull anything else from the website, but he said he was still trying to get through some of the firewalls and that he needed more time.

      All that was left was to research what Mocks had brought up. It was a brilliant theory, and it made sense the more thought he gave it. He opened a handful of tabs on his browser and went to work on finding what was so special about today.

      Grant started small, staying strictly within Seattle, and then when nothing came of that, he expanded to the entire state of Washington. The only note of value he was able to find was his own ceremony that had taken place that morning. No other large-scale events had made the news, no meetings or large gatherings. Today was just another Saturday in late March.

      The chair squeaked as Grant leaned back. He drummed his fingers on the desk. There had to be another connection, something else that tied them together. They had three confirmed cases, if you included the Givens case, where the abductors took this class. So what connected them?

      Grant stopped drumming his fingers. Spiders.

      Grant cross-referenced spiders and Seattle, and he received several hits, many of them from Seattle arachnid groups, which there were more of than he would have guessed. But there was only one hit that connected what Mallory Givens had said to Grant’s current predicament.

      A gang from the Philippines had made their way to the western shores of the United States. And Grant knew just the man he could talk to about it.
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      When Mocks pressed the tenth floor button on the elevator, a million thoughts raced through her mind. Her left hand moved and she looked down to see it holding the Bic lighter. She stared at it a moment and then returned it to her pocket. If Rick was having an affair, if there was some woman in their bed, then she needed to face it without the crutch of her past.

      Mocks had been clean for a year when they met. And it was around the time when her therapist and sponsor thought it would be okay for her to enter a relationship. She’d done the plant thing, then the animal thing, making sure she could keep both of them alive before setting her affections on anything human. Her sponsor had also recommended abstaining from sex for at least six weeks after the start of a new relationship.

      She slept with Rick on their first date. It was one rule she didn’t care that she broke.

      And as luck would have it, Rick turned out to be the last new person she’d ever sleep with, though she didn’t see it that way in the beginning. She remained guarded in their first few months together. The sex helped though. A lot.

      Rick never pried about her past, but she knew he had questions. After all, she couldn’t hide the scars on her arms from years of needles. When the day finally came for Mocks to reveal her past, it exploded from her lips in a stream of breathless, run-on sentences. Once she finished, she thought Rick might take off. She had prepared herself for that. But he didn’t. He stayed. But it wasn’t easy.

      Mocks put Rick through every hell that she experienced. The backlash from all of those years she abused herself were thrust onto him. But no matter how dark it got, no matter what she said, no matter what she did, he stayed. And finally, those walls she’d built cracked. And while they didn’t come tumbling down, a doorway formed, and Rick was finally allowed inside.

      Through it all, Rick never pushed harder than she wanted. Anytime she said stop, he stopped. Anytime she told him she needed space, he waited. Whenever she got so angry she broke something of his, he kept quiet until she calmed down. He was the most patient man she’d ever met. She never understood why he stuck around. Probably the sex.

      Their engagement was short. When Mocks was ready, he asked, and she didn’t want to wait. She had found someone with an unshakable foundation, and there wasn’t anyone else she saw spending the rest of her life with.

      But the move to Seattle when she was offered a detective’s position had taken its toll. The hours were harsher than she expected them to be, and the added celebrity that came with being a former addict, along with a partner with Grant’s history, only added to the gossip.

      The rest of the officers at the precinct eventually accepted her regardless of her past. She knew Grant had a lot to do with that. Everyone in the department respected him. When they were first paired together, the stories they told about his career in homicide aired on the side of legend. But when she finally met the man behind the myth, she realized that he was mortal like the rest of them. A very talented detective, but still a man.

      And Grant was right. This talk was long overdue. When Rick had the kid conversation with her a few months ago, she didn’t handle it well. And they’d both used work as an excuse to put it off. He’d been pulling doubles, and their only time together were the few hours when they shared a bed where the space between them grew larger every night.

      The inertia of the elevator’s stop made the bundle of nerves in Mocks’s stomach rise, and then settle. The doors opened, and Mocks hesitated. She didn’t want to take that first step. But that’s what it took. That’s how you did the hard things. You just placed one foot in front of the other. One at a time.

      Mocks entered the hallway, her footsteps silent on the carpet. She passed her neighbors until she got to apartment ten-nineteen. They picked it because it had a beautiful view of the city, though she found herself admiring it less these days.

      She fished the key out of her pocket and leaned against the door to listen for any movement inside. She heard nothing. The key went into the lock slowly, and in one quick motion, Mocks unlocked and opened the door.

      A tiny hallway led into the kitchen with new stainless steel appliances and marble countertops. Rick liked to cook, but they’d eaten a lot of takeout the past month. Her heart pounded as she passed the kitchen, the front door still wide open.

      Mocks examined the living room for any clothes. She expected to find a bra or lacy thong that wasn’t hers, but there was nothing.

      She turned from the living room toward the bedrooms and bathroom. The spare bedroom door was open, the same with the bathroom, but the master bedroom door was half closed.

      Mocks froze at the low murmur of a moan. It was a woman’s moan, soft and breathless. With a shaking leg, she took one step. Then another. And another. The noises grew louder the closer she moved.

      Rage, fear, and adrenaline funneled through Mocks’s veins, and by the time she reached the bedroom door, she held her pistol then kicked the door open.

      “Jesus Christ!” Rick said.

      Mocks kept the pistol at her side, and hot tears burst from her eyes as she heaved her chest up and down. “Wh—What are you doing?”

      Rick frantically clicked out of the window pulled up on the computer screen and then hiked up his pants that were dropped at his ankles near the wheels of the desk chair. He tucked his manhood away and then turned to face his wife. His cheeks were flushed and slightly sweaty.

      Mocks looked from Rick to the computer, then to their neatly made bed. She shook her head, the ball of nerves slowly unraveling in her stomach. “I thought… I thought…” She couldn’t spit out the words.

      Rick pointed to the Glock in her hand. “Were you gonna shoot me?”

      Mocks stared at the gun, then holstered the weapon. “I thought you were sleeping with someone.”

      “What?” Rick leaned forward, scrunching his face in disbelief. He was about Grant’s height, a little taller actually, but more muscular. His hazel eyes shied away from hers in embarrassment. He gestured toward the computer behind him, then shut his eyes and shook his head. “I didn’t think you were coming home.”

      With the adrenaline gone, Mocks sat on the end of the bed. Her shoulders hunched forward and low, and she rested her elbows on her thighs. “I wasn’t. Grant said that we needed to talk.” She chuckled. “We probably need to do more than that.”

      Rick covered his mouth and stifled a laugh. He sidled up next to her, and his added weight bounced her up and into him. “I guess we haven’t really been as upfront with each other like we normally are.” He shook his head. “You thought I was having an affair?”

      Mocks rested her head against his arm. “Sometimes I think it’s hard for you to remember what it’s like for the rest of us mortals who aren’t accustomed to taking the high road. My mind just wandered.”

      He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. “We could not talk or not have sex for the rest of our lives as long as I knew you were still my wife. Though I would prefer at least a little sex.”

      “I feel like an idiot,” Mocks said, burying her face into his shirt. He smelled like work. That heavy musk of sweat and thick wool from his fire jacket. She loved that smell.

      “Hey.” Rick turned toward her and cupped her face with both hands. “I love you. That is never going to change. No matter what. Do you hear me?”

      “I hear you,” Mocks said, and when she reached up to kiss him, they fell back onto the bed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grant suspected it would be easy to get an audience with the ambassador. And he was right. A portion of Mujave’s schedule was cleared within the hour. On his way toward the embassy, he called Mocks. After a few rings it went to voicemail, so he left a message. “Hey, I found a link between what Mallory Givens said about the spiders and the abductions. I’m heading over to the ambassador’s residence to find out more. Hope everything’s okay.”

      Grant tucked the phone into his pocket and then flipped on the lights in his undercover sedan, traffic parting on the highway as his speedometer tipped towards ninety.

      When Grant called the ambassador’s office, he retained a level of secrecy for the meeting’s purpose. He thought the ambassador would be more willing to meet with him under the premise that Grant had reconsidered the job offer.

      The gates of the mansion opened after the security guard checked Grant’s ID and badge number, then ran it against their registry of guests. There were no smiles during the interaction. All business from the guard.

      Grant parked, and a young man escorted him from the driveway and inside the house. He wasn’t sure if the man spoke English because the only words he said were “follow me” in a feigned American accent.

      The inside of the house was elegantly decorated, but done simply and tastefully. Art, depicting Mujave’s home of the Philippines, decorated the walls, and ornate furniture filled the rooms. The floor was marble, the ceilings vaulted, and Grant caught the glimpse of a chandelier in the dining room he passed. But in addition to the finer things, there were also three dogs that greeted him before he entered Mujave’s office, all wagging tails and hanging tongues. Grant also noticed the number of children’s toys scattered on the floors and over the expensive furniture. It made the building less of a structure of grandeur and more like a home.

      “Detective!” Mujave jumped from his seat, that wide, warm smile on full display, the whiteness of his teeth contrasting against his tan skin. “It’s so good to see you again, my friend.” He took hold of Grant’s hand, shaking it wildly, and after seeing the man’s excitement, Grant started to regret the false pretenses of his visit. “Please, have a seat.”

      “Thank you, Ambassador.” The dogs circled Grant happily, the Golden Lab hopping up onto the couch next to him.

      “Happy, down!” Mujave said, laughing. “They get excited about new visitors.”

      “I don’t mind,” Grant said, scratching behind the Lab’s ear.

      “So,” Mujave said, clapping his hands together. “I hope your visit brings with it some good news?”

      Grant rotated the wedding band around his finger. “More questions than news, I’m afraid. It’s about the other children that have been reported missing. I think it might be connected to something bigger.”

      The upbeat smile faded from the ambassador’s face, and he leaned back. “I see.”

      “I spoke with a young girl from a previous case this morning that I believe is connected to the abductions from today.” Grant made sure to watch the ambassador’s face closely when he told him. “The girl’s abductor said it was better the girl was with her than the spiders. I did some research about what that could mean and discovered a gang in the Philippines that identify themselves by spider web tattoos, and that they deal primarily with human trafficking.”

      “The Web,” Mujave said. “There isn’t a parent in the Philippines that doesn’t know who they are.” He stood and walked over to a cabinet behind his desk where he removed a crystal vase and two matching glasses. He brought both back to the sitting area and this time joined Grant on the couch, pouring each of them a quarter cup.

      Grant wasn’t much of a day drinker, but he found it best to go with the flow when prying for information. And after the first sip, he might have to ask where the ambassador got it. Not that he could afford it. “They’re the group you wanted me to tackle in the international efforts, aren’t they?”

      “Yes,” Mujave answered, taking a sip. “There have been over ten thousand missing children reported over the past five years in my country. Only a fraction of them are recovered. Some are killed, and the ones that survive their reprogramming are sold into sex trades around the Pacific.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and paused. When he finally looked up, he pointed to a painting in the office. “That’s my village.”

      Grant turned to see it. It was a beautiful scene. Right on the beach, with trees shading the sand and the tide coming in. Huts lined the beach, a few fires going, and the village people walking about. But the whole painting was built around a young woman, ankle deep in the surf. She had a basket on her head, and her tan skin glistened in the fading sun. She was beautiful.

      “Looks like a wonderful home,” Grant said.

      Mujave smiled. “It was. In fact, that was where my interest in politics began.” He pointed toward the picture, walking closer to it. “I ran for local office in my village, that was almost twenty years ago now.” He sipped. “I put together a sort of neighborhood watch. Any capable young man joined, finding that there was safety in numbers. We were a modest sized village. Only a few thousand, but still small enough to become targets for the Web.” He loosened his tie, his presence growing more informal with every swallow. “We had limited guns, but a few of the men had spent time in the Philippine version of the National Guard. I had the local police give them special privileges, and we created a security schedule and had a twenty-four hour patrol of the village. It made people feel safe.” He shook his head. “It didn’t last long.”

      “The gang attacked you?” Grant asked, rotating the crystal cup in his fingers.

      “I boasted about the initiative,” Mujave answered. “I wanted other villages to join. I wanted us to band together. When leaders of the Web heard about my efforts, they decided to bring me down a notch.”

      Mujave sank into the couch cushions. He didn’t blink and hardly moved a muscle. “I can still see them as clearly as the night they arrived. They came in full force: automatic weapons, armored trucks with mounted fifty-caliber guns. They mowed us down like cattle. They torched the houses, raped the women, and stole what they wanted. I managed to get my wife and a few others out to the water in the dark of night.” Mujave’s eyes watered. “They were bloodcurdling cries, Detective; screams only possible in the fires of hell. But that’s what my village turned into that night. By morning, there was nothing but ash and blood.” He drained the rest of the liquor and set the empty crystal on the coffee table. “Those people died because they believed I could protect them. They died because I boasted that we were untouchable. I made a promise to myself that day that I would bring them down. That I would make the children of my country safe.”

      Grant drained the rest of his own drink and sat the empty crystal next to Mujave’s glass. “If you’re leading international efforts to hunt this group down, then you’d need to be working with the FBI for anything domestic on the U.S. side.”

      “That’s right,” Mujave said.

      “I need to know who your point person is on that case,” Grant said. “I think the Web has grown more sophisticated with their tactics.”

      “You already know the point person on that front,” Mujave said. “You worked with him to get my daughter back. Special Agent Hickem.”

      “Dad?”

      Mujave and Grant turned and saw the ambassador’s daughter hovering at the door, the pack of dogs circling and begging for attention.

      “Dalisay,” Mujave said, smiling. “Come here. I want you to meet your rescuer.”

      The girl was timid, her head down as she walked. Grant forgot it had only been two days since they found her in that house. At eleven years old, she’d experienced more heartache than any child should have to bear. Her week-long captivity was not a pleasant one, but Grant had found her just in time. One more day and the man would have killed her.

      “Thank you,” Dalisay said, keeping close to her father.

      “You’re very welcome,” Grant said.

      “Why don’t you go and play with the dogs out back,” Mujave said, giving her a kiss on the cheek that brought a shy smile. “I think they’re getting restless.”

      “Okay. C’mon, Happy!” Dalisay sprinted back into the hallway, the Golden Lab barking and chasing after her, the others following suit.

      Once the noise of his daughter’s voice faded, so did Mujave’s smile. “The therapists say it’ll take time for her to process everything that happened.”

      “I never saw the medical report,” Grant said. “Did everything come back all right?”

      “Yes,” Mujave said. “Thank God.”

      Medical report was the discreet method of asking if the girl may have been abused or raped. Avoiding those scenarios depended on authorities finding the children quickly. He glanced down at his watch. The timer ticked past six hours.

      “I’d like to speak with Agent Hickem,” Grant said. “See what intelligence he has on the gang stateside. Could I get his information?”

      “For you, Detective Grant, I’ll set up a meeting personally.”

      “Thank you, Ambassador,” Grant said. He declined another drink, and Mujave agreed it was for the best. Once outside, Grant tried Mocks’s cell again, and this time she answered.

      “Hey,” Mocks said, sounding slightly winded. “You got something?”

      “Yeah,” Grant answered. “I just finished my talk with the ambassador. I’ve got a new lead. Everything go all right with Rick?”

      “Yeah,” Mocks answered. “It went great.”

      “I’m heading back to the precinct,” Grant said, getting into his car. “Meet me there.” He hung up and drove to the exit, where the guard opened the gate and let him out. It was the second time today Grant had used favors in a case. It wasn’t his normal protocol on the matter, but he was running out of time.

      Grant’s phone buzzed. It was the precinct. “Detective Grant.”

      “Hey, it’s Sam. I had a breakthrough with the website.”

      Finally, some good news. “What do you have?”

      “The man who took the girl at the mall, Parker something? I managed to track the IP address he used when he logged into the website. All of the other users got rid of theirs, but his is still operational.”

      “What’s the address?” Grant scribbled it down, sloppily. “Thanks, Sam. Good work.” Between his meeting with the ambassador and Sam’s breakthrough, things were starting to come together. Now, he just needed to find out where Parker Gallient was hiding Annie.
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      When Grant returned to the precinct, Mocks was already waiting out back where the press couldn’t bother her. The horde of news vans and reporters had grown larger now that the major networks were jumping on the bandwagon. The whole nation had their eyes on the state of Washington, and they weren’t going to turn away until this was over.

      “Hey,” Mocks said, climbing into the car, shivering under her bulky coat. “Sam filled me in on Parker.”

      “The ambassador set up a meeting with the FBI team handling the gang stateside,” Grant answered. “We’re going to his office.”

      Mocks clicked her seatbelt into place and raised her eyebrows. “I’m sure they’re going to love us snooping around their backyard.”

      “The lead investigator was the same agent I worked with on the ambassador’s daughter’s case,” Grant said. “I’m hoping we can come to an agreement.”

      “And if that doesn’t happen?” Mocks asked.

      “Then we use the leverage we have with the address,” Grant answered. “I’m sure they’d be willing to work with us for some intelligence on one of the gang’s safe houses.” Which Grant was assuming what the house was for. That, or some type of post for their trafficking.

      The FBI office wasn’t far from their precinct, and Grant found some street parking near the building’s entrance. He stepped out of the car, zipped his jacket to the collar, and tucked his hands in his pockets to avoid the cold.

      Grant wasn’t sure what to expect from the FBI’s field office, but it definitely wasn’t what greeted him. Old and molding carpet, walls with paint peeling off in long strips, a ceiling with flickering fluorescent lights and yellowed tiles. Even his college dorm wasn’t this bad.

      “Don’t let the federal budget fool you. It’s not as glamorous as they make it out to be.” Special Agent Chad Hickem was bigger than Grant remembered and when he took hold of Grant’s hand and gave three firm pumps, he thought his arm might fall off. “I figured it was only a matter of time before the ambassador tapped you.”

      “Good to see you again,” Grant said, then turned to Mocks. “This is my partner. Detective Susan Mullocks.”

      “I didn’t think they let ogres join the FBI,” Mocks said, her tiny hand swallowed up by Hickem’s as they shook.

      Hickem laughed. “I got a special exception. C’mon back.”

      The office was small, and the ‘back’ was suspiciously close to the front. Eight other agents occupied tiny desks, all of them buried in their computer screens or jotting down notes while on phone calls.

      Hickem’s tiny space was more cramped than the rest, though Grant attributed that to the man’s size. No nameplate or personal items adorned the desk. Just a few pens, files, and a laptop covered the top. The desk was functional, like the man who sat behind it.

      “I need to know about all of your operations with the gang called ‘The Web,’” Grant said, fishing out his phone. He pulled up the email with Parker’s picture. “Specifically this guy.”

      Hickem grabbed Grant’s phone, studying the picture. “He doesn’t look familiar, but then again, the gang has been recruiting like crazy lately.”

      “How crazy?” Mocks asked.

      “When I first started working this case eighteen months ago, we had their numbers stateside estimated at around a dozen. But recent tally suggests that they’ve blossomed to nearly one hundred in the state of Washington alone,” Hickem said. “We know they have contacts and movers down the entire West Coast all the way into Mexico. The majority of their imports come through Seattle. For now, it’s still their base of operations.”

      “Have you done any investigations into how they’re growing?” Grant asked. “And more specifically how they’re communicating with one another?”

      Hickem rested his meaty arms on the table, shrugging. “Burner phones mostly. They’ve tapped into the local homeless population for a lot of their new recruits, which is perfect for them. The homeless don’t have ID, are hard to identify, and will take pretty much anything you give them. They’ve also purged some of the smaller gangs in the area. There was a bad turf war about six months ago on the southern coastline of the city. They made our local gangbangers look like elementary school bullies.”

      “I worked on a case after helping you with the ambassador’s daughter, and I think it’s connected to what’s happening with all of these abductions today,” Grant said.

      “An hour ago I thought the same thing, but all of our intelligence is telling us that our guys have been quiet,” Hickem said.

      “These people are running an international sex trafficking ring and the only thing they’re using is burner phones?” Mocks asked. “I don’t buy it. They’ve got a hand in this, and someone specific is pulling the strings.”

      Hickem raised one of his very large eyebrows. Everything about the man was huge, even his inquiries. “And what makes you think that?”

      “Someone created a website that teaches people how to abduct kids,” Grant answered before Mocks could be any more cryptic. “And it covered everything. How to earn their trust, stay below the radar, places to look, where to abduct, the most effective methods of how to evade authorities; it was incredibly thorough.”

      “We haven’t run across anything like that in our investigation.” Hickem pointed back toward the only space that didn’t have a desk in it, which was taken up by filing cabinets. “Everything we’ve gathered so far is in those cabinets. You’re more than welcome to take a look at them. It’d be quicker than getting you clearance for the files we have on the servers.”

      “We don’t have that kind of time,” Grant said. “Especially if these guys are as organized as you say they are.” Grant reached into his pocket and removed the paper that contained the address Sam gave him. “Do you know this place?”

      Hickem looked it over, shaking his head. “Hey, Billy!”

      Another agent stopped in Hickem’s doorway, leaning against the frame. “What’s up, boss?”

      Hickem handed him the paper. “Is this on any of our Web posts that we have around the city?”

      “Nope,” Billy said. “Not in our records.” He looked at Grant. “You guys found this?”

      “One of our cyber techs did,” Grant answered.

      “So you’re telling me we have the address of a currently operational Web station?” Hickem asked.

      “That’s what we think,” Mocks answered.

      “All right,” Hickem said. “What do you want?”

      “An introduction,” Grant answered. “You get the credit for the bust of Seattle’s worst bad guys, and we get to know what they know. No questions asked.”

      Hickem smiled. “You could have brought in your own S.W.A.T. team for this, yet you chose to come here and hand this to the FBI. You must hate paperwork, Detective.”

      “I hate scumbags who snatch little kids,” Grant said. “We have a deal?”

      Hicken leapt from his chair and stepped around the desk. “We leave in twenty. All right, boys!” He whirled his finger in the air, as if he were corralling the wagons. “Let’s strap up!”

      Grant and Mocks stepped aside as the office workers transformed from pencil pushers into a field-ready unit almost instantaneously. Mocks leaned in, whispering. “Are you sure about this? I don’t know if the captain is going to like another showy public display of police force. Not to mention the mayor and the senator.”

      “Annie’s been missing for longer than six hours,” Grant answered. “We haven’t had any hits from her AMBER Alert. And if she was taken by one of these people she could be down in California by now.”

      “But is this the right move?” Mocks asked. “We should check on the suspect in the hospital. Tommy’s abductor.”

      “He’s still unconscious,” Grant said. “Someone put a bullet in his back that damaged his kidneys.” He gave Mocks some side-eye.

      “Dangerous line of work, kidnapping,” Mocks replied. “They should have read the fine print.” She paused. “And thanks for today. I needed it.”

      “I’m just glad you and Rick are fine,” Grant said. “He’s a good man. No reason for you to worry about nothing all day. I need your mind on the case.”

      “You think we’ll find something with this Web crew?” Mocks asked, her face skeptical.

      “It’s the best lead we have right now,” Grant said. “We just need to keep pressing forward.”

      “Weren’t you the one who told me it’s best to take a step back every once in a while to take a look at the bigger picture?” Mocks asked.

      “All right you two,” Hickem said, strapping on his bulletproof vest. “We don’t have any extra gear, so I hope you have your own.”

      “We’ll make do,” Grant said. He headed for the door and Mocks followed.

      “I think this is one of those times where you should take your own advice,” Mocks said as they made their way to the car.

      “Well, that’s the great thing about being the person who gives advice, Mocks. I get to choose when and how I take my own medicine.”

      “That just sounds like a bad combination.”

      Hickem drove like a madman, but Grant kept pace with the FBI van weaving through traffic. Not that Grant minded the speed. Every second that ticked away on Grant’s wrist lowered their chances of success. Once they reached the twelve-hour mark, the odds of a successful retrieval dropped in half after every subsequent six hours.

      Mocks had reached for the green Bic lighter in her jacket and was already performing the ceremonious flick of the flint to calm her nerves.

      Grant followed Hickem off the highway and toward the shambled structures that comprised the south side of Seattle. Broken windows, barred doors, and graffiti were common sights.

      Vagrants shuffled along the sidewalks, swallowed up in their large coats, their hollowed faces and blank stares cast toward the pavement. A group of kids played on a rusted swing set, chasing one another in yards devoid of grass. Much like the rest of the neighborhood, it was nothing but dirt and trash.

      Politicians had used the south side as a campaigning platform for years. They promised to clean the city up, but once elected, the neighborhood became a distant memory. There were other worries and issues to think about: the drug and homeless epidemic, and now the human-trafficking problem. But Grant knew it was all connected. You pulled one string, and one hundred others followed with it. The only challenge was figuring out which string unraveled it all.

      Hickem slowed and veered off the road. Once he stopped, his agents filed out the back. Grant parked behind them.

      Hickem loaded a round into his shotgun. “The house is a few blocks up the road. The moment they see us coming, they’ll dig in. This is your last chance to back out. You two may have seen a lot of shit, but this is going to be different. I promise you.”

      “We can handle ourselves,” Grant said.

      Hickem shook his head. “Have it your way.” He grabbed two earpieces and a pair of black masks. He handed Grant and Mocks one each. “You’ll need to wear both.”

      Mocks lifted the mask. “Seriously?”

      “These people don’t know who we are, and you want it to stay that way,” Hickem said. “They are worse than the Mexican cartels when it comes to payback.”

      Grant and Mocks did as the man said, and once their faces were covered, Grant opened his trunk, and he and Mocks strapped on their own protective vests, grabbing some extra magazines out of Grant’s duffel bag that he kept stocked for such occasions. He fingered the bullet still lodged in the Kevlar from the raid on Craig Johnson. He hoped he wasn’t tempting fate again.

      “Listen,” Grant said. “We need to follow their lead. I’ve seen them in action before, and they know what they’re doing.”

      “You think we’re gonna be in their way or something?” Mocks asked. “Or have you forgotten the pair of detectives that saved that little boy earlier today, or the little girl yesterday?” Her tone was laced with sarcasm, but Grant didn’t want to take any chances.

      “Hickem is right,” Grant said. “We’re walking into something we’ve never experienced before. I don’t know how bad it’ll get.”

      Mocks went quiet, and then after she finished the last strap that secured her Kevlar, she quietly spoke. “I’ve seen bad, Grant. Whatever’s in there, I can handle it.”

      A few of the homeless looked up from their feet as Hickem led the charge. Grant’s heart pounded in time with their quick footsteps, and the activity reminded him of the lack of food he’d had over the past two days. He hardly ever ate during an investigation, and with the number of cases he’d had stacked lately, he was practically fasting. Adrenaline would kick in though. That he was sure of.

      They reached a crossroad, and Hickem stopped thirty feet before the turn, holding up his fist, halting the crew. He signaled for the rest of the team to head around back, and then motioned Grant and Mocks toward him.

      “You two stay on my six the entire time, understand?” Hickem asked.

      “We won’t get in the way,” Grant answered.

      “I’m not worried about you getting in the way,” Hickem said. “I’m worried about you getting shot.” He leaned closer. “The moment we turn this corner, they’ll have a line of sight on us, so brace for impact.”

      And whatever hell Grant thought would rain down on him didn’t even come close to what happened next.

      Two men stood guard on the house’s front porch. AK-47s hung from their shoulders. It was one hundred feet between the street corner and the house, but when the gunfire started, it felt much closer.

      Bullets spit from the automatic rifles and tore into the concrete and asphalt as Hickem rolled left behind a low-lying concrete wall that was once a perimeter fence. Grant and Mocks followed, the sound of every gunshot pounding in their chests.

      “Just stay down!” Hickem said, then squat-walked a few feet forward. He shot straight up and returned fire, his movements quick and mechanical. He squeezed off a half dozen rounds, and then retreated back behind cover.

      Gunfire erupted to Grant’s left, and when he turned, he saw that Mocks had stood and fired as well. He yanked her down, and another barrage of gunfire vibrated through the wall.

      Hickem walked over and gave both of them a shove. “I don’t need any cowboy shit.”

      “No,” Mocks said. “What you need is cover fire. We know how to shoot.”

      “She’s right,” Grant said. “We can help.”

      It was impossible to study Hickem’s facial expressions behind the black mask. But with his eyes focused on Grant, the detective knew he was considering it.

      “All right,” Hickem said. “Wait for my mark.” He quickly turned back to the edge of the wall, and Grant and Mocks coiled in position.

      Shouting replaced gunfire as Hickem craned his neck back toward Grant, holding up three fingers, counting down. On one, Grant and Mocks jumped from cover and fired into the converging gang.

      The first two shots hit nothing but the side of the building, but once Grant had a better view of the situation, he adjusted his aim to the trio of thugs near the front porch. With the gang’s attention focused on Grant and Mocks, Hickem sprinted forward and dropped the trio with three quick strikes.

      Hickem turned back to Grant and Mocks on their sprint and held up his palm. “Stay back!” The rest of Hickem’s unit crawled up the side of the house and they stormed inside.

      Grant pressed his head against the rough grain of the concrete wall and checked the ammunition he had left in his magazine. A piece of cloth blocked his vision and he adjusted his mask to count the remaining bullets. Five left.

      Mocks lifted her mask up, her face flush from the added heat. “I can’t see a damn thing with this on.” She wiped the sweat from her forehead.

      “Put it back on,” Grant said. “We don’t know when this is going to be over.” More gunshots echoed from inside the house, along with the crash of glass.

      The earpiece in Grant’s ear came alive with chatter, and Hickem repeated the same order over and over. “Man down. Man down. Suspects fleeing south.”

      Grant poked his head over the wall and saw three gang members heading their way. He pushed himself to his knees, the majority of the wall still providing cover from his chest down, and opened fire.

      The first two bullets went wide right, but the third made contact with the rear gang member’s leg. The front two members returned fire, and Grant ducked just as Mocks stood. “No!”

      But before he pulled her down, she opened fire, her mask still pushed high on top of her head as the fleeing gang members got a good look at her face. Empty casings ejected from her pistol and Grant yanked her back down.

      Grant poked his head over the top, and the gang member he shot crawled on all fours, the automatic rifle still in his hand. He shoved Mocks, who adjusted the cloth over her face. “C’mon.”

      He leapt over the side, pistol aimed at the suspect. “Freeze!”

      The gang member stretched his arm to aim his rifle and Grant fired just to the left of the man’s hand, forcing the suspect to stop. Grant planted his knee into the man’s lower back as the suspect groaned and rambled in a foreign tongue.

      Mocks moved closer and pressed the end of her barrel against his forehead. “Don’t move, asshole.”

      The man looked up and flashed a smile that was riddled with gold and silver teeth. Tattoos covered his face, neck, arms, any portion of his skin that was exposed. Some of them were words in another language, others were of women, but the majority were spiders. They crawled all over his body, and when he laughed, the web on the left side of his cheek crinkled.

      “We saw you, bitch,” he said, looking at Mocks. “You’re dead. You know that? You’re fucking dead!” He laughed again, and Grant shoved his face into the dirt.

      “Detective!” Hickem’s voice boomed outside the house, and Grant let the man go. He walked over, his agents close behind. “You two all right?”

      “We’re fine,” Mocks answered.

      Grant kept his eyes locked on the suspect on the ground, the blood from the man’s calf staining the dirt and dead grass crimson. “Yeah. We’re fine.”

      “I have medics on the way,” Hickem said. “One of our guys took a bullet, but he should be fine. We’ve got a few more inside.”

      “There were two that got away,” Mocks said.

      Grant nodded. “Looks like they were heading west. Not sure where to though.”

      “I know where. To tell their friends what happened and come back with more trouble that we’re not equipped to handle right now.” Hickem looked down at the suspect. “Get him over to the driveway with the others. We’ll sort this mess back at the office.”

      Grant peeled the gangbanger off the dirt and kept the man upright on the walk toward the front. He glanced back at Mocks a few times, and Grant shoved his face forward. The ambassador’s story suddenly surfaced in Grant’s memory. All of the death and destruction the Web brought upon anyone that opposed them. It was a fate he wanted to avoid.
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      The interrogation room at Hickem’s headquarters became a revolving door. Grant watched from the one-way glass as the FBI Special Agent worked over each of them, one by one, doing everything he could within the lines of the law, and even stepping over them a few times.

      But each interrogation was only met with the same blank stare and same indigenous curses. None of them were giving up anything. Not even their names.

      They denied the weapons and ammunition that were found inside the house. They denied the charges against conspiracy to kill law enforcement. They denied the drugs and the fact that they had inhabited a foreclosed building.

      “This is a waste of time,” Grant said. “These people would rather die than give up any of their own.”

      Mocks sat in the corner, working overtime on her Bic. “I wouldn’t have a problem with that.” Her eyes were focused on the newest suspect inside the room, who just so happened to be the man Grant had shot.

      Grant walked over and placed his hand on her wrist, and she stopped. “Are you all right?”

      Mocks pulled her hand back. “We need to go back and search that house.”

      “The other gang members are probably already there,” Grant said. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “C’mon, Grant,” Mocks said, irritated. “You’ve seen it; these guys aren’t going to turn over, no matter what we throw at them. They’re loyal. We need something else.”

      Grant looked down at his watch, and the timer rolled over to eight hours. “We’ll need to be quick about it.”

      Mocks pocketed the lighter and hopped off the table she was sitting on. “Then we better go before Captain America tells us otherwise.”

      They slipped out of the room, and one of Hickem’s agents stepped in their path on the way to the front door. “Don’t want to stick around?” he asked. The man was a little shorter than Grant, but much wider, and it looked like he was all muscle.

      “We still have a case to handle,” Grant said. “Tell Hickem that if he finds anything to give me a call. And tell him I’ll do the same.” Grant sidestepped him, and Mocks followed quickly.

      The ride over was quiet. Nothing but ambient traffic noise flooded the cabin of Grant’s sedan. He glanced in the rearview mirror, half expecting to see Hickem’s armored truck barreling down after him, but he was nowhere in sight.

      “All units, be advised,” Dispatch said, cutting through the silence. Grant and Mocks swiveled toward the radio. “AMBER Alert recovered in northern Skagit County. Adolescent girl. Dead on scene.”

      Grant tightened his grip on the wheel, praying it wasn’t Annie Mauer. His stomach tightened into knots. He couldn’t lose her. Not this one.

      “Suspect’s name is Bart Malliby, also dead on scene. An accomplice is believed to have escaped, be on the lookout for—”

      Grant turned the volume off. Not their suspect. Not their girl. Neither of them said a word for a moment, but Grant still felt the anger simmering, deep beneath the surface. His breathing quickened, and his knuckles whitened against the black steering grip.

      “Goddammit!” Grant punched the dash, and the radio’s receiver was knocked from its perch.

      One of his knuckles cracked and bits of blood dotted the leather of the wheel and the dash. His hand ached, and he cursed under his breath. He veered left and maneuvered around a slow-moving van in the middle lane and took his aggression out on the accelerator.

      “We have to stop them, Mocks,” Grant said, all of his concentration focused on the road, changing lanes, picking up speed, getting to the headquarters as fast as they could. “We can’t let them get away with this.”

      “I know,” Mocks said. “And we will.” She placed a hand on his wrist. It was her turn to bring him back from the edge. “But it won’t do us any good if we wreck before we get there.”

      The lump in Grant’s throat slid back down to his stomach, and his heart rate slowed. He took three deep breaths, exhaling slowly. By the time they returned to the house in the south side, the anger had dulled but hadn’t disappeared.

      Grant parked the car in the corner, and they walked the two houses to the gang’s headquarters. Blood and bullet holes marked the carnage from earlier. On autopilot, Grant unholstered his pistol and took the first steps up to the porch, his eyes darting between the broken windows.

      There were no cars out front, no signs that anyone had returned. Maybe Hickem was wrong. With the breach, the gang could have written the house off as a lost cause. But if that was the case, then there most likely wasn’t anything of value left behind.

      The conditions inside the house weren’t better than the exterior. While the outside was riddled with bullet holes, the inside was littered with trash and ratty furniture. But it was the smell that made it unbearable. No central heat flowed, so a musty chill lingered in the air. Every breath Grant drew muddled his lungs with crap.

      “I’ll start looking in the back, and you check the front,” Grant said. “If you hear anything, come and get me, and I’ll do the same.”

      “Fine by me,” Mocks said, stifling a cough. “Sooner we can get out of here, the less time I’ll have to spend in the shower scrubbing myself clean.”

      Grant stepped around empty beer bottles and was mindful of the used needles that littered the ground. He thought about asking Mocks if she was okay being around that stuff, but he decided against it. Of course it bothered her. She was an addict in the middle of a drug den.

      The rooms in the back were small. Bare mattresses were shoved in corners, and more food wrappers and bottles littered the floor. What carpet wasn’t covered in trash was stained in what Grant figured was a mixture of booze, blood, and semen. The walls were decorated with pictures of naked women. A dartboard hung at the end of the hallway, and the misses were marked with tiny holes on either side.

      But each room Grant checked had nothing more than the one before it. He wasn’t sure what he would find, and he wasn’t sure what he hoped to find. Maybe a manifesto, some type of communication, anything. If this gang was involved in the mass abductions, or even orchestrated them, then there had to be a paper trail somewhere. The Web wasn’t just flying by the seat of their pants.

      “Grant!” Mocks said, her voice excited. “I’ve got something.”

      Grant sprinted from the last bedroom and up the hall. He found Mocks in the living room, hunched over a laptop with her gloves on. He walked over, his heart racing at a breakneck pace. “Where’d you find it?”

      “It was stashed under a floor board underneath the couch with a brick of coke,” Mocks answered, her keys gliding over the keyboard with one gloved hand. “Along with this.” She held up a small notepad with a bunch of symbols etched over it.

      “What is it?” Grant asked.

      “Don’t know.”

      Car doors slammed outside. Grant and Mocks turned to the broken windows. Three sedans were parked in the street, and three men in suits and sunglasses stepped out. The wind gusted one of their jackets open and exposed the dual shoulder holster underneath, and they openly carried AK-47s strapped to their shoulders.

      “We’ve got to go,” Grant said, closing the lid of the laptop and backtracking down the hallway.

      Mocks followed on light feet and before they reached the first bedroom down the hall, the front door groaned as the men entered, and a flood of unintelligible voices followed. If they came for the laptop, then it wouldn’t be long before they realized it was gone.

      Grant pulled Mocks toward the end of the hall and the dartboard, and they escaped out of sight just as the first gangbanger entered the hallway. The voices grew louder, and the crash of furniture thundered their haste.

      Grant fumbled with the doorknob to the back door. It was locked. Footsteps in the hall grew closer. Mocks removed her pistol. Grant shook the door lightly. It was flimsy material. He shouldered it, and the wooden frame splintered as he stumbled into the backyard.

      The noise gave them away, and heavy footsteps chased them down the hall as Grant and Mocks sprinted into the backyard, heading for the gap in the wooden fence. Grant stopped to let Mocks pass through first, and during his pause, three armed men funneled out the back door. They screamed, raised their rifles, and fired as he ducked behind the fence.

      “Don’t stop, Mocks!” Grant pulled out his pistol on the run, the laptop still clutched under his arm. Mocks’s legs blurred together in her quick, short strides, and Grant’s own legs burned as they pounded against the pavement.

      The small grid of houses where the gang lived had narrow alleys, forcing the pair to run single file. More gunshots fired, and Grant felt a wave of heat and air brush his left ear. He waited for the pain of a bullet, but none came as he followed Mocks around the next corner that spit them out onto the sidewalk of a four-lane road.

      Heavy traffic sped back and forth, and Grant spun around to get a pulse on their pursuers. He watched two of them spill out onto the sidewalk a few houses down, their rifles raised.

      With pedestrians and civilians outside in broad daylight, they opened fire. Grant and Mocks sprinted into traffic, Grant tweaking his ankle from the sudden burst of speed.

      “Jesus Christ!” Mocks said, barely able to keep her feet as Grant pulled her across the road.

      Cars laid on their horns and brakes screeched, but it all ended once the gunfire reached the road. Bullets tore apart trucks, sedans, vans, any vehicle that was in the gang’s path. Grant didn’t look back until they reached the other side.

      His lungs burned, and the muscles in his legs turned to jelly. Mocks gave him a shove and pointed back to the thugs still trying to cross the now standstill, traffic-jammed street.

      The pair sprinted between two houses in an old development and entered another grid-like maze of tight alleys and sharp corners. Clothes hung on lines to dry, most of them still wet from the constant drizzle.

      Gunfire echoed behind them, but it sounded farther away now. Grant reached for his phone and dialed Dispatch, reporting their location. “Shots fired at 53rd South and Connolly Ave. Suspects are heavily armed. Medical units needed onsite.”

      Grant skidded to a stop the moment the words left his mouth, and Mocks only made it a few more feet before she stopped to rest, too. The cold air was like breathing ice, and every breath was painful.

      “There are still people trapped back there,” Mocks said.

      Grant ripped off his jacket, wrapped the computer inside, and then stuffed it under the small space beneath the house to his left.

      “Ready?” Mocks asked.

      Grant removed his pistol and nodded. “Let’s go.”

      The crash of metal and screams echoed louder on their return to the highway. In the last narrow alley before the road, Grant had a view of the street and its chaos: Screams. Gunfire. Smoke. Panic.

      Grant and Mocks rushed into the violence, their pistols aimed at the gang that had unleashed so much hell.

      Smoke drifted up from the hood of a wrecked truck, a young man unconscious behind the wheel. Grant veered to check on him and found the man’s forehead crusted with blood. He checked for a pulse and felt the faint beat of life. Grant started to move him but froze when he made eye contact with a gangbanger through the passenger windshield.

      The shooter opened fire and Grant yanked the young man from the driver seat. Bullet holes redecorated the truck, and Grant dragged the unconscious man backward to the safety of the sidewalk.

      The jammed cars provided plenty of cover, and Grant found most of them abandoned. He rounded the hood of a Ford Mustang, and another gangbanger appeared around the van’s rear.

      Grant charged before the shooter fired and tackled him to the pavement. Both of their weapons fell to the asphalt and the thug rolled left, using the momentum to mount Grant and then wrapped his meaty fingers around Grant’s throat.

      Grant’s airway closed. He punched the man’s sides as he choked for breath. The tattooed face above him blurred. His arms fell to his sides, and the mounting pressure in his head slowly faded. A numbness spread from his neck to his hands and feet. And that’s when he saw them.

      His wife, Ellen, and his unborn child, Annie. The daughter he never had a chance to meet had red hair like her mother and blue eyes like him. She was smiling, reaching out to him. And just before they touched, she was gone. Vanished into nothing, just like in the car accident that had altered Grant’s life forever.

      The thug’s limp body landed on top of Grant, the heavy man suffocating his lungs still gasping for air. He shoved the body off and rolled to his hands and knees. There was a muffled noise in his ears, like someone shouting underwater. His vision cleared, and when he craned his neck to the noise he saw Mocks huddled behind a car, evading gunfire.

      “Grant!” she screamed between the gunshots, and he stumbled to his feet. He made it two steps before he stopped and reached for the AK-47 that belonged to the thug. He tucked the butt of the rifle under his arm and blinked away the last few black dots from his vision. He crept alongside the van and craned his neck around the front bumper for a better vantage point.

      Two shooters. Automatic rifles. Grant motioned for Mocks to stay down. He retreated a step, his head still fuzzy from the fight, and then jumped straight up, slamming his elbows on the van’s hood to steady his aim before squeezing the trigger.

      The recoil from the automatic rifle pounded against Grant’s shoulder in rapid succession. The power of the weapon caused his aim to drift, but the distraction alone was enough to give Mocks the needed time to escape the piece of Swiss cheese that used to be a Mazda.

      Mocks leapt behind Grant and the van, and the trail of bullets followed her. The tires exploded, and the windows shattered as Grant and Mocks kept low on their retreat behind another cluster of cars.

      The pair stopped at the driver side door of a BMW, the rear bumper smashed from a collision. Grant saw the man he’d dragged to safety still unconscious on the sidewalk. But aside from him, the street had turned into a ghost town.

      “You all right?” Mocks asked.

      Grant nodded. “Thanks for bailing me out back there.”

      “I thought it was the chivalrous thing to do,” Mocks answered.

      Grant peeked over the BMW, the pair of shooters closing in. There was nowhere left to run. “How much ammunition do you have left?”

      Mocks removed her magazine. “Four rounds.”

      Grant reached for his phone and texted Sam a message: yellow house off of 53rd, computer under the house wrapped in my jacket. Pivotal for case against the Web.

      Grant clicked send in case they didn’t make it and then pocketed the phone. Vibrations rattled through the Beemer as gunfire grew louder. Glass shattered and rained on their shoulders. Mocks and Grant kept low, waiting for any lull in gunfire to make a move. The pair made eye contact and with hellfire raining down, Grant realized Mocks could be the last person he saw on this earth. Dying next to your partner didn’t sound so bad though.

      “Ready?” Grant asked.

      Mocks nodded. She inched toward the hood while Grant went to the trunk. He paused at the rear blown-out tire now sitting on its rim. Grant held up his hand, counting down from three, two, one.

      Grant stood, lifting the rifle’s sight to the gangbangers to his left. Blood splattered over the man’s suit and he flew backward. He saw Mocks in his peripheral, the four quick strikes from her pistol, and she ejected her last magazine. She was empty. He pivoted his aim and knew that he wouldn’t make it in time before they gunned her down, but he had to try. Just as he squeezed the trigger on the thug who had Mocks in his sights, something stole his attention. A siren. Lots of them.

      “Grant!” Mocks said, and pointed to the cluster of squad cars down the road.

      The surviving gang members retreated into the crevices of their slums, firing randomly as the police formed a perimeter. Grant and Mocks quickly fished out their badges as officers converged on their location. Grant lowered the rifle then tossed it on the Beemer’s trunk, his hands raised as the officers circled him.
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      The aftermath from the gunfight made the south side look more like a Middle Eastern warzone than a community in Seattle. People watched from the windows of their houses while pedestrians snapped pictures on their phones and streamed video to the web. The show of police force in the area was impressive, and officers scoured the area looking for the gang but found no one.

      “Detective Grant.” An officer exited one of the alleys between the houses, the same one that had taken his statement on what happened. He was thorough, though his mechanical method of questioning was tedious. He held up the jacket and the laptop wrapped inside. “This what you were looking for?”

      Grant sat in the back of a squad car, his legs hanging out the door and the sole of his boots grinding glass into the asphalt. He held a cup of coffee in his left hand that he hadn’t touched. He liked the warmth, but not the caffeine. Despite the fatigue, he was still wired from the gunfight. A light twitch in his right hand revealed his frazzled nerves.

      “Yeah,” Grant said.

      The officer unwrapped the jacket from the laptop and returned it to Grant. He held up the laptop. “What do you want me to do with this?”

      “Get it to Sam Braddock over in Precinct Eighteen,” Grant answered, shaking the crud from his jacket. “Tell him it has to do with the website and that I need a summary of everything that’s on that computer.” He tapped the top of the screen. “There is also a note on there with some symbols. I don’t know what they represent, but they might be a password.”

      Grant was thankful the young officer had a notepad out, jotting everything down. “Got it. Anything else?”

      “Tell him to hurry,” Grant answered.

      “Yes, sir.” The officer jogged off and disappeared into the clusters of policemen, paramedics, and from what it looked like, the FBI.

      Mocks appeared with her own cup of coffee and leaned against the back of the van. “How you feeling?”

      “I’ll be better once we find our kid,” Grant said, looking down at the coffee that had cooled significantly. He dumped the brown liquid onto the pavement just as Hickem and his agents arrived.

      “What the hell was that, Grant?” Hickem asked but didn’t bother waiting for a response. “You realize that your little stunt will send these people underground? You may want to find these kids, but I want to bring down their organization, and God knows how much you fucked all of this up!” He pointed his large meaty finger right between Grant’s eyes.

      “Did you get anything from the interrogations?” Grant asked.

      Hickem’s stony expression reddened. “No.”

      “And I don’t suspect that’ll change anytime soon,” Grant said, stepping out of the car and straightening his back, which gave a dull crack. “You’ve never gotten anything from interrogations of Web members, have you?”

      “No,” Hickem answered.

      “Then why the hell did you even agree to take us over there?” Mocks asked, her own face reddening now. “You almost got us killed, and you got one of your own guys shot!”

      The left corner of Hickem’s mouth curved up his cheek. “Our protocols are clear about when I’m allowed to engage and utilize resources for a raid. It’s only by approval from my superior or special circumstances.” A more amiable expression appeared. “I was able to file this one as a special circumstance.”

      “Unbelievable,” Mocks said.

      “I’ll be able to use your names in the report, and when my boss asks why two Seattle detectives were part of a sting, I’ll get to tell them it was because the ambassador called me, and that’s my get out of jail free card.” Hickem crossed his arms, shifting his glance back and forth between the two. “Getting the jump on those guys allowed us to confiscate a lot of guns and a lot of drugs. And because we took a pivotal crew off the street, the whole organization will have to shift. And when people shift, they make mistakes.” Hickem straightened. “I intend to capitalize on those mistakes.”

      “Well,” Grant said, sliding his jacket back on, parts of the inside wet from the ground. “I’m glad we could help you in that matter. C’mon, Mocks.” The pair walked through the crowded street and did one final check-in with the lieutenant on scene to make sure they didn’t need anything else.

      “You’re all set, Detective Grant,” the lieutenant said. “And maybe next time when you’re going to be in my neighborhood, give me a heads up? I’ll schedule my guys for overtime in advance.” He cracked a playful smile, and Grant patted him on the shoulder.

      “Will do,” Grant answered.

      Once they were out of earshot and closer toward the car, Mocks spoke up. “I’m assuming you didn’t tell Hickem about the laptop on purpose.”

      “I don’t need him confiscating evidence for his case when we can use it for ours,” Grant said. “He used us, and now we’ve used him. I’d say that makes us even.”

      Mocks smiled. “That’s why you wanted that officer to go and get the laptop.” She shoved him in the side quite hard. “You needed to establish chain of evidence.”

      Grant fished out his keys and stepped around to the driver side of his sedan. “Want to make sure we have a case that sticks.” He climbed inside, but when he slid the key into the ignition, he didn’t turn it on.

      Mocks noticed the pause as she clicked her seat buckle into place. “What’s wrong?”

      Grant twisted the gold wedding band. “I saw them when that gangbanger was choking me.” He kept his eyes glued to the metal. It was cold to the touch and damp from the moisture outside. “I saw their faces clear as day.” He smiled. “Even my daughter’s.” When Mocks didn’t respond, Grant looked over and then he shook his head. “I know I sound like a crazy person.”

      “You’re not crazy,” Mocks said, then after a pause, she added, “What did she look like?”

      “Annie?” Grant asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Grant closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the seat rest. “She had red hair like Ellen. Her eyes were like mine.” He smiled. “Everything else was all Ellen though. Ears, nose, skin.” Grant opened his eyes. “Ellen always said that I was her anchor and that she was my ship. I always thought it was silly, but after she died, I realized what she meant. There were places that I could only go with her. And there were storms that she could only weather with me.” The smile faded from Grant’s face, and his voice grew very quiet. “The perfect pair.”

      Mocks placed her hand on Grant’s shoulder. “It’s good to have those memories. And it’s good to be that close.” And then she dug into the meat of his shoulder with her nails. He winced and she leaned closer. “Do not chase that feeling again.”

      Grant shook his head, confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “I know what it’s like to have something make you feel good when there isn’t a whole lot to feel good about,” Mocks answered. “Heroin did that for me for a long time, and I’ve got the scars to prove it. But there are other highs in this world that are just as dangerous. And I don’t need you turning into an adrenaline junkie so you can chase visions of your wife and child. You’ve still got work to do.” She let go of his shoulder, and the pinpoint pressure from her nails left indentations in the jacket.

      He understood what she meant, because the thought had crossed his mind more than once. He wanted to see his wife again. He wanted more time with the daughter that he never had the chance to hold. He wanted the life that he envisioned before the accident.

      “We should head back to the precinct,” Grant said. “See what we’ve got from the AMBER Alerts while—”

      “Unit thirty-five, please advise, Craig Johnson is out of surgery and stabilized. He has been cleared by the doctors for interview.”

      Grant snatched the receiver that still lay on the floorboard after his outburst from earlier. “Copy that, Dispatch. Tell the hospital we are on our way.” He clicked his seatbelt into place and cranked the engine to life.

      “I meant what I said,” Mocks said, shifting in her seat. “Chasing after it will only get you killed.”

      “I know,” Grant said, putting on his seatbelt. “But there are worse things.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The fluorescent lights reflected off the polished tile of the hospital, highlighting the white floors and walls. Nurses walked by with clipboards, their sneakers squeaking with every step. Grant tapped his finger impatiently at the nurses’ station while Mocks sat in one of the chairs in the waiting area.

      “All right, Detective.” The nurse behind the desk returned his badge and a visitor’s sticker. “The patient is in room two-twelve.”

      Grant slapped the sticker on his front jacket pocket and slipped his badge back around his neck. He walked around the station and Mocks followed. He spied the room guarded by an officer. It was standard protocol for someone like Johnson to have protection. Pedophiles weren’t popular with any group of people.

      “Let me know if you need anything, Detective,” the officer said after Mocks stepped inside.

      “Thank you,” Mocks said, and then shut the door.

      Grant sidled up to the left side of the bed, and Mocks went to the right. Johnson slept, but there wasn’t anything peaceful about it. The bed sheet was pulled up to Craig’s waist. The hospital gown they put him in lay flat against his thin body. Wispy, lightly browned hair sprouted from the top of his head. His cheeks were hollow and curved into his mouth. His eyes were closed, and the machines hooked up to his body beeped in rhythmic intervals. Grant gave the bed a light rattle.

      Craig’s eyes fluttered open, and when he saw Grant and Mocks hovering over him, the machine monitoring his heart rate beeped wildly. He pressed himself deeper into the mattress as if he could melt into the sheets and escape.

      “W-what do you want?” Craig shifted his eyes between the detectives, his mouth ajar and running his tongue over his thin lips.

      “We never formally met,” Mocks said, breaking the ice. “I’m Detective Mullocks, and this is my partner Detective Grant. We’re the ones who shot you.” She smiled, but Grant kept his expression stoic. Whenever Mocks took the lead, Grant played the strong, silent role.

      “I-I want my lawyer,” Craig said, his tone lacking confidence. “I have a right to—”

      “Not you,” Mocks said. “Kiddie rapists get a special exemption on lawyers.”

      “The website,” Grant said. “Who told you about it?”

      Craig Johnson burst into tears. “Please, I didn’t do anything to the boy. I promise you. I swear to god nothing happened.”

      “But something was going to happen,” Mocks said. “Wasn’t it, Craig? That’s why you took the kid, why you wanted to shuffle him up north across state lines. We saw the passports. You must have spent a pretty penny on those.”

      Grant leaned closer to Craig’s face, his shadow slowly covering Craig’s figure, blocking out the bright lights of the room. “Who told you about the site?”

      Another wave of sobs erupted from Craig, tears bursting from his eyes as he mumbled unintelligible words through his blubbering.

      “You’re gonna have to repeat that,” Mocks said. “I didn’t catch it.”

      “I met him at the park I go to,” Craig said, regaining some ability for coherent speech.

      “Where you abducted the boy,” Grant said, finishing the sentence.

      Craig nodded. “He told me he could help give me what I wanted. He said no one would ever find out if I did exactly what he told me to do.” He shut his eyes, squeezing out a few more tears. “So that’s what I did.” He sniffled and opened his eyes, looking at Grant. “He never gave me a name. Just a card with the website information.”

      “Where’s the card now?” Grant asked.

      “I-I destroyed it,” Craig answered, shrinking deeper into his pillow. “He told me to.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down when he swallowed. “The man was… frightening.”

      “What’d this guy look like?” Mocks asked.

      “Older white guy. Grey hair. It was longer, down to his neck, but I only saw what wasn’t covered with his hat,” Craig said. “He wore sunglasses too.”

      “What about scars, tattoos, birthmarks, anything like that?” Mocks asked.

      “I can’t remember,” Craig answered.

      Grant wrapped his hand around Craig’s throat, and the beeping skyrocketed. “We need something more than a geriatric who gave you a card to throw away.”

      Craig thrashed in his bed, but weakly so, like a piece of prey that knew it was caught. He tried to speak, but Grant’s grip was too tight.

      “What was that?” Grant asked.

      “Spiders,” Craig said, his eyes wide. “Spiders on his hand. Three of them, crawling over a black web. They were all black.” Grant let him go, and Craig bawled.

      Grant turned to leave and Mocks followed. She caught up to him halfway down the hall.

      “Put out an APB for an older white male, grey hair, with three spiders over a black web,” Grant said. “We need to follow up with Sam, see what he has so far on the computer.”

      “Hey,” Mocks said, blocking his path before they reached the elevator. “Are you all right? That wasn’t your normal tough cop.”

      Grant held up his watch, the timer ticking toward ten hours. She looked, then stepped out of his way, and he pressed the down button and they descended to the first floor.

      “You don’t have to keep reminding me that this is urgent.” Mocks crossed her arms, staring straight ahead. “You don’t have a monopoly on wanting to successfully complete our cases. Last I checked, we were still partners.”

      The elevator doors pinged opened, and Grant had a clear view to the automatic glass doors at the hospital’s entrance where a few members of the press had clustered, waiting for him outside. Grant sighed. “Great.”

      “I’ll handle it,” Mocks said, stepping in front of Grant on their exit. The doors opened and the press immediately swarmed them.

      “Detective! Do you have any leads on who could be behind these abductions?”

      “Did the suspect survive the altercation at the house?”

      “How many more children are at risk?”

      Mocks held up her hands. “We’re currently following several leads in regards to the abductions. We don’t have any further information to provide you at this time. Thank you.”

      The horde of reporters slowed their pace to a crawl, and Grant’s patience grew thinner. All of the frustration, fatigue, uncertainty, and stress of the past two days reached a tipping point.

      One of the reporters veered from Mocks and thrust a microphone in his face. “Detective Grant, have you used some of the tactics on current suspects that you used during the altercation with Brian Dunston two years ago?”

      The comment stopped Grant dead in his tracks, and Mocks turned to try and intercept, but she was two steps too slow. Grant smacked the microphone out of the reporter’s hand and shoved him hard in the chest, sending him to the pavement.

      Camera lights flashed quickly and the rest of the reporters captured the moment with video and sound as Grant cocked his arm back and hardened his hand to a fist. Before he struck, Mocks stepped in his way.

      She shoved him as hard as she could, throwing all of her five-foot, one-hundred pound frame into it that only moved Grant a few inches. Another round of camera flashes and questions polluted the air, but Mock’s sudden action was enough to snap Grant out of his rage.

      The pair turned and hurried to the car, the reporters following, with Mocks stuck in the middle of it, waving her hand and saying that they weren’t taking any more questions and they didn’t have a comment.

      The reporters pressed against the side of the car, and Grant reversed out of the parking spot as Mocks blocked her face from the cameras peering inside. Grant floored it out of the parking lot and, thankfully, they didn’t try and follow.

      “What the hell was that?” Mocks asked, slapping the dash. “Do you have any idea what you just did?”

      The rage receded from Grant’s mind, but the memories of the night from two years ago poured into his consciousness. Flashes of blood appeared on his knuckles. Brian Dunston’s blood. His screams. His pleas for mercy. His pleas for forgiveness.

      “I’m sorry,” Grant said, his breaths quick and shallow. His heartbeat accelerated and his head spun. He slowed the car and pulled over to the side of the road, the rest of the traffic blaring their frustrations for the inconvenience. He shifted into park, but left the engine running. He kept his hands tight on the steering wheel. He needed to hold onto something. He couldn’t slip back into that madness again. Not now.

      “They shouldn’t have asked you about that,” Mocks said, her tone softer. “That reporter deserved what he got and what he would have gotten. But that’s not how it’ll be spun on the six o’clock news. And that’s not how the captain will see it.”

      Grant cursed under his breath and shut his eyes. “It was stupid. I know. It’s just…” He looked at Mocks. “I’ll never really know.”

      Mocks shook her head, confused. “Know what?”

      “What my daughter would have sounded like. Who she would have grown up to be. I’ll never know what kind of father I would have been. And it’s a question I’ll never be able to answer.”

      There was a time when he’d thought he could find those answers when he transferred to Missing Persons. He wanted to believe that he could help ease his own pain by easing the pain of others. But he still felt the loss. It was as sharp today as it was two years ago.

      “No,” Mocks answered. “You won’t.” She leaned closer. “And that’s the burden of the living, Grant. That’s what makes life hard, and dirty, and wonderful all at the same time. It’s that pain that gives us strength. It’s given you strength, and while you may not feel it in your own life, others have felt it. I’ve felt it. It’ll never leave you, I know. But don’t let the pain swallow you up.” Mocks laid her hand over his on the wheel. “The pain can’t define you, because then it controls you.”

      Grant rested his forehead on the crest of the steering wheel and shut his eyes. His insides were on fire, and the sucking pain in his chest pulled him inward. He wanted to fight it, but he’d been fighting it for a long time. He was tired.

      “We still have to find Annie Mauer,” Mock said. “She still needs us.”

      Annie. Grant lifted his head. He glanced at his watch. The timer ticked away seconds with impunity, a steady reminder that time was the master of all.

      Grant shifted into drive and pulled back out onto the road. “We’ll head back to the precinct. See what Sam was able to pull off the computer.” He just wasn’t sure how long he’d still have his badge when he arrived.
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      The press had doubled around the precinct. Grant and Mocks parked in the back to avoid the circus. Grant lingered in the car after Mocks had gotten out. She knocked on the window, and he held up his hand.

      Grant closed his eyes, took a deep breath, exhaled, and counted to three. There wouldn’t be anything pleasant waiting for him inside, but he had to face it. He stepped out of the car and followed Mocks inside. After three steps, the captain spotted them heading to Cyber.

      “Grant! Mullocks!” Captain Hill’s cheeks wobbled in sync with his flabby neck, his skin flush red. “My office, now!”

      “Captain,” Mocks said. “We’re—”

      “I said now, damnit!” Captain Hill turned on his heel and marched back toward his office. The rest of the department had gone quiet, and it wasn’t until Grant and Mocks were halfway to his office that everyone resumed their activities.

      Grant was the last to enter and he shut the door, sealing them inside. Lieutenant Furst was in the corner with his arms crossed. Hill had plopped in his chair and leaned forward.

      “I received a call from the station manager at Channel Four news asking me if I had a comment about the assault that one of my detectives performed on one of his reporters,” Hill said.

      “Sir,” Mocks said. “You have to know that—”

      “Shut it, Mullocks!” Hill thrust a finger in her direction, then pivoted his aim toward Grant. “Every news camera in this city is looking for the inside scoop on these abductions, and the last thing this department needs is its officers losing their cool under pressure. Do you have any idea the scrutiny we’re under right now? No one feels safe. No one wants their kid to be taken, and every single person across the state is counting on us to end this.”

      Hill leaned back in his chair, the rant taking the breath out of him as he sucked down a few gulps of air, his forehead dotted with beads of sweat.

      “Captain, this is bigger than just the abductions that were reported,” Grant said. “We have reason to believe that a crime organization that calls itself The Web is involved in these abductions and the overall trafficking of sex workers through the entire West Coast.”

      “I don’t give a shit if it’s the goddamn Illuminati,” Captain Hill said. “I want. Those kids. Back!” He slammed his fist on the desk and knocked the phone off.

      Lieutenant Furst kept quiet. Grant waited for him to speak up, but it never came. Not that he blamed the lieutenant. Grant was a dead man walking, so it didn’t matter what he did next.

      “You don’t let me finish this case, and there’ll be more than just my assault on the six o’clock news,” Grant said.

      Hill lowered his voice. “Watch your tone, Detective.”

      Grant walked to Hill’s desk, getting in his face. “I’ll tell that reporter who asked me about Brian Dunston exactly what he wants to know. How you helped falsify the report of what happened that night. How you intimidated him to not press charges. And the best part of the story? It’s true.”

      “You are way out of line!” Hill’s cheeks wiggled and reddened. Spit flew from his mouth.

      “Let me finish this case,” Grant said. “You know that we’re still your best bet to find those kids.”

      “Detective Grant,” Furst said. “This isn’t—”

      “The only reason you’re pissed about that reporter is because it reflects badly on you, Captain,” Grant said. “You wouldn’t give a shit if I hadn’t been recorded. You only care when it disrupts your afternoon nap. So if you really want to save your ass, then let me and my partner do our job.”

      It was bold, but it was Grant’s only play. He knew Hill would suspend him and an investigation would be ordered. Any superior officer would have done it under normal circumstances. But this wasn’t normal.

      The captain calmed a bit, and Grant knew it had worked.

      “You will have to answer to the charges filed against you,” Hill said. “I will keep the wolves off your back until this is done, but after, you turn in your badge. And if you fail, then all of this comes crashing down on your head.” He looked at Mocks. “Both of your heads.”

      Grant turned on his heel and stepped out before any more stipulations were thrown their way. Grant got the time he needed. Now he had to deliver.

      Mocks walked quickly by his side on their way back to Cyber. “You know they’re going to run that story in the news no matter what. Everything from that night will be made public.”

      “I know,” Grant said. “But it’s like you said.” He looked down at her. “I can’t let it define me.”

      Mocks snorted and then stopped at her desk to retrieve a fresh Pop-Tart from its packaging. She ripped open the top and devoured it in three bites. “God, I was starving.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her sleeve. “Sometimes I wonder if I substituted Pop-Tarts for drugs.” She shook her head. “Still not sure if it’s the healthier option.”

      Grant chuckled unexpectedly, and it helped calm the nerves. He felt steady now, more purposeful. The mission was clear, and they had good intelligence. Now they just needed the head of the snake.

      When they arrived at Cyber, Sam had three laptops open on his desk: his own, the one that belonged to Stacy West’s fiancé, and the laptop they had retrieved from the gang’s headquarters in the south side.

      “Tell me you have something, Sam,” Grant said, sneaking up behind him.

      “Well, I have made progress on the site,” Sam said, pulling up a spreadsheet and list of names. “I’ve managed to locate all the IP addresses used by the usernames on the website and have even matched a few more real names, though none of them have been close in location to where the other kids were abducted.”

      “Send them out to the precincts where they’re located anyway,” Grant said. “Have the officers bring them in and search their homes. They might get lucky and find something.”

      “I don’t think it’ll be hard for them to get a warrant in our current environment,” Mocks said.

      “What about the laptop from the gang?” Grant asked. “Anything?”

      “Oh-ho,” Sam said, his voice low and throaty. “You could say that.” He held up the blue note pad that Grant had taken along with the computer. “It’s Cebuano, one of the main languages of the Philippines. This whole laptop is programmed to only accept, and react, to that type of language. It’s even embedded into the coding, which I have never seen before.”

      “What do you mean?” Mocks asked.

      “Coding is like math,” Sam answered. “It’s universal. And while different programs have specific languages, the language is the same in the program regardless of the country it’s in.” He lifted the laptop. “But this little tart has had its hard drive tweaked to have the Cebuano language embedded in its core coding.”

      “So what does that mean?” Grant asked.

      “It means it’s been a pain in my ass,” Sam answered.

      “There is something on that computer The Web doesn’t want anyone to see,” Grant said. “There has to be a location, some date, something that tells us where this is all going.” If it hasn’t already happened.

      “I’m working with a translator from the State Department, but it’s just slow going,” Sam said. “I’m sorry.”

      “We don’t need sorry,” Mocks said. “We need evidence.”

      “I can give you what I have so far,” Sam said, reaching for a notepad. “I wrote everything down that I’ve decoded.” He gave a sheepish grin. “Sorry for the messy handwriting.”

      Grant handed the pad to Mocks once he realized he couldn’t decipher the chicken scratch. Mocks looked it up and down. “These are just random pairs of numbers.”

      “That was in a folder titled ‘hilo,’” Sam said. “Which translates to venom in English. Most of the files on the computer follow some type of spider theme.”

      “Let me see,” Grant said, taking the notebook from Mocks. He counted down the paper. There were eight sets. “All of them came in pairs like this?”

      “Yeah,” Sam answered.

      “GPS coordinates?” Mocks asked.

      “It fits the length for longitude and latitude,” Grant said. “Sam, type the first one in.” Grant handed the paper back to Sam and he opened up a GPS. The first pair of coordinates zoomed in on the coast of southern California.

      “Could be drop off points for shipments of women coming in from the Pacific,” Grant said. “Try another one.”

      The second set of numbers was a location off the western coast of the Baja peninsula.

      “Keep going,” Grant said. “There has to be one closer to Seattle.”

      “Wait! I got one,” Sam said. “Forty-six, forty-six, fifty-nine, dot, sixty-four, ninety-six North. One-twenty-four, five, forty-six dot thirty-one, twenty-eight West.”

      The map zoomed in on the southern coast of Washington State, and Sam expanded the image. “It looks like it’s in the heart of Grayland Beach State Park.”

      “Secluded, off a main highway, thick cover from the trees, no coastal lights,” Grant said. “Nighttime when that park is closed, it would be the perfect drop off point for smugglers.”

      “Looks like the others are all south of Los Angeles,” Sam said. “This is the closest one to Seattle.”

      “We still don’t have a time,” Mocks said. “It could have already happened.”

      Grant shook his head. “No. They’ll wait until after the twelve-hour mark when they know authorities will start to pull back on searches. I bet that’s when they’ll move the kids. Plus it’ll be dark.” Grant checked the time. “It’s six-thirty now. Sun sets in an hour, and the park closes.”

      “I’ll tell the captain,” Mocks said.

      “No, tell Lieutenant Furst. He’ll be able to put a S.W.A.T. request together faster,” Grant fished out his phone and dialed Hickem. “I’ll get reinforcements. We’re going to need a lot of bodies for this one.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The oranges and pinks of the sunset had vanished by the time Grant and Mocks arrived at the park. Clouds rolled in and blocked the stars and moon, pulling a blanket over the night sky. It made perfect conditions for smugglers and made it harder for Grant, Mocks, Hickem, and his team to locate the bad guys.

      In addition to Hickem’s FBI team, the Seattle Chief of Police ordered four S.W.A.T. teams down with them. With everyone accounted for, their group totaled fifty. Grant wasn’t sure if it was enough.

      Mocks shut the trunk of the sedan and loaded a fresh magazine into her service pistol, then holstered the weapon. “You think our kid will be here?”

      “Maybe,” Grant said. “We’ll know soon enough.”

      Mocks nodded, her fingers twitching after she inserted her earpiece. She joined the clustering group of S.W.A.T. and FBI agents while Grant lingered behind.

      As Grant placed his own earpiece on, he felt different. The usual steel winged butterflies hadn’t appeared. Instead he saw the vision of his daughter, Annie, the same vision from the gunfight with the gangbangers, and a wave of calmness washed over him. Despite Mocks’s warning, all he thought about was seeing her again.

      “Detective Grant.”

      Grant looked up to see Hickem standing in front of him. The FBI agent raised an eyebrow, his body encased in the same gear as the raid at the house. He didn’t even bother washing the blood off. “I suppose we go into this thing on an even playing field.”

      “Yeah,” Grant said. “You could say that.”

      “You probably won’t get any credit for this bust,” Hickem said. “Seeing as how you’ve run into some discipline issues lately.”

      “It wasn’t a discipline issue,” Grant said, giving Hickem a shoulder bump on his way past. “It was a lack of it.”

      Grant, Hickem, and Mocks led the way as their teams followed them through the woods. The going was slow, methodical, none of them sure if the gang members were here already or what they would find.

      They reached the edge of the forest where the stretch of sand touched the ocean, the sound of waves rolling onto the beach. Hickem inched over to Grant. “This is as good a vantage point we’re going to get.” He lifted a small GPS device. “The coordinates you found are fifty yards to the south. From here, we’ll be able to see any movement coming in and out of this forest.”

      “No one moves unless I give the command,” Grant said, then looked at Hickem. “I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble if things go south. Plausible deniability.”

      “Whatever makes you feel better, boss,” Hickem said.

      And then they waited. Grant checked the timer on his watch every few minutes, which only made the time pass slower. Thirty minutes, then an hour, then two, which tipped them over the twelve-hour mark. This felt like Grant’s last shot. If he was wrong, he’d end his career with a loss. And what was worse, Annie wouldn’t come home.

      “Movement,” Hickem said, whispering into his radio. “Two hundred yards in the surf.”

      Grant lifted the pair of binoculars. He didn’t see it at first, the waves were too high that far out, but a break in the surf exposed three boats.

      Engines rumbled farther down the beach, and Grant pivoted toward the noise. Two large trucks had rolled out onto the sand.

      “The pair of dump trucks are surrounded by two dozen armed hostiles,” Hickem said. “Could be more in the boats. Everyone stay put until we have confirmation of the cargo. Units seven, ten, and nine, go ahead and move into firing position.”

      A series of copies echoed over the radio, and tiny movements in the trees gave way to their motion, but to someone on the beach, it looked like nothing more than the wind rustling the branches.

      The three boats crested a wave and then killed their engines, riding the surf onto the shoreline where they were greeted by a handful of the men who’d arrived with the trucks. Huddled masses swayed in the small dinghies, but even in the darkness, Grant knew what they were: women taken from their homes in the Philippines and brought to the States to be sold into sex trafficking.

      But where were the kids? Were they in the boats as well? In the trucks?

      “We need to move in now,” Grant said, lowering the binoculars and turning to Hickem. “We can’t lose them.”

      “We wait until they’re out of the boats,” Hickem said. “It’ll give them less opportunity to run with their merchandise out in the open.”

      Grant grabbed Hickem by the collar, and the trained FBI agent with over a decade’s experience in the field quickly raised a pistol to Grant’s temple, his eyes calmly locked onto Grant’s.

      Mocks didn’t move a muscle in Grant’s peripheral, and despite the gun to his temple, Grant didn’t release Hickem from his grip. “That’s not merchandise. Those are people. Girls scared out of their minds, and if they’re out in the open, then they become targets. These people don’t care about those women’s lives. They might even shoot a couple themselves just for fun.”

      “They’re starting to unload,” Mocks said.

      Hickem lowered the pistol, and Grant let go of the man’s collar. He nodded. “All right, Detective. We’ll do it your way.” He turned his attention down the beach and reached for his radio. “All units, you have authority to engage. Priority one is the safe retrieval of the victims. Let’s move!”

      Grant, Mocks, and Hickem stayed on the edge of the forest, and before they made it halfway, gunfire broke the silence of the night.

      Rifle muzzles flashed in the dark with every gunshot, their bullets zipping through the air like deadly fireflies. Grant broke out into a sprint, pistol aimed in the thick of the gunfire. The chatter from the radio in Grant’s ear was nonstop.

      Mocks disappeared into the throng of S.W.A.T. agents and darkness. Grant’s only focus was on finding Annie. A bullet splintered the tree trunk to his left. He flinched but held his fire. He was still too far away for a clean shot. He looked to the water and saw only one boat beached. The other two were being pushed back into the water, along with the women inside.

      Grant broke from the safety of the trees and sprinted to the boats. He shot the first thug in the back and he splashed into the water. The second thug ducked underwater, and Grant fired two random shots into the waves.

      Night had turned the ocean into black soup, and he couldn’t tell if he hit his target. Grant waded out farther and the waves lapped at his chest. He reached for the rope of the nearest dinghy when the gunman broke the water’s surface to his right.

      The high water and waves slowed Grant’s motion, and he narrowly blocked the knife that slashed at his neck. The thug screamed in his native tongue, his eyes as black as the water around them.

      The thug clawed at Grant’s throat, their arms locked together as Grant kept the knife away from his jugular. Grant thrust his forehead into the thug’s nose, and the man’s grip loosened.

      Grant knocked the knife away and dunked the gangbanger underwater. He thrashed wildly while the waves pounded Grant’s face, his nose and eyes burning from the salt water. The thrashing faded, and then the body went still. Grant’s muscles remained taut, and he gasped for breath as though he had been held underwater himself. When he let the body go, it drifted to the surface and floated in the waves.

      A thick cord circled the entire outside of the dinghy, and Grant grabbed it with both hands, trying to spin the boat around so the bow faced the shoreline, cutting through the surf easier.

      In the chest-high water, Grant couldn’t get the needed leverage to turn the boat, and the gunfire from the shoreline worsened. The girls in the dinghy screamed as bullets entered the side.

      Salt water dripped down Grant’s face, and he saw the tiller engine strapped to the dinghy’s stern. He pulled himself up and over the side and landed awkwardly on a pair of bodies.

      The boat rocked up and down from a wave that knocked Grant off balance on his scurry toward the engine. He grabbed the cord to start it and yanked hard. The engine spun but didn’t catch.

      Bullets thumped into the side of the boat again, and this round of gunfire triggered a bloodcurdling scream from one of the girls. Grant turned and saw three women rush to the girl’s aid, but she lay lifeless and still. It was too dark to see the extent of the injury, but judging by the way she wasn’t moving, Grant didn’t think she was alive.

      Water flooded the boat, and Grant noticed the holes in the sides. He yanked the cord again, then a third and fourth time. His shoulders burned, and the water in the boat reached his shins. “C’mon!” He snapped the cord back hard and the engine cranked to life. He revved the throttle and jettisoned north, away from the gunfire.

      Bullets followed for a moment but stopped once they were out of range. The wind whipped at Grant’s face, and the air froze the water to his body. He shivered and got his first good look at the girls.

      All of them looked foreign. And most of them were older. Annie wasn’t among them. Grant turned around and wondered if she was in the first boat, or the third. She might even be in the trucks. He kept the throttle open all the way to the shore, and the dinghy thumped into the sand, skidding forward until the propeller ran out of water. Grant killed the engine as the dinghy collapsed to the left. The girls remained in the boat.

      They were frozen by fear, shivering in a huddled mass. Gunfire down the beach stole his attention and Grant hopped out of the boat. “Just stay here. You’ll be safe as long as you don’t move!”

      One of the trucks had crashed into the trees, but the radio chatter confirmed some of the gang members had thrown down their weapons. He looked back out into the water farther off the shore and saw the third dinghy disappearing into the surf.

      Sprinting in the sand was like running in slow motion. Grant’s legs stiffened and sank with every step forward. The fighting had concentrated at the second dump truck, where the remaining gangbangers had huddled inside. The chatter in his ear said something else, but it was muddled. Everything was so loud, so many people talking at once. It was hard to keep up with what they were saying.

      Grant spied Mocks in the line of officers and agents that circled the truck. Weapons were raised, and no one moved. The rear of the truck was unoccupied, Hickem the closest to the opening.

      “Exit the vehicle!” Hickem said. He stood closest to the truck’s ramp. Grant had no idea how many hostiles were inside. “Drop the weapons and step out, now!”

      Shouts erupted from the inside of the truck, voices echoing off the metal walls. It all sounded like nonsense, but then Grant thought he heard English, and that was when a man burst out the back and crawled his way up the side, a woman close to his front with a gun to her head.

      “Get back!” The gunman kept his back to the truck and the pistol trained on his hostage. In the darkness it took a second for Grant to recognize him, but it was the face he was looking for, the one who’d taken Annie: Parker Gallient.

      “You take another step and I will blow her fucking brains out!” Parker had a white patch of cloth over his hand, which held the woman’s throat. She moaned and sobbed, tears and snot dribbling down her face.

      None of Hickem’s men moved, and neither did S.W.A.T. Everyone’s weapons followed Parker like a magnet, Grant’s included. Parker inched up the side of the truck slowly, his eyes wandering in every direction.

      “Let her go!” Grant said, sidestepping in the sand and separating himself from the cluster of officers.

      “I said get the fuck back, man!” Parker pressed the pistol harder into the woman’s skull and she let out another wail. “Don’t you get it? It’s all shit! It’s all fucked now! Everyone and everything!”

      Grant’s arms were stiff and his mind tired, but he still had a good shot. It wasn’t as clean as he wanted it to be though. It was too tight.

      “Where is Annie Mauer?” Grant asked.

      Parker scrunched up his face. “Who?”

      “The girl you abducted from the mall,” Grant answered. “Is she here? What’d you do with her?”

      Parker laughed. “That bitch is done, motherfucker!” He shook the woman in his arms. “She’s already somebody’s new plaything.”

      Grant noticed some of Hickem’s men move toward the back of the truck where the rest of the gang members still resided. His grip tightened over the pistol. “Where did you take her?” Flashes of Ellen and his own Annie flooded his mind. A voice in his head pressured him to take the shot. It’s his fault. Shoot him.

      “That’s not part of the rules, man,” he said, the gun still pressed to Annie’s head as he reached the door of the truck. “And you can’t break the rules.”

      Grant inched closer. He separated himself from the rest of the group by three feet. The voice continued its whispers, and rage slowly trickled toward Grant’s trigger finger. His daughter should have never died. His wife should still be alive. It was all Dunston’s fault. He should have pulled the trigger that night, too.

      “Where’s Annie?” Grant asked, his whole body trembling. Shoot him. He deserves it. Just like Brian Dunston deserved it.

      Parker reached the door, keeping the woman pulled close. He sniffled. “My last chance was a long time ago.” Parker reached for the door handle.

      Grant squeezed the trigger. The bullet penetrated Parker’s chest, a red bloom forming over his shirt. The woman screamed, but it was drowned out by the roar of gunfire that thundered inside the back of the truck.

      Hickem screamed into the radio. “Hold your fire! Hold your fire!”

      Officers charged Parker and S.W.A.T. dragged the woman from the scene. The radio in Grant’s ear was loud now. It was Hickem. He was screaming.

      “We need medics!”

      Grant suddenly felt hollow and cold. He remained frozen in the same stance, and it wasn’t until Hickem rushed past him that he finally lowered the weapon.

      “I told everyone they had hostages!” Hickem said, running back toward their cars. “I never gave the order to shoot!”

      Grant turned toward the rear of the dump truck. The officers and agents near the truck’s back end had lowered their weapons. Two of them dropped to their knees. One vomited.

      Grant took a step forward, but an arm held him back. Mocks appeared in front of him and she shook her head. Tears formed in her eyes.

      “Don’t look, Grant,” Mocks said.

      The cold and hollowness spread through Grant’s body. He stepped around Mocks, walking forward like a zombie. He dropped his pistol in the sand on the way. His mouth went dry.

      Life was sucked from him, and he felt cold. And weak. He shivered. When he turned the corner and looked inside the back of the truck, his stomach twisted into knots and he collapsed to his knees. “No.” He shook his head, tearing up. “No, no, no.”

      Amongst the bodies of the gang members were women. Shot and killed by the very poachers that abducted them from their homes to sell them into the sex trade. But that wouldn’t happen anymore. Nothing would ever happen to them again.

      Another voice filled Grant’s head. It was Parker. The one he’d shot. What did he say? Something about rules. Yes. That was it. You couldn’t break the rules, not without consequences. Grant couldn’t imagine a worse consequence than this.
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      Every single gang member that wasn’t being shoved into a body bag was on their knees with their hands cuffed behind their backs and bags over their heads. Hickem didn’t want to take any chances.

      “They’re really that vindictive?” Mocks asked.

      “Last year, one of my guys was on a sting operation down in northern California,” Hickem answered. “It was supposed to be a clean break after it was done, his last mission and then he rides off into the sunset. Everything went according to plan, and my guy entered Wit-Sec and moved to Hawaii.” He looked Mocks in the eye. “The Web found him and cut him to pieces. The coroner told me they took their time.”

      Hickem rejoined his team, and Mocks walked farther north up the beach. She avoided the back of the dump truck. They were still removing bodies. She couldn’t stomach looking inside again. She almost lost her lunch just thinking about it. But Grant…

      Mocks found him alone, sitting on the ground with his back propped up against one of the trees. He hadn’t said a word since he saw the aftermath of the shooting. He hadn’t even reacted. No tears, no anger, nothing. It was like he shut off. In their two years together, she had never seen him like this. But from what he had told her about what happened after his wife’s accident, this could have been what it was like.

      “Hickem told me they’re going to send most of the suspects to their federal office and process them there,” Mocks said. She looked back out to the ocean. “They called the Navy and Coast Guard to look for that dinghy that got away, but it’ll be tough sledding to find them out there, especially since it’s night. Hickem thinks that they may have just gone farther south and beached at another location.”

      Grant just kept his head forward. He didn’t move a muscle, didn’t react to anything she said. He was a zombie.

      “None of the victims in the back of the truck were kids,” Mocks said. “And they’re confident the boat that got away was another load of women from the islands. Our girl wasn’t here.” Mocks squatted and looked him in the eye. She grabbed his face and shook her head.

      “This wasn’t your fault,” Mocks said. “Do you hear me? Those women didn’t die because you pulled the trigger. They died because a sick group of animals plucked them from their home and shipped them overseas to be sold as slaves.” She pointed back to the cluster of workers that had gathered on the beach. “Do you know how many we saved tonight? Thirteen. That’s what you did, Grant. That’s what we did.”

      Even though Grant looked at her eyes, Mocks wasn’t sure if he saw her. The darkness gave his eyes a hazy, blind look. Mocks let go of his face and dropped to her knees.

      “Grant, you can’t put yourself through this,” Mocks said. “These were extraordinary circumstances. Do not go down that rabbit hole.”

      And then Grant finally saw her, and a chill ran down Mocks’s spine. As an addict, she had been around enough people who were out of their mind to know when someone had gone too far, when they reached that point when reason was no longer an option, when chasing the satisfaction was all that mattered.

      “I won’t be a detective for much longer,” Grant said. “It’s over for me, Mocks.” His voice was stoic, calm, and he glanced over to the crime scene. “You should start separating yourself from me. I’ll do what I can, but you’ll get a lot of the heat regardless.”

      Before she could speak, he was up and disappearing down the beach, away from the scene, away from the bodies, away from his partner. Mocks lingered on her knees, hoping he would turn back, but he didn’t.

      Mocks rejoined the rest of the officers, and Hickem asked where Grant was. “I don’t know,” she said, and then nodded to the gangbangers being loaded into one of the S.W.A.T. vans. “Think I could get a ride back into town?” Mocks asked.

      “Sure,” Hickem answered. “We leave in two.”

      Mocks ended up in the back of one of the S.W.A.T. vans crammed with officers. She was the only woman in the bunch, not something that she wasn’t used to, but the fact that Grant wasn’t by her side irked her. She knew he was right though. No matter what happened moving forward, he couldn’t turn back the clock. The women were dead, and that was as final as it got.

      Hickem dropped Mocks off a few blocks from her apartment, and she flipped the collar of her jacket up to block the wind funneling through the streets of downtown. Even after almost four years in Seattle, the weather still chilled her bones.

      The homeless man outside the Starbucks in front of her building was bundled up under blankets and newspapers. She couldn’t see his face to tell whether he was sleeping or not, but she slid a dollar next to his head.

      Mocks’s phone buzzed when she stepped inside the elevator. She knew who it was. The captain wanted an update, and more importantly, he wanted to know where the hell Grant was. She ignored it. Enough shit had been dealt with for one day.

      The heat of the building made her sleepy and by the time she reached the tenth floor, she could barely keep her eyes open. She stumbled down the hall in a daze and fished the keys out of her pocket. She yawned and singled out her apartment key to unlock the door, but stopped.

      The front door was ajar, the lock broken. The fatigue lifted from Mocks’s mind and she dropped the keys and retrieved her pistol, aiming at the crack in the door. She looked up and down the hallway, but she was alone. Her heart rate spiked, and she slowly opened the door.

      “Rick?” Mocks asked.

      The living room was trashed. Cushions had been ripped. Lamps were overturned, casting ominous shadows over the walls. Glass from picture frames littered the carpet along with stuffing from the couches. But what was more disturbing was the silence. No one was home.

      Mocks walked quietly, her arms extended, the pistol guiding her movements through the rooms. Her boots pressed slowly and methodically into the carpet as she scanned the apartment in a grid.

      She turned the corner of the hallway and saw the bedroom door open. Her hand became unsteady as she drew closer, passing the spare bedroom, which was also open and empty. And then the bathroom. Empty.

      Every step forward on the carpet cracked what resolve she had left. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Hickem had said about one of his former agents being cut into pieces. This couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t real.

      Mocks paused at the entrance to her bedroom, her hands trembling now as she lowered the weapon, and it dropped to the floor with a muted thud from the carpet.

      The bedroom had been untouched. The bed was made. All of the pictures still hung on the walls, and there was no one inside. But what caused Mocks to scream and drop to her knees was a picture of Rick. She recognized it immediately. It was from their honeymoon, because he was so sunburnt. Drawn over the photo was a picture in black marker. It was a spider web.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Grant wasn’t sure how far he’d walked when he finally stopped, but he couldn’t see the lights of the crime scene anymore. By now most of the people had packed up, and everyone was gone save for a few forensic techs.

      He turned into the woods. His shoes crunched on dead leaves and branches, and he nearly twisted his ankle on a rock through the dark path. His eyes had adjusted to the lack of light a little and it was still hard to see everything, but he just needed to move.

      Grant distracted himself with memories of his wife, and he was thankful she couldn’t see him like this. If she knew about the things he’d done, how much blood was on his hands after she had passed, he wasn’t sure if she’d even stick around.

      Why did the girl’s name have to be Annie? Out of all his cases, not one of them shared his daughter’s name. Why this one?

      The phone in his pocket buzzed, but he ignored it. It was probably the captain, or the chief of police, or the senator asking him what the hell happened. Tomorrow morning’s news would have his picture plastered over every television and computer screen in the northwest, along with a caption that read, ‘Rogue Detective’s Actions Leave Dozens Dead.’

      The acid crawled up from his stomach and Grant stopped, hunched over, and vomited. He nearly hit his shoes, but he managed to miss them at the last second. Hot bile lingered on his tongue and just when he went to wipe his mouth, another round spewed up like a geyser.

      When his stomach emptied, Grant’s insides burned and cramped, and the stink of the puke made him gag. He spit to try and get rid of the taste, but it still lingered.

      The phone vibrated, over and over and over, and finally Grant reached for it. He was about to throw it when he saw the name plastered on the screen. It was Mocks.

      “I can’t—”

      “They took Rick,” Mocks said, her voice panicked and quick. “He’s fucking gone, Grant.”

      Grant paused, his mind trying to catch up with the information. “What are you talking about?”

      “I just got home, and the door was broken down and the place is torn up.” Mocks spoke quickly, her words running over themselves. She was scared. “And there was a picture taped to our bedroom mirror. It was a spider web, Grant. They have him. I don’t know what to do.”

      With his insides still aching from the vomit, Grant broke out into a jog toward the car, fumbling in his pocket for his keys. His mind shifted gears, back into work mode, the switch easier to flip than he thought. “Call Hickem. He’s more likely to take your call than mine. Find out what happened to Parker Gallient.”

      “Why?” Mocks asked, sounding like she was fighting back tears. “What the hell would he know?”

      “If he’s still alive, I think he’ll talk,” Grant said, starting the engine. “He was the only non-Filipino in the group, which means he wasn’t born into it. And after today, he might feel differently about his loyalty to the gang.”

      “Do you think Rick is still alive?” Mocks asked. “And don’t bullshit me, Grant.”

      He hesitated. The first instinct was to blurt out that he thought Rick was dead. But he forced himself to pause, to think it over. There was no guarantee that was true. Especially if they took him recently. They probably wanted to question him, see what he knew about Mocks and himself. That could take time, especially if they took him to a remote location.

      “If he is, he won’t be for long,” Grant said, doing his best to not sound completely hopeless. “Call Hickem and find out where Parker is. I still think he’s our best bet. The moment you know, call me and I’ll meet you there.”

      “Where are you now?” Mocks asked.

      “I’m still at the park,” Grant answered. “Just got into my car.”

      Mocks paused for a second. “I need you, Grant. All of you. And that means putting behind whatever shit you’re going through and helping me get this done. You know we don’t have a large window to get him back alive. I need the old you. Please, Grant.”

      Grant held the phone with this right hand and he glanced down at the gold wedding band. He kept it as a reminder of a past and pain that drove him to find kids and return them to their parents. He attributed his success to that pain, and he now had a new well of pain to draw from. He closed his fingers and formed a fist.

      “I’m here, Mocks,” Grant said. “Call me when you know something.”

      “I will.”

      The call ended and Grant shifted into drive. He pulled out of the parking lot and back onto the highway that cut through the park. The road markers lit up as he drove, and more than once, Grant looked down to the wedding band.

      When Grant was a boy, his parents used to take him to church on Sundays, and then afterward they’d go out to lunch with the rest of the family. He always had so much fun; not from the sermon and church, but the time spent with family. But toward the end of those days, Grant always felt something haunting him. It was like an unseen doom, a fear of the unknown that accompanied the next day.

      Maybe it was because Monday was back to school, and Sunday night meant the end of the weekend and fun. But Grant felt that again. Except this time there was no family, no lunch, no church. The doom was real, and the consequences of the unknown would be damning. He just hoped that those consequences would only fall on him and not what remained of the people he cared about. If they did, he might not make it out of this alive.
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      With Hickem’s unit just a few blocks from Mocks’s apartment, it didn’t take her long to find out where Parker Gallient had been taken. Mocks phoned Grant and told him to meet her at Seattle General.

      Everything felt like a dream. Her movements were slow and lethargic, like she wasn’t in control of her own body. But it was real. Rick was gone. The Web took him. And if they didn’t find him quickly, he could die.

      Traffic was light due to the late hour, and when Mocks pulled up to the ER, she parked the car in the drop off lane.

      “Excuse me,” a nurse on a smoke break outside called out to Mocks. “Ma’am, you can’t park your car there.”

      Mocks flashed her badge and jogged inside without a word. She checked in with the nurse at the front desk, where she impatiently tapped her toe. The waiting area was empty, and the gift shop across the hall was closed. They were the only two on the floor.

      “The patient is in room two-fourteen,” the nurse said. “It looks like he’s being prepped for surgery though, I’m not sure you’ll be able to see him.”

      Mocks snatched the visitor’s badge from her grip and sprinted toward the elevator and up to the second floor. She reached for her phone and called Grant. “Hey, how far out are you?”

      “Five minutes,” Grant answered. “I just got into downtown.”

      “They’re prepping him for surgery,” Mocks said as the door slid open. “I’m going to try and get in before they put him under.”

      “All right,” Grant said. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Mocks pocketed the phone and immediately spotted the officer outside the door of the room where their suspect was located. The officer was young, tall, and lanky. When he held up his hand, his fingers were bone thin.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t let you in there,” he said. “Orders from the Chief of Police himself.”

      “Listen, I don’t have time to do the run-around with you, but if you don’t let me inside and talk to that man, more people will die,” Mocks said.

      The officer glanced down at her hip and she frowned in confusion. It wasn’t until she looked down herself that she realized her hand was on the butt of her service pistol. She let go and stepped back.

      “You have to let me in,” Mocks said. “Call anyone you need to, but I’m going in that room.”

      The officer squinted. “Wait. I know you. You’re Detective Grant’s partner.”

      “I am,” Mocks answered.

      “Sad to hear about what happened with that reporter. Grant’s a good man.” The officer looked down both ends of the hall and then back into the room. He leaned in close and dropped his volume to a whisper. “Listen, I’m really not supposed to let anyone in. But I can give you five minutes, and then you have to bolt. Understand?”

      Mocks patted him on the shoulder on her way past, but she stopped when he grabbed her arm.

      “And, hey, next time you see your partner, tell him that Officer Sturgeon says thank you.” The young cop gave a half smile. “He’ll know what it’s for.”

      “He’ll be here soon,” Mocks said. “And thank you.” She shut the door behind her, and Parker Gallient jolted in his bed. A large bandage was over his chest and shoulder where Grant had shot him, and a few red lumps were on his face where the cops had hit him when he resisted. Both hands were cuffed to the railing of the bed, and he was hooked up to a few machines. He wore the same clothes from a few hours ago.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Parker asked, his voice cracked and groggy.

      Mocks removed her badge, then her holster with the pistol, and set them both down on a table on the other side of the room.

      Parker wriggled in bed. “What the hell are you doing?” He looked to the door. “Hey, guard!”

      “He’s not going to bother us,” Mocks said. “It’s just me and you for a few minutes. I’ve got questions. And I want answers.”

      Parker coughed, then laughed, but it was short-lived. “Bitch, whatever you think you can do to me, The Web would make it ten times worse.”

      Mocks pressed her palm into the bandage and pressed down. “I do love a challenge.”

      Parker groaned and his face reddened. “God fucking dammit! You fucking bitch!”

      “My husband was taken by your people, and I want to know where he is,” Mocks said, adding more pressure the longer she went without an answer.

      “I don’t know where they took him! I’ve been here!”

      “Bullshit!” Mocks removed her palm and then punched the wound. Parker screamed and then hacked and coughed, saliva dripping from his lower lip. Mocks raised her fist once more. “Where is he?”

      “Just stop! Stop!” Parker wheezed a few more breaths and then slammed his head back into his pillow. “They might have taken him up to the mill.”

      “What is that?” Mocks asked.

      “It’s where I had to drop my girl,” Parker said. “Sometimes we have to make special trips up there, but only for certain occasions. Only when he wants something.”

      “When who wants something?” Mocks asked. “Your boss?”

      “I don’t know if you could call him the boss,” Parker answered. “The guy who pulls the strings, maybe. It’s like his special workshop or some shit.”

      “Where’s the mill?” Mocks asked, her fist still cocked back.

      “You take I-5 north until you hit Timber Creek Road. Follow that till it forks and take a left. It’s a dirt road. After that, you’ll run right into it.”

      Mocks lowered her fist but then thrust her finger in his face. “If I have to come back here because you lied, The Web will be the least of your problems.”

      “I doubt it,” Parker said.

      Mocks retrieved her gun and badge and when she reached the door, Parker called out to her one last time.

      “If they have your husband, then you might as well write him off as dead,” Parker said, taking a swallow. “And if there is anything left of him, it won’t be pretty.”

      Mocks opened the door and then slammed it shut as she walked to the elevator. When she reached the first floor and the doors opened, she saw Grant jogging into the lobby.

      “I know where he is,” Mocks said without breaking her stride.

      Grant fell into line with her and the pair walked back to her car, which was closer as it was still parked in the drop off lane. Grant got behind the driver’s seat, their natural rhythm already in play as Mocks tossed him the keys. She thought it was good that they were back in sync. He had his head on right. He was focused.

      “Did you get anything beside the location?” Grant asked, starting the car and speeding out of the drop off area.

      “Yeah,” Mocks answered. “We don’t have a lot of time.”
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* * *

      Mocks flicked the green Bic lighter on and off on the entire drive north. Grant pushed one hundred on the interstate. Aside from a few truckers, they were the only ones on the road.

      Grant wished that there was something he could say to help her, but he knew that the only cure for what ailed her was action. She needed to move. She needed to do something other than think. What Mocks had in her head was the right direction, and Grant just had to keep her on that path.

      “I’ve been up here before, you know,” Mocks said, the flame on her Bic wiggling from the heat blasting through the vents. The temperature had dropped significantly in the late hour, and Grant didn’t object to the warmth. “When I was using. Came up here all the time when I wanted to go on a bender. Nobody asked questions up here. Nobody cared what happened to you.”

      “You having flashbacks?” Grant asked, watching her reaction through his peripherals.

      Mocks let the lighter’s flame disappear and shook her head. “No.” She turned to Grant. “This is what you felt, wasn’t it? That night you beat the man that killed your pregnant wife. The rage, the purpose, the fear, all of it controlling you, pushing you.”

      “Yes,” Grant answered.

      “I had that feeling every time I wanted to get high,” Mocks said. “Sometimes I look back on those days and don’t recognize that person. And other days I remember her very well.”

      “And today?”

      Mocks paused. She looked down at the lighter and gave the flint another flick, which brought the flame to life. “Today I’m going to get my husband back.”

      A few more miles down the road, and Grant pulled off the interstate. The city was far behind them, and their new environment was thick with trees.

      “You ever think the Givens girl would have led to all of this?” Grant asked as they turned off the paved road and started making their way onto the dirt path.

      “I didn’t see a lot of this coming, Grant,” Mocks answered, then quickly changed the subject. “Parker said it was an old abandoned sawmill.”

      The prospect sounded more ominous than hopeful, and Grant wasn’t sure if they’d find Rick in one piece. He followed the two-lane road until it forked and turned left as Mocks instructed.

      The dirt from the road swirled in the headlights, which was the only source of light back here. And from the dips and bumps in the road, it didn’t look like anyone had used the road in a while. “We should have four-wheel drive for this,” Grant said.

      “Cut the lights,” Mocks said. “I don’t know how much farther it is, and I don’t want them to see us coming.”

      Grant would have objected, but Mocks made a solid point. He turned off the lights but slowed his pace to compensate for the lack of sight.

      “Call Dispatch,” Grant said. “Let them know our location.”

      Mocks reached for her phone. “No signal.” She scanned the radio for their channel. “Dispatch, this is unit thirty-five. We are forty-five miles north of Seattle. We turned west off of I-5 onto Timber Creek Road and followed it down to the fork where we took a left. We’re currently checking out an abandoned sawmill. We need units on standby, over.”

      Static crackled back.

      “I repeat, this is unit thirty-five, we are—”

      “Mocks,” Grant said, stopping the car. “Look.”

      Mocks leaned forward and squinted. A dark outline took shape in a clearing in the forest. “Yeah. Looks big enough to be a sawmill.” She noticed a glow from the backside of the building. “We should park here and walk up.”

      Grant tucked the car near a cluster of trees and bushes and when he tossed some branches over the top, you couldn’t even see it from the road unless you knew it was there.

      Together, Grant and Mocks kept to the tree line and off the road on their approach. The glow grew brighter, and Grant noticed a second glow through one of the windows on the lower level of the mill. The light was orange, almost like it was from a fire, the way it moved and swayed against the glass.

      Mocks paused when they reached the edge of the trees just before the clearing began. Grant crouched next to her, one knee planted in the dirt. No cars or guards from what he saw, but that didn’t mean there weren’t people inside.

      “Grant,” Mocks said, glancing down at the tip of her boots. “If Rick is dead and the guys who did it are still inside, you have to let me decide for myself what to do.” She looked up, her eyes big and wide like a child asking her father for permission. She always looked so small whenever she did that.

      “It won’t make you feel better,” Grant said. “No matter what you decide. But it is your decision to make.”

      “Thank you.” Mocks cleared her throat and then motioned toward a side door that was the farthest away from the flickering light inside the sawmill. “Let’s go.”

      The pair kept low on their sprint into the clearing. Their figures blended into the night, and the cloudy sky provided further cover.

      Grant nestled up against the edge of the building, the wood rough and cold against his shoulder. He panted heavily from the short run, his body already tired from the long day. He peered around the corner, and the coast was clear all the way to the door. Grant stepped around first and Mocks followed, watching his back.

      When Grant reached for the door handle, he found it locked. He turned to Mocks and shook his head, and they moved on to the next entrance. They passed under the window where the light was strongest and fought the urge to peek inside. They knew it wouldn’t be the best vantage point anyway.

      The next door was locked as well, and when they circled around to the east side of the sawmill, Grant stopped at the corner, Mocks bumping into him from the abrupt halt.

      There was another building, a small trailer like you’d find at a construction site. Lights were on inside, and Grant figured that was the source of the second glow he saw in the car.

      Grant motioned toward the structure, and Mocks nodded. He made one last scan to ensure the coast was clear and then sprinted toward the front steps. The plummeting temperature revealed their breaths with each pant.

      He pressed his ear to the door, listening for movement, but heard nothing. He grabbed the doorknob and gave it a twist. Locked. Grant tapped his shoulder and then pointed toward the door. Mocks nodded and moved into position, gun raised.

      Grant knew the cold would make the contact worse, but he gritted his teeth and rammed the door with all his weight. The frame cracked and Grant tumbled onto the floor. Mocks followed inside, pistol raised. But the place was empty.

      Mocks stepped inside and shut the door. Her arm fell to her sides, the pistol hanging loose in her hand. “What the hell?”

      While the outside resembled a trailer for a construction site, the inside was a completely different story. Ornate wooden furniture lined the walls, and a plush rug gave accent to the hardwood floors. Paintings decorated the walls, pictures of nature in all its elements. One photo caught Grant’s eye. It was a small ship in the middle of the ocean during a massive storm. The waves tossed the ship about, the dark skies spitting rain and lightning. Grant saw the tiny figures aboard the ship, no larger than ants in the grand scope of the sea, clinging to dear life as they fought against the enormity of Mother Nature.

      A leather couch was at the far end of the trailer, and on the opposite end was a desk, which Mocks immediately searched. She skimmed papers and then hastily tossed them aside.

      “These are the same documents we found during the Givens case,” Mocks said. “They’re immigration forms, except these ones have been filled out already. Names, date of births, Social Security Numbers.”

      Grant picked up one of the paper stacks and saw that each of them had pictures paper clipped to them. They were all girls. Young girls. “Jesus Christ.”

      “Wait,” Mocks said. “Look at this.” She raised the paper so Grant could see. “You know who that is?”

      “No,” Grant answered.

      “Sophie Mathers,” Mocks answered. “She was one of the reported abductions today.” She flipped to the next set of papers. “And this one, Mary Hives, she was reported missing today too.”

      Grant took the papers from her, shuffling through until he found the picture he was looking for. “Annie.” Name, height, weight, hair, and eye color, all of her personal information filled out. Except, like the other girls, their names had been changed on separate forms. She wasn’t Annie anymore. She was Beth Myers. From Canada.

      “All these forms,” Mocks said. “These are legitimate documents. Federally stamped and everything.” Mocks set the papers on the desk, shaking her head. “The Web has contacts in the federal government.”

      Grant set Annie’s documents down. “The kids are here. They have to be.”

      They opened the rest of the drawers and Mocks found a set of keys. “Think it’s for the mill?”

      “Let’s go find out,” Grant said.

      Grant watched Mocks’s back while she tried different keys until she found one that worked. In one swift motion, she stepped inside and covered the right while Grant filed in after, covering the left.

      But like the trailer, the place was empty. At least with regard to people. The flicker of light that Grant had seen through the dirtied window was from kerosene lanterns that hung from the walls and support beams. The building was old, but the equipment looked brand new. Fresh steel blades gleamed from the lamplight, and Grant pressed his finger into one of the teeth. It pricked blood.

      “Grant,” Mocks said.

      He turned and saw her standing next to a long table with straps to keep someone tied down. A smaller table sat next to it, covered in what looked like medical instruments that rested over white cloth. Tiny incision cutters, large clasps, braces, knives, and pieces Grant had never even seen before.

      Mocks walked to the end of the table and picked up one of the instruments. Fresh blood shimmered off the steel, and Grant looked down at the floor beneath the table. Sawdust had been dumped in patches, but there were still a few stains of blood that they had missed.

      “We don’t know if this was him,” Grant said, although he wasn’t sure if the expression on his face matched the hopeful tone.

      A muffled moan to their left caused both Grant and Mocks to aim their pistols in a dark patch of the mill. They stepped toward it slowly, Grant reaching for one of the lanterns on the way to help light their path.

      A door, boxed into the corner of the room, concealed the source of the noise, and when Grant opened it, the lantern revealed a staircase that traveled beneath the mill. Mocks held the door while Grant stepped down first, the wooden stairs groaning from the descent.

      The lantern’s light only protruded a foot into the pitch black, and Grant descended slowly, unable to see what his nose could smell. The scent was unmistakable. Years in Homicide had left the stench of human waste and blood in his nose, and whenever he got a whiff of it, all of those memories flooded back to him. And judging from the light gasp that Mocks quickly muffled with her hand, he knew she understood what it meant.

      Whispers drifted out of the darkness, along with the scraping of metal on concrete. When Grant took his last step and stood on the basement floor, the lantern illuminated the first girl chained to a metal bar in the corner. She couldn’t have been older than ten, and her hair was messy and greasy. Dirt smeared the girl’s cheeks, and she was curled up in a ball in clothes too big for her small body.

      Grant stepped toward her and then noticed another girl next to her. She was chained to the same bar and in the same ragged condition as the girl before. Grant guided the lantern along the edges of the room, more girls and one boys chained to the metal pole that ran along every wall in the basement. They were all here. Even Annie. “Oh my god.”

      A groan came from under the stairs and when Grant shone the light in the area, Mocks rushed over.

      “Rick,” Mocks said, gently patting her husband’s bloodied face. He lolled his head back and forth in an unconscious dream, and Mocks yanked at the chain and irons clamped around his wrist, tethering him to the wall. “Rick, can you hear me?”

      Grant checked on the kids while Mocks attended to Rick. Their ages ranged a bit, but from the count, it looked like they were all of the kids reported in the abductions today. Some of them were awake, others asleep. Needle marks scarred the arms of the unconscious ones. They were drugged, but they were all alive.

      “This must be one of their transition sites,” Grant said, but he was surprised there weren’t more. And the fact that Rick was brought here where the kids were kept felt strange. All of this, combined with the fact that the trailer out back felt more like a home than an office, he began to think that this place was special to someone.

      “Grant,” Mocks said, reaching for the ring of keys that had gotten them inside the mill. “Help me get him up.” She had to try a few of the keys before she found the right one, and Mocks and Grant dragged Rick to the foot of the stairs where they propped him up against the wall.

      Grant held up the lantern and got a better look at the rest of his body. His face was cut up, along with his left arm. A large bandage was over his right thigh and another wrapped around his abdomen. The cuts looked deep, and the paleness of his cheeks meant he’d lost a lot of blood. But he was still breathing, for now.

      “We need to get him to the car,” Mocks said.

      Grant turned to the rest of the kids. “We need to get them out of here. They wouldn’t leave them down here without supervision for long. If they—”

      Footsteps thumped above and a door shut. A pair of muffled voices spoke, and Grant immediately blew out the light. He helped Mocks drag Rick back under the staircase, and there they hid.

      The voices mumbled in casual conversation, but when the communication ended abruptly along with their footsteps, Grant knew they were found out.

      The footfalls started up again, but the voices remained silent. Grant lifted his weapon. With the lantern snuffed out, Grant followed the sound of their feet.

      Grant froze, his muscles aching and irritated from the concentration and energy it took to remain so still. The girls that were awake sobbed quietly to themselves. They knew what the return of those footsteps meant. The Web had done their work well.

      The footsteps ended, and shadows and light fell down the staircase through the open door. Grant knew they couldn’t see him, not when it was this dark. He had to be patient, to wait for them to come down. Right now he had the element of surprise. There were no more than two, and from the silence, he knew they hadn’t radioed anyone.

      Slowly, Grant’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he saw Mocks in his peripheral, closer to the foot of the stairs. She had her pistol aimed at the door.

      “Whoever’s down there, come up now,” a voice said in broken English. “You have ten seconds.”

      Grant and Mocks remained quiet. The breaths through Grant’s nose grew stronger and faster. His heart rate spiked. The first flash of Ellen and Annie pierced through the fog as the adrenaline rolled in. He gripped the pistol tighter, and the vision grew stronger. For a moment, he lost where he was, the visions overwhelming. A gunshot fired, and the girls screamed.

      More bullets fired down the stairs, and Grant tucked himself underneath it with Mocks and Rick for cover. The door slammed shut and Grant hurried up the stairs, knowing that if they didn’t move now, then they’d die in the hole they dug for themselves.

      Grant shoulder checked the door open and spilled out onto the floor. He immediately spied the first gunman to his left and fired three rounds into his chest.

      The second gunman fired from the door, the distance causing him to miss as Grant ducked behind the table with the straps for cover. Once he was outside, Grant screamed down to Mocks. “He’s on the run!”

      Grant sprinted to the door, pausing at the exit before he peered outside into the night. Heavy breaths misted in the cold air and his fingers were numb against the pistol.

      Still pressed against the wall, Grant craned his head through the open door and watched the gunman fire from the steps outside the trailer.

      “Got you,” Grant said. He spun around the cover of the wall and planted his knee and foot on the ground, firing into the door of the trailer that the gunman had just entered.

      Grant pushed himself up and sprinted toward the trailer. Glass shattered from the window to the left of the trailer door and a rifle muzzle was thrust outside. It fired blindly as Grant sidled up flush with the trailer wall.

      The rifle disappeared back inside, and Grant kept his breathing as quiet as possible. He inched toward the stairs, moving as softly as he could. The goon inside didn’t make any effort to be quiet though, and Grant tried to keep tabs on him by the sound of his feet shuffling across the hardwood floors.

      Grant placed his foot on the first step of the staircase, then the second. He could shoot through the flimsy walls, but the projection of the bullet would drastically change once it penetrated the trailer, so there wasn’t even the guarantee that he would hit his target.

      Grant threw the door open wide and crouched low in the entrance. He only had three seconds to assess the situation, aim his weapon, and fire the trigger before the goon unloaded on him, but he felt the recoil of the gunshot in his hand just in time.

      Blood splattered over the man’s chest and the phone fell from his limp hand. Grant rushed over and picked up the phone. The person on the other end was speaking another language, but Grant didn’t stay on the line long enough to decipher it. He hung up and immediately dialed the precinct.

      “This is Detective Chase Grant,” he said, looking down at the man he’d just killed. “I’m with Detective Susan Mullocks, and we’re north in the timberlands off of I-5. We have hostages, minors, up here at an old abandoned sawmill. I’ve taken out two guards, but they have more on the way. We need S.W.A.T., the National Guard, anyone with guns, and we need them up here now.”

      “Hold on, Detective, where exactly are you?”

      “I don’t have the exact coordinates, but I’m calling you from a landline, so there has to be cables running out here somewhere,” Grant said. “Look for any old lines that run off of I-5 into the timberlands that are around an old mill. If that doesn’t work, I’ll just leave the phone off the hook and you can trace this call. Just hurry.”

      Dispatch tried to respond, but Grant had already set the phone down and was halfway out the door when he stopped. He turned back to the goon and patted him down, taking his rifle and ammunition. He spotted the web tattoo on the gangbanger’s neck and wondered how many more of these scumbags existed. But what he wanted to know more than anything was the identity of the man in charge. The master weaver, connecting all of the different threads together.

      Grant returned to the cellar where Mocks had managed to get half the girls out of their shackles, all of them clustering near the base of the stairs and cringing when Grant appeared. He imagined it would be a while before they trusted any man that came near them.

      “I called for backup, but the gang member managed to call reinforcements as well,” Grant said.

      Mocks kept her eyes focused on the locks around the girls’ ankles and wrists. “Did Dispatch give you an ETA?”

      “Didn’t stick around for one, but it could be a while,” Grant said. “We need to get these kids out of here before whatever Web reinforcements show up.”

      “Here,” Mocks said, tossing the keys to Grant. “Start helping me get them uncuffed.”

      Grant and Mocks worked their way around the room, and once the kids were freed, Grant helped Mocks drag Rick to the staircase. “We’ll get him up first,” Grant said. “We can hide the kids in the woods until backup arrives.”

      Grant scooped Rick up under his arms and heaved him up the first couple steps while Mocks clumsily grabbed his legs. Both were careful not to damage what was already broken on him, but it was difficult with the random cuts and spotty bandage work.

      Rick groaned, and his lifeless head and limbs flopped around on the way up the stairs, but they managed to set him by the door without any major incident. When they returned downstairs, the kids that were awake had huddled in the corner, some of them dragging the unconscious ones with them.

      “I know you’re scared,” Grant said. “But I’m a detective, and I’m going to help you.” He gestured to Mocks. “So will my partner.” Mocks gave a friendly wave, and Grant approached Annie, slowly reaching out his hand. She recoiled slightly, but Grant didn’t give up. “Trust me.”

      Annie switched her glance from Grant’s hand to his face, the exchange going back and forth a few times until she finally clasped onto Grant’s pointer finger.

      “All right then,” Grant said, smiling. “Let’s go.”

      With the first girl separating herself from the pack, the others followed. Grant led those that could walk up the stairs and out of the side entrance of the sawmill and into the woods. He led them deep into the brush until they couldn’t even see the mill anymore. Grant marked the spot with some large branches but made sure nothing stood out.

      The girls and boy huddled close to one another, and Grant knelt down to whisper at them. “Don’t move, okay?” He held up his hands. “I’ll come back, but you have to stay.” He slowly backtracked through the woods and prayed that their backup arrived before the rest of the goons did.

      Grant helped Mocks carry the four kids that were unconscious out of the mill, leaving Rick for last. Grant was glad to see that the kids were still huddled exactly where he’d left them, and also by the fact that he was able to find them again.

      Mocks lay her kids down, and when she turned, Grant stopped her. “Stay here,” he said. “I’ll go and make the last trip.”

      “I don’t think so,” Mocks said, taking a step forward, but Grant stopped her once again, this time with more force. “I’m not letting you go back in there alone.”

      “And I’m not leaving these kids out here in the woods alone,” Grant said.

      Mocks forcefully removed her arm from his grip, and she gave him an adolescent snarl. “Then I’ll go back and you stay with the kids.”

      “You didn’t want me to bullshit you, remember?” Grant asked, his temper flaring. “Fine. The chances of Rick surviving are slim. The chances of these kids surviving as long as they have someone to protect them is high. You can’t carry Rick by yourself. If things turn south before I can get back, I’ll ditch him in the woods and cause a distraction.” His anger calmed. “I’ll bring him back. I promise.”

      “All right, Grant,” Mocks said, her voice shaking. “Don’t let me down.”

      Grant sprinted away and made sure Mocks didn’t follow. Lights flashed to Grant’s left the moment he reached the tree line, and he ducked behind a large pine and craned his neck around the side. They were cars. And they weren’t police.

      Gang members exited the vehicles, all armed with automatic rifles, and each one of them looking as though they wanted to blow something off the face of the earth. He watched the gang walk toward the other side of the mill where the trailer was located. There were at least ten, more than enough to mow down Mocks and the kids. Grant drew his pistol, his body scraping the bottom of the adrenaline well to push him just a little further, then sprinted toward the mill door.

      Voices bounced off the old machinery, but they came from the other end of the mill. When he found Rick, the wounds on his legs and arms were bleeding again. It oozed from the bandages when Grant picked him up and dripped on the floor. A trail wasn’t something Grant wanted to leave, but he didn’t have time to clean up after himself.

      All that mattered now was getting Rick out and making sure the thugs didn’t find Mocks and the kids.

      The dead weight wore Grant down, but when he heard the angered shouts inside the sawmill, another shot of adrenaline kept the fatigue of his muscles at bay. He burst into the woods as the thugs exited the mill.

      With an added two hundred pounds of dead weight, Grant couldn’t be as quiet as he wanted, pulling Rick through the forest, and so he decided to go with the flow. He reached for his pistol and fired into one of the trees.

      The thugs in the clearing immediately honed in on Grant’s location and fired their automatic rifles into the woods, hoping to get a lucky shot, but they came up short. He pulled Rick a few more feet and then tucked him behind a cluster of rocks and shrubs.

      More gunshots stole his attention toward the entrance of the forest as Grant covered Rick with branches and leaves. He maneuvered away from Rick, firing into the woods to draw the thugs toward him. He trekked northeast, as far away from Mocks and the kids as he could manage.

      Bullets and gunfire filled the night, splintering tree trunks and pounding eardrums. Flashlight beams penetrated the darkness and forced Grant to zigzag through the forest.

      After a few minutes, Grant found a large oak that he hid behind and kept quiet. There were two thugs that were close. Grant crouched low at the tree’s base, his knees pressed against his chest. He took quick, shallow breaths as they neared him. Grant’s ears pricked up at the sound of crunching leaves on his left. He aimed the pistol, ready for the thug to walk right by him.

      Ellen and Annie filled his thoughts, and Grant knew he’d see them soon. He felt the cold metal of his wedding band, and when he saw the thug’s boot step into his line of sight, he made his move.

      Grant jammed the end of his pistol into the thug’s gut and squeezed the trigger. The thug coughed blood over Grant’s face and then collapsed. When Grant saw the lifeless body beneath him, he experienced an emotion associated with death that he never would have said aloud. He felt good.

      Gunfire from the thug’s partner forced Grant back behind the tree, and Grant stole the dead thug’s assault rifle. Vibrations from the bullets on the opposite side of the tree trunk hit in rapid succession, and he curled himself into a tight ball to avoid getting hit.

      A break in the gunfire allowed Grant to spin from cover and pump four rounds into the goon’s chest. The rifle thumped quickly against Grant’s shoulder. The shells dispensed onto the forest floor, covering his feet until the magazine had emptied. Grant tossed the rifle aside and then reached for his pistol, firing into the night. Someone was screaming now. It was him.

      Grant’s throat grew raw from the bloodcurdling cry, and when the gunshots ended and nothing but his voice remained, he collapsed to his knees. Bullets entered the tree and ground next to him, but Grant didn’t move.

      He let the gunfire surround him, the inevitable fate of death circling. He saw Ellen and Annie as clear as day. They were calling out to him, beckoning him to come and join them in the abyss. He was so close.

      But then the faint wail of sirens pulled Grant back and ended the barrage of gunfire. It sounded far away at first but grew louder.

      The flashlights from the thugs turned off, and through the thicket of trees and shrubs, Grant saw red and blue lights flashing. He planted one foot in front of him and went to push himself up when a sharp pain bloomed from the back of his head and planted him face first into the dirt.

      The ground felt uneven and the world spun. He couldn’t feel his legs or arms anymore. His vision went in and out, but just before it went completely black, he saw a pair of shoes. And then another sharp pain in the back of his head. And then black.
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      Throbbing, aching, numbing pain. It started in the very back of Grant’s skull, spread down his back, and went straight through to his heels. His hands and feet tingled with pins and needles. It was dark. Pitch black.

      Grant lolled his head back and forth a few times, disoriented and unsure if he was sitting down or standing up. He wasn’t sure if it even mattered anymore. Had he died? And if he had, where was he now?

      It’d been a long time since those Sunday church and family days, and Grant wasn’t sure if salvation was in his cards. He thought of the women in the back of that truck who were gunned down by the mindless thugs that stole them from their homes. Dead because Grant pulled the trigger.

      A door opened, and a blinding white light accompanied it. Grant turned his head away, his eyes shut tight.

      “Don’t look so melancholy, Detective. Brooding doesn’t suit you. You don’t have the stature for it.”

      The voice echoed, like it was at the end of a tunnel. But it was loud, closer than Grant would have liked. He tried to speak but fumbled with his tongue. It was heavy, like a piece of metal or concrete.

      “Drink,” the voice said. “You’ve had quite the past few days.”

      A straw was thrust into Grant’s mouth and he sucked down the liquid greedily, draining it until nothing but air sprayed his tongue. He licked his lips and his vision cleared. He blinked rapidly and when he moved his legs, he realized he was bound.

      Rope cut into his ankles and wrists, and the chair he was tied to rocked as he tried to wiggle free. And as he did so, one of the chair legs bumped into something. Grant looked down, his eyes unsure of what he’d just seen. It was another leg. But it wasn’t his.

      Grant examined the rest of the floor. More legs. More arms. More bodies. Dozens of bodies. They were naked and covered in lime. Decomposing, bits of flesh rotting from the bones and atrophying muscles. Their mouths were agape and their eyes open. He was sitting in the middle of a graveyard.

      “I hope you don’t mind the company,” the voice said, but this time the voice had a body attached to it. It stood in front of the large white light that cast his entire body into shadow.

      And that was when Grant noticed the walls around him and the steep slope on which the voice stood. The grave he was in had already been dug, and he was willing to bet that he’d be joining the bodies soon enough.

      Grant had been stripped of his clothes, his badge, and his gun. He sat naked and bound, shivering and sweating in a pile of death, waiting for his turn to die.

      But slowly, the thoughts of how he arrived came together. Grant remembered the thugs he was with in the woods; he remembered the gunshots, and then the police sirens. But he had never heard that voice before. It was well spoken, older, and very American.

      Did Rick and Mocks make it out okay? Did the kids that he had pulled from that cellar make it out alive? Did Annie? He glanced back up to the voice as the man moved closer.

      “Who—” Grant’s voice cut out, and he lowered his head. He sounded so weak, so tired. He cleared his throat and lifted his head to try again. “Where is my partner?”

      “Oh, we’ll get to her in a minute,” the voice said, making his way down the slope into the pit. “But first I just want to take a minute to congratulate you. It’s not every day someone is able to disrupt my plans so vehemently. This was supposed to be a special day for me, but I’m afraid you’ve ruined it.” The closer he moved, the larger he grew. Well over six feet, with quite a bit of girth around his mid-section.

      “Half of the city’s police officers will be looking for me,” Grant said. “Even if you kill me, they won’t stop until they’ve caught you, and after what I found in that sawmill, you’re going to be in jail for a very long time.”

      The man stepped around to Grant’s back and chuckled. “If the police ever found me, the kids at the sawmill would be the least of my worries.”

      Thick, meaty hands gripped Grant’s shoulders and he felt paralyzed, helpless as slow, firm circles were rubbed into his skin.

      “Quite the body on you,” the voice said, and then leaned down and whispered into Grant’s ear. “I don’t usually go for something so seasoned, but it would be a shame to waste you.”

      Grant rolled his head away and the voice laughed, slapping his shoulders hard.

      “Just poking a little fun,” the voice said, circling Grant, who continued to shiver. “You are quite too old for me. Though I understand I’m in no position to talk.”

      And then, when the man turned and stopped where the light caught his face, Grant got his first good look. He was old, to be sure, but nothing like he would have imagined. The man was preserved, like the dead bodies around him. The decay was slow, and the old man had done what he could to delay it, but in those efforts he only accentuated what he had tried to hide.

      The old man did have hair, but it was slicked back. And he wore a wife beater and a fine gold watch on his wrist, with a few rings on his fingers. His pants and shoes were expensive, and he looked down at Grant like a piece of property.

      “Some of these are men that you killed, and others…” The old man circled his hands in the air. “Well, occupational hazards.”

      The questions made Grant’s head hurt, and he shut his eyes to try and focus on the matter at hand. And that was trying to get out of this alive.

      The old man smiled and then walked back up the slope. “You have two options, Detective. The first is to rot in this pit with the rest of the dead. The second is to accompany me to dinner. I have quite a few questions to ask you, and I was hoping to get the answers from you personally. What do you say?”

      Grant shook his head. “You think you will get away with this, but you’re wrong. I’ve gotten this close, and my partner will too. You’re going to lose.”

      The old man stopped at the top of the slope and looked back down to Grant, a sad smile on his face. “Detective, I have been doing this longer than you have been alive. I’m sorry to say that you’re late to the party. And if there is one thing I’d hope you’d learned by now, especially judging by your predicament, it’s that I don’t lose. Ever.” He walked away, out of sight, but then called out at the last minute. “I await your answer in the morning. Good night, Detective Grant. Sleep tight.”

      The door clanged shut and the spotlight shut off, casting Grant back into darkness. He couldn’t see the bodies on the floor anymore, or even his own legs. He had reached the underworld. And he had just met the devil.
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      Cigarette smoke filtered through the air, and forced laughs masked the fatigue and loneliness of the late hour. The clock on the wall ticked closer to last call, and the bar’s patrons swayed back and forth, beer bottles and glasses grasped loosely in their hands, everyone doing their best to numb the realities that waited for them after the tab had been paid.

      Neon lights of pinks blues and reds illuminated the yellowed walls, stained from decades of heavy smoke, and the cracks along the concrete floor. Someone had flipped the old jukebox in the corner to a Moody Blues song, “Nights in White Satin.”

      The lyrics drifted between the empty barstools and slurred conversations. A woman on the far end of the bar near the exit threw her head back and cackled at something a man in a trucker hat said.

      Like the bar itself, the people inside it were broken and decayed. Some on the inside, some on the outside, some both. But everyone shared in commiseration of forgetting the past. Or in the case of Detective Chase Grant, gulping down enough liquid courage to face it.

      A slew of empty glasses covered the stained wooden bar top in front of Grant. He scrunched his nose as he caught another whiff of mildew that drifted up from behind the bar. He sat hunched over as he examined the remining whiskey of his eighth drink.

      Liquor slushed through his veins, and he swayed on the bar stool. Drunkenly, he picked at the wedding band on his left hand, the metal warm from his skin. His eyes watered at Ellen’s memory, but he quickly blinked them away. He was almost there. Just a few more. He drained the glass, then ceremoniously slammed it on the bar.

      Ice ejected from the glass and shattered on the floor. He felt eyes on him, and caught the bar tender throwing a heavy side eye. The bouncer at the front door pushed off his stool, crossed his arms, and stared Grant down from across the room. But Grant simply partnered the empty with its fallen comrades and pushed the sweaty bangs of black hair off his forehead, slicking his wavy locks backward.

      “Hey.” Grant motioned to the bartender, his tongue heavy. “Whiskey.”

      The barkeep turned his head toward Grant as he wiped down a glass, then up to the clock on the wall that ticked past one-thirty a.m. “Sorry, buddy. You’re done.”

      Grant exhaled and rubbed his eyes. Everything blurred and the liquor that had flowed so freely now turned his muscles to stone. He sagged on the barstool, and when he attempted to move his foot slipped. He smacked his hands on the bar for support, but body and gravity conspired against him and he landed hard on his side.

      The floor shifted like a ship deck as Grant pushed himself to his hands and knees. His stomach lurched, and he forced himself to his feet before he puked. He closed his eyes and focused on breathing, and keeping that whiskey in his stomach.

      “Hey.” The voice was accompanied with a heavy slap on Grant’s shoulder. “Let’s go, pal.”

      Grant lifted his head and the bouncer hovered close. At six feet tall, Grant rarely had to look up to meet a man’s eye, but the bouncer had a good four inches on him, and the man was as wide as he was tall with a hand more grizzly bear than human.

      “I said move it, buddy,” the bouncer said, shoving Grant toward the door.

      Grant frowned and knocked the security guard’s hand off him. The bouncer reached to put him in a choke hold, but Grant wriggled free and took hold of the bouncer’s wrist and gave it a hard twist left. The bouncer wailed, and Grant took hold of the thick man’s neck and slammed him onto the bar, keeping pressure on the wrist.

      Gasps replaced the idle conversations and the Moody Blues drifted through the bar without interruption. The bouncer struggled under Grant’s hold, but quickly stopped his squirming when Grant applied pressure to the wrist he kept locked straight behind the man.

      Grant saw the bartender reach for his phone. “You calling the cops?” He reached inside his jacket and removed his badge. “They’re already here.”

      The barkeep put the phone down, then slowly raised his hands in submission. “I don’t want any trouble.”

      Grant leaned forward. “I do.” The whiskey pushed his thoughts into that dark corner of his mind that he’d circled for the past week. He knew what was there, and he knew what would happen once he stepped inside. And now he was finally too drunk to care.

      Grant shoved the bouncer off the bar, and the big man stumbled a few steps before he got his feet under him. The bouncer’s chubby cheeks glowed red, and he rotated the arm that Grant had kept pinned. He took an aggressive step forward and Grant opened his jacket and grabbed the butt of his service pistol. “Don’t, asshole.”

      The bouncer froze, joining the mannequin-esque stature as everyone else. “Nights of White Satin,” ended, and the bar fell silent.

      Beads of sweat appeared on Grant’s forehead. His eyes were dry and burned from the constant layer of smoke. All his concentration and focus was on the bouncer. “Back. Off.”

      The bouncer tossed a glance to the barkeep, and Grant followed the man’s line of sight. The barkeep, still with his hands in the air, motioned toward the door. “Just go.”

      Grant stepped forward, circling the bouncer, keeping his hand on his pistol. He retreated backward toward the exit and caught the blurred expressions of horror and fear on his retreat. What Grant saw in those drunken eyes was the same look Grant wanted to see in his eyes.

      Outside, an icy burst of air cooled the liquor-laced sweat. He leaned forward when he walked, the whiskey swaying him left, then right on the way to his car. He fingered his pockets for his keys and yanked them out.

      Grant missed the keyhole to the door twice, scratching the paint, then dropped them to the asphalt. Angry, he snatched them up, unlocked the car, and crumpled into the driver seat.

      A laptop rested in the passenger seat and he turned it on. He searched the Seattle Police Department database for Dunston’s address, and started the car as the computer searched. When it appeared, he plugged it into the GPS, shifted into reverse and peeled out of the parking lot.

      Grant’s knuckles whitened over the black steering wheel, and his fingers itched for the pistol under his jacket as he turned off Interstate Five into a small neighborhood on the northwest side of Seattle.

      Single family homes sat clustered together on either side of the street. Small front yards were filled with a variety of flowerbeds, children’s toys, bicycles and patio furniture. Cars filled the driveways and street parking, everyone home and asleep on the late weeknight hour.

      Grant drove slow, checking the house numbers on his left. He counted upward, and he eased on the brakes as the house came into view. No toys or bikes in the yard. No manicured garden or lush green grass. No decorative fare that revealed the owner’s personality. It lacked the charm that flowed throughout the neighborhood.

      Grant pulled over and parked. He shut off the engine and closed his eyes. His heart pounded quickly, violently. His liquor-soaked mind searched the darkness, needing that last piece of rage to leap over the edge. And he found it.

      A memory of his wife, Ellen. She was at the piano in their living room, sitting awkwardly due to the massive swell of her belly. She placed her hands on the keys and played. It was the song they danced to at their wedding. As she played, she turned to him and smiled, then sang very softly. She rarely sang, said she hated her voice. Grant loved it.

      And then the playing stopped, and she placed her hand on her stomach. She laughed and beckoned him over. She reached for his hand and replaced hers with his over her stomach. A light bump smacked Grant’s palm, and he smiled. It was the first time he felt his daughter kick.

      No more than a handful of moments define a man’s life. We’d like to think it’s more, but the truth is there are only a few. For Grant, that was one of them. It was the most surreal moment of his life to date.

      Grant opened his eyes. Memories were all that were left now. He clung to a past that looped repeatedly in his mind, like a favorite movie. But he could never know what came after the credit rolled. Anything more was fiction. They were gone.

      Grant removed the detective’s badge from his neck, tossed it into the passenger seat, pulled the 9mm Glock from his holster, and stepped out of the car. He flipped up his collar, blocking the wind and his face from view. He kept his head down and the weapon close to his side. He stopped at the door and jiggled the handle. Locked. He holstered his pistol and reached inside his pocket and removed the lock pick, but dropped it clumsily on the floor. The whiskey had cost him dexterity. But he didn’t need much, just enough to pull the trigger.

      He maneuvered the pick in the lock and wiggled it until the click of the tumbler sounded. He pocketed the lock pick set, and the door groaned reluctantly as Grant pushed it open.

      Light from the streetlamp on the corner behind him spilled into the foyer and cast Grant’s shadow deep into the house. Grant stepped inside, quietly.

      The house was shotgun style, and a hallway led toward the back. The long stretch made the house feel small, the living and dining area crammed together and backed up into the kitchen.

      Grant followed the hallway to the bedroom where the door was open. He paused at the entrance and saw Brian Dunston asleep in his bed.

      Rest had eluded Grant since the accident. Every time he closed his eyes, all he saw was Ellen’s crushed and mangled body on the coroner’s table. The swell in her stomach gone, along with the life that was carried inside. His baby girl. His little Annie.

      Grant stormed into the room, and Brian Dunston woke before Grant reached the bed. Dunston jolted backward, but despite Grant’s intoxicated state, he was still quicker than his half-asleep prey.

      Grant punched Dunston’s nose and the crunch of bone and cartilage muffled Dunston’s wail as blood spurt from his nostrils. He hoisted Dunston by the scruff of his neck and tossed the man to the floor.

      Dunston’s legs tangled in the sheet as he scurried backward on the carpet and rammed into the dresser. He thrust his hand up and outward, blood pouring from his disfigured nose. “Please, stop.”

      Grant didn’t listen. The man could scream and beg and cry, but Grant wouldn’t stop. He raised his fist as rage and anger fueled his assault, bringing down fist after fist onto Dunston’s body.

      Bones crunched, skin ripped, and blood spilled. Small, warm splatters of blood splashed on Grant’s face and body. Dunston lifted his arms, weakly defending himself, but Grant’s six-foot, two-hundred-pound frame worked Dunston’s body into pulp.

      Slowly, with every punch, Dunston’s wails lessened, and his arms dropped to his sides until he lay lifeless on the floor. But Grant refused to let up.

      His fingers ached, and his arms grew heavy. Grant landed one final crack across Dunston’s face, then stumbled back to the bed where he collapsed on the edge, catching his breath.

      Dunston lay on the floor, lifeless, wheezing from the rib that had punctured his lung. Blood soaked his now misshapen face. The left eye had swollen shut, his lips puffed outward, and his nose bent sharply to the right. With his one good eye he looked to Grant. “Please.” Blood dripped from his mouth. “Stop.”

      Grant pushed himself from the bed and lifted Dunston from the carpet, slamming his body against the wall. “Do you know who I am?” The whiskey kept its firm grip on his mind. Dunston’s head lolled back and forth between his shoulders like a pendulum, and Grant slammed him against the wall a second time. “Look at me!”

      Propelled either by fear or by adrenaline, Dunston lifted his head and used the wall to help steady himself. His one opened, bloodshot eye fell upon Grant’s face. He nodded. “I know you.”

      “Good.” Using one hand to hold Dunston up, Grant fished out his pistol and pressed it against Dunston’s forehead. “You took everything from me.” His lip quivered, and hot tears gathered at the corners of his eyes. He sniffled, pulling in the snot dribbling from his nose. “You don’t deserve one more second of breath. No charges?” He scoffed, his tone thick with lunacy. “If the judge won’t bring justice, then I’ll do it myself.” Grant curled his finger over the trigger. Dunston shivered and whimpered, but he kept that one good eye locked on Grant.

      Grant had been in shootouts before. He’d even shot a suspect. But he’d never been this close. It had never been this personal. But he had a right, didn’t he? Any natural law granted him this vengeance. An eye for an eye. A life for a life. And Dunston didn’t just take one life; he took two.

      “Do it,” Dunston said, barely able to move his lips anymore, his jaw possibly broken. “I deserve it.” A tear fell from the corner of his good eye and cut through the blood on his cheek.

      Grant’s body tensed. His finger froze on the trigger.

      Pull it.

      Ellen flooded his mind, her mangled, bloodied, broken body on the cold steel of the coroner’s table.

      Pull the trigger.

      Grant’s whole body shook, the pistol vibrating against Dunston’s skull.

      Finish what you came to do.

      Grant barred his teeth, spit and foam squeezing through the tiny gaps as he grit his teeth.

      Kill him.

      His trigger finger spasmed, but still no shot.

      Kill him.

      The voice grew louder.

      Kill him!

      “AHHHHHH!” Grant shoved the pistol so hard into Dunston’s forehead that his skin ripped and fresh blood poured down the front of his face. Dunston cried and shut that bloodshot eye, bracing for the end. And just when Grant was about to pull the trigger, just when he was about to kill the man who’d killed his family, the pistol fell to his side and Grant let Dunston crumple into a sobbing heap on the carpet.

      Grant paced in a tight circle, his head down, the pistol still in hand. “Fuck!” He kicked the foot of the bed and spun back around toward Dunston. He lay there, wheezing and sobbing, bleeding over himself and the carpet. The man was two steps from death and Grant couldn’t find the grit to finish the job.

      Grant looked to the pistol in his hand, his finger still on the trigger. He couldn’t kill the man who’d take all the joy and happiness from his life. He couldn’t do what needed to be done. He’d failed.

      The pistol slowly raised, Grant’s hand moving with a mind of its own. He closed his eyes and shivered when he felt the steel against his temple. He saw Ellen. He even saw Annie. They were smiling, laughing. It was an image of a future that didn’t exist. Or maybe it could? All Grant had to do was pull the trigger to find out. He could be with both of them.

      Grant scrunched his face tight. Just do it, the voice said. It was nothing more than a light tickle in the back of his mind. If you can’t avenge them, then join them.

      Ellen and Annie continued to laugh. They wanted him there. He wanted to be there. All it took was one quick pull of his finger. Less than a few ounces of pressure separated him from his family.

      Grant pressed the barrel harder into his skull. His arm shook. He wanted to do it, but his finger wouldn’t listen to his brain. Pull the trigger, Grant. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes. Pull it. Grant’s finger twitched. He screamed, all of the rage and pain he’d felt since the accident roaring in defiance. And then he dropped the pistol to the carpet.

      Grant gasped for air, unaware he’d been holding his breath as he stared at the pistol on the floor. And then, all at once, the past two weeks replayed in his head. The call from the hospital, identifying the body, the funeral arrangements, the wake, the two caskets lowering into the ground, one of them empty because the wreck was so severe that there wasn’t anything left of his daughter to bury.

      Deep, rolling sobs bounced his shoulders up and down, and tears dripped onto the carpet. “I miss them,” Grant said aloud. “I miss them so much.”

      Dunston didn’t respond. He just lay there, pulling in slow, rattling breaths. Grant stumbled out of the bedroom, leaving the pistol, and headed toward the front door.

      A tightening, souring pit formed in Grant’s stomach and he hunched forward as he approached the door. The acid bile crawled up out of his stomach and he barely made it out of the door and into the yard where he vomited in the dirt and grass.

      The hot, barely digested whiskey burned even worse on the way out, and Grant produced two more rounds of vomit onto the front lawn before his stomach emptied.

      Once finished, Grant fell back onto the grass. He glanced up to the night sky. He hoped they couldn’t see him right now. He hoped that Ellen had turned away the moment he stepped into that house. He’d lose his badge for this, though he didn’t think he’d go to jail. There wouldn’t be a jury out there that would convict him, not for any hard time. At least he didn’t think so.

      Grant was certain of only one thing, and that was the fact that his life had changed course. Whatever he would have been, whatever he could have done, it had been altered. Fate had flipped its coin, and Grant’s future had landed on the losing side.

      Like the memory of feeling his daughter kick for the first time, this was another moment that would define him. A hopeless moment, with no other future than to rot in a bar, numbing the pain until he felt nothing. He reached for his phone and called Captain Hill. It was time to face facts. It was time to pay the price for his pain.
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      Blue and red lights flashed in the night. Police cars and ambulances crowded the small clearing around the old saw mill and clogged the dirt road that led back to the highway. Dozens of flashlights lit up the thick forest that circled the mill. Dogs barked, looking to catch a scent.

      Mocks turned from the lights and back to Rick. She kept hold of his hand while the paramedics checked his vitals and rushed him toward the ambulance on the stretcher. She jogged alongside, squeezing his hand tight while his remained limp.

      “Hook up an IV and let the ER know we’ll need a transfusion once we arrive.” The paramedic examining Rick looked to Mocks and his voice softened from the robotic orders he gave his partner. “You riding with us?”

      Mocks examined the deep, long cuts on Rick’s arms and legs. Haggard bits of flesh hung loose, and the white gauze used to stanch the bleeding were soaked with blood. “Yes.”

      “Detective Mullocks!” Lieutenant Furst jogged over, his tie loose around his neck and dark circles under his eyes as he stepped in time with Mocks and the paramedics.

      “Did you find him?” Mocks asked, slowing to a walk as they neared the ambulance.

      “Not yet,” Furst answered, catching his breath.

      “Where are the kids?”

      “Someone from Child Services is taking care of them now, and their families are being notified.” Furst placed his hand on Mocks’s shoulder. “Take care of Rick. There isn’t anything else you can do right now.”

      “But Grant—”

      “Would want you to go.”

      Mocks sighed. “That’s what got him into trouble in the first place.”

      “I’ll call you the moment we find anything,” Furst said.

      Mocks nodded and stepped up into the ambulance, the paramedics shutting the doors behind her.

      “Let’s go!” The paramedic pounded on the front wall near the driver seat, and the ambulance sped forward, siren wailing.

      The ambulance wobbled on the dirt road, and Mocks kept one hand on Rick and the other on the stretcher to keep herself steady. Rick’s oxygen mask fogged with every breath as the pair of medics dressed his wounds.

      The ambulance lights accentuated the pallid color of Rick’s skin. He’d lost so much blood. “Will he make it?” She squeezed Rick’s hand harder.

      The paramedic tossed a red stained cloth into the waste bucket. “I don’t know. If he does, he might lose his leg. The blood loss has impaired circulation to the body. And those cuts are deep enough to have caused nerve damage.”

      Mocks nodded slowly. The ambulance hit a pothole and they rocked left and right and she gripped Rick’s hand and the stretcher harder to keep her balance. She watched Rick’s eyelids flutter as the paramedics applied the tourniquets to his wounds. She wasn’t sure how much blood he had left.

      The nearest hospital was a local branch of Seattle General twenty minutes away. The ambulance pulled into the ER drop off, and Mocks jumped out with the paramedics as they wheeled Rick through the open doors.

      “I’ve got a priority!” The paramedic said, a few heads turning in the ER lobby to their left.

      A pair of nurses stepped in stride with Mocks and the medics down the hall. “We have room six set up for a transfusion, we’re getting the doctor prepped for surgery. What are we looking at?”

      “Blood loss, multiple lacerations to limbs, possible concussions and organ failure,” the medic said, slowing as they maneuvered Rick’s stretcher to enter the room. Mocks went to step inside, but the nurse thrust out her arm.

      “Ma’am, it’s better if you wait out here.”

      Mocks stepped forward, buckling the woman’s stiff arm. “I need to be with him.”

      With at least fifty pounds on Mocks, and six inches in height, the nurse tossed her back into the hall aggressively. “We need to get him ready for surgeory. The doctor will be down in a minute to give you an update. We don’t have time to babysit.” She disappeared into the room, and shut the door.

      While Mocks hadn’t been to many ERs for situations like this, she expected a little more compassion when dealing with patient’s family members. But she understood the situation. They needed to do their work, and they needed to do it quickly. So Mocks let the nurse have her small victory, and she watched through the tiny window as the medics and nurses blocked her view of Rick as they prodded him with needles and hooked him up to machines.

      Her hand twitched and she reached for the Green Bic lighter inside her jacket. When she looked down at her hand, she stopped. Blood shimmered under the florescent hallways over her knuckles. Rick’s blood.

      Mocks flicked the flint, repeating the motion absentmindedly until her hand steadied. She paced back and forth in front of the small window, her mind racing about Rick, Grant, the Web. She needed to do something. If she couldn’t help Rick, then she might be able to help Grant. Because there was someone here who she could speak with.

      Mocks pocketed the lighter and headed back down to the ER station, flashing her badge. “I need a room number for a patient. Parker Gallient.”

      The nurse had a plain face, and pale. Her small, beady eyes looked at Mocks and she frowned. “He’s on the fourth floor, room four hundred nine, but—”

      Mocks sprinted to the elevator, clicking the up arrow repeatedly. She stepped inside, squeezing between a pair of orderlies on their way out, and hit the fourth floor button.

      If Gallient was willing to give up the location of the saw mill, then he might know of other locations important to whoever was running this game. She had to narrow down where they’d taken Grant. But that was if he was even still alive.

      Mocks pushed the thought from her mind. No, Grant was alive. He had to be. They would have found his body by now, and no body meant they took hima live. No reason to drag a dead detective’s heavy corpse to another location when you can just leave it in the woods. They probably want to know how Grant found the place, and dead men were harder to interrogate.

      The elevator doors pinged open and Mocks’s stomach soured. A cluster of officers stood outside Parker’s room. Yellow police tape covered the door and circled the officers in the hallway. She jogged over, ducked under the tape, and pushed her way to the front.

      Forensics was already on scene. A flash from a camera captured the bloody sight of Parker’s lifeless body on the hospital bed. His head was turned toward the door and Mocks saw his expressionless face, his eyes still open. Blood stains covered his chest and stomach and dripped from his arm where it collected into little puddles on the floor.

      The bandage that concealed Parker’s spider web tattoo had been ripped off, and the ink had been blacked out. Blood rolled down over the hand in thin strips, and Mocks backed away from the scene.

      It was the Web. Had to be. They really could reach anyone at anywhere at anytime. Mocks knew they had a contact inside the federal government, it was the only way they could have got their hands on those documents they found. But now Mocks shifted thinking.

      The Web could have other moles on the ground. Hell, they could have people in at her own precinct. She needed to find out how far it went, and she’d have to be careful moving forward. The death toll was climbing, and she didn’t want to add any more bodies to the count.
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* * *

      Owen Callahan tapped his finger on his knee in exasperation. He didn’t want to be out this late. He should be home, in bed at this hour. But complications were a part of the business. And he had no intentions of losing so close to the finish line.

      His blazer was undone, and his growing gut spilled forward into his lap. He glared down at it with disgust. One thing he hadn’t envisioned in his senior years was the reality of the body you were stuck with. Modern medicine could only do so much. And every day that passed only intensified the longing for his own youth.

      He caught his reflection in the driver side window in the sedan’s backseat. The tightened skin, the lifted cheek bones, collagen and Botox injections, all feigning the appearance of youth. His thick head of shoulder-length hair had greyed, which was the only aspect of his age he enjoyed. He thought it made him look distinguished.

      Owen tired of his reflection and looked to his bodyguards up front. They rarely spoke. And even though they followed whatever command was given, sometimes he felt like they were more prison guards than protectors.

      One of the spider tattoos on the driver’s neck crawled out of the shirt collar and Owen looked down at the tattoo on his own hand. Three black spiders were inked into his skin, a forced show of good faith. It was The Web’s branding. And once you were in, there wasn’t any getting out.

      Of course Owen knew the stakes when he signed up. He wouldn’t have taken the risk if the reward wasn’t worth it. And while his association with The Web presented challenges, the benefits far exceeded the costs.

      The SUV pulled into the driveway of one of the several mansions in the neighborhood. Most of Seattle’s rich and powerful didn’t know a world beyond their butlers, chauffeurs, maids, or private chefs. And while some of them earned their fortunes by getting their hands dirty, none were dirtier than his own.

      The driver opened Owen’s door, and he stepped out. He glanced back at the fountain in the center of the circled driveway that accented the extravagance of the house and rolled his eyes. All show. No substance.

      The front doors opened and Owen was escorted inside with his two men, who left their rifles in the car. When dealing with the general population, Owen found it hard to build rapport when his associates had such firepower. Not that they’d need them here anyway.

      The butler stopped at the open study doors and gestured inside. Owen entered and saw the walls were lined with bookshelves, though he doubted the senator had read anything in this room.

      “Owen,” Pierfoy said, forcing a smile and a nervous chuckle. “Good to see you again.” The senator extended his hand, but Owen ignored it.

      “Is it?” Owen sat in one of the leather chairs that circled a large coffee table made of solid oak, then reached for the open box of cigars. He clipped the end off, struck a match, and puffed smoke. He closed his eyes as the tobacco filled his senses. “You always did have the good stuff.”

      Pierfoy took a seat in the chair next to him. “I’ll send you home with a box.”

      Owen tapped the end of the cigar and ash fell to the carpet. “I’ll need more than just the smokes today.”

      Pierfoy looked up from the freshly sprinkled ash. “What else do you need?”

      “The laptop,” Owen said, taking another drag. “The one those detectives stole.”

      Pierfoy opened his arms in a display of helplessness. “Owen, that computer has already been logged as evidence. It’s out of my hands.”

      “No, it’s not,” Owen said. “In fact, I would say it’s very much in your hands, but I’d be happy to have my associates chop them off to alleviate your responsibility.” His face grew hazy in the smoke. “Then you’d be free and clear.”

      Pierfoy’s cheeks turned pale, and he cleared his throat with a nervous twitch. “There’s no need for such talk.”

      “Or maybe it’s not your hands that need to be taken from you.” Owen shifted in his chair, the leather groaning from his weight. He gestured the cigar toward the senator. “How old is your granddaughter now?”

      Pierfoy’s face reddened, the fat beneath his chin wiggling. “Do you have any idea what I’ve done for you? Access to federal documents. Forgery. I’ve kept the FBI off your back for longer than anyone could have done. You wouldn’t even be here without me.”

      “I think you have that backwards,” Owen said. “I didn’t contribute all of that money to your campaign for documents or helping me evade the authorities. I could have done that on my own.” He twisted the tip of the cigar into the armrest of the chair, snuffing out the fire. “I bought you because I wanted a puppet. So when I tell you to do something, you do it.”

      “Owen, the cyber technician with the Seattle PD has already been in contact with a translator for the State Department,” Pierfoy said. “It’s been recorded. That can’t be undone.”

      “I don’t care what you think can’t be undone.” Owen pressed his palm to the top of his head and flattened his hair as he ran his hand all the way back to his neck. He quickly cracked his neck left in frustration, stood, and walked to one of the bookshelves while Owen’s bodyguards stepped into the den and then closed the door behind them. “Anything I wanted.”

      “Owen, I—”

      “That’s what you told me. Remember that? It was enough money for you to run whatever type of campaign you wanted. And don’t pretend like you didn’t know where the money was coming from. You knew who I was. You knew what you were getting yourself into. Saying anything less would be a lie. And I knew you’d keep your word. Want to know how?”

      The senator reached for the crystal glass on the coffee table. He sipped the brown liquor and then leaned back in his chair. “How?”

      “Because you’re a United States Senator,” Owen said proudly, straightening his back and puffing out his chest. “You’ve built your reputation on the values and ethics of a nation that loves families, barbeques, and apple pie. You know who your biggest demographic was in your win for the Senate seat? Voters aged thirty-five to fifty-five. Voters with families, Senator. Families who would be shocked to learn about who you’re in bed with.”

      “You expose me, and you’ll go down with me,” Pierfoy said, a snarl in his lip.

      “My fall is much shorter than yours,” Owen said. “Plus I still have The Web, and all the money and influence it provides. But you, Senator, would evaporate into nothing.”

      Owen moved intimately close and pulled up the sleeve that hid his spiders. He examined them and lifted it for the senator to see. “I have done things for this organization that still give me nightmares.” He dropped the arm, and the senator cowered. “I want that laptop.”

      The bodyguards sidled up on either side of Pierfoy’s chair, and the man held up his hands, padding the air to try and keep the wolves at bay. “All right. All right. I’ll get it back for you. Somehow.”

      Owen smiled and smacked the senator’s thigh. “Excellent.” He stole the glass of liquor from the Senator’s hand and took a sip. “Mm, that’s good.” He reclined back in his own chair. “Where are we at with the legislation?”

      The pair of bodyguards remained on either side of Pierfoy’s chair, and he stayed low in the seat. “My aides have packaged it up nice and tight. It will be presented to the House next week. I’ve put together the necessary votes for it to pass.”

      “And you’re confident in the congressmen you’ve selected?” Owen asked.

      “Yes,” Pierfoy answered, reaching for the folder on the coffee table. “Page ninety-three to ninety-four.” He slid it toward Owen. “That’s where your clause was inserted.”

      Owen opened to the suggested page, and there it was in black and white. “Very good.” He snapped the binder shut and tossed it back on the table. “I need the vote date moved up.”

      Pierfoy laughed. “And I suppose you want a meeting with the President as well to discuss your concerns personally.”

      Owen shrugged. “I don’t think we’d have much to talk about. I voted for the other guy. But if it’s on the table?”

      Pierfoy’s smile faded. “Congress isn’t in session until next week. It’s the earliest I can get the vote to happen.”

      “As majority leader, you can call a special session,” Owen said. “Call it.”

      “And bring more attention to the legislation?” Pierfoy asked. “I don’t think it’s best to highlight it any more than I already have.”

      “But that’s the best part about our democratic process, Senator.” Owen stood and buttoned his jacket. “No one will care. Let me know when you have the laptop and have pushed up the vote date.” He walked toward the door but stopped when a picture caught his attention.

      It was of the Senator’s family, his entire family: wife and three children with their spouses, and six grandchildren, all lined up in matching outfits in the wilderness. It was incredibly folksy, good election bait as the Senator liked to say. He pointed to the only granddaughter in the bunch. Couldn’t have been older than nine. “She’s beautiful.” Owen turned to Pierfoy whose cheeks had lost their color. “Oh, and I’m going to need one last thing from you before I leave.”

      Pierfoy swallowed, sinking into his chair, his eyes glued to the picture in Owen’s hands. “What?”

      “The Detectives that were assigned to those abduction cases, the ones that spoiled that fresh shipment of girls the other day, I want to know more about them.”

      “Why?” Pierfoy asked, slightly surprised. “The woman is going to be taken off the case and you’ve killed Grant, right?” He leaned forward. “Haven’t you?”

      Owen set the picture back on the mantle and tucked his hands into his pants pockets. “Tell me more about Detective Chase Grant.”
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      Mocks paced the hallway outside of Rick’s room as he was prepped for surgery, her cell phone glued to her ear. The doctor had gone inside ten minutes ago, and Rick still hadn’t been wheeled to the operating room, and Rick’s body was still blocked from view by the nurses inside and the call went to voicemail.

      “Hi, you’ve reached Sam. I’m not available at the—”

      “Shit.” Mocks ended the call and dialed the precinct, where she was lucky enough to have Banks pick up the phone. “Hey, it’s Mocks. I need Sam. He’s not picking up his cell.”

      “Let me find him,” Banks answered.

      “Hurry.” Mocks chewed on her nails and glanced into the narrow window again. The doctor was talking a lot. She didn’t like that. She didn’t like the wall between her and her husband. She didn’t like that she couldn’t be in the room with him. He shouldn’t even be in that room at all.

      “Found him,” Banks said. “I’ll put you through.”

      A quick dial tone, and then one ring before Sam answered. “Hey, Mocks—”

      “Where are you at with the computer we got from The Web?” Mocks asked.

      “I just got off the phone with the translator at the State Department,” Sam answered. “It’s done.”

      Mocks exhaled a sigh of relief from the good news. “Listen, I need you to sift through the data and compile every piece of property the Web has listed on that hard drive. Cross reference that data with sawmills located within Washington’s state lines. All of them. Most of them were probably shut down years ago, so you’ll have to dig. Look at tax receipts. Those will be the most reliable records.”

      “Mocks, there is a lot more on here than just property information,” Sam said. “I decoded bank accounts, schedules, Social Security Numbers, fake identities. It’s a gold mine.”

      “Grant’s missing,” Mocks said. “He takes priority.”

      “What about the rest?” Sam asked.

      “Start making a backup of the files.” Elevator doors opened at the end of the hall, and a few officers stepped out, catching Mocks attention. She turned away, and lowered her voice. “Listen, the guy who gave us the location of the sawmill where we found those kids is dead.”

      “What?” Sam asked, his voice a gasped whisper.

      “I think the Web has influence on the department, but I don’t know how far it goes or who’s involved. But I don’t want to lose that data.”

      “It’ll take some time to back up the hard drive, and while the files are being copied I can’t use the original file,” Sam said. “So what do you want done first?”

      “The files for Grant,” Mocks said without hesitation. “But the moment those are done you copy it, got it?”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “It’s going to be a long night for both of us,” Mocks said. “Let me know the moment it’s done.” She hung up and brushed the bangs off her forehead where a headache began to take shape.

      “Mrs. Mullocks?”

      Mocks spun around, white-knuckling the phone. The doctor held a clipboard to his chest, his cheeks drooping, giving off the impression of a hound dog with glasses. She nodded, her tongue tied.

      The doctor pulled her aside and kept his voice low. “Your husband’s injuries are severe. Particularly along the left leg. The cut is wide and to the bone. From what we can see so far, there has been nerve damage and a significant loss of blood.”

      “The paramedics said that,” Mocks said, then swallowed. “They also said that he might lose the leg.”

      “He might lose both.”

      Mocks’s knees buckled slightly and she reached for the wall for support. The headache immediately disappeared, but a sinking, nauseating smell took its place. She shook her head. “What, um, what are the chance of that happening?”

      “That’s what I wanted to speak with you about,” the doctor answered. “We can attempt surgery on both legs to try and save them, but the injuries are so substantial that it’s going to take at least six hours on an operating table to repair the damage.”

      Mocks paused, waiting for the inevitable downsized.

      “But the bloodloss to your husband has put a lot of pressure on his heart over the past several hours. If we try and push him to far he could die.”

      “Christ.” Mocks’s own heart pound harder, and the floor felt like it was starting to shift under her feet. She closed her eyes, trying her best to think everything through. “What are the chances of him—” She swallowed “—Dying during surgery?”

      “Forty percent,” the doctor answered.”

      The reality of Rick’s future settled into her mind. He’d have to quit the fire department, and that would kill him. Not being able to do all the things he loved would be a blow she wasn’t sure he could handle. She wasn’t sure if she could handle it. But none of that matter if he didn’t survive.

      “Save his legs,” Mocks said, looking up at the doctor. “I don’t care what you have to do. He’ll be able to cope with limited movement, but he can’t lose them. Please, Doctor.” She clutched his arm, squeezing hard.

      “I’ll do everything I can, Mrs. Mullocks,” he said.

      Rick’s door opened and a team of nurses wheeled her husband out. And the doctor left to join them. He was still unconscious. Mocks followed a few steps before they disappeared through the double doors at the end of the hall and out of sight.

      Mocks shivered and she took a seat in one of the plastic chairs that lined the hallway. She rested her elbows on her legs and leaned forward, placing her face in her palms, the phone still clutched in her right hand. It was all too surreal. And it was her fault.

      When she was an addict, she’d hurt people before, but nothing like this. Most of the damage was to herself, and it made the burden less heavy. But to do something like this to Rick, the one person she loved more than anything in this world… That could break her.

      Mocks walked to the waiting room, trying to hide the tremble of her hand. Rick’s fate was in the doctor’s hands now. Grant’s was in hers. She hoped her hunch about the sawmills was right. The mill where Rick and the kids were kept was special to somebody. And she was willing to bet there were more places like it.

      The forests were chock-full of abandoned sawmills near the rivers. She imagined most would have been closed for a long time, some of them so off the grid people didn’t even know they existed anymore.

      Reclusive and forgotten, they were the perfect place for an organization to handle any business they wanted kept hidden from the public eye. She took a seat in one of one of the plastic, waiting room chairs, and bounced her knee nervously. Using her phone, she researched everything she could find about the Web.

      Most of the news articles that she found were written in another language, but the pictures included were graphic enough to tell the story without words. One article, written by an American reporter six years ago, revealed entire islands no longer under the control of the Philippine government.

      By controlling sovereign Philippine land, along with the surrounding waterways, the Web was a nation unto themselves.

      Mocks scrolled and read, distracting her mind with research. After an hour she set the phone aside and rubbed her burning, bloodshot eyes. A table with coffee, cups, cream and sugar beckoned her toward it and she poured a fresh cup.

      Until she had Sam’s data everything was just a hunch. She tried to think of what Grant would do, how he would work the case in her shoes, and a memory surfaced from their first week together.

      A little girl had gone missing, seven years old, taken from her school bus stop. They’d interviewed the kids that saw it happen, though nearly all of their stories differed in some regard. But there was one little boy who stayed quiet, and they’d spoken to him last.

      Once interviews were over they drove back to the precinct, and Grant asked her what she thought. Out of all the kids they spoke to there were a few common elements, and that the abductor was a man, in a white truck.

      “You don’t sound convinced,” Grant said.

      And she wasn’t. “That last kid we talked too. He said it was a car. Not a truck.”

      “You believe him?” Grant asked.

      “He was the only one that had a different story.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      Mocks sighed. “He pointed out a bumper sticker on the back as well. NRA. Probably for the rifle association. I don’t think he would have made that up.”

      “And what does your gut tell you?”

      “My gut is telling me it’s time for lunch,” Mocks answered.

      And that was when Grant changed his tone, and looked over to her as they pulled up to a spot light. “In our line of work you have two things: Facts and Instincts. You can’t be a detective without using both. When your instincts start to match up with the facts, follow it. And trust it.”

      Mocks stared into the Styrofoam cup steaming with coffee, Grant’s words lingering in her head. Her gut lined up with the facts. She just needed to trust it.

      She turned back to the waiting room, taking small sips of her piping hot beverage. Three other visitors sat in chairs, waiting for nurses and doctors to tell them what happened with their loved ones.

      A woman kept her purse in her lap, twisting the handle and staring at the same patch of carpet, biting her lower lip. An elderly man, his chin pressed hard into his chest that lifted him up and down with each heavy, snore filled breath. And a younger man, massaging his temples with his eyes closed. Each of them had their own worries, their own fears, absorbed in their own worlds.

      Her phone buzzed and she glanced down at the screen. It was the lieutenant. “What’d you find?”

      “We retrieved blood splatter in the northeast quadrant of the forest around the mill,” Furst said. “We think it might have been Grant’s.”

      Mocks’s heart sank, and she paced a tight circle on the waiting room floor. “A body?”

      “No,” Furst answered. “Not yet. We’re calling off the search team for now.”

      Mocks grimaced. It wasn’t ‘for now,’ it was for good. Unless they had new evidence to warrant a new search, they weren’t going to spend the manpower needed to scour that large of a search field.

      “Detective,” Furst said. “There are some things we need to discuss. I’m getting calls from the Mayor and Chief of Police. They want to know what happened up here. And the press are chomping at the bit for a statement from us.”

      “Can it at least wait till morning?” Mocks asked.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Furst said.

      “Thanks, Lieutenant.”

      The call ended and Mocks checked the clock and paced the floor, her mind racing through the scenarios and her stomach grumbling. She’d kill for a Pop-Tart.

      Her left hand trembled and she reached for the familiar feel of her green Bic lighter. But when she flicked the flint, her hand continued to shake. She let her thumb off the flint, and took a breath before she tried again. But still, her hand shook.

      Mocks frowned, flicking it repeatedly in frustration, each time harder than the first. “C’mon.” She grit her teeth. Her cheeks reddened. “Piece of shit!” She slammed the lighter on the ground, then kicked it across the room where it smacked violently into the wall. The room fell silent, and when Mocks looked around, all three pairs of eyes were locked on her. She snarled. “What?”

      The woman returned to twisting her purse handle, the old man closed his eyes again, and the young man watched TV. Mocks stomped out of the room and two nurses passed, their eyes falling to her still shaking hand. She tucked the hand in her pocket to avoid any more stares and walked over to the nurse station, knocking on the desk to catch the attention of the woman with her nose buried in her phone.

      “Can you tell me how much longer Rick Mullocks will be in surgery?”

      “We don’t have a way to check in with the doctors while they’re operating,” the nurse answered, shaking her head. “Let me check his file and see what the timeline was.”

      “They said it could take a while,” Mocks answered before the girl could swivel away in her chair. “I was just hoping for an update.”

      The nurse forced a smile and folded her hands on the desk. “I’m sure everything is fine, ma’am. If you can just take a seat—”

      “Everything is not fucking fine!” Mocks slammed her fist on the desk. It could have been the nurse’s tone, the smarmy smile, the way it felt like her concerns were being dismissed or the stress of the past few days from the case, but Mocks felt the frayed ropes of her sanity unravel. “My husband is on a fucking operating table and I don’t know if he’ll be able to walk again when he comes out!”

      The nurse’s face flushed red, but before she opened her mouth, or Mocks rammed her fist into it, she stepped away. She needed air.

      The automatic doors opened and Mocks zipped up her jacket in the frigid early morning air. She crossed her arms walked until the sidewalk ended on the side of the hospital.

      Alone, Mocks lowered her head, fighting the tears. It was all too much. In one night she could lose her husband and her partner. The urge to use took hold of her thoughts. One little hit and it’d all go away. She knew it would. It was one of the reasons it had taken her almost three years to sober up.

      But there was one pivotal difference between Mocks then, and Mocks now. And that was the people in her life. The ones she loved, the ones she cared about, the ones that she couldn’t let down. Grant had kept his promise and got Rick out of there alive, saving herself and the kids in the process. She wasn’t going to let him down.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The moment Owen returned home, he shed his blazer and tossed it on a chair. He was glad to see the mess in the living room had been cleaned up and the furniture returned to their normal positions. He unbuttoned the cuffs of his dress shirt and rolled up his sleeves, then turned around to the pair of bodyguards still following him.

      “Find something to keep yourselves busy,” Owen said.

      The pair complied, and Owen disappeared down the hallway opposite of his protectors. The narrow cut through opened into a bedroom with high ceilings like the living room and was one of the few places inside his converted home with windows. And it had a beautiful view.

      A clearing in the trees revealed a waterfall gushing over a ledge. The violent white water spilled to the rocks and river below, and then drifted toward the sea. Such a powerful element water was, and adaptable. It could cut through rock, topple cities, and swallow ships, yet be as gentle and nurturing as a mother. It was a vile and giving creature. Owen thought of himself the same way.

      Owen shifted his gaze from the waterfall to a door on his left. It was late, but she was a night owl, and he hoped she still be awake.

      A spring appeared in his step as he walked toward the fantasy that lived on the other side. A world he’d created just for him. And it wouldn’t be much longer until that world grew larger. He unlocked the door and stepped inside. “And how are we doing this afternoon?”

      A young girl, ten years old, with light brown hair and hazel eyes looked up from her coloring book. She wore a yellow dress that accented the soft brown of her skin. She didn’t smile. She didn’t cry. It wasn’t the ideal reaction, but apathy was better than tears.

      “I’m good,” she said, her young voice high-pitched and soft. “How are you?”

      Owen smiled brightly, his skin drawn tight from all those plastic surgeries. He hated that feeling. It only reminded him of his age. The opposite effect of the surgery’s purpose.

      “I’m well, Izzy, thank you for asking.” Owen joined her on the floor, and the girl returned to the picture where a princess appeared in the window of a castle. A young knight looked up to the young maiden, standing outside the castle’s wall. “That’s a beautiful drawing.”

      “Thank you,” Izzy said, a happy tone to her voice.

      Owen pointed to the princess. “Is that you?”

      “Mmhm,” Izzy answered.

      “And who is that?” Owen asked, pointing to the knight.

      The girl kept quiet and shrunk inward. She stopped coloring and lowered her head.

      “Izzy,” Owen said, keeping his voice calm and kind. “You can tell me. Who is it?”

      The girl sniffled and, keeping her head down, answered, “My rescuer.”

      Owen nodded and then placed a comforting hand on the girl’s back. She trembled at his touch. “It’s all right, Izzy. Shh, shh, shh. Nothing to be upset about.” He lifted the girl’s chin. Her cheeks were wet with tears, but she made no sound.

      “Are you going to have special time today?” Izzy asked, her little voice thick with phlegm and grief.

      Owen smiled and then wiped the tears from her face. “No, sweetheart. Not today.” He bent over and kissed the top of her head. “Not today.” Owen laid on his side, and watched her finish her drawing. She didn’t look at him while he sat there, nor did he expect her too.

      A transition of trust took time, and he hoped that his current display of self-control would help strengthen that trust. It was all about layering, reshaping the girl’s mind to accept that what he did to her wasn’t just normal, but good. It was a process, but it was one that he enjoyed.

      He played with her hair for a bit, letting the smooth silky strands run through his fingers. She didn’t shudder when he touched her that time, another improvement. And while she didn’t talk much, he continued to ask her questions, the one word answers slowly morphing to longer explanations the longer they spoke.

      “Well, it’s getting late my sweet,” Owen said, kissing the top of her head once more. “Time for bed.” He picked her up and placed her under the covers, pulling them up close to her chin. He cupped her cheek, and smiled. “Sleep tight, love.” He held her tiny hand in his, kissed it, then walked out, shutting the light off on his way.

      Owen locked the door, then returned to his own bed, his body sagging from the long day. He needed rest. Tomorrow would be just as worse. He disrobed, and climbed into bed, naked, thinking of those detectives and his conversation tomorrow. But despite the circumstances, he was excited.

      For over thirty years, Owen had been abducting children, and when his relationship with the Web began almost a decade ago, it propelled him into a new level of power. It was an authority he reveled in, but he was so isolated. No one to speak with, no one to challenge him.

      But this detective had managed to do what no other authority figure could, and currently he was locked below, his mind no doubt wondering whether he would live or die. And depending on the answers Owen received, it could go either way.
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      Light broke the darkness, and exposed Grant’s naked body tied to the chair he’d sat in all night, or forever long it’d been since that door was closed. He squinted, the brightness painful to his sensitive eyes. Was it the old man from last night? Had he come to finish the job?

      The light exposed the sea of corpses that lay stacked at Grant’s feet. The sight of the rotting flesh accentuated the throbbing pain at the base of his skull. Those bodies had screamed at him last night, demons from his past clawing their way to the present. But now everything was quiet and he was convinced the lack of sleep left him delirious.

      Two pairs of hands removed the restraints that kept Grant in the chair and dragged him over the bodies toward the light. He caught the blank stares of a few, their jaws slack and tongues rolled out with their eyes open. He wondered if the dead could still see, and what they would tell him if they could speak now.

      Once out of the pit, the blinding whiteness of light began to fill in with his new surroundings. He noticed the hardwood floors that scraped his knees and feet. He lifted his head and saw paintings hung along the hallway.

      There was a picture every few feet, mostly of nature. Flowers, rivers, beaches, and forests. Some had people, others contained animals, and some were barren of anything but plants. Life ahead of him, and death behind.

      The pair of men that carried him were dressed in suits. But Grant saw the spider web tattoos creeping up their necks from behind their collars. The old man who visited him last night had tattoos like that, but on his hand. He was the spinner of the web Grant had found himself caught in, and what an intricate web it was.

      Grant was dropped in a room completely furnished with a bed, dresser, and nightstand. The bed was made, and a pair of slacks, a dress shirt, and a belt and socks were laid on top of the comforter. A pair of shoes rested on the carpet directly underneath, and a jacket hung on the closet door handle.

      Naked and filthy with dirt and sweat, Grant turned back to the pair of thugs that had dragged him to the room. They stood expressionless, their hands on the assault rifles that were strapped over their shoulders. Both of their heads were shaved, and Grant suspected that if they smiled, he’d get an eyeful of silver and gold.

      “Wh—” Grant choked on his own voice, his throat dry and hoarse. He took a dry swallow and cleared his throat. “What do you want?”

      “Shower,” the guard on the left said, then pointed to the clothes. “Dress.”

      The two words were Grant’s only direction. Slowly, he pushed himself off the carpet and leaned against the dresser for support once on his feet. He hobbled to the bathroom, his joints stiff and aching from the night in the chair.

      There was no curtain for the shower, no privacy of any kind. A mirror revealed the guard directly behind him. The thug’s expression was hard as stone. Grant looked at him through the mirror and arched his eyebrows. “Did you bring the sponge?”

      With the joke lost on his captor, Grant stepped toward the shower and turned on the faucet. He cranked the temperature to hot and let the water cleanse him. With a bar of soap, he scrubbed the dead off, rinsed, and then dried himself. When he stepped back into the bedroom and reached for the clothes, he found that they were all in his size.

      Once dressed, he checked himself in the mirror. He didn’t recognize the face of the man staring at him, but he recognized the type of attire he wore. All black. Funeral colors. He absentmindedly went to rub his wedding ring, and when his fingertips touched only skin, his heart skipped. He turned to the goon, his fists clenched, but the man only motioned over to the dresser.

      It was there Grant caught the gleam of his wedding ring. It had been cleaned and polished. He picked it up and placed it back over the pale circle of flesh where it had resided for over a decade.

      The thugs grabbed Grant by the arm and thrust him into the hallway. With one thug leading and one behind him, Grant was sandwiched into the narrow hallway as they walked single file until it opened into a large dining room.

      A long, wooden eight-seater table was adorned with plates, silverware, and breakfast. Eggs, steak, bacon, fruits, and orange juice. The food steamed on their plates and a servant poured water into a crystal glass from an even larger crystal pitcher.

      The goon behind Grant elbowed him forward, and Grant was escorted to the seat to the right of the head of the table.

      “Good morning!”

      The old man from last night entered through a different hallway to Grant’s left. He was dressed in similar garb, though the colors were lighter. Grey slacks, and jacket, and a pale blue shirt. A matching pocket square accented the shirt, and a gold watch flashed on his left wrist. He was clean-shaven and had slicked back his long grey hair.

      One of the guards pulled back the old man’s chair for him and he took a seat, reaching for the napkin and placing it in his lap. “It’s been a busy morning.” He grabbed a fork and knife and cut into the steak. It bled onto the white porcelain. With a chunk of meat at the end of the fork, the old man gestured to Grant. “Everything fit? I’m afraid I had to take some calculated guesses with the attire. But I thought the color suited you just fine.” He took a bite, and then the servant returned with a bottle of champagne that he poured into both of their glasses.

      The old man reached for his glass the moment the servant was done and held it up. “To Detective Chase Grant. Seattle’s favorite son.” He forcefully clanged the crystal glasses together and then sipped, closing his eyes and offering a satisfied moan. “Delicious.”

      Grant didn’t touch the food despite the growling of his stomach. He stared absentmindedly at the old man who acted like Grant was a long-lost friend come to chat over dinner and catch up on old times.

      The old man caught the stare and dabbed at the corners of his mouth. “I hope your bunk mates didn’t cause you to lose your appetite?” He shook his head and tossed the napkin back onto his lap. “Honestly, Detective, I thought you were made of stronger stuff.”

      “You leave me in a pit of bodies, dress me up like some doll, and bring me here,” Grant said. “If you plan to kill me then—”

      “I told you I had questions for you, but I need your mind sharp, and it’ll be hard for you to do that on an empty stomach,” the old man said, cutting off another piece of steak. “Eat.”

      Grant eyed the knife, and then looked to the guards. Both had their guns aimed at him with their fingers on the trigger. He’d be dead before he made the throw. And so, with his stomach grumbling and no idea if he would be granted a next meal, Grant picked up the utensils and dug in.

      The moment the first bite touched his lips, everything except satisfying his hunger disappeared. He devoured the steak, took two helpings of eggs, emptied the glass of orange juice, and the juice from the cantaloupe and watermelon dribbled down his chin with every bite. His plate was taken from him only when he leaned back in his chair.

      “Glad to see you have your appetite back,” the old man said.

      Grant dropped his fork and pushed the plate away. “It was a fine last meal.”

      “It doesn’t have to be.” The old man adjusted the belt around his girth that looked a little bit tighter than before. “I’ve been doing this for a long time, Detective. Longer than your career in law enforcement. During my tenure, there have been eighteen detectives that have come and gone who’ve tried to catch me. All eighteen failed.” He pointed a meaty finger at Grant, which curved from arthritis, and remained still as water. “You’re the only one who has ever found me.”

      “Others will pick up where I left off,” Grant said.

      “And they already have. But they won’t be successful.” The old man picked between his teeth, fishing out a sliver of steak, and then wiped his finger clean on the napkin in his lap.

      Grant eyed the champagne. Real champagne from France, not like that sparkling wine most people buy. The butler returned and poured the old man another glass. “Celebrating something?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes,” the old man said, picking up the champagne. “It’s a special day for you, Detective.” He sipped, the bubbles in the glass still fizzing.

      The pair of body guards stepped closer to Grant and the hot trickle of sweat appeared under his arms. He grimaced.

      The old man looked at Grant. “You don’t remember?” He smiled, his eyes locked on Grant as he sipped from the glass again, then set it down, smacking his lips. “Detective, I’m surprised. You always seem to have such a handle on things.” He leaned forward. “It’s your two year anniversary.”

      Grant winced and a whisper tickled the back of his mind. It goaded him into anger, the same anger that filled him the night he attacked Brian Dunston.

      The old man frowned, feigning sympathy. “I know it must be hard to talk about. It was a dark time for you. You were angry. Violent. Death will do that to you.” The old man reached out a hand and touched Grant’s arm. “You must miss them so much.”

      Grant lunged, but the thugs stopped him before he could even raise the piece of silverware. A heavy thud knocked Grant’s head forward and he slammed onto the table, one of the rifles pressed into the back of his skull.

      The old man looked up to the guards pinning Grant down. “Still a sore subject apparently.”

      Grant’s cheek smooshed against the table cloth, and he writhed underneath the goon’s hold. “Talk about my family again and I will kill you.”

      “You’re not a killer, Detective,” the old man said. “Not in the brutal sense anyway. Which begs the question I’ve wanted answered since the moment I found out who you were.” The old man lowered his head to meet Grant’s gaze, and then laid his head on his arm, like he was having pillow talk with a lover. “Why didn’t you kill him? That man, Brian Dunston. You went to his house, beat him to a pulp, but let him go. He killed your family. Albeit it was an accident, but still.”

      Grant thrashed more violently, the fork still gripped in his hand that was pinned at the wrist.

      The old man raised his eyebrows. “He was right there! You could have gotten what you wanted, but you let it slip away.” He shook his head. “Why deny yourself what makes you happy?”

      “Killing you would make me happy,” Grant said, the pressure from the rifle barrel growing in the back of his skull.

      “And having my associate put a bullet through that handsome face of yours would do the same for me,” the old man said. “But you’re my insurance.” He sat up and leaned back into his chair. “I need a bargaining chip in case I’m unable to retrieve what I need. Not that your partner has the imagination to find me, but I don’t like to take unnecessary chances.” The old man nodded to the hallway.

      The thugs yanked him out of the chair and punched Grant’s stomach, which dropped the fork from his hand. The second blow to his face numbed his body, knocking the fight out of him.

      The goons dragged him back to the room and tossed him onto the carpet, then shut and locked the door. Grant rolled to his back and rotated his jaw, the left side of his face tender from the hit. He lifted his head and saw the shadows of the thugs in the hall through the bottom door crack.

      Grant really had forgotten it’d been two years since that night he’d gone to Brian Dunston’s house. But he hadn’t forgotten what transpired. There was still anger there, still resentment. The old man’s questions resonated in his mind.

      Why didn’t he kill Dunston? He was drunk enough, mad enough, and on the right side of morality, wasn’t he? The man had ruined his life. And even though it was an accident, that didn’t make Dunston any less guilty, nor did it ease Grant’s pain. So what held him back? What stopped him?

      Absentmindedly, Grant reached for his wedding ring and gave it a twist.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mocks sat hunched in one of the plastic chairs of the waiting room, her arms crossed, and her head cocked forward at an angle she’d regret for the rest of the day. She slept while nurses walked past and the television played a rerun episode of “Friends.”

      “Mrs. Mullocks?”

      Mocks jerked her head up sharply, blinking away what little sleep she managed to get. She pushed herself up, rubbing her eyes, her mind and body feeling like they were filled with lead. “Yes?”

      A Doctor came into view as Mocks lifted her head. Rick’s doctor. She jumped from the chair, and clutched his arm, her heart racing a mile a minute. “Is Rick all right?”

      The doctor smiled. “He’s stabilized now. The surgery went great.”

      Mocks wrapped her arms around the doctor’s waist and squeezed him tight. “Oh my god, thank you so much.” She pulled herself off of him and wiped her eyes, waving her hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to attack you like that.”

      “It’s all right,” the doctor said. “And I’m happy to report that we managed to repair most of the damage to his legs and arms. He’ll be spending a lot of time in physical therapy to get his range of motion back, but we’re confident he’ll be walking around again in a few months, though he will have limitations even after the therapy.”

      But at least he’ll be walking, Mocks thought. “Thank you, Doctor. Thank you so much.” She wiped her nose and cleared her throat. “Can I see him?”

      “I’ll take you back.”

      Mocks followed the doctor past the rooms and her stomach twisted into knots in anticipation of seeing him. She focused on her breathing and the fatigue from the past few days vanished as the doctor led her inside his room.

      “I’ll leave you two alone, but if you need anything just flag down one of the nurses.”

      “Okay,” Mocks said, turning back toward the doctor, tears filling her eyes. “Thank you again.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      Rick was still asleep as Mocks approached. Wires and tubes traveled out from underneath his hospital gown, and the machines monitoring his vitals beeped in a reassuring cadence.

      Mocks gently touched Rick’s arm, his skin warm against her fingertips. Tears rolled down her cheeks freely as she bent down and kissed his forehead.

      Rick’s eyes fluttered open and he looked up at her. “Susie?”

      Mocks smiled and cupped his face. “Hey, baby. How are you feeling?”

      Rick groaned. “Tired.”

      “I bet.” Mocks brushed the bangs off his forehead. “The doctor said you’ll need some physical therapy. The cuts were deep, and you had some nerve damage.”

      Rick opened his eyes. “How bad?”

      Mocks kissed his lips, glad to feel his warmth again. “Let’s just take it one hurdle at a time, okay?”

      Rick pinched his eyebrows together, and he stirred, the machine monitoring his heart rate beeping in faster intervals. “Grant. I saw him. Last night. What hap—”

      Mocks pressed her hand into his chest and lowered him back down onto his pillow. “There was a shootout after we found you and the kids. Grant disappeared into the woods and acted as a distraction.” She paused. “He’s still missing.”

      Rick looked at the bandages on his arm. “The people that did this took him?”

      “Yeah,” Mocks answered.

      “Christ.” Rick closed his eyes, shaking his head. “You think he’s still alive?”

      It was a question Mocks had pondered since the police arrived at that mill. She was hopeful, but that nagging realism wouldn’t remove its claws from her thoughts. “I don’t know.”

      Gingerly, Rick reached for her hand, his grip so weak she barely felt his touch. “If you need to go, then go.”

      Mocks tightened her grip on his arm. “I almost lost you. I’m not leaving you here alone.”

      “If the roles were switched,” Rick said. “And Grant was here, and you were missing, what would he do?”

      Mocks drew in a deep breath, which was followed by a sigh riddled with anxiety and relief. She nodded, and then kissed Rick again. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Rick said.

      Mocks turned to leave, but then stopped when she saw Rick’s belongings on a nearby table. His clothes, wallet, and phone were among the items, but there was something else inside too. She sifted through his belongings, and smiled when she felt the bulky face of the watch.

      “What are you doing?” Rick asked, struggling to lift his head to watch her.

      Mocks faced him, clipping the watch around his wrist. “Mind if I borrow this?”

      “Uh, sure, but—”

      “Get some rest,” Mocks said. “I’ll see you soon.”

      A nurse entered the room as Mocks left, and the moment her foot stepped into the hallway, she shifted gears. With Rick alive, she focused on the case.

      Mocks pressed the down arrow for the elevator then sifted through the settings of Rick’s watch. Thankfully, it was digital, and when she came upon the stopwatch she clicked it. The clock was on. And she was already behind the curve. She needed was a starting point.

      She picked up her phone and dialed Sam. The phone rang six times before dumping her to voicemail, and as the elevator doors pinged open, she stepped inside and tried again.

      “C’mon, Sam,” Mocks said, tapping her foot impatiently. “Pick up.”

      Another voicemail.

      Mocks hung up and when she stepped outside the hospital she only made it a few steps before she stopped and closed her eyes in frustration. No car. She’d ridden to the hospital in the ambulance. She spotted a taxi near the entrance and jogged over.

      After a bribe of twenty bucks convinced the driver to start his shift an hour early, Mocks gave him Sam’s address. Luckily, traffic was light, and the ride over didn’t take long. Mocks tried Sam’s number a few more times before giving up entirely, and when the taxi pulled up to his apartment building she tossed the cabbie another twenty and didn’t bother waiting for change.

      Mocks pressed her palm into the buzzer for Sam’s fifth floor apartment, letting it linger before she removed it. No answer. She double-checked the name to make sure she had the right number, then tried again. Still nothing.

      She hugged herself, and rubbed her arms, quickly pacing the stretch of sidewalk in front of the apartment door to stay warm. Seattle wasn’t known for it’s warm, embracing mornings. “C’mon, Sam. Wake up!”

      Mocks smacked the buzzer once more, but when a woman came out of the building she darted inside, flashing a badge at the startled lady and scurried to the elevator.

      The building was older and rundown. Mocks always thought that the Cyber unit made good money, but judging from the musty hallways, faded paint, and trash littered on the floor, she wasn’t so sure. The elevator doors pinged open and Mocks stepped onto Sam’s floor, which was more of the same from what she saw on the first.

      Mocks turned the corner and spotted Sam’s apartment number. She pounded her fist against the door, rattling the whole wall. “Sam, open up!” She knocked on the door again. “It’s Mocks, I need to talk to you.”

      She waited, but after a minute of no answer, she twisted the doorknob and it gave way. She cracked the door open, slowly. “Sam?”

      The lights in the apartment were off, and the shades were drawn on the windows. Mocks stepped inside, the place smaller than she expected, and much cleaner. She expected to see pizza boxes piled up and beer cans strewn about the place. But that could have just been her when she lived alone.

      The foyer to the front door opened into the living room, and the kitchen was adjacent on the left. Two doors rested on the left and right of the living room, both closed. “Sam? It’s Mocks. You home?”

      Silence answered and Mocks removed her pistol. Something felt off, her instincts sounding the alarm. Flashbacks of Rick’s abduction played in her mind. Every where she looked she expected to find a spider web drawn. But this was different. Her apartment was trashed. Sam’s wasn’t.

      Mocks approached the door on the right of the living room first. She gave the knob a twist and it opened, exposing the bedroom that was just as tidy as the living room. She entered, checking under the bed, then the closet, but found nothing.

      She stepped out, pistol still gripped with both hands, her grip tightening as she crossed the living room to the second door. She reached for the knob, giving it the same slow twist as the bedroom door. She pushed it open and as the door widened it exposed the bathroom tile, then the sink and mirror. Then the blood on the floor next to the tub and an empty pill bottle.

      “Sam!” Mocks holstered her weapon and rushed to the tub. Sam’s head rested lifelessly on his shoulder. Dried vomit covered his chest and chin. She checked his pulse, his skin still warm. But he was gone.

      Mocks closed her eyes, fighting back tears as she dialed the precinct. “This is Detective Mullocks. I’m at 372 North Highland Road, apartment five-ten. I have a body. Male, early thirties. Homicide is needed on scene.”

      “Copy that, Detective. We’ll send a unit over to assist.”

      Mocks hung up and sat on the tile, leaned up against the wall at the foot of the tub. She stared at Sam’s pallid cheeks and lifeless eyes, and then she cried. Death followed her wherever she walked now. The Web had long reaching fingers, and they’d taken another life that tried to bring them down. She thought of Rick, still back at the hospital. He had an officer guarding his door, but so did Parker Gallient, and the last time she saw him he shared Sam’s lifeless stare.

      Anger slowly took the place of grief, and Mocks wiped her nose and removed a glove from inside her jacket. She picked up the pill bottle, and checked the label. Pain pills, prescription. They were in Sam’s name, but they were old. She recalled him having an appendicitis last year. Could have been from that.

      The forensic unit arrived twenty minutes later and Mocks waited in the living room while they removed Sam’s body. Most of the evidence was tagged and bagged when Marcus and Franz, the pair of homicide detectives from her precinct, arrived.

      “Hey,” Marcus said. “How you doing?”

      Mocks nodded, her arms crossed over her chest. “I’m all right.”

      “Dispatch said you found some pills?” Franz said, already making his way toward the bathroom.

      “Yeah,” Mocks answered. “Prescription.”

      A forensic tech exited Sam’s room. “Detectives, I’ve got something.” He placed the open laptop on the kitchen counter, which already had a document pulled up on the screen.

      Marcus and Franz walked over, blocking the laptop from view. Marcus wiped his mouth, and shook his head. “Jesus Christ.”

      Mocks wedged her way between Marcus and Franz, shaking her head. “There’s no way that’s real.”

      The suicide note was short, and to the point. A few lines described Sam’s guilt, how he was working for the Web, feeding them information about the abduction cases, and finally returned the laptop he’d been working on with Grant and Mocks. Apparently that had been the last straw.

      “Pills, note, no sign of forced entry,” Franz said. “It’s gonna be hard to prove anything else, Mocks.”

      “Bullshit. You passed Sam every day on your way back to your desk,” Mocks said. “You’re really gonna tell me that the guy who brought donuts in every payday was suicidal? That he was working for a crime syndicate? C’mon.” She gestured around the place. “The Web killed him.”

      “Calm down, Mocks,” Marcus said.

      “Grant, Sam, Rick,” Mocks said, listing off the names. “It’s all connected. This is just more shit to throw us off the trail, to keep us from stop digging.” She stepped close to Marcus. “Sam was deciphering the laptop. He was working with the State department. Why would he go on record deciphering the computer and leave a paper trail like that if he was working for the Web?”

      “Mocks—”

      “Call the State departemtn,” Mocks said. “They’ll confirm what he was doing. I’m telling you that—”

      “Mocks!” Franz said, pointing to her pocket, the phone buzzing and flashing through her jeans.

      She ended her rambling, and checked the caller. It was the precinct’s number. “Mullocks.”

      “Mocks, it’s Banks, the Captain wants you to come into the precinct.”

      “I’m in the middle of something right—”

      “The Chief of Police is here,” Banks said, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “You need to come in. Now.”

      Mocks exhaled an irritated breath. “All right.” She hung up and stepped between Franz and Marcus on her way out, and paused. “Sam didn’t kill himself.” And as she left she just hoped that she could prove it.
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      Grant ran his fingers along the cracks of the doorframe, searching for any opening he could use as leverage, but found nothing. He opened the drawers of the dresser, but all were empty. No frames or pictures on the walls, and the bedframe was a single piece of metal.

      The bulb inside the lamp on the nightstand was encased in the plastic orb that was too bendable to break, and the lamp was cordless, so no wires. The only viable weapon was the mirror. But he would have to break it, and with the round-the-clock guards outside his door, he couldn’t do it quietly enough to avoid detection.

      But what halted the quest for escape altogether was the small camera he found in the back corner of the room. It wasn’t larger than a nail, and the only reason he saw it was because he’d been staring at the wall for the past hour. Curious, he searched the bathroom and found another camera in the top corner of the shower.

      The bedroom door opened and Grant stepped out of the bathroom. Two of the guards entered, followed by the old man who sat on the edge of the bed, smiling. “You looked like you were getting restless. Thought I’d check-in.”

      Grant crossed his arms and lingered in the bathroom doorway. He eyed both the guards, noticing their fingers on the triggers of their rifles. “Lack of privacy’s concerning.”

      The old man unbuttoned his jacket and crossed his legs rather femininely. “Don’t flatter yourself, Detective. You’re too old for my taste.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Conversation.” The old man spread his arms open in a giving gesture. “I’ve seen some repressed behavior over my lifetime, but you’re something special,” he said. “The anger over your wife’s accident is powerful.” He leaned forward and smiled. “It helps to talk about it.” He shrugged. “What else do you have to do?”

      “My wife is—”

      “Dead.” The old man held up a finger. “Yet you still refer to your wife as if she was alive. ‘My wife was,’ not ‘is.’ And family implies children, and while Ellen—”

      “Don’t say her name.” Grant’s voice cracked and his eyes watered. He hated that the bastard knew about her. He hated how weak he felt when the old man spoke about her. He was exposed. He was vulnerable. And the old man knew it.

      “Your wife,” the old man said, slower, “was pregnant, but you weren’t really a father yet.” The old man crossed his arms, staring at Grant like a vet examining a sick dog. “It must drive you mad not knowing what it would have been like to be a father. After all, you’re a detective, a seeker of knowledge, striving to answer the unanswerable. To find the lost. To seek the truth among the lies.” The old man uncrossed his legs and clasped his hands together between them. “I’m sure you would have been a good father.” He scoffed. “Better than mine at least.”

      And that was where Grant noticed his opening. He watched the old man’s expression morph from playfully inquisitive to stoic. If Grant’s weak point was Ellen, the old man’s was his father.

      “He was a mean son of a bitch.” He looked up at Grant. “A drunkard. Whiskey was his favorite. But he never hit me when he was drunk.” The old man spoke the words inquisitively. “Growing up I always thought that was strange.”

      “Your father worked at a mill,” Grant said.

      The old man smiled and wagged his finger. “You’re not a disappointment, Detective.” He crossed his arms and chewed on the corner of his lower lip. “Sometimes I think it was the job at the mill that made him so angry. But even despite the beatings, the curses, and the drunken rages, I still wanted the old man’s affection.” He laughed. “I used to take him lunch before I was old enough to start school. My mother would pack a basket for him, and I’d run up from the house. It was a two-mile walk, daunting for such a young boy, and I was such a small thing. Each day I told myself, ‘today he’ll look at me. Today he’ll finally give me a smile, or a wave, or brag to his co-workers about me.’ But it never happened. If I wasn’t a bottle of whiskey or my mother’s pussy, I wasn’t of any use to him.”

      Grant listened to the familiar slip into nostalgia. He’d been in enough interrogation rooms to know when a suspect wanted to talk, wanted to confess. The old man wouldn’t have come in here if he didn’t have something to say. He suspected the thugs around him didn’t make for good conversation. And if the old man was going to kill Grant regardless, it didn’t matter what came out of his mouth. The secrets wouldn’t leave this room.

      “Someone else noticed me when I came to the mill, though,” he said. “One of my father’s friends. He was a thin man, but tall, at least to the likes of a boy. He had a thick beard and coarse hands. They were so calloused and rough.” He grazed his cheek absentmindedly. “I’ll never forget those hands.”

      The old man’s finger lingered on his cheek, and then he wiped the dazed look off his face. “Of course I didn’t realize what he was doing at first, nor did I care. I finally had the admiration of a father figure that I had always wanted. I don’t know if my father ever knew about our interactions, but they carried on for some time.”

      The more the old man spoke, the faster the wheels in Grant’s mind turned. If he was as good a predator as Grant thought, then he would have positioned himself early on in a career that would have granted him access to children. A social worker, maybe. Or teacher. And back when he started to live out his pedophile fantasies there was no Internet or social media to aid in catching him. Grant bet the old man missed those days.

      “So how did you do it?” the old man asked, a smile on his face. “I know the laptop gave you loads of help, but your chase started before all of that.”

      “The website,” Grant answered. “The one you created that attracted all of those pedophiles. I caught one of your students.”

      “Oh, yes, the woman.” Owen shook his head. “Out of all of them she showed the most potential. Talented but arrogant. An attribute I was willing to forgive, but alas, you stumbled on her too soon.”

      “You wanted the abductions to happen on the same day,” Grant said, more thinking aloud now. The detective protocols were set firmly within his mind, and once they started it was hard to shut them down. “Why? Confusion?”

      Owen puffed out his lower lip, and gave an ‘eh’ expression. “Partly. It was more of a challenge for myself. And it was also a test for a few, to see how they performed. With the entire state of Washington on alert, there would be eyes everywhere. If all the abductions were successful, it wouldn’t have just been a new way of kidnapping, it would have given me what I needed.”

      Grant racked his brain, pulling out the old files from that case, trying to keep the old man talking. “Mallory Given’s abductor mentioned something to me before she died. Said she should have waited like the others.”

      “She got greedy.” The old man frowned, suddenly angry as he stood and paced around to the foot of the bed. “Patience wasn’t her strongest virtue.” He turned to Grant. “Do you have any idea how difficult it was to coordinate all those abductions? And that bitch tipped you off before I even pulled the trigger.”

      “Why look for outsiders?” Grant squinted, trying to connect the dots. “You had an entire organization at your fingertips that could have taken whatever kids you wanted.”

      “Abductions in the Philippines are easy, especially on the more rural islands,” the old man said. “But the Web couldn’t just start applying their snatching methods stateside and expect to have any sustainability. I taught them my methods: seduction, abduction, escape.”

      “If you taught them what you knew, then what would they need you for?” Grant asked. “You made yourself obsolete.”

      “Exactly.” Owen ran his finger over the pattern of the comforter on the bed. “I don’t plan on doing this forever, Detective. But in order for me to ride off into the sunset I needed a replacement. Someone with a mind like my own to take up the mantle. Another me. Not an easy task I might add.”

      Grant arched an eyebrow. “Looking to retire?”

      The old man gestured to himself. “I am approaching my golden years.” He slapped his stomach. “Hell, I’m in the middle of my golden years.” He grimaced. “And it’s not all its cracked up to be, I’ll tell you that much.” He looked Grant up and down. “Despite all of my money, all of the power, all of the influence I carry, I’d give it all up to have my youth again. I look at you and see nothing but possibilities. But my future, well, there’s one inevitable looming in the distance.”

      “You in a jail cell,” Grant said.

      The old man offered a coy smile. “You never stop do you, Detective? It’s admirable, but pointless. But I suppose that’s why you were the one to find me. Out of all the others, you persisted. It took a pained, and broken man to catch me.” He crossed his arms. The old man’s eyes wandered over the room walls. “I’m just as trapped as you are, Detective. Forced to hide my desires from public view. If I ever revealed who I am, and the things that I want, I’d be burned at the stake. But, then again, most people hide who they really are. Pretending to be something that they’re not. Like you.” He gestured to the hand with Grant’s wedding ring. “It’s been two years and you still wear it. But it’s not who you are anymore.” The old man stood and stepped closer to Grant. “Let me show you who you are. Let me give you what you want.”

      “You have no idea what I want,” Grant said.

      The old man smiled, then turned toward the door and once out of sight, the old man hollered back. “Don’t be afraid to step off that ledge, Detective. You might find you enjoy the fall.”
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* * *

      The ride back to the precinct was filled with anxiety. She knew the captain wanted answers about what happened last night. But it could be something else. Something worse. A message that needed to be delivered in person.

      Had they found Grant? Was he alive? The questions raced through her mind and her stomach twisted into knots the longer she thought about it. When the officer of the squad car she rode with back to the precinct slowed, she pushed the thoughts out of her mind. Grant had to be alive. She could feel it.

      At the precinct, the press core outside had nearly tripled from her last visit. The officer rode the brake through the crowd of cameras, microphones, and flashing lights as the reporters scraped against the car. It wasn’t until a pair of officers forced them back that they were able to park. But the moment Mocks stepped out of the car she was immediately swarmed.

      “Detective! Do you have a comment about the operation down south on the coast late last evening?”

      “What about the accusations made against your partner in regards to the assault on Brian Dunston two years ago?”

      “Any word on whether more abductions will take place?”

      “What’s the condition of the children that were rescued last night?”

      “Who was behind all of those abductions?”

      Mocks kept her head down and her mouth shut. She shouldered the precinct doors open and was glad to rid herself of the questions and cold.

      Her entrance was noted by every officer’s turn of the head as she walked past. It felt like death row, and the captain’s office was the gas chamber. And when she opened the captain’s door and saw his face, she didn’t think her demise was out of the question.

      “Shut the door, sit down, and shut up,” Hill said, pointing to the chair in front of his desk.

      Mocks did as he asked, though her lips wiggled in defiance.

      Captain Hill looked rough, more tired than she’d ever seen him. But she suspected that getting reamed by the Chief of Police in his own office wasn’t helping with his complexion, or the press circling outside for that matter.

      “You’re being put on administrative leave effective immediately,” Hill said. “Three weeks, with pay, to take care of your husband and his recovery.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me,” Mocks said.

      Hill thrust a finger at Mocks, his cheeks reddening. “I told you to keep that mouth shut, Detective! Do not test my limits. This is as good a deal as you’re going to get.”

      “What deal?” Mocks asked. “Captain, there is some serious shit going on. Grant’s still missing, Sam was just killed, and we don’t know who is running The Web stateside.”

      “That gang is no longer your concern, and neither is the search for Detective Grant’s body,” Hill said. “And as far as Sam, his death is officially being ruled a suicide.”

      “Bullshit!”

      Hill slammed his fist on the table repeatedly. “Enough, enough, enough! Evidence was found on Sam’s laptop that connected him to the same dark sites that The Web was operating on. He was a mole. He gave the Web back their laptop. Then he killed himself out of guilt. End of discussion.”

      Mocks laughed, the chuckle hysterical. “You’re a fucking idiot.”

      Hill squinted his eyes, the same flushed appearance still on his cheeks. “Excuse me?”

      Mocks leaned forward, raising her voice. “I said you’re a fucking idiot.”

      “I want your badge and your gun on my desk, now!” Hill said.

      Mocks stood, angrily removing the Glock and slammed it down, followed quickly by her badge.

      “You will be reviewed by the ethics board to ensure that no misconduct happened during your investigation, and once that investigation is complete, the Chief of Police will decide whether you will continue to be employed with this department,” Hill said, taking her badge and gun and placing it in a desk drawer. “You’re lucky to even have that opportunity after the shit you and Grant pulled.”

      “He’s still out there,” Mocks said. “And you’re just sitting here on your fat ass doing nothing!”

      Hill slammed both palms onto the desk and lifted himself out of the chair. “I’m getting calls and visits from people that I have never gotten in thirty-five years on the force. We retrieved the missing children. We did our job. Now drop it. Before you get yourself killed.”

      The pair lingered in angered silence for a moment and then Mocks retreated toward the door. “When does the next search for Grant start?”

      “Lieutenant Furst will be handling that,” Hill said. “Take care of your husband, Mullocks. Be thankful for what you have. And get the hell out of my office.”

      Mocks ripped the door open and it slammed against the wall on her exit. There wasn’t a pair of eyes in the precinct that didn’t watch her stomp to her desk and grab every file they had so far in regards to the case. If the captain and chief of police wanted to stop her then they’d have to lock her up.

      A hand touched Mocks’s shoulder and she spun around, snarling to a surprised Anthony who jumped backward.

      “Sorry,” Anthony said, cowering a few steps back. “But I need to talk to you.”

      “What is it?” Mocks asked.

      Anthony was one of the cyber techs that worked with Sam. The pair hadn’t had much interaction with one another since Anthony had heard Mocks’s comment on the man’s weight. Mocks didn’t remember saying it, but apparently there was a walrus comparison thrown in.

      “Sam left this for me last night when I came onto the night shift at midnight.” Anthony held up a small thumb drive. “He said that it was important I give it to you in case…”

      Mocks cocked her head to the side. “Did Sam say something to you?” She snatched the drive out of his hand before the big man got cold feet, and prayed it was the data she needed to find Grant. “What do you know?”

      Anthony waved his hands, looking around the precinct in quick glances as he backed away. “L-look I don’t want any trouble. I just wanted to give that to you. I have to go.”

      She watched Anthony scurry back to cyber, and Mocks ended her quest for the case files and bee-lined it out of the precinct and back through the hordes of reporters. She didn’t hear the questions they shouted at her. She wasn’t even aware of any pictures that were taken. All she thought about was continuing the case and finding the person responsible. And she’d bet her last dollar that if she found that individual, she’d also find Grant.
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      Grant looked from the bed sheets to the mirror on the wall. If he removed the mirror and put it on the bed, he might be able to shatter a piece off without making too much noise.

      But there was still the problem of the cameras. He could tear them down, but there might be others he hadn’t seen. And the moment he did, the old man would know something was up. It just didn’t give him enough time.

      The bedroom door flung open and the old man’s bodyguards burst inside. They ripped Grant off the bed and shoved him into the hallway. When he didn’t move, they jammed the end of their rifles into his back, jolting him forward.

      The violent escort continued through the hallway, the thugs prodding Grant along when he slowed. They passed through the dining room from earlier and entered another passageway, which fed them into a living room with high ceilings, at least thirty feet.

      Grant’s shoes clacked against the tiled floor as he separated himself from the goons. The furniture had been pushed to the walls to make space for a large, clear plastic tarp in the center of the room.

      The guards motioned to the tarp, and before they prodded him forward, Grant stepped over it freely. He knew what it was for; easy cleanup. The sheet crinkled under Grant’s shoes and he stopped when he reached the middle. He turned back to the guards, waiting for them to pull the trigger. But they kept their rifles lowered and aimed at the floor.

      “So much pain.”

      Grant turned left and saw the old man leaning against another hallway exit. There was something near his feet, a red container with a nozzle. It was a gas can.

      The old man examined and picked at his cuticle. “The past two years have weighed heavy on you, Detective. But today is a new day. Today I relieve you of the burden of your wife and daughter’s deaths.” He snapped his fingers and the pair of thugs disappeared and returned, dragging a body with a bag over its head, hands and feet bound behind his back.

      Whimpers penetrated the black mask, the cloth moving with each breath. The thugs dropped the man at Grant’s feet, and then dropped a tire iron that clanged against the plastic covered tile. Their delivery complete, both Web members retreated from the tarp, but kept their thousand-yard stare.

      “In my line of work, you learn about people,” the old man said. “You discover who can bear the weight of purpose, and those that are crushed by it.” He paced the perimeter of the tarp, heels clacking rhythmically against the tile. “You are one of the rare few that can take it, Detective. But you haven’t decided how it will transform you. You have yet to choose a path. But that ends today.”

      Another whimper and sniffle filtered through the captive’s mask. Grant shifted his eyes to the tire iron, then back to the old man.

      “Go on,” the old man said. “He won’t bite.”

      The thugs raised their rifles, one aimed at Grant, the other at the man curled on floor. Grant knelt, then slowly reached for the mask. His finger grazed the man’s chin, and he recoiled from the touch like a frightened animal. With one quick strike, Grant ripped the mask off, and cold terror flooded through him at the sight of Brian Dunston’s face.

      Dunston blinked rapidly, shaking his head, wiggling over the plastic tarp. His cheeks were red and stained with tears. His lower lip quivered and he squint his eyes shut hard, his forehead creased with thick lines as he sobbed.

      Flashbacks from the night two years ago surfaced in Grant’s memory in rapid, lightning strikes. He recoiled, falling backward. The tarp crinkled as he frantically scrambled away from the man that had killed his wife and daughter.

      “I wouldn’t go much farther,” the old man said. “The moment you step off that tarp, they’ll shoot you.”

      Dunston lifted his head, opening his eyes, looking at Grant, but not seeing him. “P-please.” He shivered uncontrollably. “I w-wanna go h-home.”

      Grant looked to the tire iron at his feet, then to Dunston and the tarp. He connected the dots, and shook his head. “I won’t do it.”

      “Don’t pretend like you didn’t want this.” The old man pointed an accusing finger at Grant. “It has festered in your mind like a disease, rotting your brain of everything else. This is your chance to cut the cancerous tumor out of your life!”

      Dunston rolled helplessly from side to side. His breaths were quick and shallow. He looked at Grant again, this time squeezing his eyebrows together in confusion. “You? No. No, please. I never told anybody about what happened that night.” He looked to the old man. “I don’t know what they told you, but I—”

      “Quiet.” The old man picked up the gas can and walked to the edge of the tarp. He dropped the can and it thumped onto the tile, the fuel inside sloshing back and forth. “You have two options, Detective. The first is to pick up that tire iron and bash Dunston’s head until he’s dead. The second involves this gas can and a match.”

      Dunston wailed, his mouth agape as he thrashed wildly over the tarp. “It was an accident! I just fell asleep. I’m sorry! I’m so s-sorry.”

      Grant clenched his fists, and they shook. He couldn’t take his eyes off the tire iron. The little voice emerged from the depths of his memories. The one that was so angry after Ellen’s death. The one who wanted Dunston dead.

      Do it. For Ellen. For Annie.

      Grant remembered the funeral, the days and weeks afterward where he cried and drank and did anything to numb the pain, all the while his mind circling the vengeful thoughts of murdering Dunston for his crimes.

      It’s your right. Kill him.

      “It’s all right to want it,” the old man said, a smile in his voice. “We’re raised to believe that acting out our desires is a bad thing, but it’s not. It breathes life into our souls, makes us feel invincible.”

      Ellen filled Grant’s mind. Then Annie. He saw them, smiling together, laughing, playing. What would she have said? What would she tell him to do? He fumbled through the darkness, searching for her voice. And then, just when he felt himself tire, he heard her. Let go.

      Grant uncurled his fists, his muscles relaxed. He looked to Brian Dunston who trembled and cried, fearful of the judgment Grant would cast. But he simply walked toward the man, knelt, looked him in the eye and spoke the words he should have said a long time ago. “I forgive you.”

      Dunston scrunched his face in pain and wailed, nodding as he cried. “Thank you. And I’m so sorry. I’m sorry about your wife, and your little girl. You don’t know how many times I wished—”

      One of the thugs poured gasoline from the nozzle, drowning Dunston’s words and when Grant tried to intervene the second shoved him back. Dunston gagged from the putrid fuel and choked, unable to pivot away from the stream of fluid. He spit, shaking his head, and then vomited, retching over himself and the tarp.

      The last few drops of fuel dripped from the can and the thug tossed it aside, then stepped back. Dunston’s clothes had darkened, now soaked with fuel. His hair flattened against his skull, and he kept his eyes shut to shield himself from the stinging gas. He splashed in the small puddles of fuel that had collected in the crinkled tarp, and he continued to cry out.

      The old man reached inside his jacket pocket and removed a packet of matches. He rattled them in his hand. “The smell of burning flesh isn’t something that ever really leaves you. It’s unique.” He broke off a single match. “Have you ever smelled burning flesh, Detective?”

      “What I did to him before, it was wrong,” Grant said. “It was just an—”

      “Accident?” The old man asked. “He fell asleep behind the wheel of his rig. Was it an accident that he decided to drive with minimal sleep? Was it an accident that he didn’t pull over when he started to get tired? Don’t mistake an accident for carelessness, Detective.”

      The old man struck the match against the backside of the packet, and the flame came to life. The fire wiggled, pinched between his finger, and was mirrored in the old man’s eyes. He stretched the flame toward Dunston. “Don’t feel bad if you lose your lunch. I did the first time too.”

      “Stop!” Grant thrust out his hand, and the old man froze, the flame hovering above Dunston’s gasoline-soaked body. Grant picked the tire iron off the tarp, and the old man pulled back his hand. “I’ll do it.”

      “There we are!” The old man blew out the flame and tossed the burnt match aside. “I knew I’d pull it out of you eventually.” He motioned for his bodyguards to step off the tarp. “Give him room, boys. Give him room.” The old man clapped his hands together and rubbed them vigorously. “Swing away, Detective.”

      The sweat from Grant’s palm loosened his grip on the metal as it grew warmer from his touch. He readjusted his fingers and stepped closer to Dunston, who shivered with every crinkle of the tarp.

      The puddle of gas around Dunston’s body rippled when Grant stepped in it, the tips of his shoes only one inch from Dunston’s body. He lingered there, searching for the grit to spare the man from a fiery death.

      “Second thoughts?” The old man held up the matches and gave them a rattle.

      Dunston sobbed, and Grant knelt near Dunston’s head. He placed a gentle hand onto Dunston’s shoulder and for a moment the man’s trembling ceased.

      “I’m sorry for what I did,” Grant said. “It was an accident. I knew it then, but I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to feel it.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “I’m sorry for this.” Grant stood and raised the tire iron high above his head, pausing.

      Dunston shook his head. “N-no. Please don’t—”

      Grant slammed the end of the tire iron onto the top of Dunston’s skull and the man flattened to the tarp, jerking convulsively. A small pool of blood collected where Grant had struck him, and Dunston garbled nonsense, his head lolling back and forth. He raised the tool again and then cracked it against Dunston’s skull once more, this time exposing brain.

      Dunston’s body continued to spasm, but the garbled words ended. His eyes bulged from his skull and he took deep breaths that sounded like he was breathing in fluid. Blood spilled from his mouth, and the spasms worsened.

      Grant’s hand and arm melded to the piece of iron. He struck again, repeatedly bringing the tire iron down harder, faster than the previous blow. Bone broke and blood splattered, each blow covering Grant’s face and body with warm bits of Brian Dunston.

      Rage took hold at the sight of the carnage and Grant screamed. Something primal surfaced in those moments as the heavy tire iron cut through what was left of Dunston and reached the tarp and tile, and a mound of mush lay where Dunston’s head once rested.

      Blood, brain, and bone sprayed outward in thin, stringy lines. Grant tossed the blood-soaked iron aside and stumbled back, panting, and collapsed to his knees,.

      The old man clapped, slowly, and stepped onto the tarp. “Well done, Detective! Well done!” He stopped short of Dunston’s body and leaned over. “I would say that the punishment fits the crime. He smashed your family with a semi-truck, and you smashed his head with a tire iron.” The old man chuckled playfully. He inched intimately close and crouched to meet Grant at eye level. “Doesn’t it feel good to get what you want?”

      Grant lifted a shaking hand to his cheek and smeared the specks of Brian Dunston into thick streaks. He still felt wild, angry, but when he spoke his voice was soft, quiet. “I’m going to kill you.”

      “No,” the old man said, his tone stoic. “You won’t.” He stepped off the tarp and then motioned to Dunston’s body. “Clean up that mess. It’s poor manners to leave things like that lying around. After all, you’re still a guest. For now.”
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      A few of the reporters followed Mocks down the street, but after a few blocks of her silence they ended their pursuit. Her apartment was close to the precinct, so she walked the rest of the way, the thumb drive burning a hole in her pocket as she broke out into a jog, checking the timer on her watch that ticked upwards of two hours. But in reality she was already passed the ten-hour mark in regards to Grant’s disappearance. Time was tight.

      Once at her building, Mocks raced to the elevator and then up to her apartment. She loaded the drive into Rick’s laptop and opened the files. Dozens of folders appeared, and she scrolled down until she found one with her name on it. She opened it and another series of subfolders appeared, along with a document that was titled ‘Read Me.’

      Mocks,

      I’ve compiled the list of locations you wanted here in this folder. The drive also contains a complete copy of the laptop’s entire hard drive. I wanted to give you the backup as a safety. Hopefully we won’t need it. If you have any questions, let me know.

      Sam

      Mocks leaned back in the chair and exhaled relief. She’d need to turn this over to Franz and Marcus. It was more proof that Sam didn’t kill himself. But that would have to wait. Grant took priority.

      Mocks returned to the folder and clicked on the one titled “Sawmills.” Sam had done his work well, finding five mills that intersected with GPS coordinates found on the Web laptop. She clicked through the links, which detailed the sale and tax history for each.

      Most of them were foreclosed, shut down during the Great Depression, and never recovered. But of the five mills that intersected with the Web GPS coordinates, four were purchased by one of the Web’s dummy corporations. The last one was purchased by a private buyer.

      Mocks drilled down on more information for that particular mill and discovered that aside from the tax documents, there were no other records that Sam could find that showed the property even existed. No name of the buyer, no record of purchase accept for the taxes on the land.

      It was the perfect place to hide what didn’t want to be found, and Mocks was willing to bet that was where the bastard in charge was. And if he was there, so was Grant. She needed to get there, and fast.

      But despite the information, and her eagerness to bust down some doors, she knew that place would be heavily guarded. And at the moment she had no badge, and no gun except for the spare revolver in the closet. It was a pea shooter compared to what she’d be up against. She needed more guns. A lot more.
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* * *

      Grant’s jacket sat to his left on the bed. Blood splattered the sleeves and lapel. Brian Dunston was all over him. His hand trembled and he pumped it into a fist until it steadied. He reached for his wedding band, his fingertips smearing a few specks of blood over the gold, giving it a brownish hue.

      Grant had visualized killing Dunston for a long time. He’d repeatedly replayed the night he’d beat the man to a pulp. Hours were wasted trying to figure out why he couldn’t pull that trigger. He was angry. Weak. Helpless. And now that he finished what he set out to do that night two years ago, he felt empty. There was no sorrow for the man’s death, but no joy. No relief. He was numb.

      And if this was what he felt, then what was the point of all of it? Dunston’s death was the one thing that was supposed to make him feel something.

      Grant stood and stumbled to the bathroom. He caught his reflection in the mirror. He was a stranger in his own skin. A murderer.

      Streaks of Dunston’s blood had dried onto the stubble of his unshaven face. He turned on the hot water nozzle on the sink and splashed his face, rubbing vigorously. The streaks of red faded, red droplets running down his face and neck. He reached for the soap and scrubbed.

      The blood’s heavy metallic scent filled his nostrils, and he grew antsy, panicky. His stomach churned. It wasn’t just the smell of the blood, it was the knowledge of how it got there, and who it belonged too.

      Vomit crawled up his throat and he lunged for the toilet. He dropped to his knees and hunched over just in time. His throat burned and he gave another dry heave at the scent of his own stink, then quickly flushed the toilet. He pushed himself up and ripped off his shirt and pants, stumbling backward into the wall. He tossed them aside and reached for the shower handle. He cranked it on hot, but stepped in before the temperature had a chance to rise.

      Dozens of tiny red lines trailed down his legs, cutting through the white soapsuds. The water grew hotter and burned Grant’s skin, his shoulders and back growing red from the heat. But he didn’t adjust the temperature. He wanted to be cleansed. He wanted for all of this to be done.

      Grant removed the wedding ring and scrubbed it as well. It slipped from his hands and clanked to the tub’s bottom. He quickly squat and snatched the ring before it rolled down the drain. And as he clutched in his fingers, he cried.

      He missed Ellen. He missed her more than he could bear. He wanted to hear her voice again. He wanted to watch her play the piano, her hands moving gracefully over the keys. They were supposed to die many years from now; together. That was the plan.

      But plans had changed. The situation was hopeless. And a hopeless man might as well be a dead man.
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* * *

      Thirty minutes into climbing up the mountain, despite the chill in the air, and Mocks was soaked with sweat. Her muscles ached and cramped. Apparently spending the night in a hospital chair didn’t provide the best circumstances for thorough REM cycles. But even if she had gotten a good night’s sleep, it didn’t change the fact that she was outside. And she hated the outdoors.

      “Not having any fun?” Hickem smiled, climbing on her left, he and the rest of his unit cloaked in tactical gear. They didn’t seem as bothered by the weather or the climb.

      “Not my idea of a good time,” Mocks answered, her breathing labored.

      Hickem nodded to her boots. “I can see those haven’t been thoroughly used. They look brand new.”

      They were. Well, not brand new per se. Rick had bought them for her for Christmas in the hopes that if she got out into nature more often, then she might enjoy herself. She didn’t.

      “Not much farther,” Hickem said, then nodded with his head, his boot crunching on leaves and twigs. “There should be a small ridge up ahead. We’ll have a good view of the compound from there to see what we’re dealing with.”

      Mocks turned back to Hickem’s unit. “You sure you and your guys will be able to handle this? If this place is what I think it is, then security will be tight.”

      Hickem gave a quick glance at the men behind him. “I have a former Navy SEAL, a Green Beret, two Marines, and a Secret Service officer.” He adjusted the pack on his back and the rifle in his hands. “I like my chances.”

      Mocks raised her eyebrows. “Big dicks swinging. How refreshing.”

      “My wife telling stories again?” One of the men behind her asked, which triggered a series of chuckles.

      “I’m pretty sure she was talking about me, fellas,” Hickem said. “And make sure to tell your wife I’ll see her this weekend, Garcia.”

      “Just make sure you mow the yard this time,” Garcia said. “I need to get something out of this deal.”

      The laughter was light hearted, but laced with nerves. Mocks took it as a good sign though. She imagined it was how they coped before going on a mission like this. You’d have to be insane not to be nervous. She was.

      Once they crested the top of the hill, Hickem paused, and the rest of the unit followed suit. He clicked his radio, keeping his voice low. “Jim, I need recon of the compound.”

      A figure broke from the group and banked left out of Mocks’s peripheral. She crawled to the very edge of the ridge to get a better look. Slowly, she lifted her eyes above the steep slope, her mouth dropping slowly.

      What may have started out as a sawmill now looked more like a modernized castle. A twelve-foot wall acted as the compound’s perimeter. An armed guard patrolled atop the wall, and she ducked back below the ridge before she could be seen. She lay flat on the cool, damp soil. The radio crackled in her ear, the report coming in.

      “Compound is heavily fortified,” Jim said. “I count eight guards on perimeter patrol, and two more that entered the compound. Total number of known combatants sits at ten.”

      “Copy that,” Hickem said. “Best course of entry?”

      “Southeast corner,” Jim said. “Poor visibility from the high ground, and good cover on approach. Two guards on that location.”

      “Hardware?” Hickem asked.

      “AKs, M-16s, and AR-15s,” Jim replied. “Side arms on most of them. No explosives or heavy artillery visible. Helipad and chopper on the northwest corner.”

      Hickem hand motioned to his unit and they scattered. Three of them pulled left, while one went right. Hickem crawled to Mocks and kept his voice low. “Stay here.” He reached for the side of his pack and removed a satellite phone. “If shit gets bad, use this.” He removed a piece of paper from his pants pocket and folded it into Mocks’s palms. “If I give the word, you call the number listed on that paper named Alpha One and provide them with the go codes associated with it. They’ll know what it means.”

      “So I just sit here?” Mocks asked, expecting her duties to extend a little farther than secretary duty. “I did bring a gun, you know.”

      “And you only use it if someone shoots at you,” Hickem said. “I don’t need you in line of fire. Stay put. Stay still. And stay quiet.”

      Before Mocks responded, Hickem was gone. She pocketed the codes and satellite phone and removed her revolver. She exhaled a slow, rattling breath. It was the calm before the storm, and it was going to rain hard.
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* * *

      Grant sat on the floor, his back against the wall, the towel he used to dry himself from the shower still around his waist. The fresh clothes remained untouched on the bed, and he’d taken his wedding ring off and rolled it between his fingers.

      The emptiness inside had grown. It was worse than right after Ellen’s accident. At least then he could fill the void of her absence with work and a simmering rage. But with Dunston dead, that rage and that drive had been carved out, and there was nothing to replace it, except for the old man.

      Grant circled that thought, his mind defaulting to detective mode, sifting through what he’d learned. He found it odd that the old man was white. The Web, who seemed to value only keeping their own in the group, had allowed an outsider to ascend high within their ranks, which could have been out of the need for growth.

      The Web needed contacts in the States to grow their trafficking business. The old man provided insight to the area and more sophisticated ways to skirt the laws. After all, the old man had designed the website, searching for his heir to the throne.

      The ring slipped from Grant’s fingers and rolled onto the carpet. His hand felt lighter without it. But there was more weight to the band than just the metal it was made of. A guilt-riddled past, soaked heavy with pain, had dragged him down. And while Dunston’s death relieved him of some of his weight, the memory of his family remained.

      Burying himself in his work provided the needed escape to avoid the necessary pain of dealing with his grief. But his endeavors weren’t fruitless. He’d recovered more abducted children than any detective in the history of the Seattle PD. That had to have counted for something. But those victories came at the cost of his own healing. And as a result, he never had a chance to move past the pain of his loss.

      And now, sitting in a room in the middle of nowhere, he had run out of time and no one to blame but himself. He hoped Mocks would be okay, and that Rick had survived his injuries, and that the kids were returned to their families. At least they had a chance.

      Grant reached for the ring on the carpet when his ears perked from the sound of a light pop. It was muffled, and distant, but distinctive. A gunshot. He jumped, moving to the rear of the room, pressing his ear to the wall. The pops grew louder and more frequent.

      Grant turned to the bed, tearing off his towel, and quickly dressed. Shouts preceded and followed the gunfire now, along with the heavy, hurried thump of footsteps. Grant finished the knots of his shoelaces and then wrapped the towel around his fist and sprinted into the bathroom.

      He cocked his arm back and rammed his wrapped fist into the mirror. Vibrations rattled his bones all the way up his shoulder, but the glass didn’t crack.

      The gunfire shifted to outside his hallway. Grant cocked his arm again and hit the mirror. Fault lines traveled from the epicenter of contact and tiny bits of the mirror fell to the sink.

      Grant hit the glass again, and the cracks deepened and multiplied. He unwrapped his hand and reached for one of the larger pieces that had fractured off. Blood pricked from his fingers as he removed the jagged shard from the mirror just as the bedroom door slammed open.

      Gripping the serrated mirror wedge, Grant spun around as boots entered his room. He remained hidden behind the bathroom wall, poised to strike. A rifle barrel broke the plane of his vision and he knocked the weapon down while ramming the sharp mirror tip forward and through the tender flesh of a throat.

      Blood erupted in quick spurts from the thug’s neck, but quickly faded into a dribble as another rushed around the corner.

      Grant lifted the body to shield himself from gunfire, a high-pitched whine deafening him after the gunshots. He shuddered from the heavy percussive blasts, but training overrode fear and he lifted the stolen rifle, aimed, and pumped three rounds into the suited chest of the second thug who fell backward onto the floor.

      Large pools of blood soaked into the carpet, and Grant froze, aiming the rifle at the room’s entrance. He stiffened, waiting for another thug to rush inside, but no one else followed. He lowered the weapon and checked the bodies.

      He lifted a spare magazine for the AK-47 and a knife for when the bullets ran out. Armed, Grant entered the hallway rifle first. The narrow space made it difficult for him to maneuver with the rifle in firing position, and the echo of gunfire and screams kept his head on a swivel.

      Grant followed the maze-like hall to the same living room where he killed Brian Dunston, finding everything perfectly back into place after he was forced to drag the body outside and dispose of it. He was thankful for the tarp, which was thick enough to mask the smell.

      Grant quickly passed the room and entered another hallway. It was short, a sharp left up ahead that blocked the pair of Web thugs waiting for him on the other side that surprised him and opened fire.

      Bullets obliterated the edge and forced Grant farther back. Grant dropped to his knee, making himself a smaller target, then pivoted around the corner and squeezed the trigger.

      The first bullet entered the thug on the left’s stomach, and the second connected with the right thug’s left thigh. Both dropped to the floor, but not before firing helplessly into the air as Grant tucked himself back behind cover.

      The groans continued, and it meant one was still alive. Grant stood, took a breath, and then spun from the wall’s edge and pumped three rounds into the surviving thug.

      Grant pressed forward, the rifle raised and the gunfire growing closer. He stepped over the bodies and blood, and the hallway opened up into a foyer filled with a half dozen Web members. Their backs were turned, their focus on an enemy outside.

      Grant tucked himself back behind the wall and considered his approach. He might be able to take out three before the others noticed, but that wasn’t ideal. He glanced back to the pair of bodies in the hall.

      Keeping his head on a swivel, he searched their jackets, hoping to find some heavier artillery. And after turning over the second body, he did.

      Grant fisted the grenade in his right hand and hurried back toward the open room. He pulled the pin on the explosive, the lever squeezed tightly in his hand. Three were clustered together, and Grant tossed the grenade in their direction. Two of them heard the thud of the grenade’s landing but realized the cause of the noise too late.

      The blast left another high-pitched ringing in Grant’s ears, but the moment after the vibrations from the blast rippled through his chest, he stepped into the living room, engaging the remaining thugs who were caught off guard by the explosion.

      Blood covered concrete, and smoke plumed into the air, the three thugs lifeless and in pieces. Grant entered the chaos and pulled the trigger. Three rounds dropped the first target and he pivoted left toward a second and fired another spray of three rounds. He swept the room methodically, always moving, always alert.

      A Web member burst through a cloud of smoke to Grant’s right and knocked the rifle from his hands. A knee slammed Grant’s gut and he doubled over, but raised his arms in time to block the right hook to his face.

      Grant countered with a leg sweep, which missed as the thug jumped, then stepped back. Grant jabbed, but the goon sidestepped him, taking hold of Grant’s arm and pinning it behind his own back.

      Pain radiated from Grant’s elbow, shoulder, and wrist from the harsh twist, and the thug mumbled something in Cebuano. The thug kicked the back of Grant’s knees, and he hit the floor, his arm still pinned. A shimmer of steel caught his peripheral and Grant thrashed to escape the hold, but couldn’t as the blade drew closer to his throat.

      A gunshot thundered, and the grip on Grant’s arm loosened. He spun around, the thug’s brains spread over the floor from a head shot, the knife meant to cut his throat still in the thug’s hand.

      “Room clear,” Hickem said, stepping through the front entrance, scanning the area through the sight of his rifle.

      Three more men followed, all dressed head to toe in tactical gear. They passed without acknowledging Grant, and it wasn’t until Hickem grabbed hold of Grant’s shoulder that he realized he wasn’t hallucinating.

      “You must have nine lives, Detective,” Hickem said.

      Grant shook his head in disbelief. “How?”

      Footsteps echoed at the entrance along with a light panting, and Mocks jogged inside, her face sweaty and red. “Thank God.” She sprinted to Grant and slammed her body into his, wrapping her arms around his torso.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Grant asked.

      “Long story,” Mocks answered, and before she could continue, Hickem’s men returned.

      “Rest of the house is clear, boss. Chopper’s gone.”

      “Shit,” Hickem said. “All right. Let the FAA know and see if they can track it in air space.” He shook his head and looked to Grant. “Why don’t you take a seat, Detective. It’ll be a while before backup arrives.”

      Grant dropped the rifle to the floor and found a seat on a chair that had a few bullet holes in the back. He lowered his eyes to the dead bodies on the floor, Hickem’s men picking at them with their boots like vultures nipping at a carcass.

      “Grant?” Mocks asked, taking a step toward him. When he looked at her, she was concerned, her hands huddled together. “Are you all right?”

      His time spent here in captivity replayed in his mind in fast forward, and he twisted the wedding band on his finger, fresh blood on it. He shook his head. “No.”

      “What happened?” Mocks asked. “Did you see him? The person in charge?”

      “I saw something.” Grant thought about the old man, but what he wanted to put into words sounded absurd. How did you stop something so calculated, manipulative, and evil? How were you supposed to kill the devil?
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      The chopper landed outside another compound thirty miles from the previous site. Owen kept quiet on the journey over, contemplating his next move. He looked at the laptop that the Senator had arranged to be returned to him. The only way someone could have found that place was if they had the computer sitting next to him. Which meant someone made a copy.

      The trouble must have been caused by Detective Grant’s partner, the former drug addict. And now Grant was alive, Owen’s home destroyed, and a team of federal agents hunting him down. He didn’t have much time.

      The chopper bounced harshly upon landing, and Owen unclipped his seatbelt and ducked his head as he exited. Three Web members met him on his approach, and equipment was already being removed from the site and into trucks.

      “How much longer?” Owen asked.

      “Ten minutes.” The man who greeted Owen was shorter than him, but as wide as a redwood. All muscle, with enough brains behind the thick skull to be dangerous. Unlike his Philippine counterparts, the only tattoo on his skin was the mandatory spider web that he placed on the left side of his neck.

      “And we have the assets I requested?” Owen asked, stepping inside the compound, which was smaller than the previous location. Owen rarely visited this site since it had no living quarters. It was primarily used for storage. And if the detectives had caught on to his sawmill renovations, it wouldn’t be long before they found this one.

      “They’re inside,” he answered.

      “Get Senator Pierfoy on the line for me,” Owen said. “Now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Owen took a seat on one of the crates still inside while the dozen or so Web members hulled everything out. Drugs, weapons, documents, computers, it was one of their more important waystations in regards to inventory. But they had places like this stashed all over Washington. He didn’t have the resources to clear all of them, so he focused on the important ones. He sacrificed the drugs and weapons, a hefty cost that his counterparts in the Philippines wouldn’t like, but the data was more important. He didn’t want to leave any more evidence than what the detectives already had.

      “Sir, the senator.”

      Owen grabbed the satellite phone and pressed it to his ear. “Someone made a copy of the laptop.”

      “That’s impossible,” Pierfoy answered, his voice crackly through the earpiece. “We cleared the records between the State Department and the police technician that worked on it. I don’t know how they could have the data.”

      “Because you waited too long to get it back,” Owen replied through gritted teeth. “For your sake, I hope you didn’t lollygag on the vote in Congress.”

      “I’ve requested a special session, but it’ll take a few days for the process to go—”

      “That’s the wrong answer, Senator.” Owen dropped the phone to his side and walked across the room. A man, woman, and young girl were bound and gagged, blindfolds over their eyes. They shivered, mumbling through the tape over their mouths. Owen singled out the young girl and ripped the tape from her mouth, and she whimpered in pain. He thrust the mouthpiece to her lips. “Say your name.”

      The girl’s lips moved, but it took a few seconds before words finally escaped. “K-Katie Pierfoy.”

      Owen pressed the phone back to his ear. “Did you catch that, Senator?”

      “You fucking piece of shit!” Pierfoy screamed. “Let her go! I swear to god if anything happens to her—”

      “Her blood will be on your hands,” Owen said. “So unless you want me to ship your granddaughter back to you in pieces, I suggest you find me every copy made of that laptop’s hard drive and nail down a date for the vote by the end of the day.”

      Owen ended the call and tossed the phone back to his associate. The senator understood the message. And if he didn’t, then it would sink in after the first bloodied finger removed from Katie’s hand arrived on his front doorstep.

      Owen cupped the young girl’s cheek. She shuddered at his touch, but he shushed her. Her mother sobbed and her father screamed. He knew they heard what he said. He wanted them to hear it.

      “I hope your grandfather loves you,” Owen said, rubbing his thumb against the smooth young cheek. “And if he doesn’t, then I promise I will.” He kissed her forehead, then replaced the tape over her mouth.

      Owen stepped back outside as the rest of the crates were cleared out. “Load the family into my car. Send the rest of the cargo on the boats and get the other locations cleared. We’ll only have the opportunity for one shipment.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Owen climbed into the passenger seat of the lead truck, and the driver pulled forward. He calculated the potential financial windfall from this new interference. It would be costly. But if he could stop the hemorrhaging, he’d still have enough left for his arrangement with The Web. Though he’d need an extension on his timeline for a replacement, a request that he wasn’t sure would be granted considering the rapid deterioration of events. But if the Senator pushed the legislation through Congress, it might be enough to buy Owen out of the doghouse.

      But what plagued his thoughts the most was Grant. The haggard detective was troublesome and, even worse, smart. He needed to wipe the board clean, start fresh; easier said than done.

      Owen clicked his seatbelt into place and rubbed his temples. There was an answer in front of him that he just wasn’t seeing, a solution staring him in the face. And then it hit him.

      A wide smile tightened Owen’s unnaturally smooth skin, and he laughed, nodding in satisfaction. He only needed to pull one string, and everything else would fall into place. He leaned back, more relaxed now, and closed his eyes.
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* * *

      While Mocks caught Grant up with what happened after he was taken, it didn’t take long for Hickem to discover what Grant had already known after a thorough sweep of the house. The place was wiped clean.

      “Not a single goddamn hair,” Hickem said, his voice thick with irritation. “Computers, security footage. Even if we manage to get a print somewhere, I don’t think it’ll give us a hit in the database. I haven’t seen a scrubbing this good since the cartels down in South America.” He turned to Grant, who was still sitting in the same chair in the living room after he saw Mocks. “But they don’t leave survivors. That’s where our boy slipped up. What do you know?”

      Mocks sidled closer to Grant’s side and placed her arm on his shoulder. “Give him some breathing room. I’m sure there’s paperwork for you to fill out.”

      “And it’s as tall as Mt. Olympus,” Hickem replied. “But I want to know what he knows. And I want it now.”

      Grant remained seated. “Was there a child here?”

      “Yeah,” Hickem said.

      Grant shut his eyes, and exhaled. The old bastard was cocky. He looked outside to the forest beyond the compound’s concrete wall. The place was secluded, hard to find. “He’s smart, well organized, equipped, violent, and cunning.” Grant stood and weaved around the carnage of the dead Web members still on the floor.

      “But what does he want?” Hickem asked. “What’s the man’s end game?”

      Grant sifted through his conversations with the old man. He was rushed. Worried. And tired. He was nearing the end of his watch. Grant turned to Mocks. “Did you find out who he was working with on the inside?”

      “Inside what?” Hickem asked.

      Mocks fidgeted with her fingers. Grant knew she wanted to reach for her lighter. He wasn’t sure why she didn’t do it. “No, but whoever it is must be high in the chain of command.” She turned to Hickem. “We think there’s someone in the State Department working for the Web.”

      “Christ!” Hickem said, his angered voice echoing to the high ceilings. “And you’re just telling me this now?” Hickem paced in a circle, muttering curses to himself. Finally, he paused and took a breath. “All right. I want you two debriefed back at my office. I want to know everything you know. Got it? I think I’ve earned it after our little field trip today.” He motioned toward the door. “Wait outside.”

      Grant followed Mocks out front and looked back at the structure briefly. It was larger than he expected, more militaristic. He imagined Hickem’s men had a hell of a time trying to get inside.

      Mocks stopped at the edge of the clearing and leaned against a tree. She finally reached for the lighter in her pocket but didn’t flick the flint.

      “I’d kill for a cigarette right now,” Mocks said, turning toward Grant. “I gave them up in rehab. Every time I smoked one, it just made me want a hit of something stronger. I guess that’s just the way my brain works.” Mocks twirled the lighter in her fingers.

      “What is it, Mocks?” Grant asked.

      “I think the chief is being influenced to cover up Sam’s death. They want to make it look like a suicide.”

      “What?” Grant asked. “That’s insane, Sam wasn’t—”

      “I know.” Mocks paused, running her hands through her short brown hair. “Grant, I don’t know who we can trust. And right now, neither of us have a badge.”

      Grant arched an eyebrow, this tidbit missing from their earlier talk.

      “Captain put me on a leave of absence,” Mocks said. “Told me that I was too close to the case. It came from the Chief himself. Since the kids were found, they want this chapter closed. They don’t want to deal with The Web anymore.”

      “I think it goes higher than the chief,” Grant said.

      “Mayor?” Mocks asked.

      “The mayor wouldn’t be able to get that kind of access to the State Department,” Grant answered. “It’d have to be someone from Congress. Maybe a senator.”

      “Pierfoy?” Mocks asked, skeptically. “That’s a dirty bed to lie in, even by a politician’s standards.”

      “The Web has a lot of money,” Grant replied. “I’m willing to bet the old man funneled money into whatever federal coffers he could. Campaigns are expensive, and in return, their candidate turned a blind eye.” Grant thought more on it and furrowed his brow. “Pierfoy wanted me out of the detective unit after the Givens case. Told me he wanted to head a special drug unit.”

      “So what do we do?” Mocks asked. “If the Senator really is the contact this guy has, then I don’t know of anyone else we can go to. The Chief isn’t going to risk sticking his neck out, not after taking my badge.”

      “We can trust Hickem,” Grant said, turning back to the compound. “He’s brash, but he takes his work too seriously to be swayed by outside politics. And the way he’s pursued The Web, he’s caused them too much trouble.”

      “So we have some guns on our side, but we need more than that,” Mocks said. “Who do we go to?”

      “The ambassador,” Grant said. “But we need to take a closer look at the hard drive and see what else we can find. Maybe we can unearth the connection between the old man’s sudden need to speed his agenda along and what is on the computer. There’s obviously something on there he didn’t want us to see. We need to find it.”
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      Hickem’s field office transformed into a data center as Mocks passed the thumb drive to each of his agents, everyone making a copy. Grant circled the group as the information downloaded.

      “We need to look for something beyond the obvious,” Grant said. “We know they have drugs, and guns, and women, and right now all of those pieces are moving. But we want the big fish. We want the man pulling the strings.”

      Mocks removed the drive from the last computer. “Following the money will be a good indicator. Bank accounts and transactions happening stateside and offshore.”

      “It’ll be large amounts,” Grant said. “This guy is looking forward to riding off into the sunset. We need to figure out where that sunset is falling.”

      Hickem’s unit clustered their desks together. Everyone was assigned specific folders to search, and Grant borrowed a spare laptop to help.

      Grant started with land property The Web owned, and then connected some of the purchases through offshore accounts. The Web had banks all over the world. Caymans, Swiss, China, South America, and a few private institutions within the United States where the cash flow was more moderate, hovering in the millions.

      But the offshore accounts, that was where their real money was. In total, The Web’s cash tipped over half a million dollars, with a yearly revenue stream of the same amount. He followed the cash streams and found their main sources of revenue.

      The largest source of income came from trafficking. They had thousands of locations around the Pacific, and it looked like they were starting to branch out into Eastern Europe. But their entire web of intricate and connected locals was more than any single agency could handle. This was a nation in and of itself, and their gospel had spread farther than what Hickem and the ambassador were aware of.

      Smaller sources of income came from drugs and weapons smuggling in southeast Asia and along the U.S. West Coast and down into Mexico and Central America. The total money from these endeavors only made up a third of The Web’s total revenue, but it had grown significantly over the past five years, doubling their profits.

      The Web was connected, they were flush with cash, and they were everywhere. Grant wasn’t looking at an organization, he was looking at a plague.

      He returned to the property folder and drilled down further on their real estate. They owned all the land where they had operations for their brothels, each of them under a separate dummy corporation that Grant suspected was tied to a parent company.

      Grant scanned the different regions of The Web’s extended global network, and when he arrived at the Philippines, he noticed that large groups of islands in the southern portion of the country had been sectioned off. The description for each transaction simply read ‘under development.’

      Grant returned to the bank accounts and searched for any corresponding withdrawals or deposits in the area and found that tens of millions of dollars had been dumped into the southern Philippine islands over the past three years. And all the receipts for the deposits were marked with the same ambiguity as the description of the land itself.

      “I think I’ve got something,” Grant said.

      Every head perked up, and Hickem was the first to hover over Grant’s shoulder, followed quickly by Mocks.

      “What am I looking at?” Hickem asked.

      “A string of islands in the southern Philippines,” Grant answered. “It’s been flagged by The Web, and I’m assuming it’s a stronghold of theirs.”

      “It is,” Hickem replied. “They’ve been giving the Philippine government more trouble than they can handle. We’ve had reports of entire islands being taken by The Web. They’re smaller pieces of land, but the Philippine government doesn’t have the resources to get them back.”

      “I read about this,” Mocks said, leaning closer. “With the resources at their disposal, they can outspend the budget for the Philippine military.”

      “They don’t receive any foreign aid from the U.S.?” Grant asked.

      “They do,” Hickem said. “But what they do with that money, I’m not sure.”

      “This is where he wants to go. This is why he wanted the laptop back so badly.” Grant swiveled around in his chair. “He kept talking about creating a place where he didn’t have to hide. Where he could be himself, openly.”

      “If the U.S. government found out about this, they’d have a field day,” Hickem said. “Not to mention the press.”

      “We need to call the ambassador,” Grant said. “Bring him in on this. He has the weight and clout we need right now to get this in the open. He’ll know who we can trust with the information.”

      “Agreed,” Hickem said. “We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

      A phone buzzed, and Mocks reached for her pocket in a knee-jerk reaction. When she stared at the screen and frowned, Grant knew something was wrong.

      “What is it?” Grant asked.

      “The number is blocked,” Mocks answered, slowly lifting the phone to her ear. “Hello?” Her face grew stoic, and she handed the phone to Grant.

      “Who is it?” Grant asked, taking the phone from her hand.

      “Senator Pierfoy.”
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* * *

      Ambassador Mujave, Grant, Mocks, Hickem, and Pierfoy were the only people present for the meeting. They met at Mujave’s home, in his study, behind closed doors, the entire wing of that section of the house vacant. No one could hear them. It was Pierfoy’s demand, which included a sweep of the room for any bugs. Once his people said it was clear, he spoke.

      “You have to understand my motives,” Pierfoy said. “I thought I could do a lot of good once in office. To reach this level of power, you must shake hands with unsavory characters. Of course, now, looking back, I wish I’d done things differently.”

      “You knew,” Mocks said, her mouth downturned, disgust on her face and disdain in her voice. “You fucking knew what they were doing to kids and women.”

      “And I’m willing to face the consequences of my actions,” Pierfoy said, his back stiffening. “But I’m not willing to let my family pay for them.”

      “So what does he want?” Grant asked. “In exchange for your family?”

      “I created a piece of legislation,” Pierfoy answered. “It’s sandwiched in with more boring details, but the portion that benefits him deals with the United States budget on foreign aid. More specifically in the Philippines.”

      Grant and Mocks exchanged a glance. Grant turned back to the senator. “And because he was a major contributor to your campaign, he threatened to blackmail you by going public if you didn’t.” Grant shook his head, betting that the old man had kept that one in his back pocket for a long time.

      “Yes,” Pierfoy answered, leaning forward. “Please.” His eyes misted and his cheeks reddened. “My granddaughter…she’s only nine.”

      “It’s a powerless feeling, isn’t it?” Mocks asked. “Unsure if your children or grandchildren will survive.”

      Pierfoy snarled and wiped his eyes, turning away to reach inside his jacket for a tissue. “And what would you know about survival?”

      “What’s his name?” Grant asked.

      “Who?” Pierfoy asked.

      “The man who funded your campaign,” Grant said. “The stateside leader of The Web. What. Is. His. Name?”

      Pierfoy hesitated like he expected the question, but still hadn’t decided how to answer. After a pause, he settled on his answer. “Owen Callahan.”

      “We’ll have to verify that,” Hickem said. “And because of the nature of this meeting, we’ll need to get a few things down on paper.”

      “No,” Pierfoy said firmly. “Not until I have my family back.”

      Mocks stepped into the neutral zone between the two parties. “You don’t have anything to negotiate with. You lost all credibility the moment you got into bed with that piece of slime.”

      “And what would you know of all the things I’ve done?” Pierfoy said, becoming defensive. “I’ve passed more legislation for this state than any senator in history. I’ve funded and reformed the foster care system, I’ve added more money to the budget for children and families, I’ve promoted businesses to become more sustainable. I have given my life to public service, and I will not be lectured by a former drug addict!”

      “That’s enough,” Grant said, his voice calmer than the expression on his face. “Whatever you did, whatever good you thought you could bring, doesn’t negate the bad.”

      Pierfoy petulantly turned his head away and crossed his arms. “And you would know all about that, wouldn’t you, Detective Grant?”

      “No man is without sin,” Mujave said. “We must move forward.”

      Grant exhaled, nodding. “We need to lure Owen out. Take him before he has a chance to escape again.” He turned to Pierfoy. “You’ll demand to see your family. A last request before you fly to Washington. You want confirmation that they’re alive, and you’ll want him to be there in person as a show of good faith. It’ll be at an airfield of our choosing.”

      Pierfoy nodded. “If that’s the angle we go, then so be it. The moment I have my family, I’ll sign whatever documents you want.”

      “And you will resign your post as Senator effective the moment your family has been returned,” Mujave said. “You will make a public statement about your deeds and be taken into custody by Agent Hickem.” He stood and crossed the room, shoving his face into Pierfoy’s. “And if I learn that you had anything to do with my own daughter’s disappearance, you will not be able to hide behind the law. Not from me.”

      Pierfoy kept his head down, unable to meet Mujave’s gaze. Eventually, the ambassador turned away, leaving the room and slamming the door shut behind him.

      “So you call Callahan, give him your demands, and then we set up a sting.” Hickem clapped his hands together and then rubbed them vigorously. “Easy-peasy.”

      “Make the call,” Grant said. “Now.”

      Pierfoy sheepishly reached for his phone and dialed the number. He walked to the corner of the room, but Grant moved close enough to ensure he heard every word. The senator followed the script, but when he chose the airfield, they hit a snag.

      “No,” Pierfoy said, shakily holding his ground. “It will be under—” Color drained from his face. He trembled. His voice thickened with rage. “Don’t you dare touch her! Leave her alone! I said leave—”

      A scream pierced through the phone’s speaker, a young girl’s scream, and Pierfoy pulled the phone from his ear and winced. After the scream vanished, he leaned back into the call.

      “No! Don’t—” And then Pierfoy stopped, his body hunched over, and hung up the phone. He turned to Grant. “He demanded that we meet him at an airfield in the northwest portion of the state. It’s a private airfield.”

      “His airfield,” Hickem said, snorting. “Did he give you coordinates?”

      “He’ll text them to me.” Pierfoy’s voice was a whisper, his cheeks still white as a sheet.

      “And he’ll be there?” Mocks said. “Callahan?”

      Pierfoy nodded.

      “We’ll confirm the airfield with satellite imagery,” Hickem said. “I can call a few favors over at NORAD. There’s an airman I know that owes me a favor.” He exited the office, leaving Grant, Mocks, and Pierfoy.

      Pierfoy collapsed into the nearest chair and buried his face into his palms. Grant almost felt pity for the man, but the emotion was fleeting. Everyone reaped what they sowed, and time had a way of catching up with people.

      “It’ll stay with you forever,” Grant said, and Pierfoy looked up. “You won’t be able to sleep, or eat, or enjoy anything again. It’ll follow you until your last days, which I don’t imagine will be very long once you get behind bars.”

      “Grant,” Mocks said, grabbing hold of his arm and pulling him back. She kept her voice low. “We need to give a copy of that drive to Mujave. If something happens during the raid, we’ll need insurance. And he’s our best bet.”

      Grant looked to Pierfoy, who had his eyes locked on the two of them, then quickly flitted away once he realized Grant saw him.

      “All right,” Grant said. “We’ll make it a priority. We need to let Hickem know.” Grant started for the door with Mocks following behind, but when he reached for the handle, Pierfoy called out to him.

      “He’s more terrifying than you know,” Pierfoy said. “You may have spent some time with him, but that doesn’t mean you really understand him. It doesn’t mean you haven’t seen him at his worst.”

      “You’re probably right about that, Senator,” Grant said. “But he hasn’t seen my worst either.”
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      It didn’t take long for Hickem to verify the airfield’s existence, as well as the name Pierfoy had given. Owen Callahan was a Washington resident whose father worked at a sawmill that had mysteriously burned down, taking the lives of nearly every man that worked inside, including Callahan’s father.

      The story matched what the old man had told Grant during his captivity, and it was enough to confirm Pierfoy’s admission as true. They had the bastard’s name along with a photo, albeit a much younger version. Owen couldn’t hide anymore. The old man was exposed.

      Hickem kept the team to engage Owen at the airfield small, only expanding his core unit by another four, and only by men who Hickem trusted with his life. With Grant and Mocks in the mix, it brought their total offensive numbers to twelve. If they counted Pierfoy’s security detail, then that number jumped to fifteen.

      The meeting was scheduled only two hours after Pierfoy’s call, and they arrived at the airfield early to wire the senator so they could listen to his conversation. Once Callahan and his men were exposed, Pierfoy’s code phrase was “take care of my family.” After that, it was all up to Hickem’s men.

      The airfield was bare bones. Nothing but a strip of grass in the middle of a forest. But the surrounding trees provided good cover. Hickem even had a drone sweep the area to make sure Callahan didn’t have any men hiding in the woods for an ambush. The sweep came back clean, and all that was left to do was wait.

      Both Grant and Mocks were given assault rifles for the mission, though Mocks looked uncomfortable as she handled the weapon. Grant almost told her to just use her side arm, but after Hickem made the comment of getting Mocks a BB gun, he thought better of it. The only way she was going to give up the rifle after that comment was with her cold, dead hands.

      Hickem was kind enough to offer them Kevlar for the mission, and made sure to emphasize the need to have them returned in the same manner in which they were given; without any bullets lodged inside them.

      Grant peered through the binoculars, finding Pierfoy’s plane parked off the runway near an old hangar. The staircase was down, and he heard the old Senator breathing nervously through the microphone. He lowered the binoculars and jabbed Mocks in the shoulder.

      “You all right?” Grant asked.

      “I’m fine,” Mocks answered, her voice short and irritated.

      Grant hadn’t brought it up before, and he was hesitant to do it now, but thought it a good idea. “It’s better if we take him alive.”

      Mocks looked at Grant. “And you think I won’t?”

      “You almost lost your husband,” Grant replied. “That’s not something that’s forgiven quickly.”

      “There could be a lot of gunfire,” Mocks said, looking through the sight of the rifle. “No telling what could happen once the bullets start flying.”

      Before Grant had a chance to reply, the thump of helicopter blades sounded overhead. Three choppers descended on the airfield, close to Pierfoy’s plane, blocking the Senator on the strip.

      “Heads up, everyone,” Hickem said. “We take out the choppers first, and then move in. Team three, you have lead position.”

      “Copy that.”

      Hickem had split up their forces, putting the majority closer to Pierfoy’s plane in hopes that Callahan would try and box Pierfoy in, and it worked perfectly. With the other teams in place closer to the combat zone, Hickem, Mocks, and Grant were onsite only as backup.

      Pierfoy exited the plane, escorted by his security detail, and Callahan showed himself once Pierfoy was on the grass. Grant lifted his binoculars to watch the exchange. Callahan brought eight men, and Grant saw a few bodies with bags over their heads on the center chopper. It was Pierfoy’s family.

      “Well,” Callahan said, his voice catching on Pierfoy’s hidden mic. “There they are.” He gestured to the center chopper. “I bid you good luck on your trip to D.C.”

      “I want to see their faces,” Pierfoy said. “I want to talk with my granddaughter. After that, I’ll be on my way.”

      Callahan lingered but finally acceded to the request. The bodies were pulled from the chopper and their masks taken off. Pierfoy rushed to the young girl and the pair cried together.

      “Are you all right?” Pierfoy asked. “Are you hurt?”

      “I want to go home,” the little girl said. “Grandpa, please!”

      Callahan’s men ripped the girl from Pierfoy’s arms and she screamed, dragging her and the parents back to the chopper. The senator remained on his knees as Callahan walked over.

      “So, I held up my end of the bargain,” Callahan said. “Now it’s your turn.”

      Grant shifted his gaze toward the Secret Service behind the senator. None of them had their weapons out, which irked him, especially with Callahan’s men so openly armed. It went against their training to be in such a vulnerable position. Something was wrong.

      Pierfoy lifted his head, his eyes red, sniffling and wiping his nose with his jacket sleeve. “All right.”

      Hickem wiggled on his stomach. “Stand by.”

      Pierfoy turned his head toward Grant and his muscles tensed. Through the binoculars, it was like the senator was looking directly at him. Grant waited for Pierfoy to give the go-code. But that’s not what happened.

      “There are twelve of them,” Pierfoy said. “Sixty yards toward the western tree line, and then to the north twenty yards nestled in the woods. They’re heavily armed, and there is a drone in the area.”

      “Shit!” Hickem said, pushing himself off his stomach and sprinting along the tree line. “You two stay back!”

      Gunfire immediately descended upon Hickem’s men, and Grant pivoted the binoculars to the battle on the tree line. A rustle stole his attention to his right, and when he looked up from the binoculars, Mocks had sprinted off, heading straight for Callahan.

      “Mocks!” Grant jumped up, following her, and raised his rifle.

      Exposed and in the open, the only advantage the pair had was the distance between them and The Web. Grant caught up to Mocks and yanked her arm back.

      “We need to circle around,” Grant said, pulling her from her set path. “Hickem will want to try and box them in! C’mon!”

      The chopper blades whirred as one of Callahan’s aircraft lifted off, and Mocks followed Grant’s lead. The pair fired intermittent blasts on their run, Grant’s vision shifting between Pierfoy and Callahan.

      The world narrowed through the scope of Grant’s rifle, and he concentrated his fire on the airborne chopper. His shots missed wide left, then right, but he connected with the windshield just before the aircraft ascended out of reach. It did little to stop the pilot’s advancement. And as the chopper turned, Grant got a good look at the fifty-caliber gun on its deck.

      Grant lowered the rifle and focused on the sprint to the hangar. “Get to cover!” He sprinted around Mocks, pulling on her shoulder. He glanced over to the plane and choppers still on the ground.

      The senator had disappeared back into the safety of his plane, but he caught a brief glimpse of Callahan as he took shelter inside one of the helicopters.

      The chopper with the mounted gun turned to Hickem’s men on the north side of the airfield. Gunfire thundered into the forest, tearing apart trees, kicking up dirt, and laying waste to anything in its path.

      Screams pierced the radio as Hickem’s men maneuvered to evade the gunfire. Grant’s legs cramped on the run, and he limped the last few steps to the backside of the hangar, slamming into the rusted metal siding.

      Mocks sidled up beside him, her eyes toward the chopper. Toward Callahan. “He hasn’t taken off yet.” Her voice was breathless. “We can still take him.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Grant said. “The best move for us is to stay alive. That’s why he wanted to lure us here. To wipe us out so we couldn’t talk.”

      Mocks stepped around Grant and reached for the hangar’s back door. Grant pressed his hand against the door and leaned his weight against it to block her.

      “Don’t,” Grant said. “It’s not worth it.”

      “He cut up my husband. I’m not letting him get away with that.” Mocks knocked away Grant’s hand, then ripped the door open.

      “Mocks!”

      Gunfire pounded the air beyond the hangar walls, and the radio chatter intensified. She sprinted through the hangar, rifle raised, and Grant followed. She was faster than him, her short legs blurring as they neared the front. Grant heard Hickem give the order to fall back.

      “Mocks, stop!” Grant said, but his request fell on deaf ears.

      Mocks shoulder-checked the front hangar door open and fired into the pair of helicopters. Grant was ten feet behind and raised his rifle to cover her from a pair of Web members that sprinted from behind a chopper. Grant brought the crosshairs over a chest and stomach and quickly pulled the trigger.

      The stairs of Pierfoy’s jet were still attached, and Grant yanked Mocks behind them for cover. He looked up to the sky and reached for a fresh magazine as he ejected the empty.

      “If that fifty-caliber sweeps back around, we’re both dead,” Grant said, noticing the blades were still thumping farther down the airfield, chasing Hickem’s men. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

      Mocks reached into her pocket and removed a grenade. “I get this between the choppers and it could take both out.”

      “No,” Grant said. “They’re too far part.” He gestured to the chopper on the left. “Take out the front one. It’ll force them to funnel.”

      The chopper whined as the engines whirred, and Grant craned his head over the stair’s banister. Mocks pulled the pin then stepped out from behind her cover and chucked the grenade.

      They both ducked, and screams preceded the heavy rumble of earth from the blast. Grant lifted his head and lunged for Mocks before she could go alone. “Wait!”

      “Let go!” Mocks ripped herself from Grant’s hold and sprinted away from the stairs, firing into the second chopper.

      Grant followed but struggled from his awkward position on the stairs. It cost him a few seconds, and by the time he tailed Mocks, she was past the smoldering wreckage of the first chopper.

      “Mocks!” A Web member circled around the back, closing in on her blind spot at eight o’clock. Grant aimed quickly and connected with a head shot. He looked to the sky, the thump of the third chopper returning to its grounded brothers.

      Wind blasted Grant’s face, and he squinted as Mocks drew closer to the chopper ready for takeoff, firing impotently into the windshield. The glass was bulletproof, the bullets bouncing off the surface.

      The chopper’s sliding deck door opened and a rifle appeared. Shots were fired, and Mocks was flung backward, dropped to the grass.

      “No!” Grant aimed, but before he could squeeze the trigger, the harsh pelt of bullets struck his chest, flattening him on his back. Wind rushed over his body, and he rolled in pain. He lifted his head and saw two men drag Mocks’s body onto the chopper. Grant reached for his side arm and lifted a shaking arm to fire. The door shut as the chopper took off and like the windshield it was bulletproof.

      They disappeared behind Grant, but not before the second chopper with the mounted machine gun descended upon him. Grant jumped to his feet, and the heavy thump of gunfire propelled Grant faster toward the hangar.

      Bullets nipped at his ankles, tearing through Pierfoy’s jet in the process. Grant leapt through the hangar door, landing on his belly and covering the back of his head as the high caliber bullets tore through the hangar’s old and rusted sheet metal.

      The thump of the choppers faded, the gunfire ended, and the world fell silent. Slowly, Grant lifted his head, his stomach and chest sore, and when the adrenaline subsided, he suddenly found it hard to breath. He took quick, shallow breaths, avoiding the pain of a deep inhale that his body desperately wanted to take.

      Static crackled in Grant’s ear, and he pressed the receiver on his communication link. “Hickem? Anyone copy?”

      Only static answered back. Grant forced himself to sit up and heard movement outside the hangar walls. He limped to the wall next to the hangar door and peered through one of the bullet holes left behind by the fifty caliber.

      A pair of Pierfoy’s Secret Service detail stepped out of the fuselage to examine the damage. He reached for his side arm, the rifle still lying out in the grass.

      Grant waited until both Secret Service members had their backs turned and then he stepped from cover. “Freeze! Place the hands on the back of your heads, turn around, and walk slowly toward me.”

      Both Secret Service members complied. Grant kept his pistol trained on his new hostages, but his eyes flitted up to the open plane door.

      “Come out, Pierfoy!” Grant said. “It’s over!”

      No answer.

      Grant ordered the pair of guards to drop to their knees, and he tossed one of them a zip tie. “Tie his hands behind his back.” Once the serviceman’s partner was restrained, Grant bound the second serviceman. He did the same to their ankles, leaving them on their sides.

      After a quick pat down and removing their fire arms, Grant moved to the stairs, his pistol still aimed up at the open door. A breeze cooled the sweat on his forehead as he ascended the stairs. His abdomen spasmed, his body brusied from the bullets, but the Kevlar had done its job. He pressed forward, then paused at the dark entryway to the plane.

      “Last chance, Pierfoy!” Grant said. “Callahan is gone.” One bodyguard remained, and the last thing Grant wanted was a shootout with a Secret Service officer.

      With still no answer, Grant stepped inside. He sidled up next to a small counter and cabinet before turning into the main aisle that stretched down the plane’s middle. He inched toward the edge, then carefully peered around the side.

      It was a narrow glance, but Grant spied a few bodies huddled all the way in the back, tucked behind chairs and seats.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Pierfoy said, shouting from the back. “He had my family. What was I supposed to do?”

      “You made your bed a long time ago, Senator. It’s no use backpedaling now.” Grant peered around the edge again, growing bolder and inching farther. He needed the remaining bodyguard’s location. His field of vision widened with each inch and when he spotted the pistol between a pair of seats, it fired.

      Grant ducked and crouched lower, bits of wood falling over his head and shoulders with every gunshot. Five more shots, and then they stopped. Grant brushed some of the debris off his face and repositioned himself near the aisle’s edge.

      “I’m not going to let you dismantle everything that I’ve built,” Pierfoy said. “The only way you’re getting me off this plane is in a body bag.”

      Grant closed his eyes, controlling his breathing. The shooter had limited mobility with the pistol wedged between the seats. If he moved left fast and far enough, then he had a shot.

      Grant scooted closer to the edge, ignoring the pained fatigue his body whimpered along with the daunting task of what came next. One step at a time. That’s all he needed to do.

      Grant spun around the corner’s edge and the serviceman fired, missing Grant’s shoulder by a hair. Grant aimed toward the source of gunfire and squeezed the trigger. Recoil from the shots jerked Grant’s wrists in three quick strikes, and shrieks pierced as the gunfire rose from the rear of the plane. And then quiet. Just like that.

      Grant pressed forward, pistol still aimed at the serviceman who lay lifeless on the floor, his eyes scanning the rest of the plane. Pierfoy’s family held up their hands, the father shielding his wife and daughter.

      Pierfoy stood next, and when Grant approached the Secret Service man, he saw a small river of blood roll into the aisle.

      “You three, on the back wall,” Grant said, pointing to the family. “Stay on your knees and place your hands on your head. Do not move unless I tell you to.”

      The family quickly complied, the mother and daughter still crying. When Grant arrived at Pierfoy, the old senator kept his hands at his side. His face drooped, as if defeat had finally sunk its absolute claws into his back.

      “So,” Grant said. “Do you want to walk out that door? Or do I need to get you that body bag?”

      The senator slowly raised his arms.
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      Grant moved Pierfoy and his family off the plane, leaving the body of the Secret Service agent where he lay. With the investigation that was sure to follow, Grant didn’t want to cause himself any more grief by adding tampering with evidence in addition to the charges accompanied for shooting a federal officer.

      With the family off the plane, Grant checked the radio one last time, hoping some of Hickem’s men survived. “Agent Hickem, this is Grant, can you hear me?” He paused, waiting for a response. He checked the communication link, making sure everything was plugged in and turned on. It was. “I say again, this is Detective Grant. Is anyone out there?”

      A burst of crackling static, and then garbled nonsense. Grant’s heart leapt at the noise, and he took a half step toward the tree line.

      “Grant,” Hickem said. “You still there? Grant?”

      “I’m here,” Grant answered. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, but my men are injured. I’ve radioed for a medical evac.”

      “Where are you now?” Grant asked, pivoting three-sixty, but saw nothing except grass and trees.

      “About a mile north of the airfield,” Hickem answered. “I’m staying put with my guys. What’s your situation?”

      “I have Pierfoy along with his family and security detail,” Grant answered. “Callahan is gone. He took Mocks.”

      Hickem remained silent for a moment. Then, with a steady tone, he replied, “She’ll be all right. She’s too ornery to die.”

      The medical unit landed twenty minutes later, and Grant kept an eye on Pierfoy and company while the medics fished Hickem and his men from the forest. Or at least what was left of them.

      Six had died. The other three were injured, including Hickem himself, who had a gash on the back of his left calf, which he conveniently forgot to mention until after his men were taken care of. He’d duct-taped the flap of meat back to the rest of him. The piece of muscle was at least the size of a steak.

      The injured were taken first, Hickem staying behind with Grant, and another chopper arrived to pick up the bodies. While they waited, Grant pulled Hickem aside to give him the news about the Secret Service man he’d killed.

      Hickem’s face went slack, and he nodded. “It’s not going to be easy for you when this is all over.”

      “It was never going to be easy,” Grant said. Though he honestly didn’t think he’d still be alive anymore. He was supposed to die back in Callahan’s bunker. But how much more would he have to endure before that wish was granted?

      While Hickem spoke about next moves, Grant didn’t listen. His thoughts drifted to Mocks, wondering if she was still alive. She was wearing a vest, and the gunshot looked to hit her in the chest over the protection. But with Owen as your warden, survival didn’t mean necessarily mean you’d stay in one piece. Flashes of Rick struck his mind, the gruesome cuts of jagged flesh over his body. The same could be done to her. Or worse.

      “Grant,” Hickem said, nudging his arm. “Did you hear what I said?”

      “What? No,” Grant answered. “Sorry.”

      The chopper descended, and Grant’s stomach drifted upward from the inertia. Their vehicles were tucked away off the side of the highway. State troopers blocked traffic and the chopper landed directly on the eastbound lanes of Highway Ten.

      “I can hold off on my report until I get a medical update on the rest of my men,” Hickem said. “Which means I can keep the death of the Secret Service officer off your back from an official standpoint. But I can’t prevent Pierfoy from going to the press, which I’m sure he’ll do the moment he has his lawyer. They’re going to paint you as the bad guy. Even though you’re not.”

      Grant understood. The Secret Service officer was just doing his job, protecting the man the people had elected. The chopper jolted on the landing, and Grant unclipped his seatbelt and removed his headset. Hickem followed him to the car, the blades of the chopper winding down.

      “He’ll ask to trade something for her,” Hickem said. “And when he contacts you, which you and I both know he will, you need to tell me.”

      Grant opened his driver side door without a word and then shut himself inside. Hickem tapped on the glass as Grant started the car. He lowered the window.

      “Call me when it happens,” Hickem said. “I want to hear you say it.”

      Grant exhaled. “I’ll call you.”

      “Good,” Hickem said, leaning away from the window. “What are you going to do until then?”

      Grant kept his foot on the brake and shifted into drive. “We know his name now. Which means I’ve got homework to do.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Police tape covered Grant’s door when he returned to his apartment, which he tore off and threw in the trash the moment he stepped inside. His place was small, tinier than the house he had with Ellen. But a studio was all he needed. He never entertained, and the only time he was at home was when he slept, and sometimes not even then. He’d pulled more overnighters at the precinct since Ellen died than all his years combined before her accident.

      Grant sat at his desk and opened his laptop, immediately going to work. He Googled Owen Callahan and a few hits popped up, including the article about the fire at the sawmill they had noted earlier. But aside from an announcement of his birth at the local hospital, there wasn’t much else.

      From there, he typed Owen Callahan into the police database, and he was glad to find that his administrative privileges had yet to be turned off. The department had probably thought he was dead.

      The name got a few hits, but it wasn’t the Owen Callahan that Grant was looking for. He clicked on alias tabs and found a report filed over a decade ago with a connection to a cold case from the early eighties that was reopened. Which would have put Owen in his mid to late twenties.

      The cause for reopening the abduction case was the discovery of the victim’s body by a pair of hikers. A series of storms had blown through the previous week, and investigators believed that the constant rain and wind unearthed and exposed the young girl.

      A DNA test confirmed the body was in fact the young girl who went missing years prior, and the detective who took over the case was Roger Hayfield. Grant remembered the name but never interacted with the man. He was still studying for his detective’s exam at the time, and Hayfield worked at another precinct north of Seattle.

      The body of the girl that was abducted was in the foster care system, so Hayfield began interviewing individuals who worked for the department of children and families at that time.

      Most of the notes from the interviews were vague, Hayfield noting that the witnesses had hazy or foggy memories. By now, most of them were retired or dead. But a few mentioned a name, and they all said the same thing: Owen Callahan was such a lovely young man. So Hayfield tracked Callahan down.

      At the time, Callahan was still working at the DCF in Seattle and had moved up to director of his division. Hayfield’s notes on him were detailed.

      Interviewee was oddly calm and overly sympathetic to the situation, though from interactions observed of him and his staff, it was normal behavior. Some sociopathic tendencies noticed. Loves attention, dominating with his presence, likes to be in control, which explains his current position. Says he’s retiring soon.

      Hayfield never got past anything more than a hunch about Callahan. But Grant continued to explore the old man’s history. His school records revealed a bright student, A’s and B’s in all his classes. He excelled in social studies, and his college transcripts from Washington State revealed a double major in psychology and social work. It was the perfect path suited for his pedophilia.

      After graduation, he found an entry-level position within the foster care system. Grant followed his career through a series of paperwork, and his stomach lurched when he discovered where Callahan had spent most of his DCF career.

      The bastard had weaseled his way into a quality assurance position, which granted him access to the children’s facilities all around the state at any given time for ‘surprise inspections.’

      Grant clicked through some of the reports Callahan prepared, then cross-referenced those reports with the disappearances of children within the foster care system.

      On average, around one hundred kids bolted from the foster care system once they were old enough to hold a job, and before the age of the Internet highway, it wasn’t hard for kids to do so.

      To have an idea of how many kids Callahan might have taken, Grant measured the number of kids classified as ‘runaways’ the decade before Callahan’s employment, and then during. The numbers weren’t drastically different in regards to total numbers, but there was an obvious increase in children disappearances.

      Year over year during Callahan’s stint in quality assurance, the average number of children classified as “runaways” was at plus twenty percent, which averaged out to be ten more kids a year. Which meant that Callahan picked out a new kid almost every month. All of them under the age of twelve.

      Grant leaned back in his chair, slamming the laptop shut. His phone buzzed, and even though the number was blocked, he knew who it was. “Is she still alive?”

      “Yes,” Owen answered. “And if you want her to stay that way, then I want something from you.”

      “What?”

      “A copy was made of the hard drive from the laptop you stole. I want it back, and any other duplicates.”

      “We know about the islands,” Grant said. “Your paradise is finished. There is no way that legislation Pierfoy created for you will pass now that he’s been arrested. It’s over.”

      “There is always a way out, Detective,” Owen said sharply. “We just might not always like where it leads.”

      “Where do we meet?”

      “I’ll text you the coordinates. Come alone, and bring me what I want.”

      The call ended, and Grant let the phone linger by his ear. This was where he was supposed to call Hickem. But Grant knew the old man was too smart to get caught on his heels now. If Grant brought help, Mocks would die.

      Grant gathered his things, along with his revolver and extra boxes of ammunition. He still had his vest, along with enough gas in his car to make the trip. He removed the hard drive from the laptop and placed it in his pocket when his phone buzzed. It was Lieutenant Furst.

      He wasn’t sure how the lieutenant had discovered that Grant was out of the compound. Pierfoy must have already gone to the press. His first instinct was to ignore it, but the lieutenant had always been a friend, and it wasn’t like Grant had to tell him where he was or what he was doing. “I know you probably have questions, but—”

      “Is Mullocks with you?” Furst asked, his voice quick and breathless.

      “No,” Grant answered, avoiding telling Furst that Mocks had been taken. Hickem must have not told him yet. Not that he had a reason to.

      “Shit,” Furst said. “She might already be gone then.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Someone took Rick from the hospital,” Furst answered. “They cut the power, and when the generators were still running, someone killed the officer watching his room. If the gang went after him again, then they might be going after her too.”

      Grant hung up the phone before Furst wasted any more time. He had to get there quickly. But the old man wasn’t the only one who had tricks up his sleeve. Grant had a few surprises as well.
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      Grant eased up on the brakes, and the mechanism squealed as the car crawled to a stop. Dust kicked up from the tires drifted over the vehicle. Grant looked up to the sky. The sun was shining through the clouds. He recalled that it was sunny the day of Ellen’s funeral. The worst days always had good weather.

      The sawmill was visible from where Grant parked off the side of the road, or at least what was left of it. Long black scorch marks traveled up the walls. Empty holes replaced the windows, and half the roof had collapsed at the rear of the structure. Wild growth had consumed most of what remained of the mill.

      Aside from the mill itself, Grant saw no one outside. He turned left and right on his walk up, searching for either Callahan or his henchmen in the woods, but the forest was quiet. Nothing but gusts of wind and a few birds chirping in the trees.

      A side door near the front of the mill was open. Looking at it from the outside, Grant would have thought it was the entrance to some kind of beast’s lair.

      Grant didn’t bother removing the revolver on his approach. He was on Callahan’s turf now. Grant only had one card to play, but he wasn’t sure if the old man would take the bait.

      Grant entered the mill, and solid beams of light from empty spaces where windows once stood pierced the darkness. Dust and insects drifted in the long beams, but Grant remained in the shadows. He spotted Callahan at the rear of the mill, right before where the roof had collapsed.

      Callahan was dressed in a black suit, a red pocket square the only bit of color on his attire. He wore no tie, but the outfit was suited for a funeral. Grant spotted Rick tied to one of the remaining pillars. He was unconscious, and his chin dug into his chest. Grant wasn’t sure he was alive.

      A pistol in Callahan’s right hand hung limply at his side. His left hand held a green Bic lighter.

      “That doesn’t belong to you,” Grant said.

      Callahan flicked the lighter, and the flame brightened the darkness that had swallowed the old man. He kept his eye on the flame as it wiggled. “I’ve always been fascinated with fire.” He lifted his gaze to the mill. “It was my first love. I suspect that if I hadn’t become what I am now, I would have turned to arson. There’s something beautiful in the way that it cleanses.”

      “Where’s Mocks?” Grant asked, his hand itching for the revolver in his holster. He knew he could draw on the old man faster than Callahan could pull the trigger, but Grant knew Callahan wouldn’t be alone. His henchmen were here somewhere. Hiding.

      Callahan let his thumb off the lighter and cast himself back into darkness. He raised the pistol and aimed it at Grant. “I’m sure you’ve done your research, Detective. You can guess where we are, what I did here.”

      “This was the mill your father worked at,” Grant replied. “The paper said it killed every man inside.”

      “Including my father and that friend of his I told you about,” Callahan said. “You see as I got older, my once-great admirer lost interest in me. I was no longer his type, and I can’t tell you how much that hurt me. I’m sure my adolescence amplified that pain, but it was agonizing.”

      Callahan stepped forward, still glancing around the inside of the mill. “You know, I never thought I’d come back here.” He shivered. “Such cold memories.”

      “They blamed it on a cigarette that caught fire,” Grant said.

      “Everyone smoked back then, and with all of this wood, all it took was a little bit of gasoline and one of my mother’s Lucky Strikes. I did it in the morning, when everyone was still getting ready for the day. There was only one door, which I sealed shut.”

      Grant furrowed his brow. “That wasn’t mentioned in the article.”

      “Why would it be?” Callahan asked. “The mill had been cited for poor ventilation, hazardous work conditions, and on several occasions, the foremen had to remind the workers not to set any logs by the door.” Callahan shrugged. “During the fire, one happened to be near and fell. It was well planned, and no one would have suspected a high school student back then to enact something to terrible.”

      “So you got what you wanted,” Grant said. “Like you always do.”

      “But it was more than that, Detective,” Callahan said. “It was the first time in my life that I realized the only way to get what you wanted was to take it. And it was a lesson that I still carry today.” He pointed at Grant. “It was a lesson I tried to teach you, but it didn’t stick.”

      Grant fidgeted. He still hadn’t spotted Mocks. And the closer Callahan walked to him, the stronger the smell of gasoline became.

      “I do wish the whole place would have just collapsed onto the bodies,” Owen said, longingly. “But I suppose I could still finish the job.”

      “You’re not getting the drive until I have both Rick and my partner,” Grant said.

      Callahan stepped back, retreating until he made it all the way to where Rick was restrained. He pointed the pistol at Rick’s head. “I think not.”

      “I made copies,” Grant said. “You kill either of them, and you’ll never find them.” He fished the drive out of his pocket. “There is a folder on here that lists the number of times it’s been copied, so you’ll know how many you’ll need returned to you.”

      “Copies?” Callahan asked. “You’ve grown too big for your britches, Detective.” He tapped the barrel of his pistol against his chest. “I’m the one holding all of the cards here. I have your partner, and your partner’s husband. Who—” he turned to look back at Rick, “—has looked better.”

      “No hostages, no drive,” Grant said.

      “Delaying the inevitable,” Callahan said. “Someone took a page out of the class that I taught.” He smiled, shaking his head and pleasantly delighted with himself. The old man removed the pistol from Rick’s head and then holstered the weapon. “All right, Detective. If you want to play quid pro quo, then we’ll do it your way.” He stuck out his hand. “Drive, please.”

      Grant hesitated, but then tossed it to Callahan, who snagged it from the air. There was a trash can to his right and he dumped it inside.

      “Now you let Rick go, and give me Mocks,” Grant said. “Once they’re both safe and long gone from here, I’ll tell you where the other copies are located.”

      Callahan folded his hands in front of his body and rocked back and forth on his heels. “Do you know what I really wanted, Detective? It wasn’t the drive. It was you. You don’t think I don’t know that Hickem is still alive? You don’t think I don’t know that Pierfoy will fold and spill everything he knows about me to the authorities? My days here in the States are over. There’s no changing that.”

      Grant’s heart beat faster as Callahan opened his left hand and exposed Mocks’s lighter. He reached inside the trash can and removed a piece of paper.

      “What I wanted most of all was to come full circle,” Callahan said. “I started my criminal life here, and this is where I want it to end. And seeing as how you have been the only detective to have ever bested me, I thought it appropriate to have you burn as well.” He flicked the lighter and the paper caught fire. He dropped it into the trash can and the orange flames danced. “Goodbye, Detective.”

      Callahan knocked the trash can over, and the flames inside caught quickly as the old man dashed for the door. Grant sprinted toward Rick, who was only a few feet from the flames.

      The fire travelled in thin lines where fuel had been poured, and it spread quickly through the dry structure. Flames consumed the walls and pillars, fighting their way to the ceiling and the second floor.

      Smoke filled the mill and climbed up and out of the windows. Grant coughed and shielded his nose and mouth with his shirt, but the acrid fumes filtered through. He jumped over the growing flames and skidded to a stop where Rick was tied. He reached for the knife in his pocket and cut the zip ties from Rick’s ankles and the back of his hands.

      Heat reddened Grant’s face, and his body broke out into a thick sweat as he lifted Rick by the armpits and dragged him toward the door.

      Ambers drifted through the air, and the darkness that had filled the mill was replaced by the agitated flames that feasted on what remained of the structure. Smoke continued to build, and Grant’s chest cramped from the fumes.

      Grant exited the mill, dragging Rick’s body as far from the structure as he could until his legs collapsed from under him. Every breath choked him. His throat and lungs burned. He rose to his hands and knees and glanced back at the burning mill.

      Smoke flooded through the windows, blacking out the sky above, and bits of what remained of the roof were already crumbling away.

      Disoriented, Grant stood, then stumbled in a half circle, but stopped abruptly when he saw Callahan and his henchmen standing on the edge of the clearing near the trees.

      The old man was smiling, and his pair of bodyguards kept their rifles aimed casually at the structure. His presence was sobering. Even if Grant went back into the flames and pulled Mocks out, Callahan had no intention of letting them survive. This was just another game. Strings to pull on his playthings to entertain, then dispose of when they no longer amused him.

      Grant sprinted back toward the flaming structure, the heat unbearable as he rushed through the wall of smoke at the door. A thick filter of fumes darkened even the fires inside, and Grant stumbled blindly, every breath choking him.

      “Mocks!” Grant said, his voice raspy. “Mocks!”

      The first floor was consumed with fire, but the second had yet to fully catch. He blindly found the stairs to his left, remembering the location of the stairs prior to the fire. He hunched over on his ascent, hearing the wooden steps groaning and bending with his weight. He avoided the handrails, flames already crawling up the top. A few of the steps had caught fire as well, and Grant jumped over them to the second floor.

      Grant hacked up a spat of phlegm that felt like one of his lungs had dislodged. He wheezed in crippling short gasps and was forced to shut his eyes to shield himself from the smoke.

      Finally, Grant lifted his head and forced his bloodshot, watering eyes to open. The collapse of the roof had consumed most of the second floor. But near the back wall on her side and tied to a post was his partner.

      “Mocks!” Grant crawled forward, unable to stand anymore, his hands and feet gliding over the hot wood, covering him in soot. Loud cracks and pops filtered through the air, and Grant knew the place wasn’t going to stand for much longer.

      Grant fumbled for the knife in his pocket and untied the rope around Mocks’s ankles and wrists. She was unconscious, a gag in her mouth. Thank god she was so light, because as Grant wrapped his arms around her, his body groaned in defiance.

      A loud crackling caught Grant’s attention, and he turned toward the stairs only to watch them collapse. And as the stairs gave way, the floor buckled.

      The disruption sparked another burst of embers that rained over Grant and Mocks. He pulled Mocks close and shielded her body. The roar of the flames, the crack of wood, and voices in his own mind blocked out the ability to think. He glanced down at Mocks’s face, which had darkened from the soot. He couldn’t let them die here. Not like this.

      A faint ray of light where the smoke escaped through a window illuminated the hazy veil of fumes and flames. Grant grabbed hold of Mocks and the rope and yanked her toward the window. Twice Grant was forced to stop, his body convulsing. Oxygen deprivation was taking hold, and nearly all of his vision had blacked out. Only a small keyhole of clarity remained to guide him forward.

      Another loud crack, and the floor jolted and the roof lowered. Grant hastened his pace. Five feet away. Then four feet. Then three. Another round of coughing paralyzed him and he lost his grip on Mocks’s shoulder. He lost feeling in his feet and legs. Numb fingers fumbled clumsily over Mocks’s shirt and he pulled her forward, but only for a few inches before he lost his grip again. Grant’s lungs turned to bricks, and he breathed short, lifeless gasps that worsened the dizziness.

      The floor rumbled again and flaming debris fell over Grant and Mocks. A crack in the roof appeared and offered another escape for the smoke. The thick black pea soup lessened a bit, and Grant took hold of Mocks once more.

      They were less than a foot from the window now. One final push, every muscle in his body breaking down, and the insides of his chest burning and melting into nothing from the fire and smoke around him.

      Grant stood next to the open window, gulping as much air as he could in the small sliver of space below the column of smoke escaping the same imprisonment. He reached back for Mocks and pulled her head out into the open. He wasn’t sure if she was even breathing, and he wasn’t in sound mind to check.

      A fifteen-foot drop stood in the way to their freedom. Bushes lined the ground, and they would soften the blow a little. The roof groaned, cracked, and gave way again, this time dropping a foot before stopping.

      Grant pulled Mocks to the edge, then tied the rope back around her wrists. He lowered her body over the side feet first, keeping hold of her hands in the process, then when her arms were stretched as far as they would go he grabbed the rope and lowered her until the rope ran out, turning the fifteen foot drop into four feet. Grant let the rope go and Mocks’s lifeless body crumpled into the bushes with a thud.

      The building trembled beneath Grant’s stomach and he pushed himself to his hands and knees. He lingered at the edge. Another groan from the roof, and it finally gave way. Grant jumped from the ledge of the window and his body tensed before impact.

      He landed feet first, and his left leg cracked as he crumpled into the grass and bushes. He screamed, but his voice was drowned out by the crash of the mill as it caved in on itself.

      Grant whimpered and examined his leg. He couldn’t see the extent of the injury with his pants still on, so he reached for his knife and slashed the fabric. Once the cloth was removed, it revealed a large bruise on the front quad of his left leg. He poked it and he screamed as his leg barked in anger.

      He hacked and coughed, and then his stomach soured, and he turned to his side, retching a pile of bile that was as hot and black as the smoke he’d just inhaled. He spit, but was unable to rid himself of the taste, and collapsed. His lungs ached, and his brain buzzed from the lack of oxygen.

      Slowly, Grant lifted his head and spotted Mocks sprawled out in a lifeless mess in the bushes. He forced himself to sit up, a sharp pain running from his leg all the way up his left side. He leaned to the right, putting all his weight on that side, keeping his left leg as straight and as immobile as possible.

      But even the smallest movement triggered pain, and before Grant was even able to lift his butt off the ground, he was forced to stop. His will had smoldered into nothing, like the mill that nearly burned him alive.

      Shouts made him lift his head, and it triggered another jolt of pain. His leg was already swelling from the fracture. The shouts drew closer, and he remembered the pair of bodyguards with rifles next to Callahan on the other side of the mill.

      Grant forced himself up. He hobbled toward Mocks and grabbed her arm, too weak to pull her any other way, and dragged her deeper into the forest.

      It was slow, and painful. Mind-numbingly painful. Every limp forward stabbed knives into Grant’s body. And just before the pair of shooters stepped around the mill, Grant hid Mocks behind the cover of bushes and he dropped to the ground next to her, muffling his pained noises and concentrating on not giving away their position.

      The pair of guards continued to chat back and forth, and their voices were soon drowned out by the thump of helicopter blades. The wind from the aircraft gusted smoke into the forest where Grant and Mocks were hidden, and Grant knew his window was short.

      Grant shifted his weight back onto his right leg as he used the tree trunk next to the bushes to help himself up. The smoke blew through like a hazy fog and once again choked the breath from Grant’s lungs.

      But the smoke provided cover, blinding Grant and the gang members to a visibility of less than a foot. Grant remained quiet and listened for the sound of footfalls. He clutched the knife in his hand, his arm coiled to strike. A rifle’s barrel entered his view, and Grant spun around, leading with the tip of his knife, and found the thug’s throat.

      Blood spurted out in a geyser, warm claret covering Grant’s face in a splatter as the thug clawed at Grant’s arm. The man dropped to his knees, gurgling his last few breaths. Grant snatched the rifle from the ground and immediately raised it to the hazy fog that still covered the forest floor.

      Grant limped forward cautiously, his finger over the trigger. The chopper blades wound down and the smoke began to clear.

      A shadow appeared to his left and Grant turned fast, too fast. The pain in his leg caused him to collapse and groan. The incident caught the thug’s attention and he turned and fired, missing Grant as he fell.

      From the grass, Grant raised his rifle and squeezed the trigger until the shadow dropped to the ground. The thump of helicopter blades ended, and Grant rolled to his side, hacking up another wad of black phlegm. He stood, using the rifle as a crutch as he approached the still-burning mill.

      Grant crept along the side and slowed once he neared the edge. He craned his neck around the side and got one look at the chopper before the guard and pilot spotted him. They shouted in Cebuano, and Grant fired, squeezing the trigger before he had gotten the chance to aim properly.

      The first four bullets missed, but the next three connected with the pilot, and then the next four dropped the co-pilot. Grant then swung the rifle’s sight toward a stunned Callahan, rushing from the chopper’s tail toward the deck, but the old man wasn’t faster than Grant’s trigger finger.

      Two bullets entered Callahan’s side and he tripped to the ground, sprawling out on his belly, moaning from the gunshot wounds. Grant checked left and right, making sure there weren’t any more surprises, but when no more gunshots sounded, he figured the coast was clear.

      Grant lowered the weapon and limped toward the old man still wallowing on the ground. He watched Callahan try and reach inside his jacket, but Grant fired another shot close to the old man’s body and he stopped.

      Two red blotches covered the bullet holes in Callahan’s left side, and blood dripped onto the grass, some of it smeared from the way he wallowed on the ground.

      Grant walked over, the pain in his leg displayed in full with each grimace of his face. By the time he reached the old man, Grant couldn’t even hold the rifle up anymore.

      Callahan sucked air, his mouth reddening with blood. “So,” he coughed, and specks of blood fell onto his chin and white shirt. “Finally come to slay the devil?” He frowned and another spat of hacking, this round more vicious than the previous one. He clutched his side where his wounds were, gingerly grazing his fingers over the holes, then winced upon contact and retracted his hand. “Go on then, Detective.”

      “You’ve abducted and molested children,” Grant said. “Murdered, ripped apart families, shuttled drugs and sex slaves for profit. You don’t deserve a trial. A cell would be too good for you. Even with the knowledge of what they’d do to you in prison.”

      “I’m sure I’d get mine,” Callahan said. “But you want to do it yourself. Take my lesson and make it come full circle.” He nodded to the rifle. “Or are you too weak to stomach it?”

      Grant looked at the rifle that hung from his fingertips, then to the deck of the chopper. A can of gasoline was on board. Grant dropped the rifle and reached for it.

      “No!” Callahan held up his hand as Grant soaked the old man with fuel from head to toe.

      Grant emptied the can, tossed it aside, and then retrieved Mocks’s green Bic from Callahan’s jacket pocket. He gave the lighter a careful flick, mindful of his fuel-soaked hands, and watched the flame sprout from the top.

      “You were right,” Grant said. “It does feel good to get what you want.”

      Grant tossed the lighter onto Callahan’s body and stepped back as the old man caught fire. He writhed on the ground, screaming, rolling to try and put the fire out, but he was covered in too much fuel.

      The odor of burnt flesh and charcoaled clothes was nauseating, and watching the old man’s flesh melt and blacken made him sick to his stomach. But he watched the old man until the screams and movement ended. And when it was over, Grant turned around, limping back toward Rick and Mocks and the collapsed, smoldering sawmill.
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      The hospital machines beeped in a steady rhythm, which Grant found to be a comforting sign, considering they were hooked up to him. He’d slept for most of the day, but with his leg in a cast, there wasn’t much else he could do.

      He jiggled his left wrist and tugged against the cuffs that kept him in the bed. That didn’t help his mobility either. He glanced over to the door where the pair of officers watched his room. He rested his head back onto the pillow and closed his eyes.

      He’d been stuck in the room for almost three days now. He’d had visits from nearly everyone, even the ambassador, but there was still one he was waiting for. A hard smack to Grant’s right shoulder opened his eyes.

      “Hey.”

      The expression on Mocks’s face was stoic. She stood there, dressed in a blue blouse, and her hair brushed off her face and tucked behind her ears, those green eyes focused on him. The oxygen tank was at her side, and the mask in it hung limp in her hand.

      Both of them still had trouble breathing from the smoke inhalation, though Mocks’s was worse because she was unconscious. The doctors said the gag around her mouth saved her life because it blocked most of the smoke from her lungs.

      And then, without a word, she lunged forward and wrapped her arms around his neck. He slowly reciprocated, giving her a gentler squeeze than he received, and she sniffled into his shoulder.

      “You owe me a new lighter,” Mocks said.

      Grant laughed, and it triggered a spat of coughing, and she lifted her oxygen mask in a peace offering gesture.

      “Want a hit?” she asked.

      “No, no,” Grant answered, coughing and waving her off. “I’m fine.”

      “I had to check with the doctors to make sure there wasn’t anything addicting in here,” Mocks said, looking down at the tank. “I suppose this is one thing that I’m supposed to be addicted to.”

      “Breathing is important,” Grant said. “How’s Rick?”

      “Some of his stitching had opened up, but no further damage to report,” Mocks answered. “He would have come, but the cops made him wait in the hall. I think the only reason they let me inside is because they knew we were partners. That, and I didn’t have my gun on me.” She smiled, but it faded. “What do you know so far?”

      Grant shrugged. “Not a whole lot. My attorney told me he’s confident the D.A. will drop the charges, and if I do time, it’ll be minimal.”

      “The media has turned your story into a circus,” Mocks said, shaking her head. “Channel Three tracked down Ellen’s parents. They didn’t comment though.”

      Grant didn’t think they would. He hadn’t heard from them since the funeral. He wasn’t the only person who blamed himself for Ellen’s death. “The nurse keeps asking me if I want to watch it on the television. But I’ll have plenty of time for that when they release me from the hospital.”

      “House arrest?” Mocks asked.

      “Yeah,” Grant answered. It was the best he could have hoped for, considering all the laws he broke. Murder by coercion was still murder. “What about you? You get to keep your badge?”

      “The lieutenant is making a strong case for me,” Mocks answered. “I might get bumped down to traffic, but I’m not sure. Depends on how much trouble they think I caused.”

      “Well then you’re off the force for sure,” Grant said.

      She punched his arm again.

      “You hungry?” Mocks asked.

      “Starving,” Grant said.

      Mocks removed a packet of strawberry frosted Pop-Tarts from her pocket, and Grant chuckled as she handed him one.

      “You’re unbelievable,” Grant said.

      “What?” Mocks said, biting into her pastry. “I was going through withdrawals.” She closed her eyes and let out a satisfied moan as crumbs sprinkled onto her shirt.

      After the treats were eaten, the silence lingered. Grant knew that his detective days were over, and that meant he didn’t have a partner anymore.

      “It’s not right,” Mocks said, her eyes reddening. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “I did plenty wrong,” Grant said. “And it’s high time I paid for it.”

      Mocks quickly grabbed hold of his hand, and tears fell from the corner of her eyes. “I will always have your back, Grant. No matter what. You tell me what you need and I’m there. No questions asked.” She squeezed, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “What do you need?”

      Grant felt the mist growing in his own eyes and engulfed her small hand in his. “I’ve never worked with better. It’s an honor to leave the force knowing that.”

      Mocks fell forward, resting her forehead on his shoulder, and she sobbed. Grant wrapped his arm around her and kissed the top of her head.

      “Thank you, Grant,” Mocks said, pulling her head back and wiping her nose with her shirt sleeve. “For everything.”

      A knock stole their attention, and they both looked to see Lieutenant Furst lingering in the doorway. “Detectives.”

      Mocks wiped her eyes quickly, and Grant did the same.

      “I was hoping to have a minute with you, Grant,” Furst said. “If now’s a good time?”

      “It’s all right,” Mocks said. “I should go.” She looked to Grant and smiled. “Bye, partner.”

      “Bye, Mocks.” Grant watched her leave, the oxygen tank handle gripped in her hand as she rolled it behind her.

      “What is it, Lieutenant?” Grant asked.

      Furst kept his hands behind his back. “How’s the leg?”

      Grant examined the cast. “Still broken.”

      Furst approached Grant’s bedside and revealed the folder he’d been hiding. It was thin, only a few papers inside. “The official charges filed against you. Thought you’d want to look at it.”

      “Dead men usually don’t get to see their certificates,” Grant said under his breath, opening the folder. He sifted through the pages. There weren’t any surprises. Murder, withholding evidence, use of unnecessary force. With every line, he totaled the number of years a maximum sentence would carry if he was convicted. Grant would die in prison.

      “Most of it is to just make an example,” Furst said, trying to sound reassuring. “There’s been such a public circus about this whole situation that the D.A. can’t appear to be going soft on you. Especially with the exposure of the corruption in the Senator’s office. Heads are rolling.”

      “And how far do you think mine will go?” Grant asked, handing the folder back to Furst.

      “Hopefully not far,” Furst answered.

      Grant drummed his fingers on his chest and drew in a breath, his lungs still rattling from the smoke. The doctors told him it would take a week or so before his lungs were fully cleared. They’d done what they could from a surgical standpoint already, sucking out some of the crap when he first arrived.

      “What’s happening with Pierfoy and the Chief?” Grant asked.

      “Charges are being brought up, and there is a huge audit running through the State Department right now,” Furst answered. “The Attorney General will be handling the case personally.”

      “And Ambassador Mujave?” Grant asked, hoping the man would have some weight in the proceedings.

      “He’s being consulted on matters,” Furst said. “He’s using the momentum and spotlight to have Congress appropriate more funds and new legislation to combat the problem. He’s making headway.”

      “That’s good.” If there was one man who deserved to lead the charge against what remained of The Web, then it was Mujave. With the organization’s main contact on the stateside dead, the remaining members went underground, but most of them hadn’t moved fast enough. What news Grant did catch centered on Hickem and his now fifty-man operation gutting locations based off the data from the hard drive. It was like shooting fish in a barrel.

      “And our deal is still in place?” Grant asked.

      Furst nodded. “The D.A. won’t file any charges against Detective Mullocks so long as you claim responsibility and sign the statement admitting it.”

      “Good.” It was the only card Grant had left to play. And if he could shield Mocks from any further legal torture, then he was glad to put it on the table. “She can never know about it, Lieutenant. If she did, she’d try and unravel the whole ball of yarn.”

      “I can only keep it quiet until the D.A. makes the statement public,” Furst said. “You’re sure you don’t want to warn her first?”

      Grant looked at the leftover Pop-Tart he’d yet to finish. He’d loved working with Mocks. Their relationship had gotten him through more dark times than he cared to admit. Without her, he wouldn’t have survived after Ellen’s death. Even with the transfer to Missing Persons. He leaned on her for so much. And it was the smallest things throughout their day together that he loved the most.

      The Pop-Tarts, the quirky remarks, the eye rolls, and that green Bic lighter of hers. Grant knew once she was back on the force she would use what happened and become a better detective than he ever could be. She loved the job. She loved her family. And a person who’d been through as much as she had deserved a chance to grow. Grant couldn’t think of a better way to say goodbye.

      “She’ll be furious with me,” Grant said. “But it’s for the best. She’s the only family I have left, Lieutenant. And I’ll do whatever I can to protect her.” He looked away from the pastry and back at Furst. “It’s what we do for the people that we love.”

      Furst nodded, and the pair shook hands. “It was an honor working with you, Detective. The department will be lesser without you.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      Furst disappeared and Grant was once again left alone in his room, cuffed to the bed and waiting for the inevitable circus of a trial that was just around the corner. It would be hard, painful to watch his history and life thrust into the spotlight. But perhaps this was his final punishment. One last trial before he could finally let it all go. His hands were tired of holding on so tight. They ached. He wanted to rest.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Four Months Later

      The office was neatly organized. Elegant touches were thrown in where it could be afforded: an ornately designed wooden table, paintings, new carpet, all designed to give the space an air of superiority. But all Grant felt was anxiousness.

      He sat at the long table, a window outside his view into a world he’d been limited in seeing since his release from the hospital. House arrest wasn’t terrible, but that tiny apartment grew smaller every day.

      Grant shifted his weight to the right in the seat. The cast had been taken off last month, but his leg was still stiff and sore. He was glad for the summer weather and its warm temperatures. Winter would be harder now, but he would deal with it.

      The door behind him swung open and his lawyer stepped inside. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Grant.”

      “I’ve waited this long,” Grant said. “A few more minutes won’t hurt anything.”

      Jake Wilber was a younger man, eager to prove himself in his profession. He was only a few years removed from law school, but he was smart. He contacted Grant personally when he heard of the case and offered to represent him pro bono. Grant knew it was more for the publicity than the kindness of his own heart, but the man had done his job well.

      “I just got the final approval of your statement by the D.A.,” Jake said, flipping through the papers and signing a few. “All we have to do now is sign on the dotted line and have you read the statement to the press.” He pushed the papers across the table, along with a pen, and smiled. “And then it’s all over but the crying.”

      Grant examined the papers, reading through the statement for the thousandth time. Words had been cut, and changed, and rearranged so many times that he couldn’t remember what the original version looked like anymore. He signed the documents, dated them, and turned them back over to Jake, only keeping the one page that contained the actual statement he would need to read.

      “All right then,” Jake said, neatly organizing the stack of papers. “Ready?”

      Grant nodded and pushed himself out of the chair. He reached for his cane, and Jake opened the door for him as he walked down the hallway and out to the front of the building where a horde of reporters anxiously awaited his appearance.

      The pair stopped at the door, and Grant heard the murmur of the crowd outside. Jake adjusted Grant’s tie and brushed off the shoulders of his suit jacket.

      “I’ll introduce you, then you make the statement, and then I’ll be answering any questions they throw at you,” Jake said. “No matter what they ask, don’t take the bait. The moment you’re done reading off that piece of paper, you come right back inside. Got it?”

      “I never answered their questions when I was a cop,” Grant answered. “I’m sure as hell not going to start now.”

      “All right then,” Jake said, taking a deep breath as if he had been the man on trial for the past four months. “Let’s go.”

      Jake opened the door and a surge of camera flashes blinded them on their way to the podium that had been set up a few feet from the door. Jake led the way and Grant filed in behind him, leaning on the cane for support while he waited his turn.

      Jake held up his hands, stemming the flow of questions. There must have been fifty reporters crammed onto the tiny lawn.

      “Thank you everyone for being here today,” Jake said, raising the volume of his voice. The incoherent stream of questions ended. “My client will be making a brief statement in regards to his recent trial, and then I will be available to answer a few questions.”

      Jake stepped aside, and Grant stepped up. A roaring click of pictures greeted him and he placed the single piece of paper onto the podium, smoothing it out on the surface. He placed the cane on the inside of the podium and gripped the sides for support.

      “Thank you,” Grant said, clearing his throat. “Four months ago, I was part of an investigation that involved the abduction of a young girl. During the process of that investigation, and once the child was safely recovered, it was discovered that the abduction was part of a larger ring of abductions around the state. Those investigations led me to work with multiple agencies, including the FBI, and my involvement extended beyond normal Seattle PD Detective responsibilities that resulted in casualties, injuries, and destruction of property.” Grant looked up from his paper, every eye in the crowd focused directly on him. “I want to make very clear that my actions were not directed by any authority of local, state, or federal levels. I acted alone. Despite direction from my superiors, I ignored their orders and followed leads how I saw fit, and at my discretion. Those acts resulted in the unfortunate incidents that I was charged with during my trial. And despite the jury’s decision of not guilty across all charges of manslaughter, I will be carrying out my probation sentence for obstruction of justice for the next two years, as well as the mandatory service hours. For all of those who were affected by my actions, I know there is no apology that can ease the suffering of those involved. However, I still wish to extend my deepest condolences to those affected, and hope that I will one day be forgiven. Thank you.”

      Grant took hold of his cane, grabbed his statement, and turned away while the reporters raised their microphones, everyone shouting questions at the same time. Jake quickly stepped in Grant’s place and shouted for everyone to calm down before he singled out the first reporter to field a question. Grant was inside, shutting the door behind him before he could hear what it was. He was done.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two Years Later

      The road curved and wound through the mountains. The lush green forests provided the scenic tour that only the wilderness of Washington could offer. Traffic on the highway was non-existent, and Grant steadied the wheel of the rented U-haul. He rotated his left foot, his ankle finally free of the tracker he’d worn during his probation. He was glad to be rid of it. And he was glad to be out of Seattle.

      He’d saved enough money during his time at the department to live off until the press circus died down. It had taken six months, but when it was finally over, a weight lifted off Grant’s shoulders. He could walk down the street and become lost in the crowd. New scandals broke and other troubles begged for the media’s attention. Grant was old news. And he couldn’t have been happier about it.

      While serving his probation and working off his community service hours, Grant found a part time job down at the docks. He’d never had much experience in that kind of work before, but he enjoyed the work outside. The constant movement of manual labor kept his mind occupied.

      But at night, when he was at home and alone in his apartment, his mind would wander. The passage of time lessened the anxiety, but it never truly went away. The occasional nightmare of Ellen’s accident, or the death of Brian Dunston, or the deaths of all those Philippine women still chased him. They would always haunt him.

      It had taken almost a month before Mocks forgave him for the deal he brokered with the district attorney. Grant purchased her a new lighter and a Costco-size order of strawberry frosted Pop-Tarts, which helped speed up the process.

      Mocks remained on Missing Persons after her administrative leave was over, which Grant was glad to hear. And Rick had done well enough in his physical therapy to return to work last year with the fire department. You couldn’t even notice his limp anymore.

      The exit sign for Deville appeared, and Grant veered off the highway. It was still ten miles until he reached the small town, and Main Street was so short that he nearly passed it.

      Only a handful of buildings comprised downtown, and Grant pulled into a parking space in front of the office that had “Deville Realty” painted in faded white letters on the window.

      A bell chimed when Grant opened the door, and an older woman with grey hair, coke bottle glasses, and a friendly smile sat up from her desk.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “My name is Chase Grant. I spoke to you over the phone about the property?”

      “Mr. Grant!” She smiled and extended her hand. “So good to finally meet you in person.”

      It was one of the rare occasions where Grant had met someone who knew his full name and still welcomed him with a friendly demeanor. It was the main reason he picked Deville to start over. He wasn’t even sure if they had cable out here.

      “We have the place all ready for you,” she said. “Would you like to go look?”

      “That’d be great.”

      Grant followed Jane Carr’s old Chevy Silverado down a side street, and after a series of left and right turns down dirt roads, they arrived at a small house nestled amongst the forest.

      It wasn’t much to look at, and it needed quite a bit of TLC, but it was dirt cheap and in the middle of nowhere. Two of Grant’s only requirements.

      “I didn’t get to clean up outside as much as I would have liked,” Jane said, pointing toward some old rusted relics the previous tenants had left behind. “But I promise you the innards of the house are in much better shape.”

      Grant stepped inside and was glad to see she was right about the conditions. The floors had been cleaned and swept, the kitchen as well. The appliances were old but were in good working order. The living room and bedroom contained the musty scent that most old buildings provided. The place wasn’t much larger than the studio he held back in Seattle, but the view had drastically improved. Nothing but beautiful greenery, instead of the concrete buildings he was forced to look at through his tiny bedroom window in Seattle.

      “There were some stains in the tub that I just couldn’t scrub out, but I assure you everything has been sterilized,” Jane said. She walked over and handed him the key. “Do you need any help moving in? I’m afraid my back isn’t of much use, but I could call my husband.”

      “No, thank you,” Grant said, sticking the key into his pocket. “I’ll manage.”

      “All right, then. I’ll let you get settled. Utilities are all set up, and the bill comes on the fifteenth of the month. If you need anything, please call.”

      “I will. Thank you, Mrs. Carr.”

      With the old lady gone, Grant started moving in the boxes from the truck, using the dolly for the couch and dresser. His belongings didn’t even fill up half the truck, and it took him less than an hour to lug everything inside, and only another two to unpack.

      He saved the bedroom for last where there was only one remaining unopened box. He sat on the edge of his bed, staring at it, knowing that he’d have to go through it sooner or later, and putting it off would only prolong the inevitable.

      He opened the box and pulled out the first thing on top. It was a picture of Ellen. One of their wedding photos. The box was full of the old mementos he’d kept in storage after the funeral. Her parents took most of her belongings, but he made sure to set aside a few things that he wanted to keep.

      It wasn’t much. A few photographs, a necklace he bought her for their tenth wedding anniversary that she never took off, letters and cards that she’d written him over the years, and the ticket stub to the movie they saw on their first date together: Mission Impossible II.

      The box was nearly empty save for one tiny box nestled in the corner. Grant removed it and clutched it in his hands. He hadn’t opened it since he retrieved Ellen’s belongings from the coroner when he identified her body. He’d nearly thrown it away a dozen times but could never follow through with it.

      Nestled inside was Ellen’s engagement ring and wedding band, and despite the years in storage they still sparkled in the lamplight. Grant glanced down to his own wedding ring and set the box down. He twirled the band around his finger, and then looked to the picture of her in her wedding dress.

      “I’ve never stopped thinking about you. Or Annie. Both of you are always on the tip of my tongue and the forefront of my thoughts. I miss talking to you. I miss hearing you laugh. I miss holding your hand.” Grant teared up, and he wiped his nose, sniffling. “I thought keeping you buried and focusing on my work would be enough to keep going, but it wasn’t. I never grieved, because I didn’t want to let the pain go. I tortured myself with questions I’ll never know the answers to. Who our daughter would have grown up to be, what kind of a father I would have been, what would have happened if I had told you not to drive that night.” His lips quivered, and the tears fell. “But I just can’t do that anymore. I love you but,” He scrunched his face and cried. “I have to let you go, Ellie.”

      Grant pulled off his wedding ring and placed it over the pair of rings inside. It fit perfectly around Ellen’s rings, forming a protective circle. He snapped the lid shut and returned the contents to the box, closed it, and placed it in the closet.

      Grant went to the bathroom and splashed water on his face, wiping away the tears and snot. His eyes were bloodshot and his nose was red. The dark circles under his eyes and the lines on his face had aged him. A few grey hairs had finally sprouted through the thick black mane on his head. He looked older. He felt older.

      He looked down at his left hand and the pale circle of flesh that was the only remaining sign of his wedding band. He dried his face and then walked to the back yard where he sat on one of the folding chairs the former tenants had left behind.

      The sun was setting, and golden rays penetrated the trees. Grant closed his eyes and let the warm summer evening sink in. Birds chirped, and there was a light breeze on the air.

      He didn’t know if it was God, or nature, or the fact that he had finally let himself look ahead to a future that was his own, but his mind had calmed. He had longed for a sense of peace, and now, after four years of pain, it had finally come.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.
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      The night was as cold as death. Tires screeched on black ice. The four-door Buick station wagon slid around the road’s bend. To the right of the winding asphalt path, the steep mountainside climbed into the inky, snow-distorted night. To the left and separated by a rust-spotted guardrail, the mountainside dropped into an abyss filled with the snowcapped trees.

      Steamy hot chocolate splashed down Roger Taft’s pearl-colored sweater and onto the groin of his tapered slacks. He grabbed the rigid steering wheel with both hands and turned hard in an attempt to save his family’s lives. His fluffy wife’s scream rattled his eardrum while bucktooth Yogi and adorable Vinna shouted from the back seat. The station wagon whipped around, straightened out, and slowed down at the center of the cracked asphalt road.

      Roger’s heart pounded against his ribs, and though the scare had ended, he couldn’t let go of the steering wheel. With wide eyes and a searing crotch, he slowly turned to his wife Hannah. She was an attractive woman with a cute face that had softened after the birth of their second child Vinna six years ago. She wore faded denim jeans held at her belly button by a skinny leather belt, a loose and cozy winter sweater, and earmuffs over scrunched, cherry-blonde hair.  

      “Are you trying to kill us?” Hannah barked as she pulled crumpled napkins from her purse and patted down Roger’s lap.   

      “I’m trying to get us to the party on time,” Roger replied, brushing her hand away.

      Mom and Pop expected them an hour ago. The storm and his pissed-off wife weren’t doing him any favors. He didn’t blame Hannah. With the toy company in flux, they had been tearing through their savings these last few months. The mandatory 400-mile journey to his family’s winter reunion had not helped with the money problem.  

      “Why are you in such a rush? All your parents ever do is make fun of your job,” Hannah berated him.

      Elf, his father would tease him, along with the rest of the in-laws. Get a real job. Oh, how Roger hated that. He was thirty-five years old, the sales manager of one of the largest toy manufacturers in the nation, but that would never be enough to please his father, a successful lawyer, or compete with his brother, the handsome Dr. Decker Taft.  

      Roger tightened his grip on the steering wheel. His bony knuckles turned frosty white. “It’s a Taft family tradition.”

      “So my family is chopped liver?”

      “We visit them in the summer!” Roger argued.

      “Not this year.”

      “I was working.”

      “Uh huh. Sure,” Hannah said, but her words were not convincing.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I think you know,” Hannah replied.

      Roger honestly didn’t have a clue.

      The station wagon climbed farther up the mountainside.

      “I have to go pee,” six-year-old Vinna complained. She was a cute little girl with platinum blonde hair, a heart-shaped face, and little nose that looked like a red button in the cold. In the rearview mirror, she looked like a little chubby pillow in her dense purple snow jacket, heavy snow pants, and thick beanie with a little fuzzy ball on top.

      “We’re almost there,” Roger said sweetly, though he felt stress squeezing his forehead. He adjusted his square rim glasses to their proper position and scratched his wooly mustache. His pants and shirt had a hot chocolate stain down the front. Wonderful.

      “Pew. Pew.” Yogi, the name Hannah gave their son, made a gun with his finger and “shot” at Roger.

      “Hey, stop shooting your father,” Hannah yelled at the boy with buckteeth in a heavy blue winter coat.

      Yogi put Hannah in his sights. “Pew. Pew. Pew.”

      The boy had ginger hair and a permanent jaw like his father.

      Hannah crossed her arms and made herself small in the front seat. “I told you we shouldn’t have let him watch Terminator 2.”

      “The movie is a year old, and he already owned the toy.”

      “That’s the worst excuse I’ve ever heard.”

      Roger grumbled and pressed the play button on the cassette player. Amy Grant’s Most Wonderful Time of the Year masked his son’s pew-ing.

      The snowfall thickened. The station wagon’s headlight barely breached more than thirty feet ahead of the vehicle. Roger felt the tires slipping on the black asphalt. He glanced at the clock. Thirty more minutes, he reminded himself.

      “Roger!” Hannah screamed.

      Roger glanced up and saw the box truck parked horizontally across the road. Roger slammed on the brakes and turned the steering wheel. His taillight smashed against the guardrail, erupting into amber shards. Ignoring his family’s shouting, Roger turned the steering wheel the other way, fishtailing the station wagon and bringing it to a sliding stop nearby the white box truck.

      Roger took a deep breath along with the rest of the family.

      Frost inched up the truck’s glowing window. The interior lights of the truck illuminated the empty seats. The engine rumbled softly.  

      Roger turned off the music and looked around the station wagon. “Everyone okay?”

      The other Tafts nodded.

      Roger scrutinized the truck from his seat. “I’m going to check it out.”

      Hannah grabbed his bicep. “No. Let’s just go back.”

      “Down the mountain, you mean? People don’t park in the middle of the road for no good reason. We need to see if they need help.” And I have no intention of making the drive back.

      Roger pulled out of his wife’s grasp and opened the car door. The screaming wind cut through the station wagon and give them all a chill. Roger quickly hustled outside and slammed the door behind him. He pulled his warm gloves from his pocket and slid them on his skinny hands. He marched toward the vehicle, feeling the gust pushing him closer to the guardrail and the abyss behind.

      The box truck was white and unassuming. It was a third the size of a semi, and the front end looked like the front of a pick-up truck.

      “Need help?” Roger yelled out. His ear ached and his nose leaked. He stared into the passenger side window. Fast food wrappers and cups filled the wheel well. The key was still in the ignition.

      Roger tried the passenger handle. Locked. He glanced at the back of the truck near the guardrail but saw nobody. He turned to the vehicle’s nose and glanced up at the slopped mountainside behind it. Snow blanketed the trees like bed sheet ghosts. A shadow stood amidst the flora. In the shadow’s hands, Roger saw the glint of a rifle’s scope.

      

      With an angry scowl, Hannah watched her husband staring into the woods like a village idiot. She felt something inside her twist as she recalled her dream all those months ago. It was of Roger and his new assistant, a bimbo who looked awfully cute in a skimpy Santa outfit, going to town on her bed.  

      “It’s just a dream!” Roger shouted at her when she exiled him to the couch. She slammed the bedroom door, sank to the floor, and allowed herself to weep. The dream had seemed so real; how could she know if it was true or false? You’re being foolish, she told herself, yet she couldn’t erase the image that branded her mind. She longed to see her mother and get her advice. It wasn’t a conversation worthy of just a phone call. If only she could visit her parents instead of Roger’s.

      Boom!

      Roger’s face took a hit. Spilling red down his jacket and turtleneck, he hit his back against the box truck’s door. Without blinking, he sank to the ground, eyes wide open, his head cocked to the side.  

      It took Hannah a second to realize that the blood-curdling scream that assaulted her ears was her own. Vinna and Yogi screamed as well.

      Tears streaming down her face, Hannah reached for her door handle and then suddenly paused.

      Holding a raised rifle, the shadowy figure walked out of the woods and turned to the station wagon. In his puffy snow coat and pants, he looked like the Michelin man.

      “Get down!” she told her children as she desperately tried to cross to the driver’s seat.

      There was another loud bang and Hannah slammed into her seat. She glanced at the spider web crack in the windshield and then the bullet hole in her abdomen.

      “Mom!” Vinna screamed.

      “Run,” Hannah commanded with a froggy voice.

      “But--”

      “Now,” Hannah barked.

      Her children each opened their own door and darted outside.

      As the gunman approached, Hannah glanced at her rear view, watching the children reconvene at the guardrail and hurry into the woods.

      The gunman jogged after them. He vaulted over the railing and vanished into the abyss.  

      Hannah Taft was alone and cold. She locked eyes with her dead husband before the world faded.

      Nearby, a sign read, “Welcome to Highlands. Elevation: 4118 ft.”
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      December 24, 2017

      

      It was a quiet Christmas Eve at Hadley House, an 1892 Queen Anne manse built at the end of a forested road seven point six miles from the small town of Highlands, North Carolina. The four-bedroom, three-bath pale-green house stood two stories tall. Four inches of snow covered the yard and clumped on the skeletal branches of barren trees that stretched for miles across the rising and falling Appalachian Mountain. Clouds like pulled cotton coasted across millions of stars and a crescent moon. Dim light streamed through the house’s old wooden shutters.

      In the large living room and opposite of the grandfather clock, a small Christmas tree stood by the front windows. The smell of sap and evergreen tree filled the musty room. A few small presents lingered below the lowest pine branch.

      Liam Harroway cleared his throat, as he did on the church pulpit before his battle with the bottle. He raised his mug of non-alcoholic eggnog. “Another year has come and gone, and it is time to celebrate the birth of our Savior.”

      Rachel Harroway sat at the edge of the couch, warming her hands on her mug of black tea. Her slick, raven-black hair was cut at her shoulders. She wore a muted purple sweater and dark blue jeans. Seated next to her atheistic detective partner Jenson Peak, Rachel patiently listened to her father’s rendition of the Christmas story as she did every winter.

      Peak slouched. His soot-colored slacks hovered above his pulled-up black socks and nice shoes. His navy-blue windbreaker was unzipped, his black tie was loose around his shirt collar, and his left arm was around the shoulder of his five-year-old daughter Clove, who leaned into him. Like Peak, the little girl had intense dark irises and copper-colored hair. They stared off at nothing in particular.

      “...Jesus, born in a manger. The most humble of beginnings for the Redeemer of all mankind...”

      It was just Peak, Liam, Clove, and Rachel. The perfect Christmas.

      Something moved upstairs.

      Well, almost perfect.

      “Let us bow our heads in silence,” Liam said, closing his eyes.

      Rachel shut her eyes as well, but she could only see the bloodied faces of hundreds of people: victims and killers alike. Some to be stopped and others to be saved. She returned her sight to the world, realizing that Peak had never shut his eyes.

      Liam smiled at Rachel in a way that only a father could and grabbed a present from under the tree.

      “Detective Peak, there’s a tradition we Harroways follow every Christmas Eve. Each of us opens one gift before the big day, so choose wisely,” Liam explained as he handed the small rectangular box to Rachel.

      “What happens if I only have one gift?” Peak replied dryly.

      “Then you better make it count,” Liam replied.

      Rachel pulled off the wrapping paper and held the black cardboard box. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Don’t thank him until you open it,” Peak said. “No offense, Liam, but the only gifts I got from pastors were pocket bibles.”

      “Sounds fitting for the season,” Liam replied.

      “I would’ve preferred something by Darwin.”

      “Darwin doesn’t hold the secret to eternal life, now does he?” Liam said jokingly, but was obviously serious.

      Peak smirked.

      Rachel slid open the box, revealing a silver necklace with a dark blue jewel. “I can’t take this.”

      “Why not?” Liam said with offense.

      “It's too expensive.”

      “Nonsense,” Liam lied. “You deserve something special. Let me help you put it on.”

      Since his retirement a few years ago, Liam would throw money at Rachel every chance he got. With her father’s help, the cold silver chain fell upon her neck like a pretty noose.

      “You look pretty for an old person,” Clove said.

      Peak gave his daughter a stern look.

      “Thanks, Clove,” Rachel replied. “They say forty is the new twenty-five.” Though it sure doesn’t feel like it. In cold winters like these, her joints ached, she slept wearing gloves to keep her skin from cracking, and dark brush strokes underlined her muted green eyes. Like her institutionalized mother, Rachel had a defined jaw and pretty nose. She stood eight inches over five feet, with a slender body apart from the “parts that count,” as her ex-husband used to say. Natural remedies kept her skin soft, and her makeup and jewelry was minimal. Many days, she would forego them altogether. The time to impress suitors had passed years ago. People got what they saw, though Rachel still turned heads.

      She picked up a big box and approached Peak. When he reached out to grab it, Rachel quickly pulled it away and gave it to Clove.

      “That’s for you,” Rachel said with a smile.

      “Cute,” Peak replied dryly.

      With wide eyes, Clove tore into the packaging. She pulled out a box with a translucent plastic window on the front. Clove gawked at the porcelain doll within. Wearing a white dress and little slip-on shoes, the doll had long copper hair, dark eyes, and little plump lips. “Does it have…”

      Rachel nodded. “Yes, it has real human hair.”

      Clove put aside the gift and gave Rachel a quick hug before pulling out the doll and making it dance through the air.

      Liam struggled to find some kind words. “Well, uh, it’s definitely… unique.”

      “You know I hate creepy dolls,” Peak said to Rachel.

      “That’s a shame. I got you one to match,” Rachel teased and gave him the heavy ammo box.

      Peak popped it open, examining the gold-headed rounds within.

      “9mm hollow point.” He pulled one out and held it between his fingers. “124 grain FMJ.”

      “For that puny Glock 19 of yours,” Rachel replied. “That’s a thousand rounds, don’t use them all in one place.”

      “You don’t need to worry about that. When I was undercover, they called me Shooter.”

      “You use that on all the ladies?”

      Peak ignored the comment. “Thanks for the gift. I know having you open two gifts breaks the sacred Harroway tradition, but here.”

      He handed her a present concealed with Santa Claus-decorated wrapping paper.

      After removing the wrapper, Rachel took out the packet of artistic shading pencil. There was a little note stuck to the front. It read, “For your Orphans.”

      Rachel and Peak exchanged a look. Liam was clueless.

      “I needed a new set,” Rachel replied.

      “I bought the best brand I could find. Eight-four bucks for the twelve pack, if you can believe it.”

      Liam opened the gift Rachel got him: a new bowling ball. With a giddy smile, he put his fingers in the grip hole and prepared to roll it across the ancient hardwood floor.

      Rachel’s glare deterred him.

      “Why don’t you open another one, Rachel?” Liam said, putting the bowling ball aside and refilling Peak’s mug with the last of the eggnog.  

      “That would break tradition twice now.” Rachel replied.

      Liam examined the empty eggnog carton. “You’re the host. Treat yourself.”

      Wanting to save a few gifts for tomorrow morning, Rachel opened an envelope she had received from an anonymous sender last week. She opened it, revealing a photo of Brett and a fashion model-tier blonde amidst towering Redwood trees. Little grey flakes peppered Rachel’s ex-husband’s long, auburn beard. His hair was gelled, sheared at the sides. He wore square glasses with nice frames, a blue and white plaid shirt, and beige jeans rolled up at the ankle with leather shoes. Most noticeably of all, Brett looked happy. The card wished Rachel happy holidays and nothing more.

      Seeing the card, Liam looked at Rachel with pitying eyes.

      With pursed lips, Rachel smiled back at him.

      THUMP!

      The noise came from upstairs. Rachel’s eyes traced a dragging noise across the ceiling to the direction of her bedroom.

      “Excuse me,” Rachel said and headed for the stairs.

      Peak studied her as if he were trying to crack a code.

      “Tell me about yourself, Jenson.” Liam said to Peak.

      Rachel reached the steps opposite of the front door. Grabbing the wooden railing, she ascended into the darkness of the second story. Soon, Liam and Peak’s conversation faded, and Rachel only heard the rattling of the strong gales against her window. Her bedroom was at the end of the hall. She flipped the light switch. The ceiling light flickered a few times before giving the hall a sickly hue. Back to the small interior balcony, Rachel stepped gingerly toward the ajar bedroom door. She removed her police issue Glock 22. With her free hand, she slowly opened the door. It creaked far enough that Rachel could see the bed. The covers made a tent around the child-sized figure who sat upright, back toward Rachel.

      Rachel moved with silent steps and grabbed the corner of the heavy blanket. Holding her breath and counting back from three in her mind, she yanked the covers toward her. The sheet drifted through the air and bunched at Rachel’s feet.

      There was no one on the bed.

      Rachel felt a cold chill race up her spine. There was a tugging at the back of her shirt, as if a child was pulling at her clothes. Rachel’s grip tightened around her pistol.

      Taking a deep breath and clenching the weapon tightly, Rachel twisted around and faced the eleven-year-old Korean girl. She had an adorable soft face and welcoming eyes. The side of her forehead bulged out a few inches. The skin on the lump was purple, black, and busted, leaking crimson ooze down the child’s cheek. A few droplets dangled at the curvature of the Korean girl’s jaw.

      Rachel glanced about the room before stowing her weapon. Unfazed by the gore, she looked at the girl sternly. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      A frown sank the child’s face.

      Goose bumps painted Rachel’s skin.

      “Your uncle Jeong is behind bars. Case closed,” Rachel said, leaving no room for negotiation.

      The girl’s eyes were bloodshot, dry and unblinking. Her stare seemed to cut right through Rachel and crawl into the deepest depths of her soul.

      Mi Na whispered something in her native tongue. By the girl’s angry expression, Rachel guessed it was a command or an insult.

      The two of them stared each other down.

      Rachel broke. “Fine. But this ends tonight.”

      Mi Na replied in Korean. Rachel hoped it was affirmation.

      Retrieving her saddle-colored leather jacket from the coat rack, Rachel shouted into the living room. “I’m making an eggnog and hooch run. Want anything?”

      “It’s Christmas Eve, Rach,” her father exclaimed. “Nothing’s open.”

      “I’m getting the gas station special.” Though it was her suggestion, Rachel nearly shuddered at the idea of questionable eggnog.

      Liam leaned out of the living room and into the entrance hall. “Stay with us. Your free days are so rare.”

      “I’ll only be thirty minutes,” Rachel replied. “Peak can keep you company.”

      Neither of the men seemed enthusiastic.

      Rachel exited before her father could say anything more. Mi Na followed her out. Liam didn’t make mention of the little girl with a leaking head.

      After rubbing her gloved hands together, Rachel started up her drab Impala: the standard undercover car for most detectives. It took a few moments for the window frost to thaw out, and then Rachel was on her way.

      Like every night in Highlands, the sky was black and spotted with thousands of stars. The silhouettes of the Appalachian Mountain rose and dipped for miles like the teeth of an animal’s lower jawbone. Thousands of leafless trees blanketed the mountains, occasionally disrupted by a few sentry pines standing tall and green.

      Inviting mom-and-pop shops, cute colonial buildings, and historical museums rich with Appalachia culture lined Rachel’s trek. With a population of just over a thousand, there were miles of untouched woods sprawling down the plateau's sides. On Christmas Eve, the humble buildings were blacked out, and a layer of snow covered the street and piled on the tops of black lampposts. Rachel slowed to a stop at the edge of town.

      The house before her was single story but classy. It had a fine wood frame and stood at the top of the inclining front lawn. There were more upper-class homes on either side of it. Lights streamed through their window and smoke wafted from their chimneys. A long line of cars was parked outside of the residence. Through the wide living room window, the Jang family stood and celebrated with champagne flutes and laughter. The homeowners. Mr. and Mrs. Jang, sat on the couch. They were a lovely couple, short and slender with onyx hair and red-rimmed eyes. Though weeks had passed, they were still dressed in their funeral blacks.

      From the passenger seat, eleven-year-old Mi Na leaned over Rachel with a wide smile. Her eyes bounced between her aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents with inconceivable happiness.

      In her native tongue, she made a request to Rachel.

      Keeping her hands on the steering wheel, Rachel replied, “They can’t see or hear you.” Only I can. “It’s time for you to go to your home.”

      The girl crossed her arms, pouted, and said something rude.

      “This isn’t where you live anymore. Do you understand?” Rachel hated this part, but it had to be done.  

      Mi Na’s eyes watered as she watched her family enjoying the festivities inside while she sat in Rachel’s cold car.

      Sensing the girl’s longing, Rachel sighed and opened the door. She stepped out onto the sidewalk and glanced back at the little girl. “Well?”

      After a moment of hesitation, Mi Na crawled over the seat and exited beside Rachel. Light flurries drifted down on them as they watched the family chuckle like the final scene in a Hallmark movie.

      The little girl took Rachel’s hand. Her touch was faint and icy, and the gloves did nothing to lessen the chill. Nonetheless, Rachel didn’t let go. Snowflakes landed on Rachel’s nose and rosy cheeks, melting upon impact. They phased through the little girl beside her. For the next few minutes, they watched the perfect picture.

      Mi Na Jang slid her hand out of Rachel’s grasp.

      There was a maturity to her face that hadn’t been there before. She understands now, Rachel thought proudly. With a small smile, the child walked down the sidewalk and disappeared into the snowy night. Rachel listened to the wind whistling in the serene town of Highlands before returning to her car.

      “I’m home,” Rachel yelled as she shuffled through the front door, dangling the carton of gas station eggnog by two fingers. She tapped the toe of her boot on the welcome rug, shaking off loose snow. In the living room, Liam put on his winter coat and beanie and yawned. On a knee, Peak helped Clove with her gloves.

      “Leaving?” Rachel asked, masking her disappointment with a casual tone.

      “Gotta get up for sunrise service tomorrow,” Liam declared and gave her hug. “Thank you for hosting. Sorry I couldn’t stay.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” Evelyn said, hiding her disappointment.

      “See you New Year’s?” Liam asked with a raised brow.

      “You can count on it.” Rachel gave him another hug and opened the door for him. He waved Peak and Clove goodbye before walking to his blue minivan.

      Clove ran out ahead of Peak and unlocked Peak’s car: an unmarked Impala like Rachel’s.

      Peak stopped on the front porch. The wind ruffled his copper hair, black tie, and navy-blue windbreaker he wore all year. He turned back to Evelyn, the entrance hall light streaming across her long face, box jaw, sunken cheeks, and pursed lips. His eyes were like shiny coal. “You were with an Orphan tonight.”

      “Lucky guess,” Rachel replied.

      “Do they ever leave you alone?”

      “Only when I drink the smoothie.”

      Peak put his hands in his pants’ back pockets. “Who was it?”

      “The Jang girl. Head smashed in on her drunk uncle’s bedpost.”

      Staring at nothing in particular, Peak nodded to himself. After a moment of silence, he said. “Merry Christmas, Harroway.”

      “You too, Detective.”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      Rachel crinkled her brow. “How’s that?”

      Peak cracked a sad smile. “Someone always dies on Christmas Eve.”

      “Dad, hurry up!” Clove shouted.

      Hugging herself, Evelyn watched her partner’s car vanish down the tree-flanked road before shutting the front door and locking it tight. She set up the safety bar below the doorknob and killed the downstairs lights. She removed her jacket, shirt, and pants on her way to the bathroom door. When she had finished showering, she put on long johns, lathered her hands with ointment to keep her skin from cracking, and put on black gloves. She checked her pistol’s magazine and slid it under her ex-husband’s pillow before spending the next two hours staring at the ceiling. She recalled all the people she had failed to save and all those that still needed her help. Some days, life felt like the cabin of a sinking ship; there was only a fleeting pocket of air and every breath was a struggle. Thankfully, today was not one of those days.

      Before the sun rose, she got up, brushed her teeth, combed her hair, and then put on dark blue jeans, belt, gun, and her badge out of habit. Once she slipped into her ironed and tucked-in grey shirt, she headed downstairs and opened the cupboard, fishing out a tin tea canister. She popped off the lid, seeing the shiny metal bottom. Perfect, she thought sarcastically. After a moment of contemplation, she opened the gift her Native American friend Sequoyah gave her.

      Inside of the paper-wrapped box, an assortment of herbs and roots were packed in individual airtight bags. On the countertop, Rachel removed them one by one, taking inventory of the roots that looked like warted chicken feet and a number of poisonous dried leaves.

      “May the Gift serve you well,” Sequoyah’s card read. He was one of the few people who knew about Rachel’s condition, and though he claimed ignorance to supernatural things, Rachel was always under the suspicion that her Cherokee friend knew more than he was letting on.

      Rachel set the note aside and pulled out a few mason jars. Drinking the dirt-tasting smoothie keep the Orphans away from her for seventy-two hours. Merry Christmas to me. Rachel used plastic gloves to handle the herbs and put in them in their designated jar.

      Her mother’s rustic leather-bound journal was open on the middle page. It showed the exact ingredients and proportions of the grey/green concoction that muted Rachel’s Gift. Rachel was no stranger to the instructions, but there was something powerful about referencing her mother’s weathered notebook. Most of the other pages contained passages from other dialects, some as common as French and others as obscure as Cherokee. There were pictures, too, of twisting trees, bloodied bodies, and disturbing objects.

      Rachel’s phone buzzed on the countertop. Rachel answered and held it between her shoulder and ear.

      “This is Dispatch. We have a 10-67,” the mechanical-sounding female operator said.

      Rachel grabbed a pen from a cup and jotted down the location on her wrist.  

      “On my way.”

      Leaving the herbs on the countertop, Rachel slung on a black and white scarf and headed outside. The sun cast crimson rays across the indigo sky. The scarlet glow reflected on the powdery snow that painted the mountains and trees. Rachel’s Impala clunked down the black asphalt road, tires slipping on the invisible patches of ice. Dispatch took her farther up the plateau and deeper into the woods. She pulled into a dirt shoulder on the road that eventually merged with an RV camping site not too far beyond.

      Snow crunched below Rachel’s boots as she stepped into forested winter wonderland. A calm breeze swayed bone-like tree branches. Colossal clouds gathered at the edge of the blue sky.

      Alone, Rachel followed the dozens of snowy footprints down the old hiking trail. She came to the clearing where the other officers had gathered. The earth here dipped into a fourteen-foot wide cattle-watering pond. The upper quadrant of the ice-covered pond had been smashed into large chunks. Officer Jones, a young man with blond hair and a thick golden mustache, and Officer Lindsey, a mean-looking brunette, cast long metal hooks into the freezing water, planted their feet, and fished something from the water. A few more hands came to assist them in their pulling.

      Dripping water, a shirtless stiff cadaver with long ginger hair was dragged face up from the watery grave via hooks beneath his armpits. Wet and dirty rags stuck to dead flesh. Partially opened eyes sank into dense skull. Freckles spotted taut, pasty skin. Buckteeth jutted from under a busted upper lip.

      Dressed in puffy winter garb with their hoods up, a few children gathered nearby and chattered to a police officer, who kept them from looking at the body.

      “Told you,” Peak said behind Rachel.

      She turned back to her partner. She had not heard him approaching. “I hate when you’re right.”

      “You must hate me all the time,” Peak said dryly.

      “Give me the skinny,” Rachel said as they waltzed around the pond on this beautiful Christmas morning. A few officers and forensic analysts nodded at her and grumbled “happy holidays.” The murder had ruined everyone’s day plans. Rachel glanced up the tall trees and potential paths leading to the pond. Most of the trees in the area were not tightly clustered. The killer or/and victim could have come from a half-dozen directions. Last night’s snowfall concealed the footprints, but the body could be much older than a day.

      “See the boys over there. They called it in. Saw the body beneath the ice,” Peak said with intrigue. “We’ll need Gates to analyze the cadaver.”

      The officers dragged the exhumed body across a blue tarp held to the ground by metal stakes. The cadaver’s arms had hardened in place just above his bare chest. The body wore long, tattered pants, but no shoes. A chilly breeze whistled through the woods. Heck of a time to go swimming, Rachel thought.

      She approached the children: four boys from ages of five through eight. The younger they were, the more layers of clothing swaddled their frail bodies. The smallest looked like a puffball. Their breath misted out of their trembling lips. The officer talking to them stood from his kneeling position. He brushed off his knee and spoke softly in a Southern accent. “They snuck out here before their parents awoke.”

      “Why?” Peak asked.

      The officer rubbed his hands together. “Sledding.”

      Peak elaborated, “Why are they out here on Christmas morning?”

      The officer pointed east. “The campsite ain’t far. There are at least a dozen RVs out there.”

      “In weather like this? Sounds like national selection at work.”

      “They’re children, Peak,” Rachel said.

      “It was a joke,” Peak said dryly.

      Another officer called over the one Rachel was to speak to. He left Rachel and Peak with the boys. Rachel eyed the children, finding the one who seemed the most confident, but somehow all of them looked guilty.

      “Sledding, huh?” Rachel opened.

      The boys traded looks, and all of them nodded rapidly.

      “Then where’s the sled?” Rachel said.

      The boys fidgeted.

      “This is scary, I know,” Rachel leveled with them. “But, I can’t help you unless you’re honest with me.”

      The youngest asked sheepishly, “Do you think we killed him?”

      “Did you?” Rachel asked.

      The boy’s eyes went wide and he shook his head.

      “I believe you. Now empty your pockets.” Rachel clapped. “All of you. Come on. Hurry up.”

      The boys reluctantly obeyed and withdrew fireworks and a lighter. They presented them before Rachel and Peak.

      “We just wanted to see if we could blow up the ice, that’s it,” the oldest said, eyes watering. “Please don’t tell our moms.”

      “Please! Please! Please,” the other boys pleaded.

      “I won’t, but you need to tell me why you wanted to launch fireworks instead of sneaking a peek at your Christmas presents?”

      “We already opened presents,” the youngest said.

      One of the older boys punched his arm. “Don’t tell her that. We’re already in enough trouble.”

      “Ow.” The youngest one rubbed his new bruise.

      “We heard fireworks last night,” one of the boys explained. “We thought it would be cool if we set some off too.”

      “How did it sound?” Peak asked.

      “Pow!” One of the boys said.

      Peak and Rachel traded looks.

      “Could be a gunshot,” Peak said.

      If Peak was right, that gave the murder a time of death. The boys claimed to have heard it between nine and eleven pm. With nothing else to ask the children, they sent them back to their worried parents.

      The coroner, Woodrow Gates, knelt next to the cadaver. His grey hair was combed over the patchy bald spot on his crown, and his eyes were almost silver. Wearing plastic gloves over his winter gloves, he moved aside the cadaver’s stiff arms and examined the hole on the right side of his torso. Hearing Rachel and Peak approach, Gates said, “Gunshot, through and through, probably a hunting rifle by the wound’s diameter.”

      The body looked to be between the age 17 and 25. He was so skinny, his ribs could be seen pressing against his pale skin. His arms and legs were little more than skin and bones.

      “Arm is broken,” Gates said, pointing at the lump under the skin a few inches from the elbow. There were a number of scrapes and bruises surrounding the lump.

      Rachel pointed at the little rocky chunks lodged into the milky skin. “That’s asphalt.”

      “Indeed,” the coroner replied. “He is malnourished as well.”

      Rachel noticed the boy’s yellow buckteeth, black and rotting at the root. She examined his tattered pants and bare feet with crooked, curling toenails. He looked like a POW.

      Peak shoved his hands in his windbreaker’s pockets. “There are strong signs of captivity. That, or he’s homeless.”

      “Unlikely,” Rachel replied. The quant town of Highlands didn’t have any homeless people, or at least anyone that the police didn’t already know about.

      Suddenly, she felt a cold chill slither up the back of her shirt. She straightened her posture and felt thousands of little invisible hands pulling her to the dark cold water of the pond. Peak noticed her strange reaction but kept his mouth closed.

      Rachel slowly approached the pond, feeling the Sense grow stronger and more oppressive. She found it harder to breathe the closer she got to the ice. Her vision tunneled. She walked around the rim of the deceptively deep pond, paying little mind to the shattered portion of the ice. Something prompted her to stop. Her olive-colored eyes scanned the frost-covered surface. A few feet away from her, a bubble drifted up from the abyss-like water just below the cracked, two-inch ice.

      Another bubble rose.

      There was something in the water, calling to Rachel. Wanting her to dive in.

      With a thump, a pale face smashed against the other side of the ice.

      Rachel took a step back.

      The face was that of the cadaver, freckled and with sunken brown, veiny eyes and rotting buckteeth. Its long red hair drifted weightlessly in the water. A crack in the ice seemed to sever the man’s face in two as he tried to talk to Rachel from underneath the water. Bubbles escaped his tongue-less jaw.
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      Locking eyes with the submerged Orphan, Rachel knew she was Marked.

      “Rachel!” Peak shouted.

      Rachel broke her gaze and turned to her partner. He beckoned to the cadaver. Rachel glanced back to the pond.

      The face was gone.

      Rachel’s joints ached. She felt the eyes on her from every direction, but no one was looking at her. Hesitant, she left the dark, shattered pond in her wake and returned to the body. Gates had opened the cadaver's jaw, revealing the snipped tongue stub.

      “A clean cut,” the coroner explained. “By the scarring, it happened years ago.”

      “Disturbing,” Rachel said, distracted from the odd feeling that seemed to shake her to her core. She kept an eye out for the Orphan, though she only saw snow-covered trees and forensic photographers.

      Flashing a mag light into the cadaver's mouth, Jenson seemed more intrigued than grossed out.

      “Roll him over,” Rachel commanded the coroner, wanting to get a full profile of the body before they sent it to the morgue for a closer examination.  

      Gates lowered to his knees and very gently turned over the body. He cursed when he saw the scar on the boy’s back.  

      Peak’s eyes widened. “I didn’t expect that.”

      Rachel covered her mouth. Everyone was treated to a clear look of the large number “1” carved into the body’s spine. The number was an inch and a half wide, a foot long and perfectly straight. Someone spent time carving this into his flesh.

      A long shadow fell upon Rachel. She traced it to the standing, shirtless, twenty-something year old glaring at her, his brown irises surrounded by millions of red veins. His long red hair tumbled down his shoulders and mid back. A scar interrupted his left brow. He chattered his rotting teeth together and let out an angry groan. Rachel caught a whiff of his horrid stench and almost gagged. No air misted from his mouth. He was the cadaver in front of her, but seemingly so much alive.

      She wanted to talk to him but couldn’t. Not with Gates and the other officers around. They would think she was crazy. The only person who believed her was Jenson, an atheist who only believed because he couldn’t discount Rachel’s investigative results.

      Rachel gestured for Peak to follow and hiked up the slope away from the others. The Orphan walked so close behind Rachel, he practically stepped on her ankles. He stank of sweat and seemed to radiate cold air. Peak didn’t feel it, but he had worked with Rachel long enough to know there was a cause behind her neurotic actions.

      When they were amidst trees and out of earshot from the other law enforcement officers, Rachel addressed the Orphan.

      “I want to help you,” she declared. “But you need to tell me everything.”

      The boy opened his mouth and groaned. He flexed his fist open and close.

      “What’s he saying?” Peak asked uncomfortably.

      “Nothing,” Rachel replied. This wasn’t the first time Rachel had dealt with a case like this. The Sight, or the ability to see the dead, could only see an Orphan in their final living state. For this nameless soul, that was cold, lost, leaking blood from his side, and silenced by the lack of a tongue. When she confronted the Highlands Roper many months ago, she had a similar issue with the victims’ crushed esophagi.

      This felt different. Unlike the Roper, this murder wasn’t a buried memory forty years ago; this was yesterday while Rachel was drinking eggnog and hooch with her family. The scars on the boy’s body were years old. The number One, also an old wound, carved into his back could mean a million different things.

      The horrifying revelation that the sick freak that did this was walking scot free struck Rachel like a lightning bolt.

      She pulled out her notepad and pencil and put her years of artistic talent to practice as she drew the bucktooth Orphan standing in front of her. She captured his malnourished body, his wounds, the scars on his face and chest and whatever other minute detail may help with the case. She tried to keep her eyes on the stranger, knowing that he would vanish the moment she looked away.

      Midway through the sketch, however, the boy took off in a sprint deep into the woods. Without hesitation, Rachel chased after him. Cold jets of air punched her face. She ducked below low-hanging bushes and hurdled over a felled tree. The Orphan’s movements were unpredictable and spastic, zigzagging through the trees. Peak followed after Rachel.

      They passed by a tree stained with a bloody handprint.

      “Call that in!” she commanded Peak.

      The Orphan was much faster than he looked. Whenever he passed by a tree, he’d blink out of existence and then be seen sprinting out from behind another oak twenty feet away. The Orphan beelined for a drop off in the distance. He leaped from the tree line and vanished as he fell. Rachel kept going after him. She saw the ledge and used her heels to skid to a stop as a semi-truck raced by two feet from her face. Her raven-black hair swooshed over her eyes.

      She glanced down the three-foot drop off and winding two-lane road climbing up the mountainside.

      “Hello?” Rachel called out, resting her shoulder against the rough bark of a nearby tree.

      The Orphan was gone. All she could see were mountain vistas rising and falling like mammoth waves.

      What are you trying to show me? Rachel thought, trying to decipher the Orphan’s motives.

      After a few minutes of looking around, Rachel shambled back to the crime scene. The body was in a bag and the forensic unit was making their final sweep.

      By the size of the hand, the bloody print was made by the victim after he was shot. However, they had yet to find a shell casing.

      

      At the Highlands Police Department, Rachel sipped a cup of steaming black tea in the back of the briefing room. With the two sets of rectangular plastic tables facing a whiteboard, projector, and podium, it had all the charm of a high school science class. Lieutenant McConnell stood in front with a pointer in hand. He was a tall man with long sideburns straight from the 1970s. His face was long but understanding. A golden band was wrapped around his ring finger. Most notably, he ran the precinct like a band teacher.

      “I hope everyone’s having a Merry Christmas,” McConnell said unenthusiastically.

      A few groans and murmurs replied.

      “I know the feeling, gang,” McConnell replied. “But while the rest of the world eats gingerbread houses and gets disappointing stocking stuffers, we’re obligated to our duty. So let’s find John Doe’s killer so we can be home for New Year’s. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” the crowd replied back.

      “Fantastic. Let’s get started. Gates, tell me about Mr. body…”

      Seated in the back, Rachel and Peak went through the motions of every high-priority case.

      “Harroway, Peak, theories?” McConnell asked after Gates had finished.

      Peak stood up and addressed the room. “The victim was chased and gunned down. Probably tossed into the water post-mortem. He appears to have been living in a hostile environment for months, possibly years. I’m guessing this was his failed grand escape. That, or he was released and hunted like game.”

      A sickening silence lingered in the room. It was not a thought people wanted to have on Christmas

      Peak sat down. Rachel rose from her seat and focused on the facts, “The number on his back is the most intriguing factor. We’ve gone through the serial killer database and found no signature that matches it.” She gestured to the photograph of the victim’s back. “This could either be the beginning of our killer’s spree, a countdown, or something else entirely. At this point, we have nothing definitive.”

      “Keep working and that will change,” McConnell said optimistically. “That’s it for now, gang. Stay bundled up. The weather is only getting worse from here on out.”

      Rachel and Peak reconvened in the bullpen. Both of their desks had old monitors and a stack of case files and months-late DNA reports. As a detective, Rachel never worked just one case at a time. She had four currently: a hit and run, domestic dispute where the husband was obviously the killer, the Jang case going to court, and this one. Rachel imagined this newest killing would take priority over all of the others.

      She flipped through her sketchbook, skipping past the image of a strangled girl, a boy in a raincoat, etc., before stopping on the skinny man she had just encountered. Everything about him spoke of years of torment and depravity; mankind’s cruelty at its finest.

      She glanced up, noticing Peak looking at her from his desk, the one directly ahead of hers. The rest of the bullpen was quiet and small.

      “You should do that thing,” Peak said, bouncing a pencil in between his fingers.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” A pit formed in Rachel’s stomach.

      “Do you want to work through New Year’s? Scratch that, I hate rhetorical questions. We are going to work the holiday if this isn’t solved.”

      Rachel deadpanned. “It won’t matter if I’m dead.”

      “I’ll pay for the whiskey,” Peak bargained.

      Rachel groaned. The last thing she wanted to do was use the Reality, the third and most powerful aspect of her gift. Nonetheless, Peak made a good point. One glimpse at the killer and case closed. “Fine, but if I don’t come back up, my blood is on your hands.”

      “I’m not forcing you to do it,” Peak replied earnestly.

      “Sure, buddy.” Rachel stood up and slung on her leather jacket. “You taking me to the liquor store or what?”

      Peak tossed the pencil on his desk and stood up. He gestured for her to go first. “I’m serious though. This isn’t peer pressure.”

      “Uh huh,” Rachel replied with a flat tone.

      For all the years they’d known each other, they’d always had a somewhat antagonistic relationship. Nonetheless, Rachel wouldn’t want anyone else watching her back when things went sour.

      “Medical Examiner” was on the carved sign outside the inviting and well-maintained coroner's office. Though it was winter, an air conditioner chilled out the interior. Everything smelled sterile within white-washed walls footed by glossy tiles. Rachel had two shots of whiskey in her before she passed through the glass doors. For some unknown reason, she learned the Gift worked better while intoxicated. That kept her away from the drink most days, seeing how the Gift wasn’t something one just turned on and off. The more she used it, the stronger it grew and, if she wasn’t careful, she would start seeing Orphans everywhere. The only remedy was a smoothie made from a rare blend of roots and herbs that were toxic on their own. In most homicide cases, Rachel would hold off on drinking her smoothie until the killer was behind bars.

      With an outstretched arm, Gates held open the door for the examination room. He wore blue scrubs. His thin white hair was combed over the bald spot on his head. He eyed Rachel and Peak as they stepped inside and then closed the door behind them.

      The body lay on a metal slab. A sheet covered him fully, giving him a mummy-like appearance. A number of body lockers were built into the wall. There was a desk nearby that supported a neatly organized stack of files.

      Gates fished out a few disposable gloves from a tissue box and handed them off to Rachel and Peak.

      The plastic felt chalky and dry against Rachel’s skin.

      “Any identification?” Rachel asked, pulling back the sheet from the cadaver’s face. His eyes were half closed, his jaw was slack, and his sunken skin was the color of old milk.

      “No. I checked under his fingernails, in his throat, and other orifices. Nothing. No sign of sexual assault either. However, he did suffer extreme physical abuse days before his death. Most of the bruises were on the torso and thighs. By the scarring on his body, it wasn’t the first time. We’re calling him Number One.”

      Number One, Rachel let the name sink in. A human being reduced to a number. It was a nauseating thought.

      “Got a confirmed age?” Rachel asked.

      “As I said before, somewhere between 19-27.”

      “That’s a big age gap,” Peak pointed out.

      The coroner agreed. “It’s hard to determine exactly, but he still has wisdom teeth.”

      “Do you mind if Peak and I examine the body?” Rachel asked, keeping her gaze on the smiling cadaver.

      “I do, actually,” the coroner replied. “I seem to remember you had a seizure the last time I left you alone with a cadaver.”

      “And I appreciate you not telling the lieutenant,” Rachel replied, recalling the Highlands Roper case when she used the Reality to see Maxine Gunther’s death. Even though that Orphan had passed on, Rachel still felt an odd connection to the teenage girl. Almost like Rachel had lost part of herself when the girl passed on. Being the only person Rachel knew who had the Gift, apart from her mother, she was unsure of the spiritual implications of experiencing such an intimate connection with an Orphan. The physical consequences of the Reality were much easier to comprehend: it felt like skiing on the fringes of death.

      “Our methods are strange, but we get the job done,” Peak said. “You don’t want to spend New Year’s embalming corpses.”

      Gates eyed him suspiciously.

      “Five minutes,” Rachel said.

      Gates directed his scrutinizing gaze at her. “No funny business--”

      “Thank you.”

      “And don’t touch my body.”

      “Scout’s honor,” Rachel lied.

      Gates didn’t seem convinced, but he locked his doubt behind pursed lips. Without a word, he stepped out of the room.

      “I wonder what he must think of us?” Rachel thought aloud.

      “He probably thinks you’re a freak,” Peak said apathetically.

      Rachel crossed her arms and raised a brow. “And you’re the epitome of normality?”

      Peak shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      They stared each other down. A smile broke through Peak’s demeanor.

      Rachel removed the plastic glove from her right hand. Her palm trembled slightly, feeling the outerworldly pull to the body.

      She noticed an old man with bile at the corner of his mouth and a large woman with a tilted head pacing about the room. They murmured nonsensical words. Rachel averted her eyes. The last thing she needed was for more Orphans to Mark her. Once that happened, there was no way to get rid of them until their case was closed. Don’t take on too much responsibility, she told herself, yet felt convicted each time she neglected an Orphan, no matter how pressing the other priorities in her life were.

      Taking a deep breath, Rachel placed her palm on the cadaver’s forehead. Its cold, clammy skin kissed her own, but she didn’t pull away no matter how disgusting it felt.

      “That’s odd,” Rachel said, not feeling the Sense anymore. “It’s not working.”

      Everything went black.

      The sound of tires on the road filled Rachel’s ears.

      The black box rumbled as the vehicle moved under Rachel’s feet, only she wasn’t herself, but a nameless boy with a cramping stomach, freezing body, and raging headache.

      A small light breached through the gap at the bottom of vertical sliding door. Number One clawed at it like a dog in his cage. The gate’s latch wouldn’t hold, Number One knew. He had spent weeks loosening the latch’s bolts with his bare fingers when Father allowed him to walk outside.

      The truck came to a harsh stop, sending Number One flying back and smashing his spine against the back of the truck. He gasped for air as the truck started up the mountain. He knows I’m trying to escape. His mouth became dry. His teeth chattered. Be brave, one voice told him. No! Survive! another argued. He squeezed the side of his temples and clenched his eyes shut as the internal conflict worsened. Shut up! He wanted to scream the words, but his lack of tongue betrayed him.

      The truck climbed and the air became colder. If he didn’t act, there might not be another chance. But Father loves you. How could you betray him? Number One gnashed his rotting teeth. Lies. It’s all lies. You are nothing to him. Save yourself.

      But what was there to save? Number One had no name. No voice. No recollection of his age. Father was his life. Father was everything. Without him, Number One was just a smelly sack of meat. All of his memories were from Father now. He fed Number One. He clothed Number One. He comforted Number One. All lies. No! The affection is real. Number One remembered nothing of the world outside of Father’s house and Father’s truck. Who would care for him? Who would guide him? No one.

      As complacency and dread set in, something deep inside of Number One sparked: the will to live.

      He charged the truck’s double doors. His bare upper body smacked against metal and, with a loud snap, the latch outside snapped and the vertical gate slid upward a few feet. Number One dropped to belly and rolled out to his freedom in the blackest night.

      Icy wind hit One’s body like a thousand needles. For a moment, he imagined himself flying with the black birds he saw outside of Father’s window. The impact of the hard asphalt shattered his fantasy and his brittle right arm.

      He rolled down the steep mountain road, watching tall, skeletal trees spin with him. His cheek smacked against a sheet of black ice. Adrenaline coursed through his veins and warmed his body. He lifted himself from the asphalt. His right arm was useless and numbed by adrenaline, but he still had a left one and two good legs.

      The truck’s amber tail cast a red hue upon him as the tires screeched to a halt in the harsh winter night.

      Father was coming.

      Tears trickling down his cheeks, Number One bolted into the nearby woods. Snow bit the soles of his bare feet and froze his toes.

      The trees around him blurred as he limped through the woods. He didn’t know where he was running. As long as it was away from Father, that was all that mattered now.

      The gunshot sounded. Sharp pain ripped through his side like a lightning bolt. He grunted and smacked against hard tree bark. He put his hand on the wound leaking warm liquid into the lip of his pants and shoved himself off the tree. Feeling reality slip, he ran down into a snow-covered dip in the terrain.

      Something cracked beneath his feet. The moment he realized he was on ice, the sheet shattered and the cold abyss engulfed him. He got his head out of the water. He flailed his arms and splashed around, not knowing how to swim. Father, silhouetted in the darkness, came to a stop at the edge of the pond.

      “No, no, no!” Father shouted frantically. Twisting the gun around, he extended the rifle stock over the pond to save the boy.

      Feeling the cold water stealing his life, Number One reached out for the weapon--his last bastion of hope--as the icy water sucked him in. Before the deadly pond muted all other noise, Number One heard his Father’s tormented wail echo through the woods.
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      Rachel’s head screamed and, despite wearing three layers of dry clothes, cold water stiffened her bones. Phantom pains, she reminded herself as her gloved hand brought the mug of tea to her quivering lips. She was just thankful that she ended the vision before she began to seize. Nonetheless, using the Gift in such a way was like playing in a busy intersection: eventually, you get hit.

      Peak studied her from the other side of the cafe’s table. Steam from his black coffee shrouded his intense face in mist. His jaw was tight on his gaunt face. Hints of guilt lingered behind his coal-black eyes, though he wasn’t one for apologies. “What did you see?”

      “The inside of a truck,” Rachel replied, the searing tea pinching the tip of her tongue. “I couldn’t tell how big. Smaller than a semi, though. Maybe ten or twelve feet.”

      Rachel shivered, remembering the icy wind against her bare skin. Her broken arm. The sharp pain in her side. That wasn’t you. The thought wasn’t sincere. Number One’s dread and hopelessness pressed down on her. She longed to curl up into a ball and weep, but there was work to be done.

      “Could you see the killer?” Peak asked.

      Rachel closed her eyes, replaying the vision in her mind. “No. I heard his voice and his scream. I think...” Rachel struggled with the words. “I think he actually cared about the boy. He wanted to save him.”

      “Shooting at your loved ones is a great way to show affection,” Peak replied.  

      “I don’t think he was trying to kill his captive. Maim him seems more accurate.”

      Peak’s skepticism was noticeable. “You said it was night, and he was running. It’s more believable the killer fudged the kill shot.”

      “Or his aim is spectacular,” Rachel replied. She did not like the sound of that. Rachel was a decent shot, but very rarely had she had to use her Glock 22. Facing off against a talented marksman didn’t inspire confidence. By Peak’s sober expression, he didn’t like the idea either.

      “Maybe we’re dealing with a Marine or a cop,” Rachel brainstormed.

      “It’s too early to jump to conclusions. Besides, we don’t know how reliable these visions are.”

      “Really, Peak?” Rachel asked with attitude. “I’d say they’re pretty reliable.”

      “In some cases, but a healthy amount of skepticism could be the difference between blindly pursuing a false lead and a thorough investigation.”

      Rachel didn’t reply. He made a good point. Putting on blinders this early in the case would hinder more than help. Also, everything Rachel saw using the Reality was from the victim’s point of view. If he wasn’t of sound mind, it could’ve muddled the perception of Rachel’s vision. Though one thing was certain, there was a killer out there capable of breaking both mind and body. God only knew when he’d take his next captive and mark them Number Two.

      The detectives ate a quiet lunch, soup and sandwiches, before returning to the bullpen. Despite his doubts, Peak searched the database for any rogue Marines and sharpshooters in the surrounding area. The search was fruitless, at least for those who had a criminal record.

      Rachel glanced up from her sketchpad and at Number One looming over her desk. His long hair tumbled down his shoulders and over his face. His teeth were rotted. His eyes were yellow, with red veins squiggling to his irises. He gagged and gasped, trying to communicate without a tongue. An officer walked straight through him without noticing.

      The gargling worsened. Rachel excused herself and exited the police station via the back door. She took a breath of crisp mountain air. The barometer dropped. She buried her gloved hands in the pockets of her saddle-colored leather jacket. Above, the sky had turned the color of dirty iron, masking the sun. McConnell was right. A storm was coming.

      A mix of the cold and lack of sleep gave Rachel a bad case of the yawns. After she had “clocked out,” if that was ever truly a possibility with her career choice and the Gift, Rachel returned to her rickety old home. The 1892 manse was much bigger than it needed to be and looked hollow, even from the outside. Snow gathered on the peaked roof. Icicles clung from the rim of the porch’s awning. Bony trees flanked both sides. In the wind, their wooden claws reached for the upstairs window. The backyard had a tire swing hanging from a frayed rope that seemed to coil and uncoil itself in the wind.

      Rachel entered her home, hearing the old walls groan as the sun fell away. She locked the front and back door and double-checked the protection bars under the doorknobs. The grandfather clock ticked along as Rachel finished sorting her herbs and roots. It was not the way she had planned to spend her Christmas evening. Ideally, it would’ve been with a carton of ice cream, a cozy book, and a warm fire. Despite how much work and stress was loaded onto her back, the world didn’t stop spinning. Responsibilities, chores, all the things that made her wish she had a significant other were still there at the end of a long day. Perhaps that’s why her father was always trying to hitch her with some successful suitor. At the age of forty, though, Rachel didn’t see that as a possibility. It’s better this way, she thought as she filled up her metal tea canister. Managing the Gift was hard enough already. To share it with someone else would be cruel. No doubt there was a fulfillment that came with helping the dead, but peace and joy on the other hand…

      As Rachel packed up her cupboards, Brett came to mind. They had bought this house together back when they both had art careers. After Rachel learned of the Gift, she changed her career path to law enforcement. Though Brett knew of her power, he couldn’t understand why she’d want to expose herself to the darker side of humanity.  

      “Because I’m the only one who can make a difference,” Rachel argued.

      “So this family means nothing?” Brett retorted.

      The ultimatum ruined their marriage, but perhaps for the better. For almost a decade, Rachel had completely devoted all of her time and energy to helping Orphans find their way home, Brett found another woman, and the world kept spinning.

      It was a little past ten when Rachel shambled upstairs, took a shower, and crawled into her big, empty bed. The heater hummed and warmed the old house with dry air. Like every night, Hadley House groaned and wood creaked, wind whistled through unseen breaches in the roof, and wooden shutters clapped against the side of the pale green walls.

      She dreamed of lying on her belly while the sharp, icy edge of a knife carved a number into her bare back.

      In a cold sweat, she jolted out of bed. The bright green numbers of digital clock on the lamp stand blinked at 3am exactly. Cold jets of wind seeped through the cracks around her closed bedroom door. Staying in her long johns, Rachel quickly threw on some pants and last night’s sweater. She grabbed her gun from under Brett’s pillow and clicked off the safety. Her bare feet pattered across the floor. The hardwood groaned and creaked beneath her freezing soles. Keeping one hand on the weapon, she twisted the copper doorknob.

      The hallway was pitch black and the gales of wind pushed through it like vacuum. One step at a time, Rachel neared the small balcony railing that eventually bent 90 degrees and turned into the handrail for the stairs. Rachel halted at the hall’s end and peered down at the wide-open front door. The same door she had secured hours ago. An ocean of snow spewed across the entrance hall like white tongue. Footsteps indented it.

      Rachel’s heart skipped a beat. She became goose skinned. Was this an Orphan or was someone in her house?  Rachel didn’t know. Keeping both hands around her pistol grip, she descended to the bottom of the stairs. Aiming, she scanned the dark hall, living room, and the little bit of the kitchen she could see. Her steady breath fogged in the air. She flipped a light switch. Nothing.

      She toggled the switch a few more times. The hall stayed shrouded in darkness. Outside, snow piled on top of her white Impala. There was no other car.

      She entered the living room. Quiet. Calm. Nothing had been moved or touched. She moved into the kitchen. It was how she had left it. She looped back into the hall. In the front yard, something ran by. Was it a person? Rachel tried to keep her heart rate down, but failed. She moved towards the front door. Her toes curled as they touched the snow.

      She quickly dipped out to the front porch. The wind brushed her raven-black hair against her cheek. The silhouetted trees waved at her. Something crunched. That was when Rachel saw it: footprints suddenly appearing in the snow and walking across the front yard.

      The barefoot prints walked up the stairs and stopped right in front of Rachel. She felt the Sense pulling at her, yet there was no one to be seen. The footprints didn’t move until Rachel took a step back. Then a footprint closed the gap between her and the invisible figure.

      “One?” Rachel called out, wishing that she knew the guy’s real name.

      There was a creaking noise and followed by a slam!

      The front door had closed behind her.

      The lock clicked.

      Rachel’s eyes went wide.

      “No,” she whispered before dashing back to the entrance of her house. Her hand tried the icy copper doorknob, but it did not budge. The keys were still upstairs. She put her shoulder into the door and got a new bruise. The door didn’t budge.

      Rachel turned back to the footprints. They had stopped an inch from her.

      “Open it,” she demanded as her teeth started to chatter.

      The footsteps didn’t move. The Orphan refused to reveal himself.

      “I’m the only one that can help you,” Rachel explained. “Do you want me to freeze to death?”

      The footsteps started back to the front lawn. Against her better judgment, Rachel carefully followed. She kept her hands on her gun, yet she knew it would do nothing to the dead. As she trekked down to the front lawn, the footprints stopped and the snow began to part as if someone was running a stick through it. Rachel watched as the invisible stick created angles and a peak, windows, and door, and soon a house. At first, the drawing was simple, like a child’s, but then it became more complex, adding a second peak to the roof, a detailed porch, covered driveway, chimney, and more. Within a few moments, Rachel was looking at a masterwork: a lodge surrounded by trees.

      “Is this your home?” Rachel asked.

      Number One appeared standing by the house drawing. He groaned and gurgled as blood pumped from his bullet wound and splattered on the snow. Though the Orphan stayed motionless, markers appeared in the snow. It took Rachel a moment to realize he was trying to spell out words, but the letters were backwards and conjoined.

      He doesn’t know how to write. Rachel looked at the Orphan with pity. “How long were you captive?”

      The Orphan clacked his teeth and made no other reply.

      The front door opened. Rachel turned back to the house and then back to where Number One was standing. He had vanished.

      Rushing inside, Rachel grabbed her cellphone and took a few pictures of the snow lodge. She gave Peak a call.

      “What?” Peak said with a groggy voice.

      “I got a lead,” Rachel replied.

      “At 3:23 in the morning?”

      “It’s a lodge in the woods. That’s where Number One was being held. Let me send you the picture.”

      “It looks like snow.” Peak said flatly.

      “Right,” Rachel said, feeling embarrassed.

      Rachel got out her shading pencils and notebook and replicated the drawing in the snow. It would be easier to just show him the photograph, but only Rachel could see the Orphans’ influences over the world. Even if they smashed something over her head, only Rachel would see it and feel it.

      “You still awake?” Rachel asked as she finished up her replica.

      “Yeah.”

      Rachel imagined him pinching the bridge of his nose. She snapped a picture of her drawing and texted it to him.

      “That’s the lodge?”

      “We’ll see if we can convince McConnell to help us find it.”

      “Tomorrow?” Peak asked.

      “Yeah, it’s too late to call him now.”

      “But not too late to call me?”

      “Goodnight, Peak,” Rachel said.

      “Night, Harroway.”

      Their call ended. Rachel hugged herself and rubbed her arms up and down her biceps in an attempt to stay warm. You need sleep, a little voice told her. Rachel climbed into the bed. She closed her eyes and saw the twin-peaked lodge in the woods. The more she concentrated on it, the clearer it became. She could smell the wood in the fireplace and see the black bird perched on barren branches. It was like Rachel had been there before. Like it was her home.

      Rachel awoke when it was still dark, and her back was killing her. She tried to find the source of the pain, but her arm didn’t bend that far back. She dashed into the bathroom. Turning around, she lifted her shirt and looked at her back in the mirror, seeing her skin had been flayed in the shape of a “2.”

      An alarm clock screamed. In bed, Rachel awoke, for real this time, and gave the digital clock a good smack. 5:45am. Head throbbing, Rachel took a shower, checked her unharmed back, and got dressed in long underwear, snow pants, a t-shirt, button-up without a tie, leather jacket, scarf, black wool gloves, and beanie. The nightmare lingered in her mind as she grabbed a bag full of trail mix for breakfast and headed to the police station.

      Like most mornings, she got into the bullpen while the graveyard crew was still working. Yawning, she plopped into her desk chair and booted up her computer, spending the first hour of the day finishing a few case reports. The holidays had her slacking.

      Peak arrived a little before 8am. His copper hair was disheveled and his dark eyes were baggy. He wore his navy-blue windbreaker and ash-colored tie. Without a word, he sat at his desk. Rachel rolled her chair next to his.

      “Ready to talk to McConnell?” Rachel asked.

      He checked his watch and groaned.

      Rachel rolled back to her desk and got up. “I’ll see you in his office.”

      Grumbling, Peak rose from his seat, not bothering to tighten his tie, fix his hair, or push in his chair.

      Rachel gave McConnell’s door a knock. The tall lieutenant opened the door to them. “Detectives.”

      His office was humble, with pictures of his family on the desk, mainly his son in a soccer uniform throughout grade school and middle school. McConnell sipped office coffee from the Styrofoam cup. “What can I do for you two?”

      Rachel got straight to business. “We want to survey the area for any cabins or lodges where our killer was keeping Number One.”

      McConnell eyed her curiously. His bottom rested on the edge of the desk. “I see. What makes you think John Doe was held in this area? He could’ve come from anywhere.”

      Rachel hated this part. Part of having the Gift meant lying. Over the years, she had gotten pretty good at making up tall tales to keep her supernatural informants a secret. Nevertheless, Peak was a better liar than herself. Having spent a few years undercover with the Aryan Nation, he had to be.

      “We don’t know if he was there or not, but we need a complete geo-profile,” Peak explained with a plain face. “Cabins, lodges, trailers, any buildings nearby the pond that could lead us to our perpetrator.”

      “A fly-by would be sufficient,” Rachel elaborated.

      McConnell chuckled. “Wanting to take out the new toy before the storm comes?”

      “Something like that,” Rachel replied.

      The lieutenant bounced his glance between them. “Alright, but only because you’re my favorite homicide detectives.”

      “We’re your only homicide detectives,” Peak replied dryly.

      McConnell pointed at him. “Don’t go wasting my chopper fuel. The state hates getting that bill.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Rachel said and headed for the door.

      McConnell called out to them. “Catch this guy so we can enjoy the holidays.”

      “Won’t let you down,” Rachel promised.

      With pursed lips, Peak nodded.

      The rising sun painted the snow scarlet and then made it shimmer gold. Putting on the headphones, Rachel and Peak hustled into the Highlands PD helicopter, McConnell’s newest toy. It took off over the small town of Highlands. Most residences were spread out across the plateau, with very few cul-de-sacs.

      As far as the eye could see, the Appalachian Mountains stood mightily and bent with the horizon. Leafless trees covered snow-capped peaks. Hazy fog turned them blue. The view stole Rachel’s breath away. She had never seen her home from a helicopter. It looked like a little square in the deep woods. Brett would kill for this, Rachel thought as she looked out at the breathtaking view. To think that Rachel had lived in New York when she was younger. No more big cities, she promised herself, and this vista solidified her decision.  

      Wearing aviators, the detectives coasted over hundreds of trees, frozen waterfalls, a twinkling lake, and a dozen roads that looked like twisting snakes. Peak pulled out his binoculars and scanned the right side of the chopper while Rachel looked to the left. She spotted a few bloodied people marching through the woods. She pointed them out to Peak, but he didn’t see them. Orphans, of course. Rachel thought with relief. On the roads, she saw victims of car accidents shambling like ants across the black asphalt. In the woods, she would spot the occasionally lost hunter who never found his way back home.

      The pilot lowered the chopper and made a pass over the frozen pond. The road where Number One had dived out of a truck was not far away. Rachel tasted cold water in her mouth and felt a chill. She really needed to stop using that aspect of the Gift. Compared to the Sense that allowed her to feel Orphans and incoming danger, and the Vision that allowed her to see the dead and their influences over the physical world, it was the Reality that posed the biggest threat to her sanity and her life.

      The chopper coasted above an old mill with a waterwheel and then more trees. On the helicopter’s second pass over the woods, she spotted the twin peaks of Father’s lodge. She pointed it out to Peak. He nodded and signaled for the pilot to take them back to the department.

      “We’re going to check out a few of the lodges and cabins,” Rachel said to McConnell.

      “Keep your guns loaded,” the lieutenant replied and gave them the okay to proceed.

      “It’s just us then,” Peak said as Rachel ducked into his car.

      “Surprise, surprise.” Rachel put on her seatbelt.

      Basing most of her investigation off hunches and the Gift, it meant less ways to convince McConnell to supply them with necessary reinforcements. Trusting more in logic and rational thought, Peak hated these scenarios.

      “If we die, at least Clove has her mother and her douchey boyfriend.”

      “You know what I love most about you, Jenson.”

      Peak deadpanned. “My cheekbones.”

      “You’re always brimming with positivity.”

      “You’re not very observant,” Peak said dryly.

      Rachel chuckled and checked her pistol’s magazine filled with .40 caliber rounds. She clicked it back into place. If she had to shoot, she’d shoot to kill.

      Peak’s Impala turned off the ascending hill’s street and onto a dirt trail on the way to the lodge.

      Through the trees, the single-story building came into view. Made of blocky hard wood with high ceilings, the building had a homey feel to it. However, there were signs of visible wear and tear. The screening on the windows had been peeled down. A few dark green, sandpaper-like shingles had been stripped away. Nearby, a pile of chopped wood crumbled into the snow and mud. The mud was probably the most noticeable feature of the property. The snow here was stained slush, and both the front and back yard had dozens of muddy patches.

      “No cars,” Peak pointed out as they came to a stop in the driveway. The dirt seemed to suck on the Impala’s wheels.

      Taking deep breaths, Peak and Rachel exited the car at the same time and approached the front. Neither one of them were averse to sneaking inside, but life would be a lot easier if they could calmly bring the perpetrator in the legal way. Keeping the top button on their holster loose, they kept a hand on the coarse grips of concealed handguns and gave the door a hardy knock.

      Above their head, icicles glistened in the sunlight and dripped steadily into the snow. They’re weeping.

      Peak gave the door another hard knock and peered into the windows. The curtains, which they realized were bed sheets with questionable stains, hung over the window. Peak tried the doorknob. Locked.

      “Warrant?” Rachel whispered.

      “Screw it,” Peak replied, reverting back to his undercover days. Using two fingers, he gestured for Rachel to head around back.

      The soggy mud sucked at their boots as they trekked around the building, leaving behind a series of the muddy prints in their wake. So much for the element of surprise. A small wall of cemented brick supported the lodge. The lowest portion of the lodge’s exterior walls had been chipped away and looked like wooden fangs and weathered planks. The backyard was forested in by leafless trees and old stumps. Snow clumped over detached tree branches, giving them the appearance of contorted bones, while wet slosh piled over bunched evergreen branches, making them look like the ash-covered bodies found at Pompeii. Peak ran his foot over one of them just to make sure they weren’t really cadavers.

      Rachel felt something tingle at the back of her neck. Under her jacket and long johns, her hair stood. Was it danger or an Orphan? She slowly removed her gun from the holster. Noticing, Peak copied.

      Rachel pointed at the slushed snow directly beyond the lodge’s roofless patio.

      Snow angels. Dozens of them and of different sizes, melting away with the sun.

      Rachel squatted near one of them, feeling that familiar tug against her shirt. “A day old. Two days, tops.”

      To Rachel’s left, the snow and mud parted. Rachel stayed still, watching the snow sweep away in a rhythmic motion, creating a fan-type shape. Rachel glanced back to Peak. He eyed her curiously, but he didn’t see the muggy snow angel forming next to her.

      “One?” Rachel asked as if she were calling hopelessly into the universe.

      Without warning, the twenty-something year old appeared lying where the newest snow angel had formed. He glared at Rachel with his dry and veiny eyes. His rotted teeth parted, revealing hints of a tongue stub. Without the assistance of his hands, he sat up, keeping his back as straight as a bed board.

      Peak tried to look at where Rachel was staring but obviously couldn’t see the Orphan. Number One got on his hands and feet like some sort of quadrupedal animal and galloped across the yard, kicking up snow and mud with his bare hands and feet. The noise from his mouth was gargled and sounded like a dog with a chew toy.

      “What are you…” Rachel’s voice trailed off, unsure what to make of the Orphan’s strange behavior.

      Cock-eyed, slack-jawed, and slobbering, the crazed Orphan turned back to Rachel and charged. Still crouched, Rachel scrambled backwards. The heel of her boot slipped on the mud and set her rear end into the slush. She raised her arms to guard her face, but the impact never came.

      Rising up on his knees, Number One stared down at her with arms up and fingers curved like tiger claws.

      Before Rachel could open her mouth to speak, Number One raked his fingers against his own throat, turning his pasty flesh pink with a scratch mark. Making the same gargling noise, he kept working at his Adam’s apple until the skin peeled and crimson droplets plopped on Rachel’s brown leather jacket. Wide eyed, Rachel glanced at the oblivious but alarmed Peak.

      Number One fell to his back, stomping and crawling like he was having a temper tantrum.

      “Rachel,” Peak said, scary calm.

      A fortified wooden beam on the patio had a number of snapped chains tied so tightly around the vertical rectangular block that they burrowed into the corners of the wood. The chain’s knot was so tight that someone had used bolt cutters to sever the links. Thin rivets in the dirt and snow stretched to where the Orphan thrashed. Rachel imagined that was where the chain had laid when Number One would “play.”

      Rachel’s mouth went dry when she thought about what other horrors awaited her within the isolated lodge.
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      Peak’s auto lock picker worked the doorknob keyhole and granted Rachel and Peak access into the lodge’s shoe room. Old muddy boots and tennis shoes sat in cubbies and were strewn across the dirty hardwood floor. Keeping her gun raised, Rachel flipped the light switch. Nothing. She peered inside one of the rank boots. Size 13 male. Big fella. Number One seemed to fit between sizes 9-10. Peak closed the door behind them, sealing them off from the cold wind.

      A single step connected the shoe room to a windowed interior door. Multiple deadbolt locks sealed it from this side. They weren’t trying to keep someone out. They were meant to keep someone in. With her gloved hand, Rachel slid out the deadbolts one by one, listening to the metal dragging against wood with each one she undid. When she was finished, Peak dealt with the lock on the doorknob. They opened into the kitchen. It was open with a bar, an old refrigerator decorated with magnets, a few open cupboards, and a gas stove. Beyond that, the first thing Rachel noticed with a horrid smell. Body odor, sour milk, and decay. After checking the corners, she kept her back close to the wall and scanned the living room through the bar window. Couch, TV, DVD stand, etc.

      Peak stopped in front of the fridge and examined small corners of construction paper still lingering below the magnet. He pulled open the fridge and grimaced at the stench. A topless carton was tipped on its side and spilling out hardened milk. There were a few containers of leftover chicken that had turned almost white and hardened with a fuzzy texture. To keep the place from smelling any worse, Peak closed the fridge and opened the freezer. It was empty apart from a bundle of multicolored popsicles in a neon green fishnet bag.

      Rachel explored the cupboards, finding a few mouse turds and cheap dinnerware. The drawers were empty, and there was a black, moldy smudge around the sink drain.

      Football jerseys were tacked on the walls of the living room around the 65-inch box TV. The DVD rack consisted of sports films and kid movies. Fuzz bloomed out of the couch cushions. Remnants of potato chips and fingernail clippings littered the floor. Rachel and Peak traveled down the short, stubby hall, peeking into the bathroom with a cracked mirror and missing shower curtain. They reached two sets of doors on the same side of the room. They opened into two bedrooms, yet the wall separating them had been taken out. The smaller of the rooms had two bunk beds, and the bigger room had three. The feather-filled mattresses they held had no sheets and were stained brown and yellow. There was a deflated blow-up mattress on the floor. Clumps of dirt and hair lingered in the corners of the room. The hardwood felt like sandpaper with how dirty it was. There were a few plastic pins for toys, but they had been removed. Bed sheets covered the windows, but beyond the makeshift curtains, tall sheets of plywood barred the window.  

      Rachel felt a sickening pit in her stomach as she looked over the double room. The Sense fluctuated, one minute making her calm and the next making her shake uncontrollably.

      “This is a bad place,” Rachel whispered, almost as if even talking was not permitted.

      Peak didn’t reply. His coal-black eyes studied the scratch marks on the floor where someone had been dragged out.

      Leaving behind the feather beds, they trekked to the master room. It was tightly locked, but gave way to Peak’s persuasion. It had a metal shelf on each wall, and each shelf contained file boxes and plastic cubbies. The bed had long posts with flame-shaped tops, one of which was missing. There were more sports paraphernalia hanging from the walls. However, the nail heads jutting from the wall hinted at more objects that had been removed. There were outlines of squares on the dusty shelf to show where boxes or similar-sized objects once sat. A portable generator sat in the corner alongside a can of gasoline down to the dregs. It gave the room a sharp, stale smell.

      Peak headed for one of the boxes.

      Rachel stopped him. “Let’s call it in.”

      With a disapproving expression, Peak made the call.

      At the wail of sirens, black birds took flight across the overcast sky. Red and blue lights reflected on the barren trees and melting snow. Icicles wept. A thin branch bowed under the weight of the snow, spilling the wet powder on dirty slush.

      Rachel nibbled on her thumbnail as speeding police cruisers slowed next to Peak’s vehicle. Officer Jones stepped out of one. He was a thirty-something country boy in uniform with sandy blond hair and mustache to match. He clenched the search warrant in one hand.

      “You ready to bust that door down?” he asked.

      Rachel gave him the go ahead. A few officers with a metal battering ram charged the door and gave it two solid hits to blow it open. Wielding flashlights and guns, they swarmed into the house, fanning out the more they went. The police helicopter circled overhead, keeping an eye out for Father. Rachel guessed he had been gone since he killed Number One.

      Throughout the house, officers yelled “clear” until the property was secure. After, they put away their guns and started their search.

      “The feather beds make me uneasy,” Officer Jones said. “How many people do you think he’s been keeping here? And for how long?”

      “It’s hard to say,” Rachel said honestly. “Much of the house is outdated and underdressed, so it will be hard to pinpoint an exact date. If you’ll excuse me. I have to do my search.”

      Removing her old gloves and putting on blue plastic ones, Rachel started opening file boxes and storage bins. Ninety-five percent of them were empty. However, one drew Rachel’s attention. She found the shoe box underneath the bed. Beneath old gas station receipts, Rachel discovered two driver’s licenses. Someone had taken the time to scratch out the name, license number, address, and eyes. The first was a woman with cherry blonde hair. She had rounded cheeks and appeared to be very pretty at one point in time. The second license was of a man. He had brown hair and a strong jawline. Comparing them side by side, Rachel could tell that the address, though unreadable, took up the same amount of space on the card. The last name seemed to take up the same amount as well.

      Rachel flashed the licenses to Peak. “A couple?”

      Peak took them from Rachel. He squinted at one and then other. Keeping his lips pursed, he nodded.

      “He must’ve bolted the moment he took out Number One,” Rachel thought out loud. “But he wasn’t as thorough as he thought.”

      “Good for us,” Peak said and bagged the IDs.

      A desperate killer meant more mistakes. To leave this place before the police caught wind of it meant that he didn’t have any strong local ties. They could be dealing with a drifter. They were always worst kind. Sometimes cases like this were open for years. Thankfully, the Gift gave Rachel an edge. However, without solid police work and the proper condemning evidence, it didn’t get her far in the justice system. For Orphans that knew their killer’s name, Rachel’s investigation quickly became frustrating if the evidence didn’t match the claim.

      Forensics got a heap of evidence: hairs, bloodstains, fingerprints, lip prints, etc. Nonetheless, the proper tests needed to check these would take anywhere between a week to six months. Highlands PD was underfunded and understaffed. They would have to ship their findings to a forensics lab a few towns away. The holiday would probably delay it further.

      Not the type to stand idle, Rachel returned to the department, scanned the driver’s licenses, and contacted the DMV. They started them through their database while Rachel studied the crime scene photos on the evidence board in the briefing room.

      “Highlands has become quite the magnet,” a voice said behind her.

      Rachel turned back to Lieutenant McConnell. At 6’4”, he towered over her by eight inches. His grey hair was rich and nicely combed, with long sideburns that ended near his jawline. Hands in his pockets, he joined Rachel by the board.

      “For killers,” McConnell elaborated.

      Rachel had noticed it too. There were the killings at the Hadley House in 1983, a few crimes of passion sprinkled into 2000s, and then a surge of homicides thereafter. This year, Rachel had taken down two serial killers, and, if the DMV confirmed that the owners of the driver’s licenses were deceased, that would make Father the third serial killer just in time for New Year’s.

      McConnell reminisced, “I remember when Highlands was quiet, a little blip in the Appalachia. Still is. It’s one of the reasons I became a cop here.”

      “Thought it would be easy?” Rachel asked, studying the “1” carved into the cadaver’s back.

      “I thought a uniform would impress the ladies,” McConnell admitted.

      “We all have our reasons,” Rachel replied, thinking about the endless tide of Orphans that needed to find their way home. The wave would overtake her one day, Rachel knew, but until that day came, she would keep fighting the current.

      McConnell twisted his wedding ring and studied the cadaver photo with unblinking eyes. “Show the bastard who did this that, despite his contrary belief, evil doesn’t go unpunished.”

      “You can count on me,” Rachel said.

      McConnell cracked a smile. “I know I can, Harroway.”

      Rachel’s phone jiggled. DMV. She answered.

      Rachel pulled out a pen and jotted down the information on her wrist. When the call ended, she looked over to Peak’s desk. He had headphones on and was filling out a crime report from a domestic dispute case. His metal desk lacked charm and, apart from a picture of his daughter, what few items he had were disheveled. The coffee in his dirty mug was stale and cold.

      Rachel pulled up her rolling chair next to him and read from her wrist. “Roger and Hannah Taft. A married couple from Maryland. Their bodies were discovered in the 90s. Pull it up on the database.”

      Peak minimized his tab and researched the lead.

      Old crime scene photos revealed a tow truck pulling a station wagon from a lake. A few officers stood around with clipboards in hand. The next picture showed the station wagon with its front door open. Drenched, bloated with water, and very much dead, Roger Taft sat in the front seat with his head thrown back. Hannah Taft rested her head on his shoulder. She had a bullet hole in her torso. A cinder block crushed on the gas pedal.

      “Check this out.” Peak pointed at the transcript of a phone call to the Tafts’ next of kin. “Their kids were reported missing.”

      “Search ‘em up.”

      Black and white headshots of seven-year-old Yogi and six-year-old Vinna Taft appeared on the screen. The little girl was adorable with cherry blonde hair, but Rachel didn’t recognize her. The boy, on the other hand…his buckteeth, ginger hair, and prominent jaw even at a young age all pointed to Number One.

      “1992,” Peak said. “I bet he’s been a captive all that time.”

      Twenty-two years. Rachel could barely wrap her mind around it. Number One, or Yogi as she should call him, didn’t know how to write and was one step away from being feral. His tongue had been removed lord knew how long ago. He was locked inside of a lodge with boarded-up windows. By the number of bunk beds, he wasn’t alone in his suffering. He could’ve been the first of many or the last. Rachel tasted her breakfast coming back up. Anger boiled in her gut. She felt her blood pressure rising.

      “Get me the address of that lake,” Rachel commanded, much harsher than she had anticipated. “We find him today.”

      Peak sped down U.S. Highway 64 and pulled up to Mirror Lake. In the spring, it was a place of beautiful, densely packed greenery, but winter had killed the flora. Rachel and Peak crossed a small bridge and followed it to the copse of trees where Father sent the Tafts to their watery grave. Rachel stepped outside. Slow snowflakes landed on her nose and cheeks before quickly melting away. Dark steel clouds covered the sky.

      “We’re looking at another snow shower,” Peak said, his hands in his windbreaker pocket and his head craned to the sky. Rachel paced around the frosty grass, hearing the soft crunch under her feet while she looked at the lake. The mass of water looked pretty but was unimpressive in size. When the water dropped in the winter, a three-foot muddy ring encircled the lake.

      “What are we looking for?” Peak asked.

      “The Tafts,” Rachel replied.

      “Ah,” Peak said, unsure how to respond.

      Rachel’s reflection followed her as she walked the water’s edge. The tree line was silent. The roads were empty. The water was a sheet of glass, where a single canoe rowed.

      “Come on,” Rachel mumbled. She held on to her anger. She let it drive her to stay out of the cold with nothing but the hope that the twenty-year-old dead would meet her by the lakeside.

      She spotted a three-year-old boy with curly hair so blond it was almost silver.  He wore swimming trunks and popped floaters. A steady stream of water fell from his lower lip and cascaded down his chin. He didn’t bother wiping it away. Rachel kept her eyes from the drowning victim. No sign of Hannah or Roger.

      The canoer waved at Rachel. It was an old man, probably senile, out on the lake during this time of year especially with the water so low. The canoe passed through a floating corpse. Nice. Cupping her hands around her mouth, Rachel called to the old man. With a few moments, he arrived, and the child’s body sank below the surface. The old man wore a swimming vest over his heavy winter coat. His skin was spotted and a fur-lined Russian trapper hat warmed his oval-shaped head and droopy ears. He smiled stupidly at Rachel as the nose of the canoe sliced the ring of dirt. He opened his mouth to speak, but Rachel cut him off by showing off her detective badge.

      “I’m going to need that canoe.”

      The old man’s stupid grin remained.

      Not long after, Rachel and Peak were out in the lake with small snowflakes raining down around them.

      “It’s going to be fun explaining this one to McConnell,” Peak said as he rowed.  

      “Never hijacked a canoe? I thought you were a professional.”

      The old man watched them from the lake’s edge, more confused than ever.

      Rachel saw something move beneath the water, much larger than any fish. She gestured for Peak to stop moving.

      The canoe bobbed in place. Rachel’s and Peak’s breaths misted in the cold air. Something tugged at Rachel beneath the water.

      “Orphan,” she declared.

      Peak straightened his posture. With an intense look, he studied the water. There were days when Rachel wished she could show him the Gift. It would make her life a lot easier. Yeah, and subject him to your torment. Her institutionalized mother told her that the power was a blessing, a curse, and a joke all at the same time. Rachel couldn’t agree more.

      The boat jolted as if it hit something heavy. Rachel grabbed ahold of the sides to keep her balance. “You feel that?”

      Peak crinkled his brow and shook his head.

      Thump!

      The canoe rocked to the right, as if hands were pulling it down. Icy water sloshed around Rachel’s boots. She blinked a few times, and the canoe was dry again. Peak looked at her with deep concern.

      Suddenly, a hand rose out of the frozen lake. Its bony fingers wrapped around the rim of the boat, pulling it to one side. Rachel scooted away from it, evening out the weight as another hand burst from the water and grabbed the boat’s edge.

      Peak glanced between Rachel and the side of the boat. “What is it?”

      The arms reached inside of the boat and grabbed the metal bars with the seat. The arms pulled tightly, lifting an unseen figure over the edge. Dripping wet, the man slowly turned his face to Rachel. His hair was brown and rich, square glasses covered his bloodshot eyes, and his long, purple tongue dangled out of his slack jaw.

      The slack-jawed man shook his head rapidly. His dangling tongue wagged, slinging spit down the front of Rachel’s leather jacket and peppering it with blood. Rachel concealed her terror under a straight face, though inside something screamed for her to ditch the boat and find solid ground.

      The man lifted himself up to where the boat’s rim rested below the ribs of his pearl-colored sweater. The water behind him was still for a moment before the crown of someone’s head parted the glassy surface. Snowflakes fell upon the lake as the woman’s head rose out of the water. She had cherry blonde hair and a pretty face that was rounded out with age and motherhood. Her eyes were wide, unblinking, and full of judgment.

      Peak noticed Rachel glancing between the lake and the boat. “How many?”

      “Two,” Rachel replied, glaring at the Orphans. “Hannah and Roger Taft, I assume.”

      The woman in the water stayed completely still as she spoke. “Help. Us.” Her voice was garbled.

      The water around her swirled with red from some unseen, leaking wound.

      As the woman repeated her plea, the slack-jawed man shot his hand out at Rachel’s neck. She leaned back far enough to nearly lose her balance and felt gravity sucking her toward the icy water. Peak’s iron grip around her upper arm prevented her from spilling over. He helped steady her back in the boat.  

      The slack-jawed man retrieved his outstretched hand and strengthened his grip on the boat’s edge.

      “Easy,” Rachel said sternly. “We’re all on the same side.”

      The Orphans glared at her.

      Despite her audience being deceased, Rachel struggled with her words. “The same man that killed you has also killed your son and may still have your daughter.”

      The woman’s face turned blood red, and she screamed into the steel sky. Her wail pierced Rachel’s eardrums, causing her to grimace. The slack-jawed man released his grip on the boat and slipped into the water without a splash. The boat rocked for a moment.

      The woman began to sink.

      “Hannah, wait!” Rachel shouted. “There can still be peace.”

      Hannah Taft’s wail died as she returned her attention to Rachel.

      “I can find your killer,” Rachel said. “But you need to help me.”

      The Orphan stayed silent.

      “Show me where it happened. I need to understand,”

      The woman mumbled the name of a road before returning to the water. A crimson swirl marked her last location before dispersing into the glassy water being sprinkled by snowflakes.

      “Take us back,” Rachel said off of Peak’s inquisitive look.

      He started rowing toward the lakeside without taking his eyes off of Rachel.

      “What?” Rachel asked.

      “I’m questioning your sanity, that’s all.”

      “What else is new?”

      Peak had a unique perspective on Rachel’s Gift. Even though he was an atheist, he couldn’t deny Rachel’s results. The Gift allowed Rachel to catapult through the police ranks even past Jenson Peak, who was once her superior/mentor. Peak believed the Gift to be the next evolutionary step for mankind or a genetic mistake that natural selection would soon correct. Rachel disagreed, though not completely. There was still much she didn’t know about her power, and her only guide was her institutionalized mother’s discombobulated leather-bound journal. The contents on those old, yellow pages were highly questionable.

      Rachel and Peak dragged the canoe’s nose into the muddy rut of the lakeside. The old man smiled stupidly. “What were you all doing out there?”

      “Ask her,” Peak replied, hiking his thumb back to Rachel.

      Thanks, pal. Rachel gave him a look and then addressed the old man. “Looking for something.”

      “Did you find it?”

      “I believe we did.” Rachel headed to the car. “Stay safe. Blizzard’s on its way.”

      Peak drove Rachel on the winding road up the side of the mountain. To the left of the black asphalt road, the tree-spotted mountain dropped out of sight and seemingly rose into another tree-covered mountain miles away. To the right, the mountain ascended deeper into white snow and leafless trees.

      Peak drove a few miles per hour less than the speed limit. The tires slipped multiple times on unseen patches of ice. A thin layer of snow blanketed the road.

      “Salt trucks haven’t made it up here yet,” Peak declared.

      That didn’t surprise Rachel. Highlands was a quaint town with limited resources. The amount of town-owned salt trucks could be counted on one hand.

      Rachel leaned forward in her seat and pointed. “There.”

      Two dozen yards away, Hannah and Roger Taft stood in the middle of the road with emotionless faces. Though it appeared they were breathing, no air misted out of Hannah’s lips or Roger’s exposed throat.

      Peak parked the car on the road’s shoulder. He held his pale hands over the dashboard heater and flexed his fingers.

      “Coming with?” Rachel asked as she opened the passenger door.

      “No,” Peak replied without hesitation.

      Rachel closed the door behind her and marched to the Orphans. The icy air slapped her across the face. Despite wearing gloves, her fingers tingled in the cold. She sniffled as she stopped in front of the Orphans. To the right of her was a guardrail and, to the left, the mountain climbed. That was where the woman pointed.

      “Shooter,” the woman said.

      The area where she pointed was scattered with tall trees and frost-coated bushes. During the day, it did not provide much cover, but at night, anyone crouching down could hide and have a vantage point over the entire street.  

      “How did the shooter do it?” Rachel asked.

      “Parked here,” Hannah explained, looking at the empty street behind her. “Killed Roger. Killed me.”

      Crimson pulsed from the woman’s torso and splattered on the ground. She wore faded denim jeans held at her belly button by a skinny leather belt, plus a loose and cozy winter sweater.

      Hannah pointed at the guardrail. “Chased Vinna and Yogi.”

      “Did you see the shooter’s face?” Rachel asked.

      Rachel interpreted the woman’s lack of response as a “no.”

      “Describe his car to me.”

      “Box truck.”

      Rachel took a mental note of that. When she blinked, she saw herself as Number One locked in the back of the truck. Perhaps it was the same one that Hannah saw. Many serial killers were creatures of habit, so the possibility was not as unlikely as it might seem.

      “License plate?” Rachel inquired.

      “No.”

      Can’t win them all, Rachel thought. “Make and model?”

      Roger twisted his head to his wife, showing his disturbing, slack-jawed profile to Rachel as he attempted to speak to her. However, no words came out.

      The woman locked eyes with Rachel. “Ford.”

      It was better than nothing.

      She left the Orphans on the road and returned to Peak. She didn’t realize how much she missed the heat until she was inside of the Impala.

      “The truck was a Ford,” Rachel explained as she pulled her gloves off with her teeth and let the warm air kiss her bare skin.

      “The killings happened in ‘92,” Peak thought out loud. “Let’s put out an APB for any Fords dating back to 1980 in the local area.”

      “Good thinking.”

      While they were eating plates of country-fried steak, mashed potatoes, and green beans at a local mom-and-pop restaurant, Rachel and Peak received the call.

      “A 1990 Ford F350 was spotted on Horse Cove Road,” Office Jones said over the radio. “Should I investigate?”

      In mid-chew, Rachel and Peak exchanged looks.  

      “No,” Peak replied with a mouthful of potatoes. “Keep your distance. We want to know where this guy’s hiding.”

      “You got it.”

      “We’re on our way now,” Rachel said, fishing out a few bucks from her wallet and throwing them on the table.  

      Taking one last bite of his gravy-drenched country-fried steak, Peak headed out the door. Horse Cove wasn’t a far drive. When they caught up to Jones, they sent him home. Peak’s unmarked Impala would fare much better in tailing the mysterious box truck than a police cruiser.

      The truck drove a few miles per hour over the speed limit. Its body was white and blue and chipped with rust spots across the luggage area. The front end had the appearance of a normal Ford pick-up. It chugged around up the street. Peak kept a safe distance from the vehicle, not wanting to raise any alarms. Rachel got a pen to write down the license plate number, however, she could only get a partial read. The rest of it was caked with mud, just like the wheel wells.

      The windshield wipers worked vigorously to brush away wet snow falling from the evening sky. The barometer dropped and the wind howled. It pushed the truck, forcing the driver to correct. The more sleet that fell, the slicker the roads became and the more Rachel’s vision was limited. The truck kept on pushing onward and upward, getting higher into the mountains.

      “The guy is crazy to be driving in this,” Rachel said. “Let’s pull him over before the weather worsens.” They’d already been on him for thirty minutes, and the truck’s path seemed random.

      “If he still has Vinna, we need to find out where he’s hiding,” Peak said, putting the wipers on their highest setting.

      Rain and snow at an elevation of over four thousand feet was never a good combination. It would be dark in 45 minutes. The mountain’s peak neared.

      The Ford followed the curve in the road, past a dirt ramp, and temporarily went out of sight. Something about that made Rachel’s skin crawl. She couldn’t tell if it was the cold, a nearby Orphan, or the Sense alerting her to imminent danger.

      As Peak rounded the curve, he cursed loudly.

      Up ahead, the box truck floored the accelerator, fishtailed, and screamed up the road at full speed.

      “How did he see us?” Rachel exclaimed.

      “He probably knew the whole time. That’s why he led us to the middle of nowhere,” Peak replied hastily. “We’ve got to go after him.”

      Though knowing the roads would be treacherous with invisible black ice, Rachel agreed.
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      The chase began with the screeching of tires. The world blurred into a flurry of sleet, trees, and snowy mountaintops as the two vehicles climbed the mountain as fast as their engines would take them.

      “This is Detective Harroway requesting all available units,” Rachel shouted into the dashboard radio. “We are in pursuit of a suspect considered armed and extremely dangerous!”

      The Ford box truck drifted up the corner. Despite its appearance, the bulky vehicle handled the snow deftly. It was a testament more to the driver than the weathered all-season tires.

      “Sorry, Detective. The storm is too strong to get the helicopter up and running. You’re going to need to rely on ground support.”

      The information didn’t surprise Rachel, but her heart still throbbed violently.

      A few squad cars reported in. “On our way, Detective. Keep on the target.”

      “Already on it,” Rachel tossed aside the radio, watching the truck gain distance ahead of them. “Peak, can’t you go any faster?”

      Peak hit the gas. The engine hummed. The RPM dial climbed and wobbled. The Impala jetted up the mountain. The snowfall smacked the windshield with a wet, pelting sound. The wipers couldn’t keep up. The amber glow of the box truck’s taillights was their only guide.

      Oddly, the truck changed lanes as it ascended. Peak mimicked, closing the gap between them. They were roughly forty feet apart now. A deep horn sounded in the distance. The box truck swerved back into the proper lane, quickly revealing huge glowing headlights ahead.

      “Oh Lord,” Peak prayed as the sleet-concealed semi-truck plowed toward them.

      Rachel’s heart skipped a beat as the Sense tore at her from all directions, warning her of imminent death.

      The semi’s brakes screamed, but that forty-thousand-pound eighteen-wheeler barreled closer to the puny Impala. Peak quickly turned the steering wheel, launching the Impala up the right side of the mountaintop, avoiding the horn-blasting semi by inches. The interior of the car battered Rachel as their vehicle arched up the slope of the mountain for two seconds and crashed back on the asphalt street. On impact, the rear bumper snapped off and bounced down the icy ridge. In the rearview, Rachel saw the semi correct itself and vanish into the storm.

      Rachel’s insides jostled, and she wanted to vomit. The blood had left Peak’s face and knuckles. Not turning his wide eyes from the road, he pursued his suspect. They reached the peak of the mountain, thank the Lord, and sped by a lowly trailer with a breathtaking view of the misty white Appalachian Mountains.

      The road momentarily flattened out, allowing Peak to catch up. Thirty feet away. The driver-side window of the box truck lowered, sucking in harsh, sloppy snow into the Ford’s cab. Rachel straightened her posture, eyeing the window with horror and expectation.

      The long barrel of a chromatic revolver jutted from the shadow-shouldered window. It pointed back at Rachel and Peak.

      Rachel’s skin crawled. Peak pulled back in his seat.

      Boom!

      The barrel flashed white.

      The weapon’s discharge echoed in the snowstorm.

      Peak’s driver side mirror exploded into plastic shards.

      Peak swerved, unintentionally changing lanes and narrowly missing a ditch.

      He cursed. “That’s a .44!”

      The movie Dirty Harry came to mind. A pit formed in Rachel’s gut that was so tightly knotted, it cramped. Peak re-corrected as the revolver fired a second time.

      A massive hole blew through the center of the windshield and out the back. Peak and Rachel ducked their heads. Frigid wind jetted through the baseball-sized hole. Its roaring howl muted Rachel’s thoughts.

      Rachel lifted her head. “This guy’s aim is--!”

      “I know!” Peak replied. “You have to take him out, Harroway!”

      The vehicle had become a wind tunnel. The heater, though at full blast, did nothing to warm them. Snow and sleet smacked flesh. It fluttered in the interior, turning the car into an 85-mile per hour snow globe

      Rachel pulled her pistol out of the holster when Peak swerved. Her forehead almost smacked the dashboard as another .44 round zipped by the car. Keeping her head behind the dash, Rachel lowered the passenger side window. She reached her arm out of the vehicle. The storm bit her through her glove and jacket and fought against her weapon. She pulled her weapon’s stiff trigger, firing off her pistol multiple times.

      All misses.

      I need to get a clearer shot. Biting down on her lower lip, Rachel unclipped her seatbelt and leaned her torso out of the vehicle. She could only hear the wind as both vehicles descended down the other side of the mountain. Her ponytail fluttered in the constant gale. Taking snow in one eye and squinting the other, Rachel aimed at the truck’s tire. She fired. The forty-caliber bullet from her Glock 22 chipped away a piece of the asphalt behind the box truck’s tire.

      The driver noticed. He quickly turned left and then the right, the back of his bulky vehicle swaying at the motion. Rachel fired again and again. Miss. Miss.

      The driver fired back, obliterating one of the Impala’s headlights. Peak hit black ice and slid toward the guardrail and the abyss of spiked trees beyond. At the motion, Rachel almost flew out the window. She swiftly pulled herself back inside of the vehicle. Her lips were cracked and chapped, clear snot had frozen beneath her nose, her brows were frosted, and her face was numb and ice cold.

      She gave Peak a death glare and pulled the dashboard radio to her mouth. With chattering teeth, she yelled over the rushing wind. “We need backup now!”

      “The storm is too strong, Detective! We’ve already had one squad car spin out! We advise distancing yourself from the suspect! We’ll get him at the bottom of the mountain!”

      “No! We’re not losing him!” Rachel shouted and tossed the radio. It smacked against the dashboard and dangled in her foot cubby. Not when he’s right in our crosshairs.

      As they rounded the corner, the box truck pumped its brakes.

      “Rachel!” Peak yelled a second before the Impala slammed into the slowing truck's rear end.

      Guarding her face with her forearms, Rachel hit the dashboard and chomped her tongue. She tasted copper and felt her mouth fill with blood. Their vehicle punted off of the guardrail, removing the paint from the passenger side door. Peak turned the steering wheel back and forth, trying to regain control. His wheels hit the tread on the roadside, causing the world to rattle.  

      The descending mountain road evened out long enough for the truck driver’s revolver to peer out of the window and aim at the Impala. Using his driver side mirror, the silhouetted driver took aim at Peak. Despite the wind, sleet, and high speed, his arm was nearly completely steady.

      In a split-second decision, Rachel, with a mouth full of blood, stuck her upper half out of the window, faced the torrent of frigid wind, and squeezed the trigger.

      The box truck’s back tire popped and the entire vehicle dropped down on to the back-right corner. The dirty rim stripped the black tire like old skin and sparked across the asphalt road. In that same second, the driver fired the revolver. For the first time since the firefight started, he missed their vehicle.

      The box truck veered to the right and blew through the guardrail with a loud crash. It rumbled down the mountainside and out of sight.

      Peak slammed on the brakes. The Impala skidded on the asphalt and came to a stop ten yards from the breach in the guardrail. Rachel pulled herself into the vehicle, spewing a glob of spit and blood on the road outside. Warm crimson trickled down Rachel’s chin and dribbled onto her scarf.  She rubbed it away with her shaking palm.

      Looking like he was about spew, Peak took a deep breath. He peeled his fingers from the steering wheel, but his shoulders were still tense.

      Putting a hesitant hand on Rachel’s knee, Peak gave her a look of uncertainty and then stepped out of the vehicle. As the wind ruffled his brown hair and turned his gaunt cheeks rosy, he drew out his Glock 19 and started toward to the guardrail. Rachel closed her eyes for a moment. Her cheeks filled with more metallic-tasting blood. Taking the radio mic from her foot cubby, she called in her location. She checked her nearly depleted pistol magazine, swapped it out with her spare, and followed after her partner.

      The storm died down, but not by much. Up ahead, the guardrail had been severed and the parts adjacent to the breach curled back into the mountain slope.

      Gun raised, Rachel and Peak stopped at the threshold. Tire tracks trailed over the snow, through a cluster of skinny trees, and ended at the back of the halted box truck twenty-ish yards away. It was not a big tree that stopped the vehicle, but the number of thin trees it plowed through.

      Peak shuffled down the slope, careful not to slip on the soggy snow. Rachel trailed behind him. Time seemed to stand still as they moved closer to the disabled vehicle. Only their ragged breathing, crunch of snow beneath their boots, and the quiet hum of the smoking engine broke the silence.

      The Sense grew stronger the closer Rachel got to the truck. The trees around them were skinny while the ones further down the hill had substantial girth. Rachel and Peak paused at the sight of the ajar driver door.

      Swiping his two fingers in the air, Peak gestured that he was going to move up and explore farther. Rachel spaced herself from him, knowing that the driver’s revolver could blow through both of them if they stood in a line. To make matters worse, neither of them had bulletproof vests. With a wide berth, they got parallel with the truck’s driver side door. The cab was empty. A series of footprints in the snow revealed the driver’s path deeper into the woods.

      “I’m going after him,” Peak said, leaving no room for argument.

      Keeping both bare hands around his 9mm pistol, he walked parallel to the trail of footprints and out of Rachel’s sight.  

      Rachel felt the Sense pulling her towards the truck. She sniffled and neared the cab. Gun up, she peered inside. The driver seat cushion had faded in the shape of the person’s buttocks and back. The armrest on the inner driver side door had cracked upholstery, revealing the hardened yellow foam within. The ignition was empty. The driver took the keys with him, meaning that it probably had his house key or other important baubles attached to the ring. The passenger side of the truck had a few food stains and a crusty fry wedge between the backboard and seat cushion. There was no back seat. A drab white wall separated the front seats from the storage area that was fifteen feet long.

      Rachel turned back to realize her partner wasn’t there anymore. “Peak?”

      No reply.

      He couldn’t have gone far. Rachel followed his trail into the woods. It took her by leafless bushes and bony oaks. They swayed in the wind and had mounds of falling snow on their limbs. The sleet, however, melted the white fluffy snow and left behind dirty slush. Rachel passed under a branch bent beneath the dirty snow’s weight. The slush narrowly missed Rachel’s crown.

      The more Rachel walked, the more concern filled her mind. The footprints in the wet snow were stained with dirt. By the prints smeared on the ground, Rachel knew that the suspect was running. If there was any positive to this whole fiasco, Rachel was fairly certain this was her guy. Innocent people didn’t shoot at the cops.

      A stream came into view. Chunks of thin ice drifted down its current, getting snagged on felled branches dammed against the creek side and stubborn rocks. It was largely insignificant and only a foot-wide, with a series of mini-waterfalls that lined its descent down the mountain. Rachel stopped at the edge of the water and chewed the inside of her cheek. The footprints ended at the creek’s edge, meaning that the driver was trailing through the shallow water. Masking his footsteps, Rachel theorized. This guy is smart. She took off her glove and dipped her fingertips into the ice-cold water. And desperate.

      “Peak?” Rachel called into the woods around her.

      Every second alone made her fear more palpable. A million scenarios played out in her mind, and all of them centered on the demise of her fellow detective/best friend. Only friend.

      He’s okay, she told herself, and decided to follow the stream down the mountain.

      Her ears were pink from the cold and ached along with her joints and swollen tongue. The gun started feeling heavy in her hands. The bruises across her forearms throbbed. At least her arms kept her nose from breaking on the dashboard. She covered her mouth with her scarf.

      The stream seemed to travel forever. Rachel continually glanced behind her to make sure her footprints were visible. Being lost out in these woods would be death, and every second she moved forward was another second for slush to cover her muddy tracks.

      She heard a twig break behind her. Swiftly, she spun around, looking out into the silent woods. The branches on the bush swayed more than the rest. Someone or something had brushed against it. Primed for the kill, Rachel held her breath and kept her gun aimed. Another brush moved.

      Rachel’s finger lingered on the trigger. Out from behind a tree, a snow hare hopped. It glanced at Rachel, sniffled its nose, and twitched its ear before traveling onward. Nonetheless, Rachel didn’t let her guard down. She had to trust her gut that someone was watching her.

      Movement rapidly approached from behind. Rachel turned her heels and took aim.

      It was Peak. His hair was disheveled and sweat was glued to his forehead. His boots were wet.

      Letting out an exasperated sigh, Rachel lowered her gun. “You want me to shoot you?” Rachel asked through her scarf.

      Peak ignored the comment. “I lost him.”

      Rachel couldn’t lie. That disappointed her, especially after all they had risked to get him. However, being a homicide detective meant knowing when to push the envelope and when to fall back. They’d gone far enough for today. Combing miles of woods after an armed man with immaculate aim was about as suicidal as chasing a truck through black ice. Rachel was done with risk-taking today. She needed a cup of tea or hot chocolate and twelve hours of sleep.

      They followed Rachel’s trail to the truck and arrived as the sun was setting, though the clouds masked it. The sleet had stopped falling, but the temperature still dropped and the world was cold and gray.

      “Backup should be arriving soon,” Rachel declared.

      “Hurray,” Peak replied dryly.

      They arrived at the box truck.

      “I’m half tempted to smash its headlight and shoot its windshield,” Peak said, visibly angered by the idea of his own car being severely damaged. Though the department would give him a new one by tomorrow, it didn’t lessen the headache of today.

      Rachel paused next to the box truck. She felt something nagging at her, drawing her to the latch. By the looks of it, the latch was a replacement. If Number One sabotaged the last one, it made sense that the driver would replace it. Good. That means a sales receipt. She made a mental note to look into various local mechanics and scrap yards that would sell such items over the holidays.

      The Sense kept tugging at her like a child’s hand at the corner of her shirt. Orphan or danger?

      “We need to check inside,” Rachel declared.

      “We should wait for backup before we mess with anything,” Peak replied.

      “I can feel something in there, Peak,” Rachel explained.

      Peak set his jaw and glared. After a moment, he nodded.

      Rachel approached the truck’s sealed, vertical sliding door. Peak stood behind her, keeping his gun low but holding it in both hands.

      Rachel grabbed ahold of the metal bar and slid it upward with a harsh scraping noise. Keeping one hand on her pistol, Rachel yanked up the sliding gate. It rolled to a rough stop at the top of the box truck. Something moved swiftly inside. Before Rachel could comprehend the situation, her back hit the damp ground and her gun had slid out of her hand.

      A short figure in rags with long knotted hair landed on Rachel and started raking at Rachel’s face with her gnarly nails. Rachel held up her arms to block the screaming figure’s attacks.

      Peak took a step back, aiming the gun at the figure but unable to get a clear shot.

      “Peak,” Rachel called out as the figure buried her teeth into Rachel’s forearm like a rabid dog. It didn’t feel like much through the leather jacket and long johns underneath.

      “I can’t,” Peak retorted. “She’s a little girl, Rachel.”

      The revelation hit Rachel when she realized just how short her attacker was. The child, somewhere between 5-10 years old, raked her chipped fingernails across Rachel’s brow. Wincing, Rachel grabbed each of the little girl’s skeletal wrists and shoved her off. The child flew back into the dirt. In a matter of seconds, she was back on Rachel, screaming like a banshee. Rachel pushed the girl to the side. The stranger rolled through the dirty snow, grabbed a felled branch, and charged at Rachel.

      “Hey--” Rachel was cut off by the stick smacking her bruised forearms. She cursed, and the girl hit her again, this time harder.

      “Do something,” Rachel yelled at Peak as she scooted on her knees to subdue the little girl. She wore a tattered dress that covered her malnourished body like a pillowcase. Blood caked in her knotted hair. She swung at Rachel again. Rachel grabbed the branch.

      Putting his gun in his holster, Peak raced around the little girl and picked her up from under the armpits.

      “Bad,” he said as the girl kicked and screamed. She drove her heel into Peak’s groin as he lifted her. Peak grunted and lost his grip on the girl. She took off into a sprint.

      Rachel chased and dived after the runaway little girl. Her head landed on the girl’s back as she took her down as gently as possible. The girl fell face down into the wet snow. To keep her from squirming, Rachel grabbed the back of the child’s sleeveless dress. Accidentally, her grip tore the thin, dirty fabric, revealing the number “9” carved into the girl’s back.

      Rachel stared at it in horror and then turned back to Peak, who was equally shocked.  

      Burying her face in the snow, the little girl screamed and cried.

      Someone coughed in the back of the truck.

      Quickly cuffing the little girl, Rachel pulled her out of the snow. The child was shaking so much it seemed like she was having a seizure.

      Keeping his hand on his holstered gun, Peak cautiously approached the back of the truck. He went tense at the open gate. The breeze flapped his navy-blue windbreaker, making rippling waves across his chest.

      As police sirens wailed in the distance, Peak turned back to Rachel with a sober expression. “There are two more in here.”
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      An oppressive atmosphere sucked the life out of everyone in the dimly lit hospital observation room. On the other side of the wide rectangular window, eggshell white curtains separated three beds. Notched leather straps bound the children to their mattress handles. Spotted patient garb had replaced their tattered rags. The medication kept them docile. It was obvious they hadn’t bathed in weeks. Their bodies were so skinny, their ribs protruded from their skin and their bellies were like pots. Their mouths were full of crooked, rotting teeth. All of them boasted a scar that took up the middle third of their upper back. The number had been carved a quarter-inch wide with a razor blade.

      Rachel stared at her incomplete reflection in the window’s glass. Her hair tumbled down the sides of her face, with a few loose strands lingering on the side of her nose. Wrinkles etched her muted green eyes. She looked like a shell of herself and felt like it too. Standing beside her, Peak didn’t fare much better. His cheeks were extra sunken and his intense eyes were red-rimmed. Anger caused him to set his boxed jaw, and his black tie hung loosely around his neck.

      In the bed to the far left lay Number Nine. The doctors estimated her to be six years old. She was hours away from pneumonia when the EMTs brought her in. The box truck crash left her with a nasty head wound, but thankfully no concussion. The same could not be said for Number Seven in the middle bed. The nine-year-old girl had suffered major head trauma during the crash. She was as close to being in a coma as one could get without actually being comatose. Number Four, a thirteen-year-old girl, rested on the far right. She was spotted with purple bruises and cuts, but conscious.

      “It’s the order,” Peak broke the silence. “The numbers signify the order of the abductions. Number One was first. Nine is last.”

      “Or so we think,” Rachel said, feeling crushing dread. “There could be more. We need to talk to them.”

      Peak gave her a look.

      “You know what I mean,” Rachel hissed.

      Her teeth chattered, not because of the cold, but out of righteous fury. Whoever did this to these children needed to be stopped.

      Sick of doing nothing, Rachel headed for the door.

      Peak mumbled, calling himself an idiot.

      As Rachel twisted the door handle, she turned back to him. “There’s no way we could’ve known.”

      “We should’ve accounted for it,” Peak said, not taking his eyes off the girls.

      “The driver shot at us first,” Rachel said. “We had to disable the vehicle.”

      “I know,” Peak said through his teeth.

      “We may have bruised the girls, but we saved their lives,” Rachel replied, sounding like she was justifying the circumstance in her own mind rather than soothing her partner’s.

      Peak locked eyes with her. “We didn’t save their lives. Injured or no, these girls will never function normally in society.”

      “Have a little faith, Peak. People are stronger than you think,” Rachel said firmly.

      “There are some things you can’t come back from,” Peak said, sounding like he was speaking from experience.

      “Circumstance may not change, but how we choose to react to them… that’s up to us.” Rachel headed out the door.

      Peak hammered his fist on the window and followed.

      The doctor in charge of the girls was a woman. She had dark blonde hair cut short and touched by grey. Apart from her eyeliner, she had no makeup. Her cheeks were scarred from picking at her acne during her school days, her expression was stone, and her eyes were pale blue like two chips of dirty ice. She held a clipboard and wore a white doctor’s coat over sky-blue scrubs reminiscent of her nursing days. Dr. Louise Nordin, PhD was her name.

      “May we see them?” Rachel asked as Dr. Nordin stepped out of the girls’ room.

      “They won’t be very responsive,” Nordin replied.

      “We’re going to try anyway,” Rachel said with tenacity.

      Dr. Nordin bounced her gaze between the detectives and opened the door for them to enter.

      The only room more depressing than the observation room was the room where the girls lay. Though heat pumped through the vents across the ceiling, the room felt cold and dry. The walls were white and lifeless, and a chemical smell lingered in the air, just like in the morgue.

      “Despite their reluctance, we’ve bathed them,” Nordin explained as they approached Number Nine. “They are covered with bed sores and rashes around their waistband. They all had lice. Scabbing on their crowns indicated that they’ve had it for weeks, if not months.”

      Rachel took note of the caps covering the girls’ heads. Number Nine had an oval face and thin lips. She looked more like a boy than a girl.

      “Wake her up,” Rachel said.

      “I must warn you. These children are feral,” Dr. Nordin said as she shook the child’s shoulder.

      Number Nine’s eyes began to flutter open in a confused state.

      “Can you hear me?” Rachel asked.

      Number Nine became fully conscious and stared at Rachel in utter horror. She thrashed in her binds and screamed loudly at the sight of Peak. He held his ground.

      “They do not like men,” Nordin said over the screams. “Adult women seem to perplex them, like they’ve rarely seen them before.”

      “Are the binds necessary?” Rachel asked.

      “Yes,” Nordin said coldly. “We’ve had to sedate this one twice for attempting to claw out my assistant’s eyes.”  

      Number Nine’s screaming awoke Number Four, prompting her to start howling and fighting against her bindings.

      “Putting them all in the same room was a brilliant idea,” Peak said with sarcasm.

      “The girls were far worse when separated,” the doctor explained. “I believe this is their first interaction with the outside world in a very long time. Their only anchor is one another. Keeping them together would be better for their morale. Also, I would like to see how they communicate, being completely illiterate and without tongues.”

      The comment made Rachel’s heart sink. She approached Number Nine. The six-year-old snapped her teeth at Rachel like a wild animal.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Rachel said, kneeling down beside the bed. “Father is gone now.”

      At the mention of the word Father, the six-year-old’s expression shifted to terror, and she stopped screaming and biting. She scarcely moved at all, apart from her big brown eyes that studied Rachel keenly.

      “Father’s not here,” Rachel elaborated, seeing the progress. “You’re safe now.”

      The little girl glanced up at Peak and trembled.  

      “Peak, could you step back?” Rachel asked, without looking away from the little girl.

      Silently, Peak obliged and left Nine’s line of sight but stayed in the room. Nine directed her attention back to Rachel.

      “My name is Rachel. I’m the woman who rescued you. I work with the police department. Do you know who the police are?”

      The little girl nodded slowly.

      Rachel took a deep breath. “Good. Can you draw?”

      The little girl nodded again.

      Rachel pulled out a pencil and her notepad. She flipped to a page that didn’t have a bloodied Orphan and turned back to Dr. Nordin. “I need you to unbind her.”

      “I will not allow you to give that child a sharpened pencil.”

      Rachel heard Peak exit the room.

      Rachel continued. “I don’t think you understand the stakes here, doctor. There could be more children. Every second we waste is an extra second they have to spend with their abductor.”

      “I’m warning you for your safety. Giving this child any sharp object is a danger to you and herself.”

      Peak returned, winded from a sprint, and tossed Rachel a crayon. “Got it from the lobby. I don’t think she can harm anyone with this.”

      Nordin hesitated, called in her assistant, and approached the bindings. Slowly, she loosened them. The girl slid out of her binds and rolled her wrists.

      “Give me space,” Rachel told Nordin.

      The doctor begrudgingly listened.

      Rachel handed the little girl the crayon and notepad. “Draw Father for me.”

      The girl clenched both the crayon and notepad. Rachel’s heart pounded as she waited to see how the girl would react. Please don’t do anything stupid.

      The child studied the crayon before coiling it in her tiny fists. With harsh strokes, she started drawing on the page. The crayon made a stick figure on the page with big round head, angry eyebrows, and a circle around his frown, signifying facial hair.

      “Very good,” Rachel said. “Now draw your home.”

      The girl drew a house with twin peaks. The lodge. That won’t help.  

      “Where are you staying at now?”

      The girl didn’t seem to understand.

      “Tell me what you do for fun.”

      The little girl smiled, baring her crooked, yellow teeth. She drew the lodge’s back porch and a series of lines connecting to various small stick figures as they moved about a tree-enclosed area. Rachel studied it for a moment before the revelation hit her. The lines were chains. Rachel’s eyes watered as she tore out the page, handed it to Nordin, who handed it to Peak, who was still out of sight.

      Rachel noticed the faint scarring around the child’s throat.

      The child kept drawing, showing artwork of Father punching her, making her eat from a bowl, and more unimaginable horrors.

      At the sight of the fourth horrid drawing, Peak marched out of the room.

      “You’re very brave,” Rachel said to the little girl, gave Nordin a look to signify she was finished, and then hurried after Peak.

      Rachel followed a trail of closing doors until she found Peak outside of the emergency exit. An unlit cigarette dangled from his thin lips. His skinny finger flicked a lighter dial but failed to produce a flame. He kept working harder until his face turned to cherry red and he dashed the lighter against the asphalt. He sank down the set of stairs leading up to the door behind him. Rachel sat down beside him, glancing up at the overcast sky. A day had passed since the car chase, though it felt like it had happened minutes ago.

      Unlit cigarette still in his lips, Peak rested his forearms on his knees and looked across the parking lot, parked ambulances, and the hazy mountains in the distance. His nearly black eyes glossed over.

      “When I look at those girls, I see her,” he sniffled. “Clove.”

      “I can’t even imagine,” Rachel admitted. She didn’t have children. If it hurt this bad to look at strangers in such a sorry state, to see your own offspring...

      Rachel put her arm around Peak’s shoulder as he broke. He buried his face in his hands and propped his head against Rachel.

      They sat like that for a while.

      Peak grabbed Rachel’s arm and removed it from his shoulder. He stood, brushed himself off, and collected his lighter.

      “I’m going to take a walk,” he said softly before traveling across the lot.

      Rachel felt envious of her partner. Rachel couldn’t remember the last time she cried. Truly cried. Part of her wondered if she could still. Her life was one murder after another. After a while, fear and sorrow lessened and, with them, many other emotions. Rachel forced herself up and headed back inside. There was work she needed to throw herself at.

      She returned to the girls. Seven and Nine slept. Not wanting to disturb them, Rachel went to Number Four. The thirteen-year-old girl had an angular face, pale skin, and lengthy body. With an unbreakable gaze, she studied the wall.

      Rachel pulled up a chair next to her.

      The tall girl ignored her.

      The Sense pulled at Rachel. She glanced at Yogi. The twenty-seven-year-old man in rags studied the girl with his bug eyes interrupted by long hair.

      “I know Number One,” Rachel told Number Four.

      That got the teenager’s attention.

      “Were you there when he tried to run away?”

      Four didn’t reply.

      “I imagine you treated the other captives like brothers and sisters. If you want to save the rest of them from Father, we need to help one another.”

      Four opened her mouth to speak but quickly shut it, remembering her lack of tongue. She gestured for a writing utensil. Rachel leaned back, checking for Dr. Nordin. It was just Rachel. She pulled out the crayon and notepad. “I’m taking a risk removing your binds. Don’t make me regret it.”

      Rachel freed the teen’s hand. Four took the crayon and paper. By her writing posture, she had some literacy. She waited for Rachel to tell her what to draw.

      “How did he take you?”

      Four drew a schoolhouse, a white truck, and a stick figure of Father holding a napkin over the mouth of a smaller stick figure in a dress and with long hair.

      “How old were you?” Rachel asked.

      The girl shrugged. She started drawing another picture. It showed a mixture of boys and girls. They all had different hair lengths and heights, but all wore the same frowny face. Yogi shoved his finger against the tallest one. He turned his finger back to himself. He pointed at the tallest female and then held up two fingers. He went to the third one. A male. Yogi showed three fingers. With a matter of moments, he named and labeled all eleven of Father’s children.

      

      The pictures of the scarred backs plastered the corkboard in the Highlands PD’s briefing room. The carved numbers Four, Seven, and Nine forever engraved their bearers. Alone, Rachel studied the photograph under the tube ceiling lights. She tacked up Four’s crayon picture in the lineup. By the looks of it, there were three boys and the rest were girls. Number One is dead. Nine, Seven, and Four are free. There’s still seven more I need to save.

      Rachel returned to her desk in the bullpen. Most desks were empty. A few cops chatted quietly near the coffeemaker. In the desk in front of hers, Peak hunched over his keyboard and typed away.

      Rachel checked her digital work inbox. The results of the box’s truck license plate came back. It belonged to Baxter Queens. He was a traveling salesman from Ohio who vanished along with his vehicle in 1989. Unmarried with no living family and a freelancer by trade, no one went looking for him. Rubbing her brow, Rachel recalled what she found inside of the box truck, which was nothing. Either Father took the title, insurance, and the rest of the documents when he ran, or he never had it to start with it. Either way, the lead was a bust.

      Peak had contacted the various local mechanics that could’ve possibly sold Father the new back latch for his box truck, but nothing panned out. Either one of the mechanics was lying or Father had a spare.

      Without helicopter support, the ground team searched the woods after the chase but couldn’t find Father’s trail. The K-9 unit got a few hits, but the dark and treacherous cold worked against the dogs and the team had to turn back. They tried again in the morning, finding a scent on a nearby back road. Perhaps a kind soul up picked Father, or even scarier, he had a partner. Lieutenant McConnell made a statement on the local news to report any suspicious characters. So far, the department had received four phone calls. Two were old ladies complaining about their neighbors, one was a teenage boy making a prank call, and the last was a local woman who somehow had a tip for every high priority case Highlands PD ever had. Needless to say, it wasn’t going well.

      Everyone on the case knew that Father must have some other hideaway, and most likely was he transferring Four, Seven, and Nine to his second base or out of state. Rachel traced the route that Father was traveling before he caught onto Peak. It seemed he was going to the south of Highlands, but then he turned north. There was no way of knowing the exact moment he spotted Peak, but that change in direction seemed to be the most accurate point. If he used the mountainous road for the sole purpose of escaping Rachel and Peak, then he must know the area, meaning that he was either a local or someone who frequented the area.

      Number Nine’s drawing showed Father having a goatee of sorts, but that profile matched a large portion of Appalachian males. At this point, Rachel didn’t know Father’s ethnicity, height, or build. She had a few officers contacting local gas stations to see if they saw the box truck. None of them remembered anything. Still, they provided their video footage. However, that was a few days’ worth of video from half a dozen gas stations. It would be a long time before Rachel heard back from the two officers McConnell had allotted to review the footage. If Highlands was a bigger town, perhaps they’d have more resources to spend on such a lead. However, one couldn’t expect fast results from the police station in a town with only two bars.

      Using a drafting compass from the Christmas present Peak gave her, Rachel drew a circle around the local town map encompassing the area of Father’s lodge, where Yogi’s body was fished from a pond, and the road where the car chase occurred. She marked each of these locations and used a ruler and pencil to draw connecting lines between them. The triangle formed at the two bottom corners of the town and the one upper. Rachel could assume he came from the south side of town, so that was something. She made a request for McConnell to put an extra patrolling squad car in that area. He obliged, but his expression did little to hide his doubt. Not knowing what the man’s appearance or the appearance of Father’s backup vehicle--if he even had a second truck--was not a great launching point.

      “Harroway,” Officer Jones said.

      Rachel lifted her face out of her palms and faced the blond cop with a mustache.

      “Your father is here to see you,” he said.

      Rachel mouthed, “thank you.”

      She slung on her dirty leather jacket and headed to the front of the bullpen. Liam stood at the threshold with his hands in his pockets and a heavy winter jacket over his two-tone bowling shirt. His face lit up at the sight of Rachel and he gave her a strong hug.

      “You look exhausted,” he said empathetically.

      “I am,” Rachel replied. “What’s up?”

      “Wanting to take my daughter to go on a late lunch with me, that’s what.”

      Rachel pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t know, Dad. There’s a lot of work to do.”

      “You were in a high-stakes shootout twenty-four hours ago. I think you can spare an hour to eat with your dear old dad.”  

      McConnell had already offered her a day off. Rachel refused. Though she couldn’t talk her boss out of mandatory counseling next week. Perhaps it was Rachel’s stubbornness, but she had no interest sharing her inner feelings with a shrink, even after a shootout. She always told them what they wanted to hear anyway, seeing how they would institutionalize her if she told them about Orphans and the Gift.

      “Well?” Liam asked with an awkward smile.

      Sighing, Rachel said. “Only if we go to Chan’s.”

      Liam chuckled at the ridiculousness of Rachel’s comment. “Where else would we go?”

      Traditional Chinese music played from the soft speakers mounted in the upper corners of Rachel and Liam’s favorite cheap Chinese restaurant. The place was largely vacant at 4:23pm. It was only Rachel, Liam, and the owner’s family. An elderly Chinese lady, her eight-year-old granddaughter, and the cute college-age waitress.

      The news played on TV nearby. The anchors were talking about Father’s children, of course.

      Liam read the closed caption as he stuffed his face with Lo Mein.

      Rachel had shown little interest. She grimaced as she chewed General Tso’s chicken. Her tongue was still scarred and tender; the spices did not help.

      “It’s hard to see how something like this could happen right in our backyard. Or anywhere,” Liam said as pictures of the children appeared on screen.

      “It’s a crazy world out there,” Rachel said.

      “What’s more crazy is that God loves those children as much as their abductor,” he pointed his noodle-wrapped fork at the screen. “Even in my pastoral days, the Father’s love was always the hardest concept for me to grasp.”

      “I’m pretty sure the abductor’s going to hell,” Rachel replied.

      “No one is beyond redemption. All they need to do is repent, change their ways, and follow the Lord.”

      Rachel didn’t know what to say to that. Could a man as evil as Father find salvation? It would take a Christmas miracle.

      She wondered what the abductor would do now that Rachel had liberated his “children.” Something stupid, Rachel hoped, but not so stupid that it ended the lives of the rest of his prisoners. Rachel closed her eyes. Only a higher power would know what fate had in store for those children.

      “How do you do it, Rachel? Look at these images daily?”

      It was a harder question to answer than Rachel thought it would be. In her early twenties and thirties, she made her living selling sketches of dead people. Gore had never been a stranger to her, but she couldn’t match the fixation to any particular event. She knew it had to be linked to the Gift. But how did she deal with it so often? “It’s… I try to look past the horror and at the person. Who they are on the inside. Focus on that instead of whatever their current state may be.”

      “Takes a lot of guts. I don’t think I could do it. Actually, I know I can’t,” Liam admitted.

      Not one to brag, Rachel didn’t find any reason to boast about her hardships, though there was something empowering about overcoming fear and facing down a horrific Orphan. “There’s a lot of evil there. I’ll never stop it, but I can help those in my little sphere of the world. Or at least try.”

      Liam put his hand on hers. His eyes watered. “You’re very brave, Rachel.”

      “Detective Peak says there is a fine line between bravery and stupidity.”

      Liam smiled softly at his daughter. “If that’s the case, I’m proud of the fool you’ve become.”

      His kind expression shifted to disgust when he saw the image on the screen. It showed Number Four’s bare back and the crude, ten-year-old scar. “It looks like a football jersey, Lord help us,” he mumbled.

      Rachel pulled her hand out from under her father’s. “That’s it.”

      “What?”

      “Me grasping at straws.” Rachel stood from her seat. “Thanks for lunch.”

      “Rachel, I don’t understand.”

      “Love you, Dad,” Rachel gave him a quick hug and rushed out of the restaurant.

      Rachel dialed Peak as she sped through Highlands’ streets that rose and dipped with the mountain’s terrain. Sidewalk lights, mom-and-pop restaurants, and stores with authentic Appalachian antiques blurred as Rachel sped to the police station.

      “Yep.” Peak answered the phone.

      “Eleven children, numbers carved like those on jerseys, and a lodge full of football paraphernalia. What kind of person do you think we’re dealing with?”

      “You know how I feel about rhetorical questions.”

      “Start researching disgraced football coaches/players. I’m on my way over.”

      “This is a long shot.”

      “What else do we have?”

      “More rhetorical questions, it seems.”

      Rachel arrived at the station. Rachel rolled up her chair next to Peak’s desk.

      “Highlands doesn’t have a football team,” Peak said. He would know, having gone to Highlands’ only school.

      “We branch out then,” Rachel said. “Yogi Taft was his first victim, meaning something prompted this man to begin his kidnapping spree. We find what that is, we find our man.”

      “He could just be a nutcase with no cause or motive.”

      “Perhaps,” Rachel said. She felt Yogi’s presence behind her. She could smell his sweat.

      “Is he a coach?” she whispered

      The Orphan grabbed Rachel’s left shoulder and squeezed. His fingernails burrowed into her flesh, but Rachel knew it really couldn’t hurt her.

      Peak eyed her and then looked to where he thought Yogi was standing. “Visitor?”

      “Look into coaches for all the local schools from pre-1992.”

      Peak started typing away. Rachel watched anxiously.

      “No great tragedies to be found,” Peak said as he scrolled through old news articles. “It’s all random, Harroway.”

      “The owner of the truck was a traveling salesman from Ohio. Check there.”

      “Travelling is the key word. He could’ve been killed anywhere.”

      Annoyed by his cynicism, Rachel barked, “Look it up anyway.”

      Peak’s shoulders went slack as he scrolled his research through the lists of links.

      “Try that one,”

      Peak pulled up the article titled ‘Local Coach Fired For Relations With A Cheerleader.’

      Rachel glanced up at Yogi. He didn’t respond.

      “Okay, how about that one.”

      Peak brought up the picture of the coach. Yogi stayed motionless.

      “What are we looking for?”

      “For a response from our friend,” Rachel said.

      “Ah,” Peak replied and started going through the articles as fast as possible. He scrolled through pictures from old “busted” papers, too.

      Yogi didn’t move. Not until Peak pulled up the picture of Kirk Heineken.

      Number One howled and started running back and forth in the precinct.
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      Rachel commanded Peak to stop scrolling.

      “That’s the one,” She tapped her finger on the computer screen.

      Peak pulled up the article.

      The accident happened in 1988.

      Thirty-three-year-old Kirk Heineken, coach to the Blaine Hill High School football team from Ohio, crashed the team travel bus on the way to a ski resort. It was intended to be a reward for the top eleven players. Every one of them died but Kirk, who suffered major brain damage, so said the first article.

      Peak went to the next one. It was in regards to Kirk’s mandatory resignation as coach. Though normally a peaceable man, Kirk attacked the school board after they made the announcement. Surprisingly, they didn’t press charges, and there hadn’t been news about him since.  

      The twenty-year-old picture showed Kirk at thirty-three with short brown hair, a wide lower jaw, tiny eyes, and a husky physique. He didn’t look like a monster, but by the way Yogi screamed, he might as well have been the devil.

      Peak looked up Kirk in the database. He had a few traffic violations, but nothing major. The picture showed his most recent driver’s license. Kirk had a goatee with a gray bottom. His brown hair had receded, giving him a big forehead. His cheeks drooped. His eye looked like hollow brown shells that revealed nothing about the man.

      The address on the license linked him to Sylva, NC, a town an hour from Highlands.

      Rachel and Peak went on a field trip and pulled to a stop in front of the single-story home with wooden slats for walls and a rusty muscle car rotting in the driveway. It sat on a curving road with a few other homes that were similarly lower middle class. With his pistol loaded with the bullets Rachel gave him for Christmas, Peak gave the door a hearty knock.

      A local law enforcement officer arrived with the warrant. “You know what I had to do to convince the court for this?”

      “You know the promotion you’re going to get if this is our guy?”

      Grumbling, the mountain-blooded cop gestured for them to step aside and slammed his foot into the door. The house was sparsely decorated. Dust drifted through the air. Old football trophies sat on the fireplace mantelpiece. Framed photographs of Blaine Hill’s deceased football players hung on the walls. By the dusty look of everything and the stale dry air, no one had touched this place for weeks. The refrigerator was empty. The freezer had a few uncooked hamburger patties. There were football playbooks and sports history books on the shelf. The bedroom consisted of a bed, dresser, and walk-in closet. Nothing that pointed to this man being a killer. Then again, most killers didn’t look like killers.

      Peak found important documentation in the file box tucked in the back of the closet. They sifted through crinkled gas and restaurant receipts, a Social Security Number, birth certificate, work contract for a local trucking company, and property papers for a familiar lodge.

      “Told you,” Rachel said as she withdrew the sales document for Father’s Highlands lodge. He owned it long before Number One was taken.

      “Sorry for doubting your Orphan,” Peak said dryly.  

      They reported the find to McConnell and had an APB out within the hour. Rachel reached out to the trucking company and got on the phone with Kirk’s boss, a man with a Southern twang.

      “We send our trucks nationwide. Kirk is one of our better drivers.”

      “You specialize in eighteen wheelers, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am. We deliver for grocery stores, mostly.”

      “Where is Kirk now?”

      “He’s currently on vacation. Most years, he saves his vacation days for winter and takes two weeks off. It’s hard to believe he was involved with the poor kids on the news.”

      “It’s always who you least expect. Is there anything else you can tell me about Kirk?”

      “Keeps to himself. Loves football. Hunts. Goes to the gun range every week. Just a good ol’ boy.”

      “Do you know if he owned any other properties?”

      “Can’t say. He’s one of my highest paid employees, but I don’t know where he spends the money. We’ve been working together for nearly two decades. The man is a closed book.”

      Rachel told him to contact her or Peak if anything happened. She hung up and turned to talk to Peak when her phone rang.

      “This is Dispatch. We have a 10-67.”

      Peak got the same call a moment later.

      Rachel drove them back to Highlands as quick as the car would take them. They rolled down a single-lane street until they came to a stop beside the multiple squad cars surrounding a cadaver. Exchanging looks, Rachel and Peak exited Rachel’s Impala and, with hurried feet, headed for the body. The wind took Rachel’s hair and chilled her ears.  

      “Took you long enough,” Gates said.

      Like a crash dummy, the body lay limply in the snowy ditch. The woman’s arms and legs bent the same uncanny way all bodies do. She wore earmuffs and a puffy blue snow jacket with pants to match. Age lines, veins, and crow’s feet hinted that she was between forty and fifty years old. Dried blood that looked like black ooze painted her front and .44 caliber bullet holes peppered her torso. The fuzzy insulation puffed-out jacket was embedded with little asphalt rocks. The skin on her cheek was peeling back from falling on the road at a high speed.

      “The gunshot wounds killed her. Obviously. The killer dumped her here. From the vehicle by the looks of it,” the coroner said.

      “Any identification?” Peak asked.

      The officers shook their head. “Nada.”

      “An anonymous tipper called it in,” another said.

      “What are you thinking?” Rachel asked Peak.

      “Could be Kirk. Could be a completely unconnected carjacking. By the time we find out, our perpetrator could’ve skipped town. That, or he might clean house.”

      “You mean kill his captives?” Rachel asked.

      “What would you do if the world is pressing down on you, and there’s nowhere to run?”

      “Fight to the very end,” Rachel replied.

      Peak smiled. “Not everyone is like you, Harroway.”

      Rachel glanced around the mountainous roads going higher up the mountain. She ran her hand up her scalp. She needed to find this woman’s Orphan.

      “I’m going on a walk,” Rachel said and started into the woods. Peak watched her curiously and then knelt next to the body.

      Lonely snow flurries danced in the air and between the trees. The way the trees faded into the distance gave the place a fantastical appearance. The blizzard would hit Highlands pretty hard tonight and again on New Year's Eve. That was the least of Rachel’s concerns at the moment. She crunched icy snow underfoot and pressed through the labyrinth of white-capped trees. Using the necks of scrawny trees or exposed roots, Rachel followed the Sense farther into the winter wonderland. Within a few moments, the police chatter faded into nothingness. Leafless trees waved at her with their long fingers and shimmied in the infrequent gusts of wind.

      Past a felled tree and its dead tree trunk with a crown of wooden spikes, footprints appeared in the snow. They were female, size six boots. They went deeper into the wilds of the mountain and through a thicket of bushes. Turning sideways and keeping her arms up, Rachel shimmied through the snow-cloaked shrubs and into a grove of evergreen trees. At the center was a shredded rabbit that was frozen stiff. Its blood oozed from its furry body like it was fresh. Its leg twitched. Rachel felt her insides churn as crimson bloomed from under the hare in the shape of a rose. The Orphan here was powerful.

      A prickly sensation exploded over the back of her head, arms, legs, and torso like every limb had fallen asleep at the same time.

      Rachel didn’t need to look behind her. She knew the woman was there, even if the woman didn’t cast a shadow. Watching her own breath mist, Rachel twisted around.

      No one.

      With a grip as cold and cruel as an iron clamp, the woman turned Rachel around.

      The skin on the woman’s lightly wrinkled cheek peeled back and revealed teeth and red, veiny gums. It was a reminder of the woman’s fall from a moving vehicle and her kiss with the coarse asphalt road. Blood oozed from the massive entrance wounds across her torso. A little trickled from the corner of her lip.

      “Just the woman I was looking for,” Rachel said as she tried to pull free of the woman’s unbreakable grip.

      “Why?” the woman mumbled, tears trickling down her disfigured face. Her fingernails pierced Rachel’s flesh.

      “I don’t know,” Rachel said, sensing the Orphan becoming more and more violent. She’s confused. Scared. Be patient with her, Rachel.

      The woman grabbed Rachel’s other arm and slammed Rachel against the tree. Rachel gasped as the bark smashed into her spine.

      “Why! Why! WHY!” the woman screamed with untamed anger. She lifted Rachel a few inches off the ground and smashed her into the tree again and again and again. Each hit sent a spike of pain thundering through Rachel’s being. The back of her head thumped against the bark and Rachel felt a warmth trickle through her hair and down the nape of her neck.

      It’s not real. She can’t really hurt you, Rachel told herself as the woman screamed “Why!” a dozen more times.

      The world around Rachel swirled and blackened. She fought against the woman’s grip but couldn’t break it. She clenched her eyes as tight as she could as her head slammed into the tree again. Go away, Rachel commanded. The Orphan went to slam Rachel’s head a final time.

      Suddenly, Rachel felt the woman let go. She collapsed forward, landing in a crouch. The snow gobbled her palms and knees. She opened her eyes to the serene evergreen grove around her. Lonely snowflakes kept drifting in the misty air. The Orphan had vanished.

      With a shaking hand, Rachel touched the back of her head, winced, and brought her crimson-stained fingers into view.

      Her face hit the snow, and the world faded into blackness.

      Crying.

      Cold bit Rachel’s face.

      She awoke, one cheek in the buried snow and the other wet from melted snowflakes. Teeth chattering, Rachel pushed herself out of the snow. The pain in the back of her head had vanished along with the blood on her fingers. Nonetheless, the frigid weather made her joints scream and numbed her face.

      With her back turned to Rachel and knees held against her chest, the woman wearing earmuffs sat next to the dead rabbit. Shadows from the evergreen trees fell ever her like black bars. Her weeping filled the grove like a sad song.

      Unsure if she was motivated by bravery or foolishness, Rachel steadied herself and started toward the woman. As soon as the woman heard snow crunch under Rachel’s boot, she stopped her weeping and began to rise.

      Rachel planted her feet and held her hands in her jacket pockets. As much as she was tempted to draw a pistol, natural weapons did nothing to Orphans. Rachel’s only defense against the dead was her determined spirit.

      The woman twisted back to Rachel. A shadow fell upon her skinned cheek. Tears rolled down the other.

      “Do you want to talk or fight?” Rachel said.

      “Why?” the woman asked more out of dread than anger.

      “Maybe it was God’s will or the man’s fault. Maybe there’s no reason for any of it. One thing is certain, you’re dead.”

      The woman took a step forward, the shadow leaving her disfigured face. “My family?”

      Rachel kept her eyes from watering. “Were they with you when it happened?”

      The woman slowly shook her head. The peeled skin on her cheek flapped at the motion.

      “Then they’re not my concern,” Rachel said bluntly. “My name is Rachel. What’s yours?”

      “Clairease,” the woman said as if she was recalling it. “Clairease Kettlebach.”

      “Alright, Clairease. This world is not your home anymore.”

      “Then… where?”

      Rachel shrugged. Even after all these years, it was still a hard question. “Somewhere beyond.”

      “Heaven?” Clairease asked like a lost child.

      Perhaps not after you smashed my head in. “Maybe,” Rachel said. “You won’t know until you go there, and you can’t go until you’re avenged.”

      “How?” the woman begged, taking another step forward. “How?”

      “When your killer is brought to justice. I can’t do that unless you help me. Tell me how he did it.”

      Horror sank the woman’s face. “Hitchhiker. Kind man. Broken-down car, he said. I drove. He shot me. Tossed me outside.”

      Rachel pondered it for a moment. “What kind of car do you own?”

      Clairease gave her a confused expression. “Chrysler Sebring.”

      “Perfect. That’s all I needed, Clairease,” Rachel said and hurried out of the grove.

      The Orphan watched her leave before vanishing along with the rabbit.  

      Following her old tracks, Rachel returned to the road ditch. Gates was gone, along with the body and the other cops. Peak rested his back against Rachel’s car with his head craned up to the sky. He opened an eye at the sound of Rachel’s approach.

      “The others thought you got lost,” Peak said.

      “What did you tell them?” Rachel asked, rubbing her hands together.

      “That you did.”

      “Cute,” Rachel replied. “I know how to find Kirk.”

      Peak contacted the precinct as Rachel drove them back. It didn’t take long before they got a hit on Clairease’s vehicle’s built-in GPS. It was parked at the end of a dirt road nearly at the bottom of Highlands plateau. The building at the end of the dirt road was an old granary.

      The bullpen buzzed at the news. Officers donned Kevlar vests, knee and elbow pads, and grabbed the siege equipment. It was a sight Rachel loved to see. It meant progress. The final push. Yeah, all of them would be plunging into hell, but Kirk Heineken would fall today.

      Lieutenant McConnell said, “I never trust a man named after a beer.”

      He pulled Rachel and Peak aside while the other officers dressed. “I was shaky on the details. How did you know the woman owned a Chrysler?”

      Peak cleared his throat. “We contacted the Kettlebach family.”

      “Right,” McConnell said, not fully convinced. “I wish you luck out there.”

      One of the officers called for McConnell. Scratching his long sideburns, McConnell headed that way.

      Rachel took a breath. “Thanks for the assist.”

      “One day, he’ll find out about your condition,” Peak said, watching the lieutenant direct an officer.

      “As long as it is not today,” Rachel said.

      After washing off her face in the bathroom sink, Rachel headed for the locker room. Putting in the proper combination, she opened her tall and skinny locker and removed her bulletproof vest. She slung it over her head and pulled the side straps so snugly that breathing became a chore. She slid on the knee pads and elbow pads. Lastly, she put her hair into a bun and pulled on her black helmet with a translucent plastic faceguard. Refilling her pistol magazine and her spare, she was ready to rock and roll. As she pulled open the door, the Taft family appeared behind her. Slack-jawed Roger, round-face Hannah, and feral Yogi. They stared at Rachel with expectation. Rachel gave them curt nods and left.

      Rachel, Peak, and more armored cops sat shoulder to shoulder in the armored van. Outside, the blizzard howled. All of the Highlands police officers participating in the raid looked identical. They didn’t feel like cops, but like soldiers under express orders to take Father alive or dead. Appalachian born and raised, the men were husky and hardy with lips full of tobacco dip. Rachel and Peak’s slender frames made them stand out.

      The road twisted down the mountain. Rachel and Peak swayed at the movement. No one spoke. Somehow it seemed wrong to break the silence. The officer adjacent to Rachel mouthed a prayer. For himself, for Father’s fall, or for the captives, Rachel didn’t know.

      Peak shifted in his seat. He pulled out a picture of Clove. In the photo, his daughter knelt before a Christmas tree with squinted eyes and a contagious smile. The folds in the photograph produced a crease in the shape of a cross at the center of the child’s nose. Peak brushed his thumb over Clove’s cheek, closed his eyes for a moment, and refolded the photo.

      The van rumbled on the dirt. The light strip over Rachel’s head flickered. She should’ve called Liam and told him that she loved him. I’ll talk to him when I get back.

      The vehicle stopped.

      No one breathed.

      The officers nearest the door shouted “go go go” in quick succession before swinging open the double back doors and dropping off into the dense snowfall. A flurry of snow sucked into the van like a wave of smoke. One at the time, the officers dropped out into the black night. Rachel gave Peak a pat, sending him out first. When it was Rachel’s turn, she hunched, raced against the storm, and leapt onto the frozen dirt road.

      Nearby, more armored cops spilled from the second van. Some had battering rams, others had tactical shotguns, and most wielded police-issued pistols. Green lasers sliced through the thick snowfall. Rachel kept her plastic faceguard down. Her breath fogged up the lower portion.

      A river ran parallel to the dirt road. Chunks of ice raced down its surface. Trees rose out of the snow, but there were many places with no cover. Up ahead, Rachel saw Clairease’s red Chrysler and the mill. The first story’s walls were cobblestone and the next two floors were made of wooden slats. The A-frame roof was the color of crusty blood and was missing many shingles. Jutting from the second riverside wall, the waterwheel turned methodically rushing water.

      Rachel kept her eyes ahead and with her pistol drawn, she moved in a fan alongside the other cops.
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      The waterwheel turned and turned, its wooden planks churning the icy river. The mill must’ve been a century old. Frost was etched in the lower cobblestone walls. Like a black mouth, the third-story window with the shape of a tombstone made Rachel’s skin crawl. The Sense warned her of danger.

      The officers fanned out as they neared the mill. Like fireflies, their weapons’ green laser pointers flickered in the falling snow. Wind through her helmet’s ear protection distorted most sound. The black night and blizzard obscured their visuals. The cold tingled their skin. In summation, none of them could trust their senses.

      Rachel was walking cautiously toward the building when the gunshot sounded. The officer nearest Rachel slumped into the dirt.

      “Officer down! Officer down! Take cover!” someone shouted.

      Rachel rushed behind the nearest tree. Through the dense wall of snowfall, the rest of the officers scurried to find cover in the form of trees, rocks, and other natural formations.

      Another gunshot sounded.

      Rachel didn’t see where it hit.

      Behind the fogged plastic guard, sweat raced down her face. She scanned the area for another felled officer. She didn’t see one.

      A few cops fired at the third-story window. A muzzle flashed. A chunk of bark blew off the tree where an officer hid. He patted himself down, checking for bullet wounds. None.

      The shooter fired two more times, keeping the police from moving forward.

      Rachel crouched down. She didn’t know if the shooter could see her, but she couldn’t afford mistakes. About ten feet away, blood as black as ink leaked under the downed officer. Rachel thought he was dead until she saw his finger twitch. Panicked, she looked around for the nearest officer who could assist the dying man. It didn’t take long before she realized she was the closest. Leave him. He’s as good as dead anyway. Rachel ignored the internal voice and dashed to the downed officer.

      Sliding on her knees, Rachel relied on adrenaline to give her the strength to turn the officer over. She crouched, put her hands under his armpits, and started pulling. In her peripheral, she saw the glint of riflescope tracing her path. No time to retreat. She was committed.

      A green laser point reflected on the scope’s eye. The shooter fired. Rachel shut her eyes and kept pulling the man’s hefty body. The bullet drilled a hole in the ground beside Rachel. In seconds, she was behind the tree.

      Leaning from cover, Peak--distinguishable by his skinny frame--kept the laser pointer on the scope and squeezed off a round from his 9mm pistol. The shooter fell back. Was it over?

      The shooter fired again, narrowly missing Peak’s head.

      Rachel rested the injured cop against the tree trunk and put his hands over his torso wound. Those bullets cracked the vest like it was nothing.

      “Apply pressure. You’re going to get through this,” Rachel said. Her arms and shoulders were sore from pulling the heavy man.

      The man’s head nodded a few times like he was about to fall asleep.

      “Stay awake,” Rachel commanded him.

      Again, officers tried to move up. They were quickly deterred by gunfire. Thankfully, no one else had been injured. Yet.

      From the door to where Rachel took cover was not a far journey. By the looks of it, she had the best shot out of all the officers at reaching the building. Fear gripped her more than the cold as she peered out. Get to the car, take cover, and then get to the door. Three easy steps. Though simple didn’t mean safe. She glanced about the dirt road that had become a battlefield. Cops pushed forward, albeit gradually. Every second that was wasted meant another chance Kirk could gun them down. Peak’s daughter Clove came to mind. Rachel wondered how many of her follow officers had wives and children. Most of them, she knew. They all had something to go back home to. Rachel just had a big, empty house. Keeping that in mind, she charged for the Chrysler.

      Her ankles nearly rolled on the rough, rutted road, but she managed to get to the vehicle’s bumper in one piece. Despite the temperature being twenty-six degrees Fahrenheit, Rachel was burning up in her Kevlar vest. She wanted to peek over the car’s trunk and examine the third-story window, but thought better of it. She knew the gunman was up there and had to believe he was aiming at her this very moment.

      Here goes nothing, Rachel thought as she bolted for the front door. Halfway through her sprint, she realized just how pointless everything would be if a bullet took her life at this very moment. Did she save enough people? Did she free enough Orphans? Unlikely. The most pressing question in her mind was who would avenge her if she were the only one who had the Gift?

      She fired a few blind rounds off at the window as she ran. The gunman fired back. Metal pinged and a car alarm sounded. He missed. The arched door’s wooden awing concealed her. Unable to slow down fast enough, her shoulder rammed into the cobblestone wall. She remembered Kirk’s impeccable aim during the mountain road chase. Was the snow really obscuring his vision that badly? Rachel decided to count her blessings. She tried the knob. Locked. She took a step back and fired three times, blasting multiple forty-caliber rounds into the door’s built-in lock.

      The gunman stopped shooting. He knows I’m going inside. Good or bad, it would allow an opportunity for the other officers to advance. Darting from tree to tree, Peak folded in beside Rachel. They nodded at one another and gave the door the boot. It blasted open, sucking in snow and cold with it.

      Completely dark inside, Rachel and Peak flicked their flashlights on and scanned the ancient mill. The air was cold and dry. Wind whistled from some unseen crack. The beam of Rachel’s flashlight traced over the dirty stone floor, the massive turning cogs in the back of the room, and the long arm jutted outward and connected to the waterwheel. Guns aimed, Rachel and Peak parted, each moving to their own corner of the building before proceeding forward. The river filled the building with its rumble. In the far corner of the room, rickety stairs ascended to the second story. At the center, vertical chutes ran from the ceiling and ended a few feet from the floor. Beneath them were a few old burlap sacks used to collect wheat or corn from the upstairs grin stone.

      Dust sprinkled Rachel’s shoulders. Someone was walking above her. Against his unsaid wishes, Rachel moved ahead of Peak and started hiking up the stairs. Behind her, officers flooded inside. The upstairs door was locked as well.

      One of the officers with a metal ram hurried past her and gave the door a good whack. The wood splintered but the door didn’t give.  He swung the portable ram back and slammed it into the door’s face. Something broke. The final hit blew the door open. Rachel rushed inside, stepping over the broken wooden block that once barred the door.

      The second story had a wooden floor with a wide container at its center. It had the appearance of a flipped-over basket with a hole on top. Above the hole were a series of little slides that once carried corn and other wheat into the “basket” that then dropped the crop into the chutes on the first floor. A large, multifaceted post from the cogs Rachel saw downstairs ran through the floor and into the ceiling. A final set of stairs led to the top floor.

      Rachel scanned the area with her pistol and flashlight. Her beam of light illuminated a plastic table with cold bread, deli meats, and paper plates. Next to it was a single, collapsible rusty metal chair and a portable radio from the 1990s.

      Rachel felt the Sense grabbing onto her and stretching out her skin. Ten steps and she would be face to face with her adversary. Rachel’s breathing quickened. Her faceguard kept fogging. The floor groaned beneath her feet.

      Boom! Boom!

      Two bullets blew through the wooden ceiling. Rachel ducked to the side. Wood splinters clacked on her helmet. An officer aimed his gun at the ceiling and put his finger over the trigger. Rachel pushed down his weapon and whispered, “Hostages.”

      The cop shrugged off the comment and stepped aside. The floor gave way under his weight. He shouted as it fell onto the first floor. He rolled to his side, unhurt but winded. The rest of the officers steered clear of the hole. It was a miracle this place was still standing.

      Rachel conquered the steps one by one. They whined under her feet.

      “Last chance to come out, Heineken,” Peak shouted.

      No reply.

      Peak nodded at Rachel. She nodded at the officer with the battering ram. He dashed up the stairs and bashed open the door.

      Rachel moved in behind him just in time to see the rifle on the floor and the pistol in the figure’s hand. The figure fired at the same time as Rachel. Rachel’s bullet hit the person in the gut. The stranger’s bullet hit Rachel between the eyes.

      Rachel stumbled back and sank to the ground.

      She blinked a few times, seeing officers swarming the downed figure. Peak crouched down in front of her. There was a crack across his hazy face. He grabbed Rachel’s plastic faceguard and pulled it up. His face appeared normal.

      “You took a good one,” Peak said and helped her up.

      Rachel pulled off her helmet and saw the bullet lodged in the guard.

      She peered over at the downed figure. It wasn’t Kirk, but an adult woman with buzzed cherry-blonde hair, a heart-shaped face, and a little nose. She looked terrified. One officer took the 9mm pistol in her hand. Flashlights beams climbed over stacks of canned food, noodles, and lastly, six terrified children with dirt-caked faces.

      The officers fanned out. There was no sign of Kirk.

      “Where’s Father?” Rachel asked the girl who shot her. The twenty-something year old held her bullet wound and said nothing.

      “We need to get these kids out of here,” Peak commanded. “Call ambulances. Let’s get moving.”

      Rachel looked at the captives, recalling Number Four’s drawing. The adult girl on the ground was Number Two. She could see some resemblance between her and Yogi.

      The twenty-year-old boy with messy black hair who protected the little ones in the corner of the room was Number Three. Five was a short and slender seventeen year old. Six was a fourteen-year-old female with a curved beak and black eye. Eight, Ten, and Eleven were all females below the age of ten, Eleven being around five years old.

      Peak took a handful of officers to search the perimeter for Kirk. Via the mill’s upstairs window, Rachel watched Peak and the others vanish into the snowstorm and trees. The children cowered in the corner, huddled beneath a heavy blanket covered in patches. Number Three charged at an officer. The butt of the cop’s shotgun floored the kid and another officer cuffed him. The other children screamed as the cops lifted them and carried them downstairs. They had to put the ones older than ten in handcuffs.

      Rachel stayed on the third floor, clenching Number Two’s hand. The woman sobbed while an officer performed emergency first aid on her bullet wound.

      “A through and through,” the officer said, up to his wrist in blood. “If the EMT can make it through the storm in time, she can be saved.”

      Rachel nervously bit her lower lip. The woman looked past Rachel and at Yogi’s Orphan looming behind her. Number Two smiled at her bucktooth brother. Her eyes fluttered.

      Rachel squeezed her hand tightly. “No, Vinna. I’m not going to let you die.”

      The woman’s eyes shot open, hearing the name she’d not heard in twenty years.

      

      New Year’s Eve.

      

      “Prost.”

      “Prost.”

      Rachel and Peak toasted with cheap beers in the middle of the decorated bullpen. Their eyes were bloodshot from staring at screens all day, but it was a welcome change in pace.

      “I never thought I’d miss paperwork,” Rachel said and took a swig from her beer bottle.

      Peak smirked. He put aside his drink and rested his bottom on the corner of his desk. Construction paper ringlets and red and green holiday fuzzies were strung across the ceiling. An office Christmas tree stood in the corner of the room. All but two desks were vacant.

      A warm mug of coffee in hand, Lieutenant McConnell approached the detectives. “I’m surprised you two are hanging around—oh, and no beer in my bullpen.”

      Peak and Rachel ignored the last part and stole sips from their bottles.

      “We still have work to do,” Peak explained. “Kirk is still out there.”

      “So he is,” McConnell said. “But every cop in the nation is looking for him. He won’t last long. What matters are the lives you saved.”

      “What will happen to the captives?” Rachel asked.

      “A few of their parents are coming out of the woodwork, looking to claim them. Others have set up donations to put them through the best therapy and counseling money can buy. At this very instant, Highlands’ finest doctors are taking care of them. The girl who shot you lost a lot of blood but will make it.” McConnell took a sip of coffee. “Some say they’re in the talks to make a reality show about the girl. Life After Father or something like that.”

      “No doubt superficial reality television will do wonders for their damaged psyche,” Peak said sarcastically.

      McConnell chuckled. “I have my wife waiting for me. You two enjoy your night. Oh, and happy New Year.” He tossed Peak a fresh set of car keys and vanished out the door.

      Peak and Rachel sighed. In the corner of the room, Hannah, Roger, Yogi, and Clairease glared at Rachel.

      “The Orphans aren’t pleased with me,” Rachel said casually.

      “They’re pissed you didn’t get Kirk?”

      “Yeah,” Rachel said, looking at the Orphans. “I don’t get how we didn’t find him. We searched that mill up and down. Heck, we even smashed open the floorboards.”

      “There was a separate set of tire tread marks under the snow. He must’ve had a back-up vehicle. Saw us coming and booked it.”

      “But to leave his children behind… if you saw how he wept when Yogi died, you’d understand that this guy cared about his captives.”

      “He was a real saint.”

      “I never said that,” Rachel replied. “He is about as sick as they come and needs to be stopped. Otherwise, I’m going to be babysitting for a long time. Despite having all the time in the world, Orphans aren’t known for their patience. Remember the Roper case?”

      “Not fun,” Peak replied. “Why don’t you drink your smoothie thing that makes them go away?”

      Rachel thought on it. It would be nice to enjoy seventy-two hours of peace and quiet. Starting out the New Year with proper sleep and low stress levels was a goal she’d been failing to achieve since she learned about the Gift nearly a decade ago. “I might.”

      Peak checked his watch. “Liam has probably picked up Clove by now.”

      That was Peak’s way of saying he was ready to go.

      “Let’s take your new car,” Rachel suggested.

      Saying goodnight to the precinct’s skeleton crew, Rachel and Peak bounced down the steps of the department and to Peak’s new undercover Impala parked out front. It was identical to the last one, yet Peak looked like it was a Christmas morning miracle.

      He started the car up and warmed his hand on the dashboard heater. Rachel reclined in her seat and shut her eyes. She could see Father’s prisoners’ scarred bodies on the back of her eyelids. She couldn’t keep the image balled up inside. She pulled out her sketchbook and started drawing Father’s family. She spent extra time sketching Yogi: another Orphan added to her collection. The journal Peak had gotten her many months ago was already a third full with the amount of lost souls she had avenged. She planned to fill up the rest of the book before next New Year’s Eve.

      One hand on the steering wheel, Peak drove the seven and a half mile road to Hadley House. The swerving, single-lane street bridged society and the wild. Pine oaks and honeysuckle bushes that were covered in snow lined the side. The trek was quiet and welcoming. There was also something special about that final stretch to home, knowing she was minutes away from peace and rest.

      Peak glanced at Rachel’s disturbing artwork with fascination. Rachel tilted the sketchpad to give her a partner a better view. Out of the corner of her eye, Rachel saw Yogi jump in front of the Impala.

      “Watch out!” Rachel screamed.

      Peak slammed on the brakes as the Orphan’s body bounced up the hood, smashed the windshield, and rolled over the top of the car’s hood. Brakes screeching, Peak’s new car came to a stop a few yards from an old pickup truck parked horizontally across the road.

      “Good eye,” Peak admitted, staring at the vehicle blocking the path. “That could’ve killed us both.”

      Rachel closed her eyes for a few seconds and reopened them to see the window of Peak’s car in perfect condition. She felt the Sense yanking her to the truck. “Something is not right about this, Peak.”

      “They’re parked in the middle road. Of course there’s something wrong.” Peak pulled his pistol out from under his seat, tossed aside the empty holster, and exited the Impala. Detective Jenson Peak bowed his head to fight against the icy wind and sharp snow. His copper brown hair and black tie flapped in the wind. Waves rippled across his windbreaker. With his square jaw tightly clenched, he approached the truck. The cab’s light cast an eerie yellow glow about the truck’s interior.

      The Sense hit her like a train. Every one of Rachel’s muscles cramped up simultaneously. She moaned in pain as tears blurred her vision. She balled her fists, trying to cope with the pain. There’s something evil here.

      She rolled down her window. “Peak, come back to the car.”

      Peak didn’t listen. He kept moving forward.

      Rachel pulled up the police radio. “This is Detective Harroway. We have a disabled vehicle blocking Oakland Drive. Requesting assistance.”

      “This is Dispatch. Sending an available officer your way.”

      Against her better instincts but not wanting to leave her friend behind, Rachel got out of the car. The wind forced her to take a step back. Blackness ruled the night. Not a star or hint of the moon could be seen. Big snowflakes twisted haphazardly all around Rachel. The only source of light came from the Impala’s high beams and the ominous truck’s cabin light.

      Raising his gun, Peak reached out for the truck’s door handle.

      Rachel’s body cramped again. “Jenson, get down!”

      Without question, Peak dropped prone as the .44 caliber revolver sounded like a cannon.  

      Rachel hit the snow and looked around the sides of the road. She didn’t know where the shot originated. The Sense went wild, pulling from every direction.

      “You good?” Rachel yelled out to Peak.

      “I am.” Peak started to army crawl her way. “Get to the car.”

      He didn’t need to tell Rachel twice. Rachel stayed level with the snowy and ice-covered street. Her elbows and knees scraped against the cold pavement.

      The gunman shot again.

      Rachel put her face to the asphalt, still unable to pinpoint a direction. She upped her speed to the Impala. Peak crawled beside her.

      Boom!

      Peak cursed. “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know!”

      They reach the Impala’s front tire. Peak’s lips parted when he saw what the gun had shot.

      Three of the four tires on his new Impala were deflated. Two of them were on the driver side. Rachel looked to the left. Her black hair flapped against her tired but attractive face as she scanned the tree lines for the shooter.

      A loud boom, and a muzzle flashed as the bullet cut through the air above Rachel’s crown. Covered in goose bumps, Rachel opened fire on that area of the woods. Peak copied. Together, they lit up the tree line and bushes with bullets. A branch fell away. A bush shimmed free of snow. Bark cracked. Nearly muted by the wind, someone grunted.

      Rachel and Peak quickly swapped magazines and headed for the woods. With each step, Rachel’s heart pounded faster and faster, like it was trying to burst out of her chest. Clear snot leaked from her runny nose and onto her chapped lips. Snowflakes pecked her and clung to her lashes.

      Frozen grass crunched under the detective’s steps as they moved into the Highlands’ endless sprawl of oaks. The road vanished behind them. Peak kept his mag light low, not wanting the shooter to see them. He pointed to the revolver shell casing and scarlet blood melting a hole in the snowy earth.

      Rachel and Peak followed the crimson trail that came to a sudden end in the middle of the woods. The footprints continued deeper before splitting in both directions. The killer was trying to confuse them. Trees bent in the heavy breeze. Some were four feet wide while others were only inches. Bushes ruffled. No animals were out tonight. Only predators. Rachel and Peak stood back to back, swaying their weapons back-and-forth with fingers on the trigger. Their footprints were quickly being filled by the endless barrage of snow. The large flakes seemed to create a haze over the world.

      Something moved in the darkness.

      Rachel tensed up, trying to control her breathing but failing miserably. Someone moved behind a tree to the right of her. Rachel kept her gun trained in that direction when she saw someone else move in her peripheral vision. Rachel twisted her waist and shot a hole in Roger Taft’s face. The Orphan kept walking forward, uninhibited as the new bullet hole below his eye filled in with a sort of supernatural mist.

      Out of sight, the revolver thundered, narrowly missing the detectives. Firing a few rounds, Peak ran in that direction. Rachel followed. She hurdled over a dead tree and pushed against a decayed thorn bush.

      They turned to and fro, getting a trace on a few light footprints. Rachel and Peak reached a frozen creek where the footsteps ended. Peak leapt over it. Rachel mimicked. They marched deep into the woods.

      They reached a heavily wooded area with terrain that dipped and rose at random intervals.

      Peak whispered. “We’re going to get lost if we don’t find him soon.”

      Rachel kept her mouth shut. She took a few steps away from her partner, trying to see into the endless ocean of leafless trees. The snowfall worsened. So did the cold.

      Peak cocked his head, as if he heard something on his side. A few bushes danced in the gusts of wind. A shadow ran out of one, smacked Peak across the face, and returned into hiding.

      Rachel opened fire as the shadow dived through a bush and vanished from sight. Rachel ran to Jenson’s aid. In the shape of a revolver handle, a massive purple bruise swelled up the side of Peak’s face. Rachel shook his shoulder, trying to wake him up. It didn’t work. His neck vein pulsed against Rachel’s gloveless fingers. He was still alive, just unconscious. Rachel was alone in this fight.

      Rachel steadied herself. Her skin stuck to the icy metal of her gun like a tongue to a frozen lamppost. She checked her clip. Two thirds left. She glanced up just in time to see the hulking man charging at her. She went to fire her gun when he enveloped her waist with meaty arms and tackled her to the ground. Rachel gasped as snow puffed around her. The four-inch snow ate her gun after it flew from her grip. The silhouetted man sent his bear-like hand down on Rachel’s face. His class ring ruptured Rachel’s right cheek. She tasted copper in her loose teeth. “That was for my team.”

      The man went for another swing. “This is for my family.”

      Rachel put her own fist into his thick neck. He gagged. Rachel blindly grabbed her gun. With his heavy palm, Father locked Rachel’s pistol-wielding wrist to the ground. He lifted his own long chromatic revolver, but Rachel had enough flexibility to discharge a round at Father. Unable to aim, Rachel’s bullet scraped against the back of Father’s head, opening the skin and shearing a few brown/grey hairs.

      He howled in pain and pushed off Rachel. She rolled to her belly and fired a few rounds as the man zigzagged into the trees. Rachel forced herself to her feet. She almost fell backward. The cold amplified the pain that throbbed in her face. One eye shut, Rachel saw the man running between the trees. The falling snow soon masked him. Rachel twisted around, trying to guesstimate where he would run. Father still had one shot. Rachel had been counting.

      She felt eyes on her from every direction. She felt the Sense tugging at her jacket and yanking the scarf around her neck. Utter dread weakened her mind and body when she saw the silhouettes of five figures in five different locations, all masked by the heavy snowfall.

      Four of them were Orphans. One was Father.

      Rachel held her breath, having a split second to choose before Father’s final .44 round turned her brain to mush. Since the Orphans produced footprints, she couldn’t trust that method to determine Father. It was too dark to see any blood droplets. There was only one other way. Four of the fingers didn’t have breath, but the one running by a tree did.

      Rachel squeezed the trigger. Father toppled over. Gun up, Rachel charged him, seeing the massive hole in his leg that spilled nearly black blood onto the white snow.

      Frost in his goatee, Father cursed Rachel with his mouth full of yellow teeth and aimed his revolver. “I wanted to kill you slowly, you bi--”

      Rachel’s bullet sent the .44 caliber revolver and a few of Father’s fingers into the air. He howled and squeezed his maimed hand. Rachel aimed the gun at his forehead. He spat at her.

      “Do it!” Father shouted over his tears.

      Rage coursed through Rachel’s veins as she thought about the lives he had ruined, the lives he had taken, and the numbers he so delicately carved into the abducted children.

      With trembling hands, Rachel lowered her weapon. “You are under arrest for the murders of Yogi, Roger, and Hannah Taft, multiple assault charges, and multiple kidnappings.”

      Rachel pulled out her cuffs. “You have the right to remain silent.”

      “Just kill me,” Father barked.  

      With a swinging motion, Rachel clipped his good wrist with the cuffs. “If you give up the right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you.”

      “You weak whore! Come on! Finish this!” he spat out.

      Rachel slammed his hand down and locked the other half onto a root rising and returning to the dirt. “You have the right to an attorney. If you desire an attorney and cannot afford one, an attorney will be obtained for you before police questioning.”

      “No!” The man thrashed, but the pain from his injured leg, hand, and grazed head prevented him from wiggling too much. “Don’t you leave me here! Listen to your father!”

      “Stay warm,” Rachel told Kirk Heineken and went to find Peak.

      She slung Jenson’s arm around her shoulder and lifted him. Halfway to the road, he blinked awake.

      “What happened to your face?” he asked immediately.

      “Shut up and walk.”

      Following the squad car’s red and blue lights, they reached the road. Officer Jones mumbled the Lord’s name and ran to assist Rachel.

      “Medical is on the way.”

      “She needs it,” Jenson said with a smile.

      Rachel punched him in the arm and turned her attention to Jones. “Heineken’s in the woods. We need to get him before he freezes to death.”

      And, by some miracle, the EMTs were able to save Kirk Heineken. They patched up Rachel’s and Peak’s faces on the spot.

      “Sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?” An EMT asked with concern.

      “You crazy? It’s New Year’s Eve,” Rachel said.

      After the tow truck dragged away Peak’s new Impala, Liam picked them up and took them back to Hadley.

      “We can reschedule, if you wish,” Liam said as they pulled up in front of the two-story, four-bedroom, three-bathroom, pale-green Hadley House. Snow piled on the roof. Leafless trees waved.

      Rachel blinked away her dizziness. “I paid four bucks for that gas station eggnog. I’m not letting it go to waste.”

      “Agreed,” Peak said.

      Liam chuckled nervously. “Alrighty then.”

      Rachel and Peak shambled into the old house. The Christmas tree was silhouetted in the window alongside five-year-old Clove.

      The Tafts watched Rachel enter her home. Without a word, they walked off into the snowstorm and onto the next world.

      Case closed.

      After the Ball dropped in NYC, Peak passed out on the couch. Clove nestled in next to him. Liam crashed in one of the guest bedrooms. Rachel checked the locks and hiked the stairs to her room. She pulled on her long johns, winter sleeping cap, and gloves before flopping on the king bed in the master bedroom. She kept her Glock under her ex-husband’s pillow and drifted to sleep.

      It was a quiet night until she got the call at 3am.

      It was Lieutenant McConnell’s personal line.

      “Ello?” Rachel answered with a cracked voice.

      “Rachel, sorry to wake you.”

      “Too late,” Rachel sat up and pulled on her beaded lamp string. The light hit her like an expected jab.

      “There’s a multiple homicide. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.”

      Rachel smirked.

      “What?”

      “Just another day in the office.”

      Or was it?

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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      It was one of the colder autumn nights in Highlands, North Carolina. The half moon hung in the star-speckled sky. Red, orange, and yellow leaves, torn from skeletal branches, fluttered on the wind and swirled through the inky blackness. They landed and dragged across the long ascending driveway to Mallory’s house. Like many homes in the small but profitable town, the house had wonderful log-home architecture and boasted an expansive view of the surrounding Appalachian Mountains, which were set ablaze by October-touched trees.

      In the upstairs room, eight-year-old Mallory Stix sat crossed-legged on her bed and stared deeply into the jack-o’-lantern’s ominous triangular eyes. The pumpkin was a plastic globe placed over another child’s head. His name was Ashton. He wore little jean overalls with a yellow-and-red plaid shirt and cute leather farming boots. He sat crossed-legged as well, with his cold, clammy hands resting on Mallory’s little palms. Both kept their hands suspended out in front of them, and neither one of them moved.

      A smile cracked Mallory’s angular face as she tried to keep her hands steady. She had long brown hair and a fake tiara to match her flowing pink dress. Though Halloween was days away, Mallory couldn’t change out of her princess outfit even if she tried, which she did, but nothing she owned was as adorable.

      Keeping her eyes locked with Ashton’s mask, Mallory swiftly pulled her palms out from under Ashton’s and gave him a good slap on the top of his hands.

      “Gotcha! I win!” Mallory exclaimed, pointing a finger at him.

      Ashton studied his pale hands as if trying to figure out what went wrong.

      Seeing his sadness, Mallory put out her hands again. “Okay. You try to get me now.”

      Ashton seemed confused. Since Mallory met him a few days ago on the way home from church, the boy had seemed perplexed by a great many things. He’d never had Italian Ice or played on a smartphone. By the way he put his hand on the screen, Mallory theorized that Ashton had never watched TV before. Despite all of that, he was the sweetest boy Mallory had ever met. He’d picked wildflowers for Mallory and called her pretty. He would listen more than talk. He was a great friend, even if he never took off his cheaply made, slightly tilted jack-o’-lantern mask.

      Hesitant, Ashton rested his icy palms under Mallory’s. They locked eyes once again. Mallory felt her heart spike as she waited for Ashton’s attack. If she didn’t pull her hands out fast enough to avoid his slap, she’d lose. Mallory didn’t like losing, but she also didn’t like seeing her friend sad—thus, her dilemma. Maybe she’d give him this victory, but what was the point of winning if it wasn’t done fairly?

      After a few moments of stillness and listening to the cool wind outside the upstairs bedroom windows, Mallory was tempted to recall the rules of the game.

      Slap!

      Mallory quickly retracted her sore hands. “Ow.”

      The tops of her hands were throbbing, pink, and tingling. “That really hurt.”

      Ashton cast down his gaze without saying a word.

      Reluctantly, Mallory leaned over and rubbed his upper arm in the way her mom did to Mallory when she was sad. “Cheer up. You won.”

      Ashton turned his jack-o’-lantern mask to face her.

      Mallory smiled at him softly. “Let’s play a different game. Charades. Take off your mask.”

      Ashton pulled his arms back, tearing himself from Mallory’s touch. He shook his head.

      “And why not?” Mallory asked, taking offense.

      “Because,” the boy replied.

      Mallory glared at him, not accepting that response.

      “You wouldn’t like me anymore,” Ashton elaborated.

      Mallory protested. “That’s not true.”

      The two sat in silence. It seemed that awkward pauses made up the bulk of their relationship.

      “Would it be easier if I did it?” Mallory asked.

      Hesitant, Ashton nodded.

      Mallory extended her hands and put her palms on the sides of the cold plastic globe. Slowly, she began to lift it.

      “Mallory!” Her mother’s shout rang from downstairs and made Mallory jump. “Time for supper!”

      Mallory turned back to the closed bedroom door. “I’ll be right there!”

      “Now, Mallory!” her mom replied.

      Mallory’s shoulders sank. Ashton gently grabbed her little wrists and pulled them away from the mask. Before Mallory could say a word, Ashton slung his legs off the side of the bed and gazed at the floor.

      Mallory scooted next to him, feeling the mattress dip below her. “We can still play.”

      “Go to your mother,” Ashton replied rather harshly.

      “But…”

      Ashton faced her. “She needs you.”

      Mallory felt her skin crawl. She realized she was covered in goose pimples.

      “Why don’t you come with me, then?” Mallory bargained. “We can eat together.”

      Ashton shook his head. “I have my own mother to eat with. Go. I’ll stay right here.”

      “Promise?” Mallory asked meekly.

      Ashton nodded.

      Mallory crawled out of bed, flattened down her dress, and headed for the bedroom door. Some strange feeling caused her to hesitate. She wanted to ask Ashton to join her, but he never ate with the family. Frowning, Mallory turned the doorknob and entered the hallway, leaving her pumpkin-headed friend in her room.

      The hall to the stairs had a few photographs of her mom and dad. Her favorite was of her father in his desert camouflage army uniform. He knelt outside of a khaki tent with a wide grin and sports sunglasses. It was the last picture he ever sent. Mallory couldn’t look at it for long before turning glassy eyed. She was always closer to him than her mother, even after the three years he’d been gone.

      Mallory ran her hand down the railing as she descended onto the first floor. From the stairs, she could see the table set with tall, melting candles and steaming dishes of food waiting to be served. Her mother sat at the end of the table with a tall glass of wine and her face resting on her plate.

      Mallory paused two steps away from the bottom. Why wasn’t her mom moving? Something felt very wrong. Gingerly, she approached her sleeping mother and tugged on the corner of her loose-fitting top. “Mommy?”

      Her mother’s eyelids were slightly parted. Her dilated pupils were glossed over. A little bit of wine and bile trickled down her lips and puddled on the empty plate. She wasn’t breathing.

      Mallory kept pulling at her shirt. “Mom? Mommy, wake up.”

      The floor creaked behind her. Mallory swiftly twisted back to the figure silhouetted in the dark kitchen doorway.

      Instinctively, the child took a step back and bumped into the table. The wine in her mother’s glass sloshed out of the side of the bowl-shaped glass and splashed red on the white tablecloth. Mallory gasped as the figure stepped into view. Fear gripped her little heart as she faced the man in the jack-o’-lantern mask, but instead of overalls, he wore a crimson button-up, black slacks, and classy leather shoes. Unlike Ashton’s pumpkin head, this one had a large lightning bolt–like crack that ran from the pumpkin’s crown, in between the triangular eyes, and to the bottom right corner of the mask. Big metal staples held the crack together; their dark metal twinkled under the ceiling lights.

      Too terrified to scream, Mallory sucked in air and darted for the stairs. The man’s shoes clacked behind her as he gained more speed.

      Grabbing the railing, Mallory darted up the first few steps. “Ashton!”

      Her friend stepped out of the upstairs hall and stood sentry at the top of the steps. He stared down at Mallory, completely emotionless, with his mask slightly tilted.

      “Ashton, run!” Mallory shouted as she continued her ascent.

      Ashton didn’t move.

      A large hand grabbed the back of Mallory’s dress and drew her backward. Mallory kicked, shouted, and tried to keep hold of the railing. Her little hand gave way. Her body hit the man’s lean torso. The figure covered her mouth with a sour-tasting cloth, and eight-year-old Ashton watched with his ominous triangular eyes.

      Mallory was pulled farther and farther down the stairs, not understanding why her friend wouldn’t help her. A black ring enclosed her peripherals. Soon, Mallory’s whole world fell into blackness.
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      The same night Mallory’s mother died, Rachel Harroway was eating Kung Pao chicken with her father, Liam, and Detective Jenson Peak.

      “I can’t believe you’ve never been here,” Rachel commented over the traditional Chinese music that filled her and her father’s favorite cheap restaurant.

      Peak shrugged. “I don’t get out much.”

      He wore his usual get-up: a navy-blue windbreaker over a collared shirt with a dark-grey tie. He had a square jaw and copper hair that was often lifted by the breeze. His eyes were black as coal, and his thin lips were tightly bound.

      Liam, on the other hand, was in his sixties and had white, nicely trimmed hair and wore a sweater vest. Despite having had his share of ups and downs, he had a sort of positivity and naivety Rachel didn’t see much of in her line of work. He consumed a forkful of slimy noodles. “Rachel and I have been coming here every Tuesday night, God willing, for nearly the last decade.”

      Peak smiled falsely at him, having heard it all before.

      Rachel stretched her arms over her head. It had been a slow day in the office, and her forty-one-year-old joints ached. “Has Clove decided what she wants to be for Halloween?”

      “No,” Peak replied dryly. “She’s torn between the latest Disney princess or a creepy clown.”

      Liam stopped his fork halfway to his mouth. “Quite the stark difference.”

      “Believe me, it is.” Peak glanced at Rachel. “Be thankful you don’t have a daughter, Harroway. They can be very confusing, even at six years old.”

      Staring at nothing in particular, Liam nodded in agreement. “Rachel was a handful. Remember when you drew on the kitchen wall?”

      “Faintly,” Rachel replied, recalling in clear detail the disturbing sketch of a hanged man she’d spent over an hour creating.

      “That was certainly…” Liam looked for the right word. “Creative.”

      “Disturbing,” Rachel corrected. She remembered being fixated, even at a young age, on death. Though she didn’t remember it, Rachel believed that the Gift was probably active then, just at a subconscious level. It launched her into an art career with very niche clientele. However, that ended years ago when she traded an easel and brush for a metal badge and police-issued Glock.

      “Well, I blame it on Halloween,” Liam said with his mouth full. “No child should be subject to such horrors.”

      “It’s just another holiday. It doesn’t mean anything,” Peak replied.

      Liam ignored the comment. “I’m going to preach on Sunday about spreading positivity, not subjecting the young ones to demonic imagery and copious amounts of sugar. You should join me, Detective Peak. You might find the Lord, and Clove will be able to make some new friends.” The last part he said around a mouthful of food.

      “No, thanks,” Peak replied politely. “There’s a special on evolution I recorded for that day.”

      Liam opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it. He kept on eating his noodles.

      Rachel was torn when it came to Halloween. On one hand, it seemed like the perfect time for a freak like her to blend in. On the other hand, it brought out all the other freaks from the woodwork, and freaks didn’t always get along with one another.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Anna Sebring. Rachel felt her gut twist. She answered. “Harroway speaking.”

      “Oh, Detective, I’ve been calling all day. Did you get my message?” The woman’s voice was full of worry.

      “I did,” Rachel replied, sliding out of the booth. “All four of them.”

      “Well, did you do it? Did you find him? It’s been nine months. You had to have by now.”

      Rachel stepped out of Chan’s and into the brisk fall air. Lampposts lined the downtown strip, giving the foggy street an eerie orange glow. “We’re doing our best, Mrs. Sebring. ”

      “Let’s meet in person. Are you available now?”

      Rachel pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yeah, sure.”

      “I’ll meet you at the gardens. The gate will be unlocked so you can drive right in. Thank you, Detective. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      “Glad to help,” Rachel replied and ended the call. She took a deep breath and looked down both sides of the empty street. Cheery skeletons and friendly pumpkins plastered the windows of various mom-and-pop shops filled with Appalachian baubles and overpriced antiquities. Rachel returned to the restaurant.

      She stopped at the edge of the booth. “I’m going to head out.”

      “You’ve hardly eaten!” Liam exclaimed.

      Peak eyed Rachel intensely. He fished out a ten-dollar bill and placed it on the table. “I should be getting back to Clove anyway.”

      Disappointment made Liam’s face sink. “You two enjoy your night. I’ll store whatever you didn’t eat in a to-go box.”

      “You don’t have to do that, Dad,” Rachel said, feeling like a child again.

      “I insist,” Liam said with a fatherly tone. “Come back to my place and pick it up whenever you’re free.”

      Rachel headed for her unmarked white 2005 Impala parked outside at the meter. She paid the measly fine and opened the driver-side door.

      Peak approached, hands in his back pockets. His eyes were dark and ominous in the night. “Orphan troubles?”

      “I wish,” Rachel replied. “I’ve agreed to talk to a real human being.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” Peak replied dryly.

      Rachel started to duck into her car.

      “Harroway,” Peak said to stop her. “It’s not your responsibility to save every lost soul.”

      Rachel gave him a tired smile. “I know.”

      Unable to deter her, Peak gave Rachel a goodbye wave and moseyed over to his own unmarked Impala.

      Rachel ducked into the car the rest of the way and closed the door. In the rearview, crow’s feet grew out of her olive-green eyes. I’m not getting any younger, that’s for sure. She put the car into drive and started down the vacant street.

      Rachel had an attractive face, even without the makeup she rarely wore. Her jet-black hair was cut to her shoulders, though most days she kept it in a short ponytail. She wore a white button-up under a leather jacket that had faded at the elbows and bottom. Her figure was slender apart from the parts that counted, and though she was a year over forty, she still turned a few heads.

      Letting the cool autumn breeze brush over her pale face, Rachel drove to Highlands Botanical Gardens, where she would meet Anna Sebring.

      The gardens were near the outskirts of town and down a winding road through the woods. The guard booth was vacant at this time of night, and as Mrs. Sebring had promised, the gate was open. Rachel drove in, relying solely on her headlights to navigate the nature-bordered street. It came to an end at a large, lodge-like building and a parking lot. The lodge was the museum and recreation area with all sorts of stuffed bears, hawks, and mounted trout. Rachel had only gone a handful of times since she moved to Highlands nearly a decade ago, though it was always on her to-do list.

      She followed a dirt trail through a copse of large trees with multicolored leaves: orange, yellow, green, and amber. It ended at a clearing beside a large pond that split into multiple streams. Moonlight reflected on the still water. Lily pads bobbed on the surface, while trees formed a circle around the water, giving it a mystical look. The air here seemed so much fresher and cleaner than anywhere else in Highlands.

      Rachel sat down on the wooden bench facing the body of water. She wondered how many lovers had shared their first kiss in this sacred place. Nearby, a sign was nailed to a tree. It read “Danger, Don’t Feed Snapping Turtles.”

      A soft patter sounded behind her. Rachel instinctively reached for her concealed pistol and twisted back to see Anna Sebring. The elderly woman wore a marvelous flowing multicolored top, black leggings, and tiny clean tennis shoes. Her hair was streaks of grey and white, expertly cut and combed into an elegant bob. Her eyes were a deep blue, and her face was pretty despite her years. Nonetheless, tears and stress had turned her cheeks pink and her eyes heavy.

      Without a word, she plopped down next to Rachel, being extra careful not to rest her back on the bench’s dewy vertical slats. She clenched a tissue in her little veiny hand and rested her orange purse on her lap.

      Mrs. Sebring looked out at the flame-like red-and-orange leaves reflecting on the glassy water’s surface. “Nearly nine months have passed since Anastasia left this world.”

      “I’m sorry,” Rachel replied.

      “She had such horrible luck with men but was a good sister. A good mother.” Eyes watering, the woman turned to Rachel. “Her little boy was only ten when he was taken. Ten years old. I want to vomit every time I think about it.”

      “We’re doing everything we can to find him, and to find the man who, you know, to your sister.”

      “Killed her, Detective. That’s the word you’re looking for. Murdered a hardworking single mother for no reason.” Mrs. Sebring scoffed. “And they say you’re the best detective on the police force, but you have nothing to show for it. I’ve been keeping up with you on the news, Ms. Harroway. I know you’re holding back.”

      Rachel set her jaw. She chose her next words carefully. “No one wants to find this guy more than me, but not every case is solved overnight. Sometimes it takes months, years even, before a culprit is apprehended. I’ve tried every loophole.” Used the Gift in every way possible. “And nothing panned out. I know it’s not what you want to hear, Mrs. Sebring, but you’re just going to have to be patient.”

      Mrs. Sebring averted her eyes and blew her little nose into the tissue. “I just miss Anastasia so much. We were close growing up, you know? With our father moving through women like a revolving door, we sisters had to stay together… God, what I wouldn’t do to talk to her one more time. To hear her voice…”

      There might be a way.

      Rachel felt something tug at her shirt, yet her shirt didn’t move. She traced the feeling to the pond. Something moved under the surface, shimmying the lily pads and coming to a halt at the water’s edge. Without warning, a puffy hand reached out of the water and dug its claws into the wet dirt. A second hand came up and did the same. Raking dirt and grass, the figure pulled herself from the water: it was a wide-framed woman with dyed-red hair and a flowing red dress. She stopped in front of Rachel, blood and bile trickling from the corner of her lip. Her eyes were so bloodshot, they looked red, and her pupils were so dilated that all was black apart from a ring of bright blue. Anastasia, Rachel knew at once.

      “Anna,” the ghostly woman said, spilling more bile and blood down her front. “Anna!”

      Anna Sebring blew her nose again, completely unaware of the ghostly visage standing before her.

      “Mrs. Sebring. Anna,” Rachel said, feeling a tightening in her chest. Don’t be an idiot, Rachel, her conscience told her.

      The elderly woman turned to her, perplexed and teary.

      “Would you like to speak with your sister?” Rachel asked as calmly as she could.

      “Are you joking?”

      “I’m not,” Rachel said firmly.

      Anastasia interjected. Her voice was cracked. “Tell her about the cupboard. Where we hid when our father was angry.”

      “Your sister is here, Mrs. Sebring,” Rachel said, feeling her palms become sweaty and looking at the Orphan, the name Rachel gave all lost souls, standing feet away. “She wanted me to tell you…” Rachel relayed the message.

      Mrs. Sebring gawked at Rachel for a moment before straightening her posture and slapping Rachel across the face. “How dare you.”

      Rachel rubbed her tingling cheek.

      Mrs. Sebring got off the bench. “You’re a sick woman, Detective Harroway.”

      Blowing her nose a final time, Mrs. Sebring shuffled down the dirt trail and far out of sight.

      Rachel stayed still for a while, holding her hand over her sore cheek. Peak was right, she knew. She couldn’t save all of them. Smiling pitifully at the wide-framed woman before her, Rachel stood, brushed off her pants, and headed down the trail. The fall trees and ferns blurred as her mind raced. In what seemed like seconds, she was back at her car. She took a deep breath before turning the ignition and starting down her familiar lonely road.

      She drove through the small Appalachian town and up the seven-point-six-mile winding road that separated Highlands from the rickety old 1892 Queen Anne manse. The street was lined with pin oaks and honeysuckle bushes. Like most of the surrounding area, autumn colors ruled the wilds of the 4,118-foot plateau where the town resided.

      The twin peaks of Hadley House grew out of the burgundy, gold, and deep-red leaves. Like most years, many of the trees surrounding the four-bedroom, three-bathroom relic were barren of leaves long before the rest of them. Long branches stretched out their boney fingers and reached for the pale-green walls of the old house. The windows showed no light and were surrounded by stained-glass squares: violet, indigo, and amber, with dust gathered in the corners.

      I really need to clean that, Rachel thought as she locked her car and dragged her feet up the steps to her big, hollow house. Even on quiet nights, the house seemed to groan. Directly at the entrance of the house, stairs jutted up to the second floor with a little turn that led to a railed balcony. When Rachel and Brett, her ex-husband, bought the house a decade ago, the realtor said that Hadley, the town’s first local physician, ran his practice out of his home and watched over his patients from that balcony. Before Rachel purchased the property, a family of four was gunned down mercilessly on these very floors. Their Orphans found rest at the cost of Rachel’s art career and, a few years after, her marriage.

      Rachel double-checked the front door lock and shoved the safety bar under the egg-shaped copper knob. She marched through the living room with the ancient grandfather clock and into the kitchen, where she locked and secured the back door as well. After, she ventured upstairs, the steps and floor creaking under her feet, and into the master bedroom at the far back. She stripped off her clothes on the way to the bathroom and took a much-needed shower. Though her cheek no longer ached, the slap replayed in her mind. Did I do the right thing? Her question was lost in the void. Having the Gift was a solitary walk—her institutionalized mother’s journal told her that—but Rachel didn’t start feeling it until she made it her life goal to send as many Orphans home as she could before she joined their ranks, a reality that was never far off since she was one of two lead detectives in a small, quiet town that seemed to attract serial killers.

      After putting on a nightgown, Rachel double-checked the bullets in her Glock 22 before sliding the weapon under her ex-husband’s pillow. She fell back into the large bed and stared up at the ceiling. Like most nights, it would take her at least two hours before her mind stopped racing, and her dreams were weirder still. The moment Rachel shut her eyes, her phone rang.

      “This is dispatch. We have a 10-67.”

      Under the lamplight, Rachel jotted down the address on her wrist. There’d been another murder.

      Rachel arrived at the two-story log house high above the classy part of town. Multiple squad cars and personal vehicles packed the circular driveway. Forensic analysts were moving in and out while police officers secured the area. It seemed as if Rachel was the last one to arrive. She and Detective Peak, who enjoyed being fashionably late, but only when he could use his daughter as an excuse.

      The lights were on in the house and cast a glow through the tall, rectangular window. Cameras flashed within. Silhouetted crime photographers created a circle around the woman resting her face on her plate and snapped away.

      A friendly officer got the front door for Rachel as she approached. Her hands in the pockets of her leather jacket, Rachel stepped past the Appalachian cop, a local like the rest that came from a long line of Highlands police officers.

      The interior of the house was welcoming, with many unique vases, fruit bowls, and family photos. By the tidiness of the place, it seemed as if the homeowners were expecting an esteemed guest. She had gotten someone else entirely.

      “Give me the skinny,” Rachel said as she made her way to the cadaver.

      “Woman dead at the table. Poisoning most like.” Officer Jacob Jones, a blond, slender man with a wooly mustache, walked with her. “Neighbor called it in.”

      “What neighbor?” Rachel asked, taking note of the family photos. A mother and daughter. There were a few of a man in an army uniform.

      “A jogger, he says,” Jones replied with his usual Southern twang. “Comes up this path every few nights to get his cardio. He saw the body through the window, thought it to be suspicious, and called it in. Say, Rachel, you up for that church potluck this Sunday? My wife’s making her signature green bean casserole.”

      “We’ll see, Jones,” Rachel replied, knowing that murders took up most of her free time. “Where can I talk to this jogger?”

      “Outside.”

      “Now you tell me.”

      Rachel ventured outside to find that Detective Peak was already speaking to the man in the black tracksuit. The jogger had a youthful face, trimmed brows, a muscular physique, and a V-shaped body. He nervously tapped his foot, watching the coroner prod at the body through the window.

      “Let me get this straight,” Peak said. “You like watching her through the window?”

      “It’s not like that at all,” the jogger protested. He turned to Rachel. “Thank the lord, I can finally talk to a normal person.”

      Peak smirked at the comment.

      “I’m Detective Harroway,” Rachel extended. “I want to hear what happened tonight, Mr.…”

      “Dekker,” the man replied. “Jimmy Dekker. I live a little farther down the mountain. Two miles, to be precise.”

      “What brought you up here tonight?”

      Dekker bounced his gaze between the detectives. “What I’ve explained to every cop in this gosh darn place: every Tuesday, Wednesday, and Saturday, I jog up the mountain and back to my place.”

      “It’s Thursday,” Peak said dryly. “Nearly 1:00 a.m.”

      Dekker boiled. “I’m not some pervert!”

      “No one said you are, Mr. Dekker,” Rachel said calmly. “Do you often break your routine?”

      “I’m a fitness instructor. Mostly old ladies. I know the importance of structure, but sometimes I like to push myself. This week, I’m running two miles every night. This is my favorite route because the incline offers the best cardio. It’s not rocket science.”

      “Over the last few nights, have you seen anyone visit Mrs. Stix?” Rachel asked, pulling out her pocket notepad and pencil.

      “No. I know she’s been going out a lot lately. Leaves the kid home alone. Not that it’s any of my business.”

      “I see,” Rachel replied. “You know a lot about Martha’s activities.”

      “No—I… We’ve been neighbors for a long time. I noticed a pattern, that’s all.”

      “How long do you spend up here before making your descent?”

      Dekker looked as if he were about to pull his hair out. “What is wrong with you two? Martha Stix is an attractive woman, but do you think with looks like mine I need to spy on a cougar like her?”

      “Do you?” Peak asked plainly.

      Dekker ran his hand through his hair.

      Rachel changed the conversation. She learned quickly that he stumbled across the body forty-five minutes earlier, around 12:15 a.m. He saw no one leave or enter the premises during or after that time. Though Martha was dead, there had been no sign of her daughter, Mallory.

      After taking down Dekker’s statement, Rachel handed him her business card. “Thank you for your help, Mr. Dekker. We’ll be in touch.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Dekker said. “You believe me, right? I wasn’t spying on her.”

      “I believe you,” Rachel replied and let the man go on his way.

      When he was out of earshot, Rachel turned to Peak. “He was definitely watching her.”

      “You think?” Peak remarked sarcastically.

      “We’ll keep an eye on him. He may know more than he’s letting on.”

      “Agreed. The simplest solution is often the right one.” They started back to the house, crunching dead leaves underfoot. “How did your meeting go?”

      “Not well,” Rachel replied.

      Peak didn’t pursue the topic. They marched inside and approached the woman lying on a plate of blood, wine, and vomit.

      Wearing blue latex gloves, a white coat, a collared shirt, and a tie with black cats on it, Coroner Woodrow Gates lingered next to the body. His thin hair was white as snow, and his nearly silver eyes studied the cadaver intently. “Martha Stix. Thirty-nine years old. Cause of death: poison.”

      “Was she assaulted in any way?” Peak asked.

      “Not by the looks of it.” Gates glanced up at the wineglass. “It appears the Yellowtail did her in.”

      “Anastasia was killed by wine, as well. So were Carolina, Cora, and Jasmine,” Rachel thought out loud. The other four murders were similar: a single mother poisoned and her child taken. “I think it’s time to put out a PSA about wine. It could save a few lives.”

      “My ex-wife would hate me even more,” Peak commented.

      After the forensic photographers finished, Gates checked the woman’s jeans pockets and leaned her head back. Her lifeless eyes were dry and half-open. Her body was limp, like a sack of meat. She wore wholesome attire to hide her curves.

      “No scratches on her neck,” Peak pointed out. “She didn’t claw her throat out, at least.”

      “The poison was subtle,” Rachel remarked. “Just like all the others.”

      “A Beautiful Death,” Gates said soberly, reciting one of the many names of the poison.

      The three of them reflected on the statement.

      “I’m going to take a look around,” Rachel said, in her own way telling Peak that she was going to find Martha’s Orphan.

      Rachel walked through the open living room, past photos of Martha‘s daughter from ages one through eight. She was a sweet-looking child with long brown hair and an angular face. She had a subtle, almost mischievous smile and intelligent eyes. Rachel’s stomach knotted when she thought about what the killer had in store for her. Like with the other four children taken, Rachel had no clue as to the killer’s motive behind the abductions. Her mind went to the worst places.

      She moved into the kitchen. The place was well stocked with cooking supplies and organic ingredients. Judging by the notches on the chopping block, Rachel thought Martha was an active cook. A forensic analyst knelt at the open door of the fridge and withdrew the fatal bottle. Only a third of the red wine remained inside. The analyst popped it open and gave it a sniff. He gestured for Rachel to do the same. She obliged.

      “Sweet,” Rachel said, not expecting such an alluring smell from a deep-red wine like that.

      Rachel lifted the bottle to the light and spun it in her hand. Only under direct illumination could the blended berries and small root flakes gathering at the bottom be seen. By the crimson crust around the bottle’s rim, it appeared the bottle had been opened days prior. Rachel guessed the killer arrived tonight, saw the bottle and poured in the toxic formula. Before Martha had finished her first glass, it was over. Did the killer know when she would drink it? Did he know she would die tonight? The daughter is missing, so he must’ve been waiting, but for how long? Patient killers were also the most dangerous. Most murderers acted out of impulse, rage, or revenge. Patient killers honed their craft. Some of them waited months, sometimes years before they struck. The Poisoner, however, was on a spree. It might sound horrible, but more crime scenes meant more chances the killer could mess up.

      The wine brand was Yellowtail. The last murder was Skinny Girl, the one before that was Beringer, before that was Hess, and the first was Pepperwood Grove. All of them were red wines that the victims seemingly drank voluntarily. Does their name mean anything? Rachel had been asking that question for months, but none of her theories stuck. It was those types of small details that drove great detectives mad. Until Rachel had something solid, she shoved the brand names into the back of her mind.

      After the forensic analyst bagged the wine bottle, he left the kitchen. Rachel examined the magnets on the refrigerator. Suddenly, Rachel became light headed. She felt something pull at her as she studied the multicolored plastic alphabet letters on the freezer door. As if being moved by some invisible hand, the letters swirled on the white surface and formed a word. Mallory.

      Rachel drew out her notepad and wrote down the word.

      The letters scattered and then re-formed.

      Will.

      Rachel awaited the last word.

      Die.

      Rachel’s forehead throbbed with a splitting headache. Her knees weakened, and she found herself collapsing. Quickly, she caught herself on the kitchen island.

      The headache left, and her body felt normal again. She looked at the refrigerator, and all the magnetized letters were back in their original, scrambled locations. Her heart throbbed. What was that? The Sense had not hit that hard since she first discovered the Gift. She felt something drawing her to her right. She saw Martha Stix standing next to her. The woman wore a fall sweater and jeans just like her cadaver in the other room. Her eyes were dry and her pupils dilated. Wine, blood, and bile slithered out of her mouth and hung at the bottom of her chin.

      “Martha?” Rachel called out.

      The woman’s lip quivered. Her body trembled. She stepped back and pointed a finger at Rachel.

      “You,” she said with a cracked voice.

      In an instant, the Orphan darted out of the room.

      Without much choice, Rachel chased after her. She pushed through the dining room and slowed her speed after getting a few odd looks from officers digging through trash cans or running black lights over the walls, floor, and ceiling. Rachel gave them a quick smile and then started up the stairs. She reached the upstairs and saw a door slam at the end of the hall.

      Rachel walked that way, keeping her footsteps silent and precise. She tried the doorknob. With a long, drawn-out creak, the door opened, and Rachel stepped into the bedroom. The walls were painted sky blue, and there were different birthday party banners. There was a twin bed, a dresser, and a desk that was covered in books. A corkboard hung above it with a collage of various fashion models cut out of magazines. All of their eyes had been blacked out with a Sharpie, giving them a demonic appearance.

      Martha sat in the corner. She had pulled her knees close to her chest and was rocking back and forth. The middle-aged woman clutched a teddy bear and mumbled something incomprehensible. Her long brown hair fell over her mature but pretty face.

      With careful steps, Rachel moved forward as if approaching a terrified animal. “Let me help.”

      “My baby’s gone,” the woman mumbled. “My poor baby is gone.”

      Rachel proceeded with caution, mindful not to provoke the grieving mother. “Did you reorganize those magnets?”

      “No,” the woman mumbled. “No. My poor, poor baby.”

      Rachel knelt down a few feet away from her. “I need you to talk to me. Can you do that?”

      Slowly, Martha crawled to Rachel. As quick as a viper, the grieving woman jerked out her hand and clenched Rachel’s throat. Rachel didn’t resist. Martha’s nails pressed into Rachel’s flesh. Tears trickling down her cheeks, the woman glared at Rachel. “What did you do with Mallory?”

      “Nothing,” Rachel told the grieving woman.

      Martha tightened her grip, constricting Rachel’s airflow. The detective grabbed at the woman’s wrist, but her hand passed through it.

      “I’m… telling the… truth,” Rachel said, her breath shallow.

      The woman dug her nails deeper.

      “You’re… hurting… me,” Rachel gasped as she tried to push away the grief-blinded Orphan. The world began to darken. Tears fell down Rachel’s cheeks.

      Martha’s eyes grew wide at the realization of what she was doing. She released Rachel’s neck and scrambled back to her corner. She moaned and whimpered while Rachel lurched over and gulped air. She felt her neck. It was as if the woman had never grabbed her. “Done trying to kill me?”

      Martha nodded slowly.

      “Tell me what happened to you tonight.”

      Martha choked on her words. “I was making dinner for Mallory… oh, my innocent baby…”

      “Focus,” Rachel told the distraught Orphan.

      “I called her downstairs and had poured myself a glass of wine. As soon as I drank it, I started seeing things…”

      “Like what?”

      “Visions. Hallucinations. Things that weren’t supposed to be there. The room was spinning, and then… I saw nothing,” Martha explained. “My baby was gone. Who took her?”

      “I don’t know,” Rachel said. I was hoping you could tell me. “What about your visions?”

      “There was a figure. His head was like a pumpkin.”

      Rachel took out her notepad and pencil. “Draw it for me.”

      A pencil hovered and pressed its dark point on the page. It began to move of its own accord. When it finished, it showed a crude pumpkin mask with a series of metal staples holding the center together, and a black mouth of jagged teeth.

      A shadow fell upon Rachel. She turned back to see Peak, watching her with a stern expression. “You should be glad it was me who walked in, not someone else.”

      He took Rachel’s hand and helped her rise. She brushed herself off. “I was talking to Martha.”

      “It sounded like you were talking to yourself,” Peak replied.

      Rachel turned back to Martha. The woman had vanished.

      Apparently so.

      Peak led her out of the room. “Did she see anything?”

      “More of the same,” Rachel replied, feeling crushing disappointment. She quickly replicated Martha’s sketch so Peak could see it. When she finished, Rachel flipped through the notepad, showing four similar jack-o’-lantern masks Rachel had copied from the other victims.
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      With the crime scene nearly under wraps, Rachel and Peak headed out the front door. Stars speckled the sky. Down the mountainside, the faint glow of downtown Highlands shined through the dense forest that overtook the entire mountaintop. A few more homes cast their glow from hills and mountains in the distance. Rachel wondered if any of them had a view of Martha’s place. It would be something she’d look into tomorrow. As she hiked toward the car, she felt the Sense tug at her, warning her of danger or a nearby Orphan. The gust rushed her, brushing her black hair across her pale cheeks.

      An eddy of wind picked up a five-foot-tall tornado of leaves at the center of the driveway. As the dry autumn leaves fell away, Rachel saw a short figure in jean overalls and wearing a jack-o’-lantern mask that covered his entire head. He stared at Rachel with black triangular eyes before vanishing as the leaves fell away.

      With his coal-black eyes, Peak studied Rachel as if solving a puzzle. “You saw something.”

      Rachel glanced at the descending street ahead and the surrounding squad cars. No signs of the figure.

      As a forensic person walked by, Rachel grabbed his arm. “Check inside. Make sure there’s no other body.”

      The man gave her an odd look. “I’d think we would know if there was a second victim.”

      “Do it anyway,” Rachel barked.

      With slumped shoulders, the man shuffled back inside. Rachel rubbed her forehead.

      “Another Orphan?” Peak asked.

      “I don’t know,” Rachel said. “But something about this case isn’t sitting right with me.”

      “You and me both,” Peak replied. “I’m going to get some rest.”

      “Go ahead,” Rachel said. “I’ll stay here until everything is finished inside.”

      Peak gave her a curt nod and ventured to his vehicle. Rachel toured through the home once again. Martha’s body had been extracted along with her plate and wineglass. The rest of the table was still set for Mallory. The black light picked up no sign of blood from the little girl but obviously found an abundance of evidence of her throughout the house. None of it would help. They needed something of the killer’s. After another hour of testing the floor for loose boards and walls for hidden caches, the remaining workers were not happy and had a hopeless mindset of finding a second body or any condemning evidence. They mumbled goodbye to Rachel and went on their way. Rachel hiked around the property, looking at the tall trees with fire-like leaves and the sandbox in the backyard.

      Rachel chewed the inside of her cheek as she wandered back to her car. The Sense allowed her to feel the orphaned spirits of the dead, that is those who were murdered and their killer never brought to justice. The Vision allowed her to talk to the Orphans. They could interact with her and the environment however they saw fit. Nonetheless, only Rachel felt and saw the effects of their actions. It was a dangerous thing to encounter a violent Orphan, since they could hurt Rachel and no one would know.

      The last aspect of the Gift was the Reality. It was the ability to see how the Orphan died from their perspective. In most cases, the Orphans would give her enough information through the vision that Rachel wouldn’t need to resort to the most dangerous aspect of her power. With the Reality, Rachel not only felt their death, she lived it, and if she couldn’t escape their body in time, she would die as well. Even if she did survive, which she had thus far, a part of the Orphan lingered with her. She found herself liking what the victim liked and hating what they hated. No matter how many years passed, that feeling stayed with her. Perhaps forever. She had used it on a few individuals, Highlands’s last mayor being one of them. Suffice to say, she was a lot more in tune with local politics than she would have liked to be.

      Having no luck finding the Orphan boy, Rachel set off for her home.

      “Maybe it was an adverse effect of the season,” Rachel told Peak in the office the next morning.

      “You see ghosts and ghouls on Halloween?” Peak asked with his normal dry sense of humor.

      Rachel tapped her foot under her desk. “More Orphans come out this time of year. My mother’s journal made mention of it, but I don’t know the exact reason.”

      Peak changed the subject. “Gates brought the body back to the morgue. He started on the toxicology test.”

      “Great. We’ll see the report in four to six weeks,” Rachel said sarcastically.

      Peak rolled his chair back from his desk and moved to Rachel’s. The Highlands PD bullpen was somewhat busy today. It was a large room with a number of desks. To the upper right was the briefing room, to the left were the interrogation rooms, and in the back of the room was Lieutenant McConnell’s office. Peak handed Rachel two files.

      “He returned the reports for Anastasia Sebring, who died in February, and Carolina Thurston from March.”

      Rachel sifted through the autopsy reports. “Atropa belladonna.”

      Peak leaned back in his rolling chair and locked his fingers behind his head. “Deadly nightshade, the devil’s cherries, and beautiful death are all different names for the poison. You know women used to squeeze the juices into their eyes to dilate their pupils. It supposedly made them more attractive.”

      “Thanks for the fun fact,” Rachel replied and continued reading.

      In Gates’s report, he mentioned that the deadly nightshade, both roots and berries, appeared to have been blended into a thin but intensely powerful liquid that was poured into the wine. There were traces of cyanide and a few other toxins that were added into the deadly formula.

      It made sense that the killer had to make his own poison, because despite its name, deadly nightshade was known more for its hallucinogenic properties, or so said Rachel’s friend Sequoyah, a Cherokee herb dealer who knew about the Gift though never stated how. Nine months ago, after Anastasia’s death, Rachel paid him a visit.

      “What makes belladonna so dangerous is that it’s attractive. Its tasty-looking fruit allures children,” Sequoyah told her then, a mug of homegrown tea in hand. They walked through the massive herb garden behind his little house, and he pointed to a plant with a stiff, fuzzy stem, faint purple leaves, and little black-and-green berries. “There’s the poison that your friend uses. Some say a single berry can kill. Others say forty. I’ve never tried it myself, because they say that anyone who does must be ready to face the Devil.”

      Rachel remembered kneeling down next to the eighteen-inch-tall plant and watching a ladybug walk over one of the spade-shaped leaves. “How is he able to kill within seconds then?”

      “The man or woman you’re dealing with has practiced and perfected a formula.” Sequoyah stared at her with his intense brown eyes. White hair tumbled down his broad shoulders. “Watch out, Rachel Harroway. Be mindful of what you eat and drink around strangers.”

      Rachel had not seen him since she picked up her latch batch of roots and dried leaves that she used to make her special smoothie. Not seeing anything else stand out in Gates’s report, Rachel closed up the file and handed it back to Peak. Without a word, she headed for the police briefing room. It consisted of two rows of collapsible tables, a whiteboard, a corkboard, an overhead projector, and a podium. Rachel flicked on the lights and let the door fall shut behind her. The room had all the charm of a high school science classroom.

      She approached the front and examined the crime scene photos tacked on the corkboard. Anastasia’s wide frame had toppled off of her kitchen stool and was lying on the tile floor. Her dyed-red hair swooshed over her round face. Bile and blood leaked from the corner of her mouth. The spilled blood made a puddle that followed the cracks of the tile whenever it touched them. Her ten-year-old son, Ethan, was taken from his room. In his picture, he had a wide grin with a missing front tooth, an oval head, and short brown hair, and he wore glasses.

      Carolina, thirty-six, was found on the patio behind her house. She was hunched over with a broken wineglass at her feet. Her seven-year-old daughter, Ava, was abducted from the mini-playground in the backyard. Ava seemed short for her age and had a shy smile and a jumpy personality.

      Jasmine, thirty-four, died in her bed, reading a poetry book. Her eight-year-old daughter, Emily, was nabbed in her sleep. Like her mother, she had rich dark skin, curly hair, and joyful eyes.

      Cora, thirty-eight, died in June. She was in her bathrobe, painting expressionist art, when she took a sip of wine and toppled into the easel’s wet paint. Her six-year-old daughter, Hailey, was dragged out of her playroom, evident by the fingernail scratches on the floor. Like her mother, Hailey had blond hair with bangs cut straight across her forehead, and blue eyes.

      Now, there was Martha Stix, thirty-nine, dead at the dining room table. Being unable to get much information from their Orphans, Rachel wondered what sort of story the killer was trying to tell. He obviously showed the methodology of most serial killers, but what prompted him to start his spree this year? Was it born of tragedy or pent-up desire, or had he been killing before this?

      Back at her desk, Rachel took a crack at searching for any nationwide killing that matched the profile. Husband makes wife drink rat poison. Pass. Coworker poisons rival and kidnaps their child for ransom. Pass. Every listing she scrolled through had already been solved. Apparently, poisoners kept their sales receipts or ordered their deadly concoctions online. Rachel had already reached out to sellers of deadly nightshade. Not many people bought the devil’s cherries. Rachel and Peak had exhausted the list fairly early on in the investigation.

      Peak swiveled back in his chair. The way he sat, his slacks hovered inches above his shoes. “Martha doesn’t have much of a family.”

      Rachel got out of her chair and approached him. Hands in her jacket pockets, she leaned in to get a better look at the screen. “Mother and father both deceased. Cancer, both of them. Husband died in Afghanistan a few years back. No brothers and sisters.”

      “I’ve reached out to the husband’s side of the family. They’ve not returned my calls,” said Peak.

      “Close friends it is,” Rachel said. “Martha was a successful greeting card creator. We’ll see where that leads us.”

      “I imagine she gets out a lot with that career,” Peak commented sarcastically.

      Going onto Martha’s personal website, Rachel was able to find a list of greeting card distributors that she had sold to. Rachel and Peak split the list and each called different companies until they found someone who knew Martha personally: Lisa Buckley, a graphic designer.

      They scheduled a time to meet with Lisa at a restaurant and decided to kill a few hours before that by visiting Highlands Elementary. Teachers, students, and the principal were all on edge, seeing as how three of their students had gone missing in the last ten months. Carolina’s daughter, Ava, was homeschooled and was therefore unknown to the school.

      “It was like every other day,” Mallory’s teacher explained.

      “Mallory didn’t act suspicious or make any comment regarding being followed or watched?”

      “Oh heavens, no,” the teacher replied. “I wish I’d been more mindful, knowing what I know now.”

      After talking to the teacher and principal, Rachel was ready to head out when a little boy stopped her. He had big ears and a freckled face. When the detectives looked down at him, he nervously fidgeted with his hands.

      “What is it?” Peak asked.

      “Mallory told me she made a new friend a few days ago,” the child said, too intimidated to make eye contact.

      “Who?” Rachel asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you know what he or she looked like?” Rachel asked.

      The boy shook his head. “No.”

      “Girl or boy?” Rachel asked.

      “Boy, I think. I never saw him around her.” The child rubbed his hands together. “I have to go.”

      Rachel and Peak exchanged looks.

      “Was he your age?” Rachel asked.

      The boy shrugged. “Mallory talked about him once. That’s it. That’s all I know. I have to go back to class now.”

      “Thank you,” Rachel said sweetly.

      “It could be something,” Peak said as the boy ran through the school hallway.

      Rachel flipped through her notepad, trying to recall if any of the other abducted kids had made new “friends” before their disappearance. It appeared this was the only time this had happened. Unless I missed something. As much as Rachel wanted to shush the doubting voice in her mind, she needed to be aware of the possibility that she might have put up some unintentional blinders. If the simplest solution was the right one, as Peak said, then what was she overlooking?

      Peak broke her chain of thought. “We’ve got to go.”

      Rachel checked her watch. It was time to meet with Lisa.

      They met at the outside tables of an expensive breakfast-all-day restaurant. It was the type of place that practiced portion control, so Peak was not a fan of it. Lisa sat at one side of the circular table. She wore big, nearly circular sunglasses that gave her a bug-like appearance. She had a tiny chin and a skinny frame, and she wore fall colors and a double-breasted coat. She crossed one leg over the other and bounced her gaze between Peak and Rachel. The restaurant was fairly busy today, with mostly rich elderly people and their tiny dogs.

      “Martha,” Lisa said in between sips of her drink. “The poor thing. She lived a rough life. What will happen to her daughter that she’s, well, orphaned?”

      Peak slouched in his seat. “We’ll figure that out if we find her.”

      Lisa gawked. “That’s a gloomy way for a detective to talk.”

      “We’re being realistic,” Rachel said. “What can you tell us about Martha?”

      “Martha had a lot of issues, okay. I mean, she would complain for hours about her work and her relationships, about her joints, if Mallory’s getting a proper education. I swear, she barely let me talk.”

      “You don’t say,” Peak replied dryly.

      “I do say!” Lisa exclaimed with excitement. “She’d spill her secrets to me like I was the only person in the world. Lonely much? That’s what I wanted to say. And then…”

      Rachel and Peak got comfortable, listening to Lisa spill every one of Martha‘s secrets as though they were nothing. Part of Rachel wanted to tell her to have some respect for the dead, but the gossip could advance the case, so Rachel suffered through it.

      “I wanted to tell her about Brad, the man in my life, but no. She was too consumed with talking about her new mysterious lover.”

      Rachel leaned forward. “Tell me more about that.”

      “Brad?” Lisa asked.

      “Martha’s boyfriend,” Peak corrected.

      “Oh, well, from what I heard, they met on a nature trail one evening.”

      “Did she say where the trail was?”

      “Let me finish,” Lisa said defiantly. “But to answer your question, no, she did not say where exactly. I know the guy is something sexy. Or at least that’s what Martha said. He called her a ‘hot item’ when they first met. Can you believe that? Anyway, he also told Martha not to tell anyone about their relationship.”

      “That’s a red flag,” Peak said.

      “I know, right?” Lisa replied. “It’s kinda hot, but it’s also creepy, you know?”

      “Yep,” Peak replied emotionlessly.

      Lisa lowered her glasses to the tip of her nose. She had big, hungry eyes. “You two are an item, aren’t you?”

      Rachel and Peak exchanged looks and then chuckled.

      “Stay focused, Lisa,” Rachel replied. “Did Martha tell you this man’s name?”

      “No, she did not, and I tried really hard to get it out of her,” said Lisa. “Anyway, she told me he was European. French, Italian, one of those romantic hunks.”

      “How long had they been seeing each other?” Rachel asked.

      “I think a month or two,” Lisa replied.

      “That’s a long time not to tell anyone,” Rachel thought aloud.

      “Tell me about it. I was just happy Martha was confiding in me. If she didn’t, you two would be in the dark.”

      Peak smirked.

      “Is there anything else you can tell us about this man?” Rachel asked.

      “Martha said that he took her to his estate in the Nantahala Forest.”

      The national forest bled into Highlands. It stretched over eight hundred thirty square miles if Rachel remembered correctly. Even with a helicopter flyover, it wouldn’t be an easy find.

      “That’s all I know about him. I can tell you more about Martha, though,” Lisa said enthusiastically.

      Rachel checked the time. “Maybe later. Peak, give her your card. I’m fresh out,” Rachel lied.

      Peak glared at her and surrendered his business card to the busybody.

      Lisa moved her mouth as she read the card. She glanced up at Peak and smiled. “I can call anytime, right?”

      “I can’t guarantee I’ll pick up,” Peak replied.

      After they finished up with Lisa, they climbed into Peak’s squad car and started down the road. More Halloween decorations had been put outside since last night.

      “You think this mystery man could be our guy?” Rachel asked.

      “Too early to tell. There was no sign that any of the other victims were in a relationship, so this could be a dead end. Or it could be the lead we’ve been starving for for months.”

      Rachel returned to Hadley House. She opened up her cupboard and brought out her whiskey. Intoxication heightened the Gift, perhaps because it lessened her senses. She sat down at the bare dining room table with the eerie yellow glow of the ceiling light projecting down upon her. She usually stayed away from the bottle unless she was working on a case like this. It should hit her pretty quickly. And after two swigs, it did.

      A woman’s wailing echoed from the basement. Rachel steadied herself and headed that way. She opened the door and looked at the steps descending into blackness. Keeping her hand on the rail, she moved down one step at a time until she reached the concrete bottom. She pulled the beaded string dangling from the ceiling light and flooded the basement with slightly flickering light.

      Fifty-year-old furnishing packed the basement, which stretched the length of the house. There were old mannequins, coat hangers, lamps, couches, and more items covered with dusty white sheets. Rachel only went down here to wash her clothes, and even then the place gave her the creeps. This is where it happened, Rachel thought as she remembered that fateful day almost a decade ago. This is where I saw my first Orphans. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      The wailing bounced off the walls. In between a covered bookshelf and a coat rack, the shadowy figure walked with her face buried in her hands.

      “Martha?” Rachel called out.

      The woman turned to her and vanished behind another tall furnishing.

      Rachel scanned the room, keeping an eye out for movement.

      The light flickered. Blackness enveloped the room. Rachel turned to the door at the top of the stairs just as it slammed shut, locking Rachel in the abyss-like basement.

      “Cute,” Rachel mumbled and pulled out her phone. She turned on the flashlight, blasting it right up into Martha’s blood- and bile-dripping mouth. Her brown hair flowed down the front of her face.

      “You never told me you had a lover,” Rachel said, feeling the hairs on her arm and neck stand up.

      “What do you want from me?” Martha asked.

      “To find the person that hurt you. The same person that took your daughter.”

      The woman wailed, louder this time. Her cry seemed to rattle Rachel’s brain.

      “Was it the man you were seeing?”

      “No. Never!” Martha shouted.

      “Sounds like denial,” Rachel said.

      Two 1970s-era lamps with glass shades rose up into the air as if raised by invisible strings. They hovered for a moment then flew across the room. Rachel flinched as they missed her by inches on either side and shattered against the concrete wall behind her. Though Rachel kept a hard exterior, her heart pounded violently. She stared down the woman. “Finished?”

      Rachel realized her mistake the moment she stopped talking. Every couch, lamp, chair, table, and all other large, heavy furniture scraped across the floor for about one second and then took flight.

      In a split second, Rachel dropped prone, hitting her chin on unforgiving concrete, as everything in the basement flew over her head and exploded into wood fragments and glass shards on the wall behind her. Taking no time to look back, she scurried across the floor as far away from the falling debris as her palms and knees would take her. Rachel got halfway through the room before stopping. She rolled onto her back and, with wide eyes, observed all of the old and stored furniture dammed up the wall up to the basement roof. The front of the rubble shook, and a few broken chair legs and cushions rolled onto the ground. An arm reached out of the hill of debris, followed by a leg. Soon, an avalanche of broken antiques and furniture spilled across the basement floor as Martha burst out of the debris and charged at Rachel.

      Rachel shielded her eyes with her arms as the woman fell to her knees before her. Martha buried her pretty face in her palms, letting her long brown hair flow down the tops of her hands and to her elbows.

      Rachel took a deep breath, still unable to comprehend the damage. On the right wall, her washer and drying connections sparked. Both machines were crumpled against the wall along with her heap of dirty clothes.

      Rage and dread built up inside of Rachel. She was a gasket about to blow. The furniture barred her passage upstairs. She was stuck with the wailing woman.

      Rachel lifted her smartphone, which had a large spider-web crack across the front. She shined the light on Martha, whose weeping filled the basement. Rachel balled up her fists. Instead of knocking the Orphan’s lights out, she brushed aside Martha’s long hair. The Orphan lifted her face, ugly with tears, from her palms.

      With a heavy frown, Rachel forced herself to hug the woman. Not because she wanted to, but because it felt right. The woman’s body was cold and ethereal, making the gesture much harder than Rachel had anticipated. The woman’s body became more solid but just as cold the longer they stayed like that. The woman cried into Rachel’s shoulder. Rachel rubbed her back to soothe her.

      Rachel glanced up at the damage, felt a flicker of rage, and then closed her eyes. She opened them a few seconds later, and light had returned to the basement. All the broken furnishings were repaired and covered by dusty white sheets, back in their original positions. The glass lampshades were unblemished and resting on antique lamp stands. The washer and dryer were back against the wall, in perfect condition. It was as though the disaster never happened. Rachel checked her phone. That was still cracked. What I damage stays damaged. What they damage is only temporary.

      Rachel let go of the wailing woman. With the tip of her finger, Martha wiped tears from her eyes.

      The exposed light bulb above them flickered.

      “Ready to tell me about this man of yours?” Rachel asked.

      Martha sniffled. She looked at Rachel with bloodshot and extremely dilated eyes. “He saved me.”

      “How so?” Rachel asked, knees sore from staying on the hard concrete.

      “He picked up the pieces after Michael died.”

      Rachel remembered the picture of the vet hanging on Martha’s wall. Michael must be her husband. “Who is this savior?”

      “Giovanni Caro,” Martha replied. “He would never hurt me.”

      “I believe you,” Rachel lied kindly. “Tell me where he lives. I want to talk to him.”

      Martha gave her the address.

      “He would never hurt me,” she repeated. As soon as Rachel blinked, the woman was gone. Rachel got to her feet, reminding herself of her age, and gave Peak a call.

      “Giovanni Caro.” Peak said as he typed. “Yeah, the database says he’s been dead for forty years.”

      “Good thing I have experience with such people. Let’s go pay Mr. Caro a visit.”
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      In Cherokee, Nantahala Forest translates to the Land of the Noonday Sun. Peak drove Rachel down the surprisingly well-maintained dirt road flanked by tall trees and long shadows. It was the type of scenery that reminded Rachel of why she loved the quaint town of Highlands, North Carolina.

      With one hand on the steering wheel and his dark eyes on the road ahead, Peak asked, “You ever date one of your Orphans?”

      The question took Rachel by surprise. “Can’t say I have, Detective.”

      “It’s not a ridiculous question,” Peak defended himself. “You can’t tell me you’ve never thought about it.”

      Rachel deadpanned, “I’ve never thought about it.”

      “Right. I forgot you don’t date.”

      “And you’re a regular Casanova?” Rachel replied sarcastically.

      “I am most certainly not, though we all have passions.”

      “Peak,” Rachel said seriously, “I really don’t want to hear about your passions.”

      Peak kept his eyes on the road as it veered left and rumbled onward in the autumn-touched forest.

      Rachel stretched her arms. “How’s Clove doing?”

      “She’s decided to be a creepy clown for Halloween,” Peak said dryly.

      Rachel snickered. Peak glared at her.

      The road ended at a large, modern estate surrounded by nature. With nice wood furnishings and a unique architectural layout, the building had high ceilings, an attached two-car garage, and a lot of tall windows.

      Peak squinted as he stepped out of the car. “Quite the place.”

      Listening to bird songs and other sounds of nature, Rachel and Peak made their way to the front door and gave it a knock.

      After a moment of no response, Peak leaned over and peered into the window. “No one’s home.”

      “Got your lock-picking tools?”

      “Always,” Peak replied and started on the lock.

      Rachel scanned the area, keeping an eye out for any cars or people. The place was completely isolated. An eddy of wind slung a few twirling dead leaves at Rachel’s feet. Peak unlocked the house and started inside. As much as Rachel would have liked to take the legal route of searching a house, Orphans’ testimonies didn’t convince judges. Thus, Rachel had to be more flexible. With a background as an undercover cop, Peak was used to such compromises.

      Rachel stepped into the quiet house, taking immediate notice of the alarm system mounted on the wall. Her heart skipped a beat until Peak pointed out it wasn’t active. Rachel tried the light switch. No power. Weird. With the amount of windows, enough sunlight flooded the place that artificial light wasn’t necessary this early in the day.

      Rachel glanced around the large, open den, which had a curved couch, a fireplace, and a massive 4k TV. Expressionist art decorated the walls, mostly of people with misshapen faces and deformed bodies. The paints used were a collection of oranges, reds, and browns. The guy’s festive.

      Keeping their weapons drawn but lowered, Rachel and Peak split up to walk through the house. The interior was well kept and well designed. The countertops had a light coat of dust, but apart from that, the place was in good condition. Rachel checked the upstairs rooms. All the beds were made, and though most of the dressers were empty, the master bedroom had a number of nicely folded collared shirts tucked inside. Many of them still had tags. With a gloved hand, Rachel pinched a black strand of hair lying on one. Pulling out a small plastic bag from her pocket, she dropped it inside. It wasn’t the greatest DNA sample, but it was worth archiving. She opened the massive closet. Suits and blazers lined the walls on hooks. Every article of clothing was new and pristine. Some still had tags, while others hadn’t left their plastic wrapping. There was a shoe cubby too. Oxfords and crocodile-skin business shoes rested inside.

      Rachel searched every facet of the room for a journal, receipt, or anything that would point the case in a certain direction. She slid her hand between bed mattresses and checked behind the bathroom mirror, finding a bottle of Advil. It held three pills. Rachel spun it around, revealing the name Martha, which had been written out in fine cursive. After taking a picture with her phone, Rachel put it back where she found it. She left the bedroom without any great find.

      In the kitchen, Peak stood before the expensive refrigerator. Blue tape wrapped the door shut.

      “What’s your gut telling you?” he asked as Rachel approached from behind.

      “Nothing,” Rachel replied as she studied the secure refrigerator.

      “I guess we’ll rely on facts.” Peak withdrew a pocketknife.

      “He’ll know we messed with it,” Rachel warned.

      Peak slid the point of the blade under the corner of the tape and peeled it far enough back to pinch it. He gave Rachel a look and proceeded to gently lift the blue tape. Within a few moments, he had accessed the refrigerator. Inside, he found a casserole dish wrapped in Saran Wrap. There were a few half-opened wine bottles, Yellowtail being one of them. Rachel snapped pictures of the fridge’s interior. When she was finished, Peak closed it and opened the freezer. Tiny ice cream tubs, and frozen berries in a Ziploc bag. Peak opened the bag and finished out one of the round, black berries. He dropped it into another one of Rachel’s evidence bags.

      “Devil’s cherries,” Peak said as he resealed the Ziploc.

      Rachel didn’t know how long the berry would keep. She stuck the evidence baggie in her leather jacket’s front pocket. “We need to get a surveillance crew here on revolving twelve-hour shifts to see if Mr. Caro comes home.”

      “If we can convince McConnell that the berry was found here,” Peak said as he put the tape back in its original position.

      Rachel was ninety percent sure that Giovanni was her guy, but that didn’t mean that she could convince the rest of the department. Not everyone put up with shady antics like Rachel and her Gift. She needed to be crafty in how she caught Giovanni. If I can only get him into the interrogation room. The Orphans might be able to confirm the rest, and then my priority is just finding the proper evidence. It seemed so simple when she thought about it.

      Peak and Rachel ventured to the last place they hadn’t explored: the basement.

      The door stuck when they tried the knob. Peak used his shoulder to get it open all the way. Under the guidance of Peak’s mag light, they descended into the empty cellar. A fat roach scuttled across the drab grey floor. Not a spotless house after all. A number support beams lined the center of the empty room. In the darkest corners, far in the back of the room, Rachel saw a rusty bed frame with a thin mattress.

      Keeping close to Peak, she walked toward the ominous bed. Rachel became goose skinned. The Sense had activated but very lightly. Danger, Orphan, or some other evil Rachel didn’t know. Her look told Peak to keep his guard up. They arrived at the twin bed, which was tucked in the corner of the basement. The mattress was uncovered and as hard as rock. Yellow pee stains bloomed on the middle portion of the mattress. The stains were possibly years old. The ammonia stench lingered faintly. The flashlight beam flashed over a number of roaches smashed into the concrete floor. Under the bed, Rachel found half of a rat. Its head and upper legs appeared to have been bitten off. By the looks of the gore and guts spilling out of the carcass, the unfinished rodent was a day or two dead.

      “Rachel,” Peak said and pointed at the wall the bed was pressed against. The words This is your home were crudely carved into the concrete.

      Like a wave, the Sense splashed over Rachel’s body, causing her to shake. “We need to go.”

      The ceiling creaked. Dust fell on Rachel’s head and shoulders. Someone’s up there. A sharp smell violated Rachel’s nose. Gasoline, she realized at once. Whoever was upstairs ran for the basement door. Weapons up, Peak and Rachel dashed for the stairs.

      Slam!

      Too late.

      The door had been shut and locked.

      “Highlands PD, open up!” Peak yelled as he darted up the steps.

      Like blood, clear gasoline leaked through the slit beneath the door and rolled down the step, ending at Peak’s shoe. At the bottom of the steps, Rachel felt something plop on her forehead. She glanced up, seeing more droplets of gasoline falling from cracks between ceiling planks.

      “Help me get this door open,” Peak commanded Rachel.

      Rachel heard footsteps running overhead toward the front door of the house.

      “We need to get out before he starts the fire. Help me!”

      Without time to think, Rachel charged at the door. Her shoulder thumped against the exit at the same time as Peak’s.

      The door didn’t give.

      Peak and Rachel repeated their assault.

      It still didn’t budge.

      Rachel smelled smoke. They went back for a third and final desperate attempt. With a cracking noise, the door flew open, and Rachel and Peak went stumbling into the living room.

      Gasoline had been splashed all over the floor, furniture, countertops, and on the walls in a liquid trail leading back to the front door. It was already lit. The tongues of fire licked the floor and dashed up the walls and furnishings, moving toward Rachel and Peak at high speed.

      “Run!” Rachel shouted as she beelined for the house’s den.

      The fire spread swiftly as Rachel fired two rounds into the tall window up ahead. The glass didn’t shatter, but its fortitude weakened. Rachel guarded her face with her forearm and dived at the compromised glass. It broke under the weight of her body.

      She took flight for a few seconds before tumbling down the hillside with a barrage of glass shards. The world spun as Rachel rolled into the forest. Dirt, sticks, and rocks smacked against her skin and jacket. Her journey ended in a dip in the mountainous terrain. Rachel lay on her back with her arms outstretched. She gulped air and looked up at the indigo sky painted with white clouds. A tower of black smoke ruined the pretty image. It traced back to the shattered window and rolled into the sky.

      “Peak.” Rachel’s voice cracked like wood under fire.

      She didn’t see her partner. Using every ounce of energy, she forced herself to sit and get a better visual of the surrounding woods.

      There was no sign of Peak.

      Rachel called his name again, feeling her heart twist and stomach fall. She took hold of a low tree branch and pulled herself up. She saw double and saved herself from toppling over. She called out again and started the hike up the mountain. She grabbed handfuls of leaves and partially buried roots to assist her in her climb. Cuts and scrapes marked her body. Her joints screamed with every motion, but Rachel kept on. Her foot slipped out from under her, causing her front to hit the dirt. Grimacing, she recovered. The window was not far away now. Spires of fire grew within.

      Rachel tasted smoke as she climbed. She covered her mouth in the lip of her shirt. She kept an eye out at the left and right of the house, expecting Giovanni to round the corner and put a bullet in her head. She grabbed ahold of a small shrub and projected herself forward. She could see the small grassy ledge beneath the window. So close.

      Something moved inside the house. A figure dived out of the pillar of smoke. Rachel reached out her hand as Peak jumped over her head. He snagged her hand and thumped against the dirt incline next to her.

      He winced and held tightly to Rachel’s hand. Grabbing a fistful of dirt, Peak pulled himself up the incline. He coughed a few times as Rachel released his boney hand. Smoke had smeared his brow black.

      “Where the hell were you?” Rachel asked.

      “I thought I could follow him out the front. It didn’t work out.” They reached the little grassy ledge and walked around the back side of the house. The fire inside seemed to bake them. Rachel’s legs felt weak. She moved around to the front of the house. She stopped at the driveway. The garage door was open. A car was missing. The Impala remained.

      Rachel pulled out her phone. “This is Detective Harroway and Detective Peak. We need backup and fire trucks. A lot of fire trucks. ” Rachel filled HQ in on the address and then distanced herself from the house. Resting against the tree opposite the house, Rachel and Peak watched the corner of the roof fall in and waited for the fire department to arrive.

      The trucks came screaming down the road. The fire put up a fight, and the dry leaves sent trails of fire whipping throughout the forest. Thankfully, helicopters holding massive orange water jugs were able to help save the flora from its impending doom. About half of the house survived. The rest of it collapsed in on itself.

      “Nothing’s broken,” the young EMT said as he checked Rachel’s bruises. “You rest for a few days, and you’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t rest,” Rachel replied. Even though I’m dying to.

      Brushing soot from his windbreaker, Peak limped up to Rachel. “I just got off the phone with McConnell.”

      By his sober expression, Rachel knew that the lieutenant wasn’t calling to congratulate them.

      They were in his office an hour later, looking at the pictures of his son in a soccer uniform propped up on his desk. McConnell entered with haste. Standing over six feet tall, McConnell had a thin frame, a long face, and grey sideburns that had survived since the 1970s. He was usually an approachable man. Usually.

      “Detectives, I don’t need to tell you why you are here,” McConnell said as he sat down.

      Rachel sat with nice posture, while Peak slouched. Rachel felt her heart rate spike.

      “You two are good at what you do,” McConnell said. “Believe it or not, people in this town like you. You stop killers. You inspire many. Even made national news a few times. But this fire, it’s unacceptable. It wouldn’t have happened if you had followed protocol. But that’s nothing new for you, is it?”

      Rachel didn’t know how long McConnell had known about her and Peak’s shady methods, but Rachel had predicted a day of reckoning would come. She was just hoping it was not on the day she was nearly burned alive.

      “I’ve been very lenient, have I not?” McConnell asked rhetorically. “But now I need to tighten the reins.”

      “Why?” Peak asked plainly.

      McConnell raised his brows, slightly thrown off guard by the question. He quickly composed himself. “Speaking frankly, there’s new town management. As you know, the last mayor was recently fired for a money-laundering scandal—thank you, Detective Peak—and the one before that was a suspect in a serial murder case and was killed soon after. My point is that we can’t afford to make mistakes. Not when next year’s budget’s on the line.”

      “So it’s about money? Whatever happened to getting the job done no matter what the cost?” Peak asked.

      “That may be your motto, Peak. I’m just trying to keep this town in check. Both of you should be kissing my butt right now for the nice spin I’m putting on this forest fire business. Thus far, the only people who know you were in that house when the fire started are all in this room. Let’s keep it that way.”

      “Blackmail,” Peak said.

      “Sure is,” McConnell replied. “I’m forcing you to do the job I’m paying you to do.”

      Peak had nothing to say to that.

      McConnell pointed at them with his long finger. “Don’t make me suspend you two. I mean it.”

      “Yes, sir,” Rachel and Peak said in unison.

      McConnell directed his attention to Rachel. “You got anything you want to add, Harroway?”

      “No, sir.”

      “All right, then get back to it, or go home and rest. I’ll leave the choice up to you as long as you continue pursuing this case within the confines of the law that you’re sworn to defend.”

      Rachel and Peak returned to their desks.

      “I feel like I’m in grade school again,” Peak commented.

      Rachel replied, “He makes a good point.”

      “Too bad we won’t listen,” Peak said.

      Rachel felt guilty, but she knew she wasn’t going to be able to follow every rule. Not with something as chaotic and unpredictable as the Gift. It was a blessing and a curse in many ways. Without it, Rachel imagined she’d still be married to Bret and pursuing her mildly successful art career. She might even have children. The Gift consumed those hopes and dreams and left her with a single purpose: sending Orphans home.

      The forensics unit found nothing condemning in Giovanni Caro’s charred estate. However, there were a number of abnormalities. For one, the power was fully functional, which meant that Giovanni had flipped off the breaker switches on purpose. Why? Rachel didn’t have a clue. Also, the mattress in the basement was decades old and seemed more heavily lived in than the comfy one in the master bedroom. The half of the rat that was recovered had bite marks consistent with those of a human. Was he feeding rats to the children? Would they even have enough strength to bite a rat in half? Later, forensics informed Rachel that the bite was from an adult human. Was he eating rats? She recalled the fancy suits in the bedroom. For a man of such class, he certainly had an odd diet. The forensic team was unable to recover the poisonous berries from his refrigerator. The one that Rachel had packed away in the evidence bag had splattered and leaked during her tumble. Its juices stained the inside of her leather jacket. That pissed Rachel off nearly as much as being set ablaze. Her phone still had pictures of the house before the flames, but none of those would be admissible in court. On the bright side, Rachel knew that she had encountered the killer or someone working with him.

      Peak got a call from the estate’s owner. He put it on speaker.

      The homeowner started the conversation with a slew of obscenities and some less-than-cheery pointers on how the Highlands police should do their jobs. When his ten-minute venting period had concluded, Rachel said, “I wasn’t aware you owned the house, Mr. Travorian. Did you know someone else was living there?”

      “Yes. I rent the place out. I own many houses, Detectives. I’m not some flop.”

      Peak searched for Mr. Travorian’s name both in the police database and on Google. He had a few speeding tickets on his record and was currently living in Malibu. He was a Realtor with his hand in a few other investments: protein shakes, horse breeding, and other odd ventures that he liked to boast about.

      “Who was your last tenant?” Rachel asked.

      “Jason Winslet.”

      Rachel reached out to him next. He was a middle-aged programmer who seemed heavily distraught by the conversation.

      “I had no idea this would happen. Honest,” Jason said.

      “All right, Mr. Winslet. Are you currently renting out the house?”

      “Not exactly… You see, I didn’t spend much time in Highlands. Not my scene, but I signed on for twelve months. Instead of getting fined, I passed my lease off to another guy I met on a housing website.”

      “Who?”

      “Marco Blanco.”

      Peak searched for the name in the database.

      “I have bad news for you, Mr. Winslet.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Marco Blanco was killed at the age of seven in 1961. Gas leak in a New York tenement.”

      “Oh.”

      “You think you can come down and help us get a sketch of the man?”

      “Umm. I only met him once, and I’m about to leave for Stockholm for two weeks…”

      Peak leaned over the phone. “Cancel your flight.”

      “I can’t. I’m meeting with some important investors. Can’t I do it after I return?”

      “People might die,” Peak guilt tripped him. “Time is of the essence.”

      “I get that, but… I’m sorry, Detectives. I-It’s not a possibility right now.”

      Rachel rubbed her forehead. “Tell us what he looks like.”

      “Black hair. A beard—short beard. Green… No, brown eyes… I think. Good looking. Medium height. Decent muscles. I don’t know, he’s just a guy who likes to groom himself.” There was doubt behind his statements.

      Rachel traded a look with Peak. This was not going well.

      “As I said, I only met him once. He had good money. Paid for rent three months in advance. Just a charming guy all the way around.”

      “He might be a serial killer,” Peak reminded him. “And he burned the house that you’re renting down. Your name was on the lease. You’re responsible for the damage.”

      The air seemed to leave Winslet’s side of the phone.

      Rachel interjected, “You help us get Marco, and we’ll talk to Mr. Travorian on your behalf.”

      “Okay, yeah, sure, but you’ll need to wait until I’m back from Sweden. Sorry, but this investment matters too much.”

      “So do all the lives that are in danger every second this guy walks free.”

      “I want to help, Detectives. I really do, but… ”

      Rachel told him the number to call if his plans changed, and then she hung up.

      Peak leaned back in his office chair. “Giovanni has multiple aliases. All of them are children that were killed in the twentieth century.”

      “If we can find out where he’s getting these names, it could point us in the right direction.”

      “Maybe,” Peak said. “Or he’s just walking around graveyards and picking a name at random.”

      “What do we know about him?” Rachel asked herself aloud. “He’s Italian. He has money. He likes art. He knows how to mix poisons. His targets are single mothers and their children. He may or may not eat rats and sleep on a pee-stained mattress. Oh, and he wears a jack-o’-lantern mask. What does that tell us?”

      Peak thought for a moment. “He cares about appearance and romance but has a dark side. I’m thinking abusive childhood. Maybe a hateful, most likely alcoholic mother. The child he abducts is a projection of himself. Perhaps his own mother was poisoned, and he finds release in continuing the cycle.”

      “We’ve looked into belladonna poisonings. Nothing like that came up.”

      “Belladonna could be symbolic in nature.”

      “Okay, but where’s he getting his money?”

      Peak scratched the back of his head. “It could be any number of things. Con man, CEO, another type of ego-stroking career. The man cares about appearances and is obviously sociopathic and manipulative. I imagine he uses that in his workplace.”

      “I guess, but where does the jack-o’-lantern mask fit in? It doesn’t seem to match that persona,” Rachel questioned.

      “A lot of things don’t fit the profile,” Peak replied. “We must scrutinize and doubt everything, Harroway. That’s the only way we’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      “Whatever happened to ‘the simplest solution is the usually the right one’?” Rachel asked.

      “That’s why we must scrutinize everything. It’s the only way to get rid of the clutter.”

      The statement prompted Rachel to call Jimmy Dekker, the jogger who reported Martha’s body. She left a voicemail. Feeling anxious, she decided to visit his home. Peak tagged along. Their cars hiked up the mountain road and ended at the modern-style house built into the mountainside.

      With a perplexed expression, Jimmy met them at the front door. He had brown hair, a clean-shaven face, and a muscular body. He didn’t match the description Winslet gave them. Still, Rachel kept an open mind. “How was your day, Mr. Dekker?”

      “Uh, good. Any luck on Martha’s killer?”

      “Mind if we come inside?” Peak asked instead.

      “Sure, whatever, man.”

      The interior of the house had a treadmill, a bench press, and a pull-up bar in the doorframe. It was his own personal gym. Large cartons of protein powder lined the kitchen countertop alongside an assortment of vegetables Dekker had begun to slice. His walls had pictures of Arnold Schwarzenegger and other famous bodybuilders with inspirational quotes. The detectives spent a little time questioning him, but what sealed his innocence was his workout routine. He showed them the list of names and numbers he’d put together. “These are my friends from the gym. They were all with me this afternoon and most every other day.”

      After they’d called a few, the alibi checked out. There was no possible way he could’ve been started the fire.

      Rachel thanked Dekker for his time.

      Peak seemed relieved the man wasn’t the killer. “Imagine how disappointing that would’ve been if he was the Poisoner.”

      Rachel smirked. They said goodnight and returned to their homes. Rachel took the winding road to Hadley House. Her body ached worse than it had when she jumped out the window. The EMT had picked the glass out of her arms and wrapped her forearm in bandages. She stripped them off when she climbed into the shower, noticing the dozens of purple bruises spotting her pale skin. There were a few small cuts on her neck and cheeks. She winced when the water hit her. With a towel wrapped around her body, Rachel entered her master bedroom just in time to see her phone ringing on the bed.

      Anonymous caller.

      Rachel answered.

      A distorted voice spoke into Rachel’s ear and sent a chill down her spine. “I’ll say this once, Detective: back off, or I’ll kill you next.”

      Then the line went dead.
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      Rachel drove to the police department as fast as her unmarked Impala would take her. She had dressed in the first pair of jeans and T-shirt she could find, topping off her ensemble with her faded leather jacket. Her hair was in a loose ponytail, wiry black hairs sticking out, and she wore no makeup.

      “There is no way you can get a trace on it now,” Peak said as he arrived at the department’s steps. It seemed as if meeting at the office was the safest course of action.

      “That’s not the point. He has my personal number,” Rachel replied. She was still reeling from the phone call. The man’s words crawled deep into her ears and filled her with fear. I’ll kill you next. She thought of the Orphans, their dilated eyes, and the bile trickling from their purple lips. Then she saw her own face marinated in a plate of blood, wine, and vomit.

      Rachel’s work phone was constantly bombarded with business calls from the office or elsewhere. Her secondary phone, which the anonymous person called, had nine contacts, all of them close family and friends. The only way the Poisoner could get that number was through one of those people: Peak, Liam, Sequoyah, Clove, her old friend Deston from high school, Uncle Bartholomew, the psychiatric ward where her mother stayed, her ex-husband, Bret, and her best friend, Jenny Hua, in Seattle.

      Rachel’s stomach knotted. He could’ve gotten to any one of them. Rachel made it her mission to call them. She checked the time. It was nearly midnight. She’d call anyway.

      Her father answered, “Rach? What’s going on?”

      “Are you okay? Have you been hurt? Has anyone threatened you?”

      “What? Slow down, Rachel. I’m fine. Has something happened?”

      Rachel chewed her lip, unsure if she should reveal the truth. He’ll only worry. “Nothing, Dad. I, uh, just wanted to say that I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Rachel,” Liam replied with worried hesitance. “Are you sure nothing has happened?”

      “I’m fine. Really. This may sound random, but did you give my number out to anyone recently?”

      “I don’t think so, no. Why would I?”

      “Sure?”

      “Yes, Rachel.”

      “That’s all I needed. Have a good night.”

      “Rachel, wait.”

      Rachel hung up and stared at the steps beneath her feet. Stones of shame pelted Rachel every time she lied to her father. Him being a preacher at one time didn’t help with Rachel’s conviction.

      Peak leaned against the railing, burying his hands in his back pants pockets. His copper hair flowed in the chilly autumn breeze. “What do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know,” Rachel replied honestly. She made another call.

      Sequoyah answered immediately with his usual baritone voice. “What is the issue, Rachel Harroway?”

      “A serial killer called me. Did you give anyone my number?”

      “Do not of accuse me of such things. I never betray my clients’ confidence. Do you have any more ridiculous accusations?”

      “Sequoyah, that’s not what I meant.”

      “Call me when you are ready to talk business.”

      The line went dead.

      “Perfect,” Rachel mumbled. “Just perfect.”

      Peak eyed her. “Are you really going to call them all?”

      “I have to.” Rachel went down the list.

      Deston from high school, seemingly in high spirits and at some sort of concert, wanted to take Rachel out to eat. He claimed not to have given her number out.

      Uncle Bartholomew did not pick up; that was typical. Apart from him being Rachel’s only other blood relative, they had very little connection.

      The psychiatric ward where her mother stayed was closed at this hour, but it was against the law for them to give out personal information. If the killer knew about Rachel’s psychotic mother, whom she hadn’t visited in years, he might know about the Gift, too. Rachel was ninety-nine percent sure the psychiatric lead was a bust. The final one percent made her shudder.

      She called up her old friend Jenny in Seattle. The call woke Jenny up, and she bombarded Rachel with a million questions. After ten minutes of that, Rachel was able to put an end to the conversation. It was the final call that worried Rachel the most: her ex-husband, Bret. Grow up, Rachel. That chapter of your life is closed. There’s nothing to be worried about. Rachel made the call and got his voicemail. She pulled up his name on Facebook. Seeing that he was currently an active user, she imagined that he was all right. After all, he was living the California dream with his swimsuit-model wife. Rachel looked her up. She was an actual renowned swimsuit model.

      “Any luck?” Peak asked.

      “I thought you hated rhetorical questions.”

      “Touché.”

      Headlight beams bobbed down the uneven road, followed by a black car. Lieutenant McConnell stepped out and rubbed the sleep from his right eye. “You all want to take this inside?”

      They followed him to the police briefing room, where they sat at the front table. On the wall ahead, the crime scene photos of all five murder victims hung alongside the pictures of their missing children. Rachel looked at them, imagining a sixth photo: her own slack-jawed mug shot. At least I don’t have any children to lose. It was how her father would cope that scared her more than death.

      McConnell sipped from a Styrofoam coffee cup. “I want to exercise the possibility that it was a prank caller.”

      Rachel planted her feet. “It wasn’t.”

      McConnell sighed. “If that’s the case, Harroway, maybe you should back down.”

      The words stuck in Rachel like knives. “I’m not giving him what he wants.”

      “He wants to antagonize you. It’s a power play. The best way to deal with these types of people is to do what they want, lull them into a false sense of security, and hope their pride is their downfall. Which it often is.”

      Peak nodded in agreement.

      For some reason, that felt like a betrayal.

      McConnell smiled softly at her. “You escaped a burning house less than twenty-four hours ago. It’s okay for you to sit this one out. If you’d like to cash in those vacation days you waste every year, I’m more than happy to oblige. I can have everyone at the station chip in a few bucks, and you and your father can go somewhere nice.”

      Rachel bounced her eyes between the men. “Who would take over for me?”

      McConnell replied, “We can make use of Jones or Kelly. I’ve been wanting to train some new blood anyway.”

      “Jones and Kelly.” Rachel scoffed. “They’re beat cops.”

      “Now is as good a time as any to learn,” McConnell replied.

      “What about you, Peak?” Rachel asked. “Are you fine staying on?”

      Detective Peak slowly nodded. “I live for this stuff. Besides, I’ve not received any death threats.”

      “You don’t answer any anonymous calls, either.” Rachel glared at him.

      “That could be the reason why,” Peak replied.

      McConnell set aside his cup. “I know detectives receive all manner of threats on a daily basis, but I see how this worries you, Harroway.”

      “I appreciate your concern,” Rachel replied. “But once a detective takes a case, it is theirs until the end. I will not back down.” Not for my sake, but for the women and children this monster has and will hurt.

      “Very well,” McConnell said and snatched up his cup. “I’ll see you detectives tomorrow. And remember what I said—keep this case clean. Our salary depends on it.”

      Rachel and Peak didn’t say anything until they got to their cars, which were parked parallel to one another.

      Peak opened his door. “We’ll get the guy before anything happens, Rachel.”

      “I know,” Rachel replied.

      Hadley House seemed much more hollow and ominous upon her return. Its pale-green coat of paint curled back, revealing wood more than a century old. With her pistol drawn, Rachel searched the first floor, the second floor, and the basement before locking every window latch and putting a safety bar under the front and back doors. She sank into her small dining room chair under her dim yellow light. Pinching the bridge of her nose, she tried to kill her migraine. It didn’t help.

      All of her homicide cases up to this point had been solved in a matter of weeks, thanks to the Gift. This Poisoner case had overstayed its welcome. Something had to give. She felt it in her gut. Rachel looked up at her kitchen cupboard, knowing what she had to do.

      After pulling out her dusty bottle of whiskey from the top shelf, Rachel returned to the old wooden table and poured herself a splash. She gulped it down. It rolled down her throat like tongues of fire. She grimaced, having forgotten how strong the stuff tasted. She poured herself another. Downed it. Coughed. And went for round three.

      Her whole body felt light as a feather. It didn’t soothe her throbbing head, but it did make her want to sleep. She pushed the bottle away and waited. All of the lights in her house were out except for the small chandelier in the dining room spilling light into the living room and kitchen.

      In the corner of her vision, something moved.

      Rachel slid her fingers onto her pistol, which was lying beside her bottle of scotch and the depleted glass. She scanned the living room with half-shut eyes.

      Something shattered in the kitchen.

      Rachel looked over the table, seeing the shattered plate on the laminate floor. She stayed seated.

      “You can come out,” Rachel said into her big empty house.

      Rachel listened. Over the harsh gusts outside and strange groans of the ancient house, Rachel heard crying—not the quiet kind but dread-filled sobs. The stairs creaked on the other side of the house. Rachel watched from the table. A small foot stepped down the first step, followed by another, and soon Martha’s entire figure could be seen descending the stairs. Her face was buried in her palms, but it did little to mute her weeping. She continued her descent and stopped at the front door, keeping her profile toward Rachel.

      The tiny hairs on Rachel’s flesh pulled toward the kitchen doorway. Rachel directed her attention that way, seeing the silhouette of the large woman glaring at her with eyes so bloodshot they looked entirely red apart from the large black pupil in the center. The woman stepped forward, her flowing red dress dragging on the ground behind her. Parted at her crown, her long, dyed-red hair ran like a river down her shoulders and back. She stopped at the edge of the table.

      “Anastasia,” Rachel said, still under the intoxicating effects of the whiskey.

      Anastasia kept glaring with her crimson eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, causing blood and bile to spill out and splat on the floor. Red wine and blood stained her tiny teeth, making it look as if she had eaten a human heart.

      Rachel glanced back at Martha. The wailing woman had vanished. The stairs and front entrance hall were deathly quiet.

      Droplets of blood and bile plopped down on the living room floor. Drip. Drip. Drip. Rachel traced the leaking from the hardwood floor upward. Crawling upside down on the ceiling with her palms and feet, a woman with short blond hair twisted her neck too far for any human and stared at Rachel with wide, unblinking blue eyes. Blue, red, and green paint splattered her loosely fitted white bathrobe, which was nearly falling off of her pasty skin. More paint splattered her blond hair and her face, covering one eye with a wet indigo blob. From her slightly parted lips, blood and bile fell and went splat on the floor. Tears of paint trickled as well.

      Cora Brewster. Rachel recalled her photo from the crime wall. The poison had hit Cora early in the morning when she was painting. Her limp corpse had fallen onto the easel and paint supplies. Now Cora was on Rachel’s ceiling, walking like a spider. In all of Rachel’s years, she had never seen anything like it.

      A loud crash sounded in the kitchen. Through the doorway behind Anastasia, drawers full of knives, forks, and spoons flew across the kitchen and exploded into clanging fragments on the opposite wall.

      “Martha?” Rachel called out.

      A loud scream sounded right in Rachel’s ear, sending her toppling from her chair. She looked at the wailing Orphan with brunette hair flowing down her crying face. It was Martha.

      More drawers and kitchen appliances took flight, hitting the ceiling, floor, and wall. Glass fragments, knives, and drawers bounced on impact and then took flight again. It was as though someone had tossed in an invisible bundle of frag grenades that kept exploding one after another.

      Rachel grabbed the edge of the table and forced herself up. She yelled a command, but the screaming and clamor blocked out her voice.

      On the living room ceiling, Cora slowly started crawling toward the dining area, keeping her neck twisted and her unblinking blue eyes on Rachel.

      The table where Rachel rested her hands slid across the floor, slamming into Rachel’s waist. Before she could move, the table jolted forward at high speed. Its legs scarred the hardwood as Rachel was slammed into the wall and window behind her. Splinter cracks grew across the glass behind her, and a harsh downpour of sheets of rain slammed against the window.

      Rachel pushed with all her might, watching all her arms’ muscles flex as she tried to remove the table from her midsection. Her face turned blood red and her eyes watered, but the table didn’t give way.

      With the kitchen still in pure pandemonium behind her, Anastasia took a few steps forward. Wailing Martha neared from the right of Rachel. Cora crawled closer.

      A whisper seemed to speak over the chaos and into Rachel’s mind. “I’m not dead. I’m not dead. I’m not dead.”

      Rachel turned her attention to the woman cowering in the corner beside her. She had chocolate-brown skin and curly black hair. She kept mumbling to herself. “It’s all a bad dream. Wake up, Jasmine. Your daughter needs you. Wake up.”

      Cora made it into the dining area and hid behind the chandelier. She bobbed her twisted head from the right side to the left of the crystalline ornaments and flame-shaped bulbs, trying to determine which side had a better view of Rachel.

      Dragging her dress’s tail behind her, Anastasia walked to the left of the table, on Jasmine’s side. Martha was to the right. Cora was above. There was still one more Orphan that wasn’t present.

      Suddenly, all the flying objects in the kitchen froze in midair for a second. With a series of loud clangs, the pots, pans, knives, forks, and all else in the kitchen dropped to the floor. The sound of Martha’s sobbing and the steady multicolored dripping from Cora filled Hadley House.

      That was when the Delinquent made herself known.

      Rachel had first met one years ago when she was still a green detective. It was a little boy that time. He had sent the house into an uproar, screamed every night, would inflict pain upon himself and do everything in his power to make Rachel’s life a living hell. It wasn’t until Rachel found his killer, another one of his classmates, that he had left this world. However, unlike Orphans, Delinquents didn’t care if they went home or not. Their very issue was that they didn’t care about anything, and a supernatural power without direction was a dangerous thing.

      Carolina Thurston, the Poisoner’s second victim, walked out of the kitchen and stopped at the end of the table. Her hair was chopped up, and she had uneven black bangs and patchy bald spots on her head. There were slashes curving out of both corners of her mouth all the way to her ears. When she smiled, which she did with crazed eyes, one bigger than the other, the lacerations split open, revealing a little bit of her teeth. When Rachel had found Carolina’s body, she had nice hair and an undamaged face. The wounds this Delinquent suffered were self-inflicted.

      A long steak knife hovered over Thurston’s shoulder, its sharp point aimed at Rachel.

      “Unpin me,” Rachel said with clenched teeth, trying to move the table that had her jammed against the window.

      The knife zipped through the air, ending its deadly trek a centimeter from Rachel’s left eye. Though it didn’t touch Rachel, she could somehow feel the point digging into her cornea. The knife’s edge was so close Rachel didn’t want to blink. Her eye was drying out at an alarming rate. A tear snaked from her duct and down the side of her nose. “Carolina. Put down the knife. Please.”

      The Delinquent’s smile widened, opening the entire lower half of her face into a sinister grin. Like a fat, pink worm, her tongue slid from one side of her mouth to the other, parting the cut skin as it went.

      Rachel couldn’t keep her eye open any longer. Her whole body shook. Above her, Cora watched from behind the chandelier. The other mothers stared at her expectantly from around the table.

      Sliding through the air, the knife pulled away from Rachel’s face and clanged on the tabletop, where it started to spin rapidly. It swiftly became a blurry circle of shiny metal. The Delinquent nodded, and the blade flew out in a random direction. It shot hilt-deep into Anastasia’s thick neck. The Orphan didn’t seem to notice the crimson flow slipping onto her red dress.

      Slowly, she turned her big head to Carolina. The Delinquent smiled at her.

      Rachel tried to push the table once again. It didn’t give. Anastasia and Carolina eyed one another. Whatever they had planned was not going to be good for Rachel or her house.

      “Enough!” Rachel yelled.

      All of the mothers turned to Rachel.

      “You are acting like children,” Rachel said, struggling to breathe. “I know it’s been months. You long to leave this place. I’m not blind to that, but if we want to solve this case, we need to work together.”

      The mothers stared at her unblinkingly. I’m talking to a brick wall. “I know Giovanni killed you, Martha. Were any of the rest of you dating a man with a similar name during the time of your death?”

      Jasmine slammed her fist on the table. “I’m not dead!”

      “Sure, fine, whatever. Were you or are you seeing someone?” Rachel asked.

      With a heavy frown, Jasmine said, “Antonio Berti.”

      “Good, good. How about the rest of you?” Rachel winced in pain. “Carolina, please move the table.”

      With a loud screech, the table moved a few inches but not far enough for Rachel to get out. She gave Carolina the evil eye. The Delinquent didn’t respond. Rachel asked around the table, talking to Anastasia next. The knife in her throat made her voice froggy. “I wasn’t seeing… anyone… Marco was my friend…”

      Rachel got his last name, Gallo. She committed it to memory. She directed her attention to Cora, not quite sure how to have a conversation with such a hideous thing. The Orphan must’ve noticed, as she dropped from the ceiling, twisted herself in the air, and landed with her hands and bare feet, grasping the edges of the table. Her neck was still twisted, meaning that Rachel was talking to an upside-down face. With a snakelike voice, she said, “Kill Donte Pace.”

      The last time Rachel had killed a serial killer, it was not good news.

      “I’m going to bring him to justice,” Rachel promised.

      The only one left who hadn’t spoken was Carolina. She didn’t say anything but kept on smiling her scary grin. She pointed outside. Rachel twisted back as far as she could to the cracked window. All she saw was rain and blackness. A lightning bolt touched down, revealing the winding road and leafless trees, but no sign of what Carolina saw.

      “You know where he is?” Rachel asked.

      The Delinquent nodded.

      The small chandelier blinked out for a second. When it returned, the table had gone back to normal, Rachel didn’t have a pain in her side, and the Orphans were gone.

      The window behind her was the only thing that was damaged. Outside in the rain, Rachel saw the five women standing in the middle of the single-lane road to Hadley House.

      They want me to follow them. The thought made Rachel uneasy. She didn’t trust any one of them, even if they couldn’t really hurt her. But they can make you hurt yourself. Slinging on a raincoat and grabbing an umbrella, Rachel headed out the door. Perhaps the alcohol had dulled her system, but this felt like her best shot at finding the Poisoner and putting an end to this nonsense.

      She traveled out into the rain. The droplets pattered on the top of her black umbrella as she locked the front door and made her way to the car. The mothers appeared every half mile or so as she drove. They would stand in a bundle like a group of trick-or-treaters and point in a single direction. Rachel gnashed her teeth as she drove. If they knew where the killer was, why didn’t they tell me long ago? Rachel hoped that Carolina hadn’t twisted their minds. An Orphan’s influences on the world were useless, but Rachel had never explored the relationship between two Orphans. Did they talk? Hang out? They didn’t view the world as living people did, Rachel knew from her mother’s journal and by experience. Like many things in the supernatural, their actions didn’t always make sense.

      Rachel found her car drifting to the wrong side of the road. She straightened herself. The whiskey was still strong in her system. She wondered what type of media crap-storm would happen if Highlands’s lead detective got arrested for a DUI. For the sake of Lieutenant McConnell’s stress levels and the well-being of every other person driving on the road, Rachel pulled over when she got into the downtown area and parked her car at a meter. She got out and paid the fee for a two-hour slot. A few raindrops splashed on her head before she was able to raise the umbrella.

      Highlands was a ghost town this late at night. All of the mom-and-pop stores, restaurants, and antique stores were closed. The nearby houses had gone dark. Lampposts from yesteryear lined either side of the road, giving the quiet street an eerie glow. She glanced up at the black sky. A thunderhead concealed the moon. Up the road, Cora crawled across the general store’s face and vanished behind the upper lip of the building. Rachel involuntarily touched her pistol holster. Tennis shoes splashing through sidewalk puddles, Rachel followed after the disturbing woman. It must be Halloween, Rachel concluded. That’s the only reason why she would be acting this way.

      Rachel stayed on Main Street. The clothing outlets and bookstore where she frequently shopped lined her trek. The Orphans eventually put her on Spring Street. It ran parallel with Main but consisted mostly of residential housing. The road rose and dipped in the mountainous terrain, but there were many areas of flat ground as well. The homes were large, owned mostly by the town’s elite and Appalachian-blooded socialites that had been in Highlands since its inception in the late 1800s. Their designs were all unique. One would be modern, and then the next would be a 1930s mini-mansion. It was like walking through a time machine of the city, knowing the order of what was built and when the people had moved in simply by the home’s appearance. Near the end of Spring Street, Rachel’s knees felt weak, and the bruises from her inferno escape were painful. She stopped at a rusty chain-link fence and looked up at an old home with Victorian-era influences. Its design was symmetrical. Its walls were the color of wet wood and lacked any paint. A few steps led up to its front door. Rachel stared at the two-story home with its truncated roof. She chuckled, recalling the famous Appalachian ghost stories that were told about this place every Halloween. You want to see a real haunted house, come to my home, Rachel thought, almost taking pride in the statement.

      She looked at the road up ahead and saw the women, waiting for her impatiently. Rachel trailed behind them. The rainfall seemed to let up for a moment and then continued its onslaught. Eventually, they turned down Seventh Street and came to a stop in the middle of the sidewalk. With water spilling down all sides of her umbrella, Rachel looked up at the Orphans’ final destination.

      Her father’s church.
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      Looking at the large white Presbyterian church building, Rachel had doubts. It seated a few hundred people and had a crucifix-topped spire on its front and arched stained glass windows on its side. Rachel remembered being transfixed by them as a child. Each of the windows told a different Bible story, from the desolation of Sodom and Gomorrah to the resurrection of Christ. Her father would stand at the pulpit, preaching, and Rachel’s mother would squeeze Rachel’s little hand. After her mother snapped and was carted away before Rachel was five, her father turned to the bottle, lost his ministry, and spent a long time getting sober enough that he could guest speak on holidays, focusing his teaching on the forgiveness of past sins.

      Grabbing ahold of the wet metal railing, Rachel hiked up a few steps to the hilly front yard of the church. A bolt of lightning flashed behind the building. Thunder rumbled. Rachel stared at the Orphans guarding the double doors like a band of carolers. Rain passed through them. They stared at Rachel, waiting for her to act.

      “Is he inside?” Rachel’s heart raced as she asked the question.

      The Orphans parted, Martha and Carolina on one side, Anastasia and Jasmine on the other, and Cora climbing up to the bell tower, where her silhouette grabbed ahold of the cross and looked out at the town.

      Rachel sent Peak a text, telling him to come to the church ASAP, and approached the holy building. She tried to tune in with the Sense, but the nearby Orphans were distorting her signal, so to speak. Not knowing what she’d find inside, she hammered her fist on the door.

      Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

      She took a step back, held her hand on her concealed pistol, and waited under the protection of her umbrella.

      The wind changed directions. Rachel felt resistance on her umbrella. Like statues, the Orphans stared at her. Exhaling, Rachel grabbed the door handle and pulled. Much to her surprise, it was unlocked.

      Rachel stepped inside the narthex, a wide room with a few benches and a table with neatly organized pamphlets. A handful of purple and white banners streamed down the walls, showing a dove diving nose first into an open book. Together, they formed a cross. A dark-red carpet covered the floor. Rachel quickly shut the door behind her. She closed her umbrella, collapsed it to its smallest state, and stuck it in the empty metal bucket by the door.

      Keeping her weapon concealed, Rachel moved into the next room. Dead ahead was the sanctuary, and to the right was a hallway with stairs going to the lower floor. To the left was a rising stairway to the sanctuary balcony. She moved straight ahead and peered through the glass window on the sanctuary’s closed double doors. The lights were on, but she couldn’t see anyone.

      She headed upstairs to the balcony that formed a “U.” The floor beneath the carpet squeaked lightly beneath her feet. The only illumination in the upper hall came from the sanctuary. Rachel brushed aside the curtain and stepped onto the balcony, which dipped downward like large steps.

      She reached the railing and looked out across the expansive room. The pulpit was empty, the choir box vacant, and no one sat at the organ bench. Rachel quietly maneuvered through the balcony seats, keeping an eye out for anyone or anything.

      She reached a door with a sign that read Authorized Personnel Only and pushed it open. It led to a tight, twisting stairway that twirled upward to the bell. When she reached the top, Rachel could peek through the wooden slats and see all of Highlands’s downtown, the silhouetted Appalachian Mountains, and a little of the national forest. Lightning touched down in the distance. A few bolts ripped across the behemoth clouds as black as coal. Down the street, a silhouette of a car drove away from the church. Rachel eyed it keenly. Was that him? She didn’t know. The Sense faded away.

      A second vehicle pulled up in front of the church. Peak stepped out.

      Rachel greeted him outside. He drove her to an all-night diner, where they intended to feast on hamburgers, fries, and milkshakes. However, Rachel felt too distracted to eat. She couldn’t find the Orphans. She couldn’t sense them, either.

      “Maybe they were tricking me,” Rachel said. “They are acting particularly strange during this case.”

      Peak took a big mouthful of burger. “You said it yourself, you can’t fully trust an Orphan.”

      Rachel realized Peak was still wearing the day’s clothes. She wondered if he had gotten any rest at all. “Being an atheist, agnostic, whatever you are, what’s your take on it?”

      “I think your sanity is questionable and that you’ve been drinking.”

      “Thanks, Peak. I can always count on you for encouragement,” Rachel said sarcastically.

      Peak studied her with dark eyes lined with dark circles. “You asked for my opinion.”

      “I’m serious,” Rachel said, a little more loudly than she had anticipated. A few of the late-night patrons gave Rachel and Peak odd looks.

      Peak put aside his burger. “The guy you saw could be the killer. Or it was nobody of consequence. The only thing worthy of suspicion is the unlocked front door. Maybe one of your Orphans opened it for you.”

      “They don’t work like that,” Rachel replied, slightly annoyed by Peak’s dry sense of humor this late at night.

      Peak returned to his burger and shake.

      Rachel swirled her fry on her plate, lost in thought. “I’m going to the Sunday service tomorrow.”

      “Have fun with that,” Peak replied.

      “Come with me. We can scout together.”

      “I DVRed a special on evolutionary science that day. Remember?”

      “Nope,” Rachel replied. “You’re coming with me. Don’t look so glum, Peak. Maybe you’ll find Jesus, or at the very least, the Highlands Poisoner.”

      That morning, Rachel forwent her normal black tea for black coffee, rich and savory Appalachian brew, to be precise. It had been a while since she’d been to church, and she wanted to look the part—divorcée Rachel, not Detective Harroway. She searched her closet for the appropriate attire. She found two dresses, neither one of them modest enough for a church. Stroking her chin, she wondered what Peak was going to wear. He’d probably dress the same as always: wrinkled dress shirt, navy-blue windbreaker, and questionably combed hair.

      After much contemplation, Rachel settled on leather boots, a white blouse, black slacks, and a lightweight woven jacket with a draping, collared front and patch pockets for storing her handcuffs. She moved her weapon holster to the back of her belt and spent a little time putting on light makeup and fixing her hair. By the time she was finished, Rachel was already running ten minutes late.

      She pulled up into the church parking lot and found it to be full. After going back and forth a few times, she parked next to the nearby barbecue joint and hurried over. She checked her watch. She was almost thirty minutes late. Great, she thought sarcastically as she hiked up the few steps leading from the sidewalk to the yard and pressed into the front door. The greeter, a small elderly woman with a welcoming face, was about to move into the sanctuary when Rachel arrived.

      “Sorry,” Rachel said, quickly taking the service pamphlet with the list of hymns to be sung and service schedule. She peeked through the glass panes on the doors and glanced at the first-floor pews. They were full of devout old people, love-dazed young couples, and bored children dressed in their Sunday finest. She didn’t see Peak among them.

      The local minister spoke for a moment and then turned the attention over to the choir. The minister exited the stage and sat down beside Liam in the front row. Rachel hiked up the stairs and entered the balcony, where she had stalked around the previous night. There was a selection of seats up here and a better vantage point of the entire church. She moved around the back of the rows, behind the standing assembly singing a hymn, and focused on the Sense. She hadn’t felt anything. Maybe the Poisoner won’t show. That was when she saw something she’d never expected; Jenson Peak, dressed in a three-piece suit and with his hair nicely gelled, standing amongst the balcony congregation in the horseshoe-shaped balcony’s far corner. He held a hymnal and sang along with the rest of the church.

      Unable to hold back a smile, Rachel maneuvered through the back row of people and landed next to Peak. He gave her a sidelong glance and kept singing. Much to Rachel’s surprise, he actually sounded pretty good. Taking up a hymnal from the pew, Rachel found the proper page and finished up the song. Another began.

      Peak had chosen his seat wisely. He’d positioned himself in the far corner of the U-shaped balcony, back row, which allowed visual inspection of the entire room, the entire balcony and stage, with a just a single glance. As she sang, Rachel scanned the crowd. No one seemed suspicious. If the Poisoner unlocked the church last night, he might be an elder. Rachel kept her eyes on those in the front row. None of them fit Giovanni’s romantic persona. She focused on the choir box. It was separated by gender; each side was a mix of ages.

      A stranger took a seat next to Rachel. He had neat brown hair and wore a brown blazer with a white button-up and khaki suit pants. He had a strong jawline and a dimpled chin. He smiled at Rachel as he took up a hymnal and started singing. Rachel’s first instinct was to ask why, out of every open spot in the balcony, he chose to stand next to her. The man didn’t look Italian, but that didn’t stop Rachel being suspicious of him. What if he was the Poisoner? What if she was standing right next to the man who had threatened to kill her? With a kind smile, the handsome man sang along with the choir.

      Rachel kept her cool. She couldn’t jump to conclusions. Not yet. I can follow him after, she told herself. She felt eyes on her from the opposite side of the balcony. It was a short, roguish man with black hair and a thinly trimmed beard. He watched Rachel as he sang. Rachel returned the stare, seeing that he fit Winslet’s description.

      Peak nudged Rachel. In the choir box, another figure watched. He was a tall man with rectangular-framed glasses and a soft face. Perspiration glistened on his forehead. He turned his eyes when Rachel looked at him. The song ended.

      Everyone sat. Liam stepped onto the platform, holding the Bible. He noticed Rachel in the crowd and smiled widely before turning his attention to the congregation.

      “Halloween is a very peculiar time of year…” Liam began.

      The man in the choir box sat down in his seat. He tapped his foot anxiously. The bearded man across from Rachel glanced at her as he opened his Bible. The handsome man next to Rachel watched Liam intently, soaking up every word.

      The Sense tugged lightly on Rachel’s front. It was directed to the choir. Keeping his eyes down, the soft-faced man put aside his hymn book and began to subtly slip out of the choir. Rachel and Peak leaned forward in their pew. Her fingers found her concealed weapon.

      The soft-faced man exited the side of the choir box and vanished through a door that led to the back part of the church. On the same wavelength, Peak and Rachel stood. They shimmied by the handsome man and headed for the stairs. Rachel took a final look at the bearded man. His attention was now on Liam. The handsome man, however, watched Rachel leave with a look of alarm on his face.

      Rachel and Peak hurried down the steps. In the entrance hall, they realized that the only way to the rear of the church was through the sanctuary. Rachel couldn’t bring herself to ruin her father’s teaching.

      “We’ll head around back,” Rachel told Peak.

      The moment they exited the building, they took off into a sprint around the side of the church building. They stopped at the parking lot, just in time to see a Toyota truck reverse into the street and take off down the road.

      “That’s him,” Peak pointed out the obvious.

      Rachel looked at the lot across the street where her car was parked. “We’ll take your car.”

      They loaded into Peak’s car. He hit the accelerator and skidded onto the street.

      “Keep it slow,” Rachel told him. “I want to see where he is going.”

      Peak nodded in affirmation and lowered his speed. They hit a red light and watched the truck gain distance down the uneven roads. Rachel prayed that he didn’t see them tailing him. Peak kept four car lengths behind the man. Rachel booted up the dashboard computer and searched the license plate in the database. It belonged to Wesley Times, thirty-two, and his record was spotless. Peak kept after him long after Highlands faded in the rearview. The truck led them up the mountainous road and off to a high-altitude dirt street flanked by nature.

      Peak pulled to a stop at the small gravel parking area near the end of the road. He pulled in beside the empty truck and looked out at the towering oaks and autumn flora. It was a mix of reds, oranges, yellows, and greens. A skinny hiking trail snaked deep within the trees. After briefly searching the parking area to see if Wesley was still around, Rachel and Peak headed down the trail.

      Gnats buzzed, birds cawed, and a cooling breeze shimmied the leaves. The trail’s packed dirt told Rachel it was well traveled. It appeared to be the only path, which was good. Unless Wesley decided to hide amidst the shrubbery. Peak paid close attention to broken twigs and partial footprints. He was much better at that stuff than Rachel. She followed the Sense, feeling it fluctuate. Through the trees in the distance, Rachel saw Carolina carving on a tree trunk with the knife that had stabbed Anastasia. Rachel averted her eyes. She couldn’t afford to have the Delinquent interfere with the current investigation.

      The trail zigged and zagged. Using gestures only, Peak communicated with Rachel. Wesley had stuck to the trail. Good. Rachel and Peak were not dressed for a foot chase through the woods. Then again, neither was the man in the long purple-and-white choir robe. Rachel and Peak rounded a bend in the road and came to a sudden halt.

      Holding a small spade, Wesley stood in the center of the trail. He wasn’t wearing his robe anymore. Sweat drenched his face and hair. Grabbing Peak’s arm, Rachel pulled her partner behind a tree. They squatted and watched Wesley, dressed in a collared shirt and jeans, nervously scan the area. At some point, he must’ve deemed it clear, as he started digging in the dirt. Peak gestured with his hands a way to take Wesley down. Rachel shook her head, intrigued by what the soft-faced man was doing. After he dug the hole, he tossed aside the spade, adjusted his glasses, which were sliding down his nose, and removed an envelope sealed in a Ziploc from his pocket. With mouth slightly agape and eyes wide, he knelt down and gently put the envelope into the hole before using his palm to slide dirt over it. As a final touch, the man put a rock on top of the pile.

      Rachel and Peak nodded at one another. It was time to move.

      Breathing heavily, the man started back down the way he had come. He took off his glasses and wiped them with a corner of his shirt. When the fog was clean from the lenses, he looked up and saw Rachel and Peak standing in the trail about twenty feet ahead of him.

      “Wesley Times. Highlands PD. You’re coming with us,” Rachel said, keeping both hands on her lowered pistol.

      Without a word, the man dropped his spade and beelined to the woods, tumbling through a bush and darting deeper into the Appalachian wild.

      Peak grumbled and hurried after him. Rachel followed. Branches reached out to them while roots tried to trip their feet. Last night’s storm had turned the felled leaves soggy. Up ahead, Wesley veered to the left. Rachel ducked under a low-hanging branch and trailed after him. The world around her blurred as she ran. She felt the beginning of blisters on her heels. The ocean of trees around her stretched endlessly. Wesley ran parallel with a tumbling creek, and Rachel ran parallel with Wesley. With the passing trees, it appeared as if he were blinking in and out of existence.

      “Watch out!” Peak shouted and grabbed Rachel. He pulled her back just in time before she fell off the fourteen-foot drop off.

      The creek fell over the drop-off’s edge and filled a natural pond only about ten feet across. That was where Wesley jumped.

      Taking ahold of his glasses, he landed feet first in the water and swam immediately to solid ground. Grabbing handfuls of dirt and leaves, he pulled himself out of the water and ran, shivering, deeper into the woods.

      Without time to hesitate, Rachel ran to the creek and took the plunge. Gravity slammed her into the ice-cold water. The chill enveloped her. Her body plummeted toward the jagged boulders at the bottom. She stopped herself right before hitting them and kicked her way to the surface. She burst out of the pond and slapped against the dirt edge. The cold seemed to go through her skin like a thousand hooks.

      Soaking wet, Rachel staggered out of the water and continued her run. Water sloshed around in the bottoms of her boots. Her clothes draped on her body like heavy rags. She left her lightweight fall jacket behind. The water damage to her pistol was unfortunate. Her mind was already on the amount of time it would take to disassemble it and clean the parts. As she ran, she realized that she hadn’t heard Peak splash into the water. He was around the drop-off’s edge, looking for a better way down. Find it quickly, Rachel thought as she slid between two bushes. She slashed through a cobweb with her hand.

      Rachel reached another cliff. This time, the twenty-foot drop-off didn’t land in water but in woods. The mountain behind her jutted straight up another seventy feet or so and curved around a bend that had a two-foot-wide rock shelf overlooking the cliff. Seeing Wesley walking on said shelf and hugging the wall, Rachel followed. She slid her back on the rock’s face and shuffled her feet. She kept herself from looking down, knowing the drop was just far enough to get seriously hurt. As Rachel reached the center, Wesley reached the end, where the mountain sloped out again. Crawling on his hands and knees, he scurried up the mountain. Clumps of dirt tumbled down his arms.

      Rachel continued her foot shuffle. The shelf beneath her feet chipped away. That’s not good. Like a lightning bolt, a large crack raced across the thin rock surface. Rachel’s heart rate spiked as a fresh burst of adrenalin and fear raced through her veins. She increased her speed. The shelf gave way.

      Rachel leapt. She held her breath, seeing the trees beneath her. She felt gravity pull at her and the Sense tear at her, warning her of the obvious danger.

      Arms guarding her face, she landed harshly on the inclining mountain where Wesley was climbing. Rachel rolled a few feet before she clasped a root, stopping her tumble. Her body was heavy with dirt and water. Spitting out a damp leaf, she began her ascent up the mountain. Wesley was far ahead of her. Whether intentionally or not, he kicked up clumps of dirt at her as he went.

      Rachel was reminded of her age as she clasped fistfuls of earth, leaves, and twigs to ascend the mountain. Despite pain and cold that rattled her joints, she forged onward with glassy eyes. Wesley reached the top, where the path evened out. He climbed over and vanished from Rachel’s sight. She upped her speed. She was up to her forearms in dirt. The knees of her slacks had torn open.

      By the time she reached the top, she wanted to collapse. If she hadn’t grabbed ahold of the nearby tree, she might have. Tears of sweat raced down her face, creating little rivulets in the dirt that painted her face. The mountain’s slope was not as cruel as the one she’d climbed. A number of game trails whizzed through the spaced-out oaks.

      Wesley’s run was a desperate stagger. He bounced between trees like a pinball and almost tripped. He turned back to Rachel. One of his lenses was cracked and spotted with dirt. His breathing was desperate. He turned his head back to the woods ahead and kept moving. Rachel followed behind him. Her side cramped. Water still sloshed in her boots. The breeze and bugs made the trek miserable. However, the trial paid off as Wesley reached a third and final rocky drop-off. Beyond it, the splendor of Appalachia stretched as far as the eye could see, an uncountable amount of mountains and trees extending beneath the midday sun.

      Resting his palms on his knees, Wesley turned back to Rachel. Dirt smudged his face, arms, legs, shirt, and hair. His glasses were crooked on his face. His hair product had given way, leaving a few loose bangs falling over his soft face. He huffed. Rachel did the same. Her mouth was cotton.

      “Why?” Wesley asked hoarsely. “Why couldn’t you let me be?”

      Rachel stopped about fifteen feet from him. “I wouldn’t be doing my job. Why did you run?”

      Wesley ignored her. He glanced back at the drop-off and the jagged rocks and trees below.

      “Step away from the cliff, Wesley,” Rachel said, out of breath.

      Wesley took a step back, stopping an inch from the edge. He closed his eyes and mumbled. “No. No more.”

      “Listen to me, Wesley. There’s no reason why anyone should get hurt today,” Rachel said. “You’re a Christian guy. Don’t throw away your life.”

      Wesley closed his eyes and mumbled a desperate prayer.

      “Please,” Rachel said, imagining her only lead plummeting to his death, “I’m begging you. Step away from the cliff.”

      Footsteps crunched behind her.

      Wesley opened his eyes and moaned grievously as Peak walked beside Rachel. Unlike Rachel and Wesley, Peak was relatively clean and dry. His hair was unruly, and his nice shoes were caked in mud. He aimed his Glock 19 at Wesley. “It’s over, Mr. Times. Come with us.”

      With trembling hands, Wesley took off his glasses and rubbed a tear from his eyes, accidentally smearing his face. He gave the cliffside another look.

      Peak and Rachel slowly moved forward, going for the flank.

      “I’m sorry,” Wesley said to Rachel. “But there’s no going back now. Like the pastor said, you reap what you sow.”

      “We want to understand you, Wesley,” Rachel said, keeping her dirty palms up in a nonthreatening manner as she moved forward. “Come with me. We’ll get you a fresh change of clothes, some water, and some coffee, and we’ll chat. Just us.”

      Dread flushed over Wesley’s face. “I’m a bad man. I don’t deserve anything.”

      Peak noticed the man’s wedding ring. “What will your wife think?”

      Wesley studied the ring on his finger as if it were the first time he’d seen it. With bloodshot eyes, he glared at the detective. “I know who you are, Detectives Peak and Harroway. I’m sorry, but I can’t let you win. Lord, I’m sorry.”

      He took a step back. Rachel and Peak darted to him. As Wesley stumbled backward, Peak darted ahead and outstretched his hand. He grasped the buttoned front of the man’s shirt and began to pull down under the man’s weight. Rachel quickly wrapped her arms around Peak’s torso and pulled back. Grunting through his clenched teeth, Peak held the man fully suspended apart from his feet. Wesley’s arms twirled freely in the air for a second before instinct took over and he grabbed Peak’s arm. One of Wesley‘s buttons tore off in Peak’s hand. Rachel pulled back as hard as she could. Her heel slipped on the leaves, and she fell back on her bottom. Peak fell back on her. Wesley fell on him.

      Peak quickly rolled on top of Wesley, forced his arms behind his back, and cuffed him. When he had finished, he sat beside Wesley, took a deep breath, and read him his rights.

      After a few minutes’ breather, Peak pushed Wesley along. The cuffed man’s face was downcast and dirty. He didn’t offer any resistance or words as they moved through the wilds. Rachel hugged herself as she walked. She longed to strip out of her damp clothes. If she were leading, they’d be lost right now. Thanks to Peak’s sharp mind, he was able to retrace his steps.

      As Wesley waddled along, Peak said, “Make it easy on yourself. Tell us about your involvement with the murders and the abductions.”

      Wesley refused to respond. He kept watching his feet as they went.

      “You will give in eventually,” Peak said. “Every man has a breaking point.”

      Rachel considered joining in on Peak’s interrogation tactics but was too tired to contribute. Wesley was in a far worse spot than she was. They reached the trail, and Rachel sighed. Freedom was a dirt path away. But first…

      “Take him back to the car,” Rachel told Peak.

      With his coal-black eyes, Peak studied her for a moment and then marched Wesley forward. After they were far enough along, Rachel went in the opposite direction. She stopped at the place where Wesley had placed the rock. Falling on her knees, she clawed at the loose dirt. The envelope within the plastic bag was thin and cheap. Trying to avoid leaving as many fingerprints as possible, Rachel shook the dirt off the bag. She handled it gently and held it up to the light. Within the cheap envelope, she could see a Post-it note and a key. She was eager to tear it open, but things would be much better if she catalogued it as evidence before putting her paws on it.

      Back at the station, Rachel wore a Highlands PD sweatshirt with matching grey sweatpants and white tennis shoes one size too large. Her black hair was wavy and damp from her hot shower in the locker room, but she didn’t care. She was content in her warm clothes and with her emergency cup of coffee. She sniffed the aroma and wanted nothing more than to go home, crash on the couch, and nap.

      Peak walked into the break room. He was still dressed in his dirty church clothes.

      “You owe me a new pair of shoes,” he said as he drained the rest of the office coffee into a Styrofoam cup.

      Rachel glanced down at his leather oxfords caked in dirt and ruined by scuffs. “That’s unfortunate.”

      Peak leaned his bottom against the countertop and looked at Rachel seated at the round plastic table. His dark eyes were tired, and his cheeks look extra sunken. “They opened the envelope.”

      “What was in there?” Rachel asked.

      After hearing it, Rachel darted to the evidence room. She pushed through the door and passed the shelves full of plastic tubs. The white envelope and its contents were laid out neatly on the table in the middle of the room.

      Rachel stopped at the edge. The cheap envelope had been opened neatly with a letter opener. Next to it was the house key. Beside that was the yellow sticky note that had Rachel’s home address on it.

      Covering her mouth with her hand, Rachel withdrew her key fob from her pocket and compared house keys. They were identical.

      Rachel felt lightheaded. She kept the spare key outside her front door, underneath a loose floorboard on the porch. “How did he know where to find this?”

      “I say we ask him,” suggested Peak.

      They met Wesley in interrogation room 2. Like Rachel’s, borrowed sweats replaced his clothes. He sat at an aluminum table, in an aluminum chair. His hands were cuffed to the table. A cup of water and a little cherry Danish were set out before him. Through his crooked and cracked glasses, he stared at the food and drink with red-rimmed eyes. He didn’t look up when Rachel and Peak entered. The man was a broken shell. Rachel uncuffed his hands, starting their meeting with a kind gesture. Wesley squeezed his sore wrists.

      “You waived your right to an attorney. Why?” Peak asked immediately.

      Wesley kept his mouth shut.

      Rachel sat opposite him. “Mr. Times. Wesley. Can I call you that?”

      The man didn’t reply.

      Rachel repositioned herself in her seat. “Wesley, what were you planning to do with my house key and address?”

      Wesley sniffled.

      “You put up quite the chase,” Rachel said, changing her tactics. “Ever think about doing a triathlon?”

      “Look at Detective Harroway,” Peak ordered.

      Reluctantly, Wesley met eyes with Rachel. His soft face was flushed red. There was still a smudge of dirt on his ear.

      Rachel smiled at him. “Answer me this. Are you the Highlands Poisoner?”

      The man smirked.

      “Is that a yes or a no?” Peak interjected.

      Rachel spoke softly. “I think we both know the answer, but say it to the camera and save us a lot of time.”

      Peak glared at him.

      Taking a deep breath, Wesley replied, “No. I am not.”

      Rachel leaned back in her chair. “Fantastic. Now that the hard question is out of the way, tell us why you ran.”

      “I can’t,” Wesley barked.

      “You won’t,” Peak corrected. “There’s a difference.”

      “You don’t understand,” Wesley protested.

      “You were delivering my address and spare key to the Poisoner. Why, Wesley?”

      Wesley glared at her. “He’s going to kill them thanks to you.”

      Peak pulled out a file. “Your son and your wife, I assume.”

      Wesley’s eyes widened. “Do they know I’ve been arrested?”

      “Not yet,” Peak said. “But we can tell them.”

      “Don’t!” Wesley exclaimed.

      “I don’t get you, Wesley,” Rachel said. “You care so much about your family, and yet you almost jumped off a cliff.”

      Wesley hammered his fist on the table. “If he knows you have me, he’s going to kill them.”

      “So the trade-off was to have him kill me instead?” Rachel replied.

      “You stand a much better chance than my six-year-old son and handicapped wife,” Wesley replied with venom.

      Rachel couldn’t fault him on that logic. “I don’t care that you took my spare key, Wesley. I care about the Poisoner. Help me find him.”

      “I don’t know where he is.”

      “How did he reach out to you?”

      “He sent me a videotape,” Wesley confessed. “I found it at the front door. It showed my wife and son playing, and then, on paper, it told me what to do: get your key and your address and deliver it to location X on Sunday evening.”

      “You never saw him?”

      “Never,” Wesley declared.

      Rachel leaned toward Peak and whispered in his ear. “The note said that he’s not supposed to deliver it until this evening. We still have a few hours.”

      With pursed lips, Peak nodded.

      Rachel spoke to Wesley. “This is what I’m going to do, Wesley. I’m going to drop your robbery charges and put you and your family into protective custody.”

      Wesley’s eyes watered. “What? Really?”

      “I expect your full cooperation going forward. Understand?”

      “Yes.” Wesley nodded a few times. “I understand. Whatever you need.”

      “Tell me how you got the spare key.”

      “I heard rumors that you live in Hadley House. Two days ago, I waited until you left for work and spent a few hours looking for it. I eventually got it from the floorboard.”

      Rachel asked another question. “Did you deliver my personal number as well?”

      Wesley looked at her with a confused face. I guess not, Rachel concluded. That means he must’ve gotten it from someone else. “That’s all for now, Wesley.”

      Peak stood and buttoned his jacket. “If you get a threat like that, contact the police immediately. That’s why we’re here.”

      With McConnell’s permission, they sent a few undercover officers to scout out the trail in the evening. The department kept Wesley’s arrest a secret from the public. No one would know about it. After four hours of unfruitful labor, one officer was left behind, while the rest returned to their duty.

      “At least we can say we tried,” Rachel said as she and Peak headed out of the department for the evening. It was nearly 11:00 p.m.

      “No other insight from you-know-who?” Peak asked.

      “Nothing, really,” Rachel said. “The Orphans have been quiet. Be praying that the church gets back to us with the visitor list. Maybe we’ll find the name we need.”

      “Unlikely. The Poisoner would most likely use an alias,” Peak replied. “I’ll see you soon, Harroway.”

      Rachel headed home, struggling to keep her eyes open. She hated the old cliché, but it felt so true: I’m getting too old for this. After this case was done, she was going to make herself a huge smoothie. Following the instructions in her mother’s leather-bound journal, she’d be able to enjoy three days Orphan free.

      She checked her missed calls. One was from her father.

      “Hey, Rachel. I saw you leave church early today. I hope it wasn’t something I said. Call me back when you get a chance.”

      Rachel put aside the phone. She’d deal with that tomorrow. As of now, it was time to rest. But as she exited her car, she saw the mothers gathered on the front porch.

      “What is it?” Rachel asked as she hiked the steps. The Orphans trailed her in silence.

      Rachel cautiously entered her home. She flipped on the lights and scanned the various rooms, making sure the Orphans weren’t warning her of any strangers. No one.

      As she opened her freezer to extract the tub of her favorite chocolate cherry ice cream, Rachel paused. She closed the lid and put it back. She looked at everything in her kitchen and wondered if she should toss it all. Granted, the Poisoner killed with wine, but desperate times meant desperate measures. Rachel fortified her doors for the evening and marched upstairs to bed.

      She dreamed she was running through a hallway of an old house. The hall seemed to stretch forever, with the same window repeated endlessly on the right-hand wall. Outside, the full moon watched her. She knew someone was chasing her but could not see him. Up ahead, Rachel saw a little boy. She called out for help, but her voice was mute. She reached him, noticing his little overalls, his shirt, and the jack-o’-lantern mask that completely covered his head. Suddenly, the dream shifted. Rachel was with the boy, but they were in a dark room together. Dust drifted through the air. The walls were old and wooden. Rachel and the boy with the jack-o’-lantern mask studied a child singing a sad lullaby in the corner. Rachel approached, recognizing her as Mallory Stix. She had an angular face and long brown hair and wore a pink dress and a fake tiara. She looked up at Rachel with alarm. Her throat muscles moved, and then she vomited blood on Rachel’s face.

      Rachel awoke to the sound of her ringing phone. It was 4:00 a.m., and the call was anonymous. Hesitantly, she answered. “Harroway speaking.”

      “I told you to back off,” a distorted voice said. “There will be consequences.”

      “We should meet. Settle this face to face.” Rachel knew he wouldn’t take the bait, but she needed to keep him on the line.

      The voice ignored her request. There was a certain smugness to his tone. “Stay tuned for Halloween night, Detective. It’s going to be grand.”
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      The Poisoner was silent for the next three days.

      Like a red eye, the sun set over Highlands. Its crimson rays splashed over indigo skies during the fateful night of All Hallows’ Eve. Few parents listened to the police’s warnings. Hundreds of little ghouls, superheroes, princesses, and other tiny monsters roamed the streets of the small North Carolina town.

      A knock.

      Muffled giggles.

      Giovanni Caro opened the door to a little Dracula, a mummy, and a surprisingly gory zombie.

      “Trick or treat!” the tiny monsters yelled with joy.

      Mr. Caro pulled out his candy bucket: an orange jack-o’-lantern head full of all sorts of candy, treats, and a few of his other personal favorites. He held the plastic bucket in both hands and presented it to the children, along with a toothbrush. The zombie reached his bloody hand into the jack-o’-lantern and fished around for the biggest candy bar he could find.

      “Only one,” Mr. Caro said sweetly but firmly.

      The child’s eyes cast down in disappointment.

      “Unless,” Mr. Caro said to capture their attention, “you promise to share with your friends.”

      “We promise! We promise!” the children replied joyously.

      Mr. Caro tilted the basket and allowed them to take to their hearts’ content.

      They all grabbed big handfuls and made their plastic bags sag with candy.

      The children chuckled as they skipped down the road. Mr. Caro took in the moment, smiling but jealous of their innocence. He closed the door and took a breath. It would be a sad night for many, Mr. Caro knew. He peered into the plastic pumpkin, feeling his heart racing. He planned to refill the special candy bucket a few more times before donning his costume and roaming the streets with the other monsters. Perhaps he’d even pay Mallory a visit.

      

      Rachel’s Impala sat in the shadow between two streetlights. Her tea mug warmed her fingers as she watched the junction between Fifth and Oak. Her seat was rolled back far enough and the windows had just enough tint that it would take a stranger’s second glance to see her. She blew steam away from her mug as she watched a gaggle of children and their parents make haste down the street. The biggest one, dressed like a Star Wars character, smiled mischievously and slapped the paper bag out of the hand of an unsuspecting and tiny Spiderman. Tootsie Rolls, Reese’s, and other candy exploded across the sidewalk and road. A few pieces bounced into the gutter.

      The Star Wars teen laughed. Spiderman cried.

      The mother grabbed the teen’s arm. “Jonathan! How dare you!”

      “Mom, it was funny.”

      “You’re going to give him all of your candy.”

      “But that’s not fair.”

      The father helped pick up the scattered candy. “Life’s not fair, Jonathan. Do as your mother says.”

      Rachel eyed them as they cleaned up.

      A scream echoed down the street.

      Rachel sat up, sloshing a little bit of tea down the side of her cup and onto her denim jeans.

      Down the road, a sixteen-year-old girl ran for her life. She wore a skimpy maid outfit that revealed a little too much, in Rachel’s humble opinion. Three teenage boys trailed behind her: a football player with blood down his jersey, a fat guy dressed as an obese Freddy Krueger, struggling to keep up, and an eighteen-year-old with black eye liner and jet-black hair with the right side curved down the side of his angular face. With how the youth dressed nowadays, Rachel couldn’t tell if the last was in costume or if this was his normal look.

      The football player swept up the screaming girl, twirled her around, and gave her a big kiss. The sultry maid was laughing so much it seemed as if she was going to wet herself.

      Rachel reclined in her seat again. Something inside of her urged her to look to the right. Under a blinking streetlight, a clown lay at the center of Oak Street. He wasn’t moving. He wasn’t breathing. His body twitched. He slowly sat up. A tire mark ran across his colorful frilled shirt, and half of his painted face was crushed. Rachel turned her eyes away. She didn’t want to get Marked by any more Orphans. Especially not tonight.

      Since 3:00 a.m. that morning, she had been feeling something pulling at her. She would get shakes, shivers, and unexpected chills and could hear faint whispers in the strangest places. Halloween was always her worst night. The Gift, the Sense, the Vision, all of them were constantly in use. She salivated, thinking of her dirt-tasting smoothie that would give her a few days’ rest from the Gift. She made an oath with herself to drink up after the killer was caught. Otherwise, the Orphans couldn’t assist her. It was a tough call tonight since she knew the challenges she would face, but if the Poisoner’s call was true, this would be the night he struck.

      Her dashboard radio crackled. Its narrow green screen flickered.

      “Officer 34582 reporting in. All clear on Laurel and Fourth.”

      Another officer reported in. “Church and Third. All clear.”

      A dozen more officers reported in. Clear and quiet all the way around.

      Rachel gave them the all clear on Fifth and Oak. She put back the microphone and sipped her tea. Highlands was a small town, with just over a thousand residents at its heart. To put that in some perspective, the town only had two bars. The population grew the farther away from Main Street one traveled, but most of the houses were very much spread out, and residents were retirees or successful doctors. However, what the town lacked in residents it made up for in tourists. The Appalachian culture, the mountain vistas, the botanical garden, the fishing holes, the waterfalls, and the scenery as a whole made it a magnet for nature and American history lovers. Especially on Halloween. Highlands held what were called “ghost walks,” where families traveled from historical building to historical building, getting free hot chocolate and listening to horrifying Appalachian legends and ghost stories passed down through generations. Live music echoed down the street. The locals ate it up. It was in their blood.

      Rachel usually took this night off. Not tonight. She eyed the street like a hawk, watching and waiting, praying that she could stop the Poisoner before his plan came to fruition.

      “Harroway.” The radio crackled. “Pick up, Harroway. We’re on a private line.”

      Rachel drew the corded microphone to her mouth. “Feeling lonely, Peak? Couldn’t stand a few hours without me?”

      Peak ignored the comment. “You’re worrying.”

      It was a statement.

      He went on. “Despite contrary belief, no child has been randomly poisoned on Halloween. A kid died when his Pixie Stix were laced, but the culprit was his own father. There were a few other smaller cases but nothing as harsh as the legend makes it out to be.”

      “And I thought I was the optimist in this partnership.” Rachel watched another group of kids stroll down the sidewalk.

      “Use your fear and worry to drive you. We’re all drowning animals struggling for a breath of fresh air. Those with the strongest drive find their release. Tonight is no different. We stay diligent, and we can outswim our adversary before anyone gets hurt.”

      “I prefer positive reinforcement and the idea that there’s more to life than scraping by, but thanks for the pep talk, Peak,” Rachel replied.

      “Yep. Over and out.”

      Rachel sipped from her mug. Outside, a few naked middle-aged men stood motionless on a nearby rooftop. They were silhouetted in the moonlight and dripping wet. With unblinking eyes, they glared at Rachel. Orphans. She kept herself from shuddering. It was going to be a long night of waiting. Waiting for something bad to happen so she could react.

      Carolina Thurston ran down Fifth and dived headlong into a few glass store windows. Covered in glass splinters, she crawled out of the gaping hole in the antiques shop and ran to the flower store adjacent to it. She went in for another deadly dive. By the time she climbed out, the antique shop’s window had recovered completely. Frustrated, the Delinquent dashed at the healed window and shattered it with her body. She was drenched in her own blood when she crawled out. Lacerations covered her pale skin and head, though she smiled from ear to ear with the long smile she had carved on her face. Across the street, the flower shop window was scratch free.

      Feeling sickness in the pit of her stomach, Rachel watched the mother of missing seven-year-old Ava Thurston continue her suicidal window dives. For a moment, Rachel thought it was grief that motivated the woman, but when she squatted on the sidewalk and chewed on a shard of glass, it became very clear that there was no rhyme or reason for the madness. She wasn’t like that when Rachel found her cadaver on the woman’s back patio, slumped over herself with the fatal glass of wine spilled at her feet. She told Rachel all about Ava, a shy girl she homeschooled, and how Ava was so sweet she would cry every time she received a gift. Something changed after Ava wasn’t discovered. Carolina snapped.

      Down on Oak Street, Anastasia Sebring walked down the sidewalk, her red dress and hair flowing behind her. Rachel recalled the picture of her ten-year-old son, Ethan. He had a wide grin with a missing front tooth, an oval head, and short brown hair and wore glasses. A real bookworm.

      Dark-skinned Jasmine Rickers pleaded with passing trick-or-treaters strolling down the street. They didn’t notice her, even after she grabbed them or shouted in their ear.

      “Emily? Where are you, baby?” she cried out into the street. She still didn’t believe she had died.

      Cora Brewster, the palest of all the women, hung onto a power line with her palms and the bottoms of her feet. Wet paint dripped from her body and bathrobe, which was a breeze away from falling off. She scouted the town with her big blue dilated eyes. Hailey, her six-year-old daughter, was still missing.

      Lastly, Martha Stix wept on the curbside. Rachel looked at her with pity. Her daughter, Mallory, had the highest chance of survival out of all of the captives, namely because she was the most recent one to be taken. Maybe I can save one.

      The police radio crackled again. “This is dispatch. There have been reported shots fired on Chestnut.”

      Rachel felt her heart rate spike. Was the Poisoner throwing them a curveball? Was a shooting his plan?

      “Officer Bowers reporting in. I’m on my way.”

      Rachel listened to the radio anxiously.

      “I’m pulling up at the site of the disturbance now,” Bowers said.

      The radio went silent.

      Another policeman called in. “Officer Bowers? Please update.”

      Heavy breathing seeped through the radio. “Bowers speaking. False alarm. Just a couple of kids shooting off pop rockets. Everyone’s a little jumpy tonight.”

      “Ten-four.”

      Rachel pinched the bridge of her nose. She wanted to go outside and take in some fresh air, but protocol dictated otherwise. If dispatch called her in, she needed to be ready to move.

      Within the next forty minutes, two more disturbances were reported, none near Rachel. The first was a couple of college kids who had caught their living room on fire. They were heavily intoxicated, and the fire department was able to save the building before anything other than the hardwood was damaged. The second call came from an old woman who collapsed when her niece snuck in through the back door and gave her a good scare. The elderly lady was fine and laughing it off when she awoke in the clinic.

      As the night dragged on, Rachel became antsier. She couldn’t sit still and was tempted to buy some junk food to occupy her free time.

      “Officer 34582 reporting in. All clear on Laurel and Fourth.”

      Another officer reported in. “Church and Third. All clear.”

      The reports remained the same: clear skies all through Highlands.

      Rachel recalled everything she knew about the Poisoner: male, handsome, European descent, romantic, art lover, killer of single middle-aged women, abductor of children, vast knowledge of atropa belladonna, a.k.a. deadly nightshade, and wore a pumpkin mask with a large crack down the center that was held together by staples. There were a number of questions and controversies Rachel had with the man.

      For starters, the jack-o’-lantern mask. It did not fit his romantic Italian persona that he was so keen on upholding. Rachel believed they were the same man, but what if they were not? The mothers all seemed to have seen this mask before they died. The Poisoner could have a partner. The thought made Rachel’s skin crawl. Her next question was in regard to the man’s profession. The Poisoner had bee able to rent out a huge estate in the woods and purchase nice suits. Was he a businessman? A town official? A wealthy inheritor? His home, which he had so casually burned down, revealed very little about his person, almost as if everything about this man was a facade.

      Also, what was up the half-eaten rat and the words this is your home?

      Rachel’s final question horrified her the most: how much did he know about poison? His victims had all been killed with the same technique. Was he a one-trick pony, or was he holding back?

      Rachel’s phone rang, causing her to jump a little.

      It was Lieutenant McConnell.

      “What’s up?” Rachel answered.

      “I just got off the phone with my friend who works in the hospital. You may know her. Dr. Nordin?”

      Rachel was familiar with the woman. They had met last winter, back when the trucker known as Father was carving numbers into his captives’ backs. Thinking of the doctor reminded Rachel of the horrors she had witnessed during that case and how close she and Peak had come to death during the snowy New Year.

      “Anyway, she told me a couple of kids showed up at the hospital. They are vomiting everywhere and having muscle spasms. It’s not pretty.”

      “Nordin hasn’t determined the cause yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      As soon as he finished saying the words, Rachel saw a little Dracula walk down the sidewalk with a mummy and a zombie, eating a candy from his Walmart bag.

      Instinct prompted Rachel to get out of her car. She held her phone against her ear. “Lieutenant, I think…”

      Dracula’s expression turned sour. He spit up the candy bar and held his belly.

      “Hey!” Rachel called out to them.

      The tiny vampire collapsed. Candy spilled from his bag and bounced down the road. The mummy and zombie stared at their limp friend, unsure how to react.

      “Get an ambulance to Fifth,” Rachel told McConnell and tossed her cracked phone aside. She dropped to her knees next to the child. Pedestrians in costume stopped their strolling to watch. Orphans studied Rachel from rooftops and windows. Their presence filled Rachel with dread.

      She turned the boy over and put his head on her lap. He had smooth skin and a little nose. He couldn’t have been more than six years old. Rachel placed her fingers on his neck, feeling for a pulse. His jugular throbbed rapidly against Rachel’s fingertips. He still has time. Rachel snapped her attention to the other children. “Have you eaten anything from your bags?”

      The mummy and zombie traded worried glances. In unison, they nodded at Rachel. She felt her heart sink.

      “Don’t touch anything you got tonight. Can you do that?”

      Tears raced down the zombie’s crusty face. He nodded.

      Rachel placed the backs of her fingers on Dracula’s forehead. The boy was a furnace. She felt pressure on the side of her own head.

      “What’s his name?” she asked the others.

      “Mark,” the mummy said, unable to take his eyes off of his incapacitated friend. “Mark Peers.”

      Mark’s body twitched. The next second, he was thrashing on the ground. Rachel pinned his wrists to the sidewalk to prevent him from hitting himself.

      “Has this happened before?” Rachel asked.

      The zombie whimpered.

      “Tell me,” Rachel commanded, trying her best to hold Mark still.

      “Never. Not to Mark,” the mummy said.

      The zombie rolled his fists on his eyes. “Are we going to die, ma’am? I don’t wanna die.”

      Rachel gawked at the horror in his words. “No, no, no. Call your parents. Tell them what happened.”

      White foam spilled from Dracula’s mouth.

      Across the street, a child dressed as Belle from Beauty and the Beast stumbled over and fell face first onto the road. Her parents gasped. The other Disney princesses around her screamed. Their cries matched others sporadically echoing through the small town.

      Rachel could see it, the rise of chaos that came from fear. Through her open car door, the desperate and electronically muted voices of Highlands police officers leaked from the dashboard radio. It seemed as if time slowed down as the mother and father surrounded their little princess, asking a million questions. A teenager down the road vomited. Another tossed his bag of candy. Orphans, bloodied and indifferent, watched the havoc with apathetic expressions. All but Carolina Thurston, whose dry chuckle would haunt Rachel’s nightmares.

      There must be something Rachel could do. There was always something. Chaos and widespread panic enveloped the street. Her arms were stiff from holding down the seizing child’s wrists. She couldn’t tell her legs to stand. The atmosphere itself seemed to be crushing down on her. She didn’t realize it at the moment, but Rachel Harroway was petrified with fear.

      Red and blue lights flashed over. A distinct siren drowned out all other noise.

      “Detective?” a faraway voice said. “Detective!”

      Wide-eyed, Rachel slowly craned her neck up to the young, handsome EMT looming over her. “I need you to let go of the child.”

      Rachel snapped back to reality. The world returned to normal speed as parents hurried their children home. Rachel let go of Mark, who had stopped seizing, but she couldn’t say when. His eyes were half open. A little bit of bile, foam, and blood leaked from the corner of his tiny mouth.

      Rachel scurried back from him, allowing the EMTs to perform their preliminary tests. They spoke in medical jargon Rachel didn’t understand. You could’ve stopped this, Rachel, an internal voice said. If you’d backed down, this would not have happened.

      A police cruiser screamed down the road, followed by another ambulance. A woman that wasn’t Martha Stix wailed.

      Rachel scanned the panic-filled sidewalks, from teenagers vomiting to a father carrying a limp child. Rachel gazed at the center of the street. Standing amid the chaos and on the yellow road stripes was a little boy in overalls and a friendly jack-o’-lantern mask that was slightly cocked to one side.

      Though the little boy didn’t move, he pulled at Rachel’s core, prompting her to stand. Her legs felt wobbly beneath her. Flashes of cold struck her body randomly. The Sense Rachel got from him was stronger than the rest. Its constant pull even made Rachel’s teeth feel loose.

      The child turned his back to Rachel and started walking down the center of the street. Dry leaves blew past him. Some scraped across the road and brushed against his feet.

      Rachel left Mark and the EMTs behind. The thought of closing her car door never crossed her mind as she followed the child. He led her down Oak and branched over to Main Street.

      The street was usually closed off from cars during Halloween, but that didn’t stop police cruisers and ambulances from driving down the road at breakneck speed, sirens wailing. Rachel felt the breeze as they zipped by mere feet from her face.

      The boy in the jack-o’-lantern mask must’ve run far ahead. He was nearly halfway down the pandemonium-filled street. Restaurant owners and ghost-story tellers rallied around the large crowd of fear-gripped parents, telling them to calm down. Police officers with megaphones shouted into the crowd. “Do not eat or drink anything. Anyone who has ingested any candy from tonight, please step to the side. Medical personnel will be here to assist you shortly. Stay calm.”

      Everyone was far from calm. Any one of these people on the street could die tonight. Potentially, seventy-five percent of Highlands could be gone before dawn broke. Rachel didn’t think about it. She followed the child in the jack-o’-lantern mask farther through the chaos. The farther he got from her, the faster Rachel jogged. She weaved through the small groups of people and avoided the large crowd by banking into the street. A police cruiser slammed on its brakes. Its tires locked, and its front bumper hit Rachel’s thighs as it stopped. Rachel held her breath and kept running forward.

      She ran by a strip of outfitters then by a slew of restaurants with rubbernecking patrons within. The local news van was parked with two wheels on the sidewalk. The anchor and crew bustled onto the street.

      “Hurry, get a camera set up!” one of them barked.

      The boy Rachel followed turned onto Third Street. Rachel’s personal phone vibrated in her pocket. Rachel answered as she moved.

      “Where are you?” Peak asked desperately. “I called your other phone five times.”

      Rachel remembered tossing her work phone aside to assist Mark.

      “Rachel, are you there?” There was commotion on Peak’s end of the line.

      “I’m chasing the boy,” Rachel said as she rounded a corner.

      “What does that mean?”

      “The one in the mask. The one I saw at Martha’s house.”

      “The Orphan?”

      “Yes,” Rachel replied, running out of breath. Cramps throbbed in her side. “He’s leading me somewhere.”

      The sign for Third Street blurred by. The commercial area of Highlands had shifted into residential housing. Rachel jogged on the sidewalk. The boy was so far ahead it seemed as if she could squeeze him between two fingers.

      “Is that smart?” Peak asked.

      “I don’t know, Peak. But I’m losing him. I need to go.”

      The sirens and panic were muffled by distance, and Rachel got to a point where she could barely hear them at all. The clacking of her shoes filled her lonely pursuit. Passing the expensive homes built throughout various eras, Rachel slowed herself down. She doubled over and gulped air. Pain throbbed in her knees and calves. She felt that she was hitting her limit.

      The boy in the jack-o’-lantern mask watched her with a slightly tilted head. His expression was hidden behind black triangular eyes. He had two square teeth on the upper jaw and one on the bottom. He waited for Rachel to approach.

      Keeping her hand on her holstered pistol, Rachel shambled toward him. The emotional beating she had endured this evening had left her feeling vulnerable, not fully alive. She stopped a few meters from the boy. He pulled his hand from his jeans overall pockets and slowly raised his arm. His finger pointed to the home adjacent to him.

      A rusty chain-link fence surrounded a 1930s two-story house with a symmetrical appearance and strong Victorian-era influences. Its unpainted walls were the color of wet wood. Warped plywood sealed its busted windows. Beyond its weathered, truncated roof, the full moon hung heavily. Crooked wooden steps ascended toward the wooden jaws of its front door.

      Everyone in Highlands knew it as the House on Spring Street.
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      Rachel hadn’t felt it when she passed by the house days ago, but there was something sinister about the building. The lingering air tasted dried and dead. Squawking crows perched in a line across the rim of its roof. Turning their little heads to and fro, they watched Rachel with their beady black eyes.

      A tilted sign hung on the four-foot-high fence gate. In bold letters, it read No Trespassing. A lock and chain held the gate in place. A strong gust battered the fence, causing it to sway. The boy approached the gate and shimmied over. His little farming boots landed on the lifeless dirt on the other side. With his arms stretched out like a plane, he zigzagged toward the ominous house while making a buzzing sound with his mouth.

      Rachel gave the house another look. It dwarfed her. The windows jutting from the truncated roof stared at her like hollow eyes. She had never paid much mind to the local legends surrounding the house. She added that lack of knowledge to her list of regrets. Cautiously, she crossed over the closed gate.

      The yellow, dead grass crunched beneath her feet. A single tree occupied the left side of the front yard. Its scattered branches bore no leaves. Resting at its base were a number of dead wasps lingering beneath a paper-like nest. Their wings twitched. Rachel felt chill bumps run up her spine like an insect.

      Part of her didn’t know why she approached the front door when her instincts told her to turn tail and run. Following the Orphan was a fool’s errand; Rachel could be out on Main Street, helping the other cops usher people to safety instead of wasting time chasing ghosts. The reality was obvious, though. At the moment, Rachel Harroway was of little use to those in the land of the living. Her calling was to the dead. Apart from her mother, Rachel could possibly be the only person in the world with the Gift.

      One by one, Rachel conquered the steps to the house. The crooked wood groaned and creaked like the final breaths of a dying old man.

      Standing behind the boy with the jack-o’-lantern mask, Rachel faced the door. Grooves were etched in it a few inches from the frame to give the scratched and cracked face some sense of style. The door had no windows, peephole, or any other means of seeing inside or out. The plywood over the house’s busted windows kept its secrets hidden from the outside world’s lights.

      Rachel stretched her hand over the boy’s plastic pumpkin head and grabbed the wooden doorknob. It wobbled in Rachel’s fingers as if it were at the brink of falling away. She jiggled it, and oddly enough, the door opened into the mouth of the house. Similar to Rachel’s Hadley House, it opened into a long entrance hall that acted as a hub that linked to various rooms on the adjacent walls. Dust swirled in the stale air. The atmosphere was oppressive, almost like prison. Rachel had felt the same feeling in other places before: the complete and utter lack of hope.

      To the right, an ajar door revealed a sliver of the study, distinguishable by its bookshelves and inactive fireplace. On that same wall, a set of stairs hiked directly into the second floor. A sideboard with a number of old vases holding long-wilted flowers pressed against the side of the wall of stairs. Beyond that was another closed door. A restroom perhaps? On the opposite side, the room seemed to branch into the kitchen. Rachel could assume that the dining room and living room were connected, leaving the bedrooms for the upstairs.

      Rachel’s little guide walked inside and turned back to her. He said nothing. The jack-o’-lantern mask hid his intentions.

      “What is this place?” Rachel whispered, letting the wind quietly suck the door closed behind her.

      “Home,” the boy replied.

      Goose bumps rose on Rachel’s arms.

      Taking silent steps, the little boy grabbed ahold of the stair railing and began his ascent. Halfway up, the shadow of the dark house consumed him, and Rachel felt alone. She fished out the small flashlight on her key fob, removed it, and used her spare hair tie to fasten it below the barrel of her Glock 22.

      She looked around the interior. All decorations had been stripped from the walls apart from an empty picture frame. Dozens of footprints stamped the dust-coated floor, hinting at foot traffic in recent days, possibly even tonight. The footprints branched out to each and every room, going forth and returning multiple times. Rachel’s curious nature filled her with dread. As much as she wanted to follow the boy upstairs, she needed to secure the area. That meant searching one room at a time until she was one hundred percent positive she was alone in the house. You know that’s not true, a little voice told her. He’s here. You can feel him.

      Rachel slowly pushed open the study door. Keeping her gun high, she scanned the gloomy room as she carefully stepped inside. The bookshelves held dust and dead roaches but no novels. A taxidermy fox, raccoon, and hawk rested on the tops. Thick dust clung to their fur and feathers. Their teeth and beak were yellow and chipped. For a moment, it seemed as though their fake predatory eyes followed Rachel as she entered.

      An oval rug with a simplistic design covered the center of the floor. An oaken desk sat at an angle in the far corner of the room, giving the sitter full view of the outside window, part of the fireplace, and the study door. An eggshell-white 1970s typewriter sat on the desk. On the wall behind the desk’s cracked leather chair was a dark stain, so old it permanently sank into the wood and peeling wallpaper. Rachel approached, flashing her light over the ominous dark stain and the small metal fragments that peppered it. Buckshot, Rachel thought as she recognized it. Someone had been shot here. By the trajectory of the undated blood spatter, the bullet had been fired at an upward angle. Self-inflicted, Rachel concluded. A few dark droplets stained the typewriter’s keys.

      Crash!

      Rachel twisted back toward the study door, her gun raised and her finger on the trigger. The small light illuminated a portion of the hall through the door.

      A man’s slurred voice rumbled through the hall. “I know you’re here!”

      Rachel clicked off the flashlight and instinctively held her breath.

      “Come out, or I will tear you out!” The voice echoed through the still house.

      Rachel felt her heartbeat thumping throughout her body. Sweat trickled down her cheek and hung at the curvature of her jaw. Slowly, steadily, she reached the study door and peered into the entrance hall. Controlling her breathing, she toggled her light on just in time to see a shadowy figure pass from one room to another at the far end of the hall.

      A door slammed loudly.

      Rachel strode to the side, keeping her eye on her corners. Instead of going directly to where the figure walked, Rachel tried the nearest door on her left. As she suspected when she entered, it linked into the living room. There was a wooden box TV from the 1970s, and a hideous orange-and-brown floral couch with three cushions faced it along with three dinner trays and a rocking chair that swayed back and forth as if someone had recently stood from it. Rodents had eaten chunks out of the shag carpet; age gave it a nasty tint. Rachel moved through the room, noticing the cuckoo clock mounted on the wall. It had stopped at 4:26 a.m. and probably hadn’t moved for the last forty years.

      Beneath the carpet, the floor creaked. Rachel winced when she heard it, unsure if her position would be made. She stepped into the next room, the dining room. The table was old, square, and able to seat six, though it only had three chairs. The seat at the end was the only one that had a cushion and armrests. A broken vase sat in the middle of the table, spilling dry dirt across the hardwood top. Two rusty candlesticks stood nearby. The remaining wax was the size of Rachel’s thumb.

      The floor in the dining area was also wood, and far noisier than Rachel would’ve liked. She walked to the far side of the table. Keeping one hand on her raised weapon, she slowly pushed opened the kitchen door, revealing the room inches at a time. It had a gas stove and 1970s refrigerator. The interior decorator must’ve loved the color of urine, because the laminated floor, dishwasher, gas stove, and dented refrigerator all had a sickly yellow hue. The cupboards and drawers between the appliances were made from a dark wood and had little white knobs. Knuckle-size dents spotted the fridge’s door. Rachel saw that often in homes with escalating abuse. There was a slit-shaped hole on the freezer section where someone had punched a point of a knife into it.

      Rachel scanned the room, glancing over the woman with wiry gray hair and a crooked nose. Rachel swiftly doubled back, seeing that the woman had vanished.

      Heavy footsteps stomped through the entrance hall.

      With her weapon, Rachel traced their path through the kitchen wall. They ended at the hallway door to the kitchen.

      The doorknob twisted, and Rachel swiftly moved to the fridge door and opened it and took cover. A sharp smell wafted from within, but Rachel’s eyes were trained on the opening door.

      With a slow creaking noise, the door opened wide. The Sense focused Rachel’s vision as a tingling sensation danced across her sweaty skin. Wide-eyed, she waited for someone to step into her line of sight. The door stayed open. No one passed through.

      Sharp breathing. A small whimper.

      Hairs rising on the back of her neck, Rachel turned around toward the noise.

      No one.

      Rachel stood up. When she twisted back to face the hallway door, a middle-aged woman was standing just on the other side of the open refrigerator door. The woman’s skin was pale, and her eyes drooped with years of sorrow and anguish. Wrinkles creased her mole-spotted forehead. Her hair was a frenzy of wires held together in a loose bun. She was a woman that had aged long before her time. A beauty that had been snuffed out by the hand of her abuser. Trickling from her thin, makeup-free lips was a steady stream of blood and bile. Little droplets splashed on her pale-blue-and-white sleeveless scoop-neck dress with an unpressed pleated skirt.

      She leaned toward Rachel as if she was about to tell her a dreadful secret. Her little, shaky voice whispered right into Rachel’s ear. “You need to run.”

      A tugging pulled at Rachel’s back. She twisted toward the hulking man in a sweat-stained muscle shirt, suspenders, and khakis. His black hair, in the process of going gray, was cropped short and gelled over. Grey flecks sprinkled his mustache and beard, which ran together and covered up the bottom third of his long face. His irises were nearly black, and his once-handsome face had a rough complexion. He reeked of alcohol. In his meaty hands, he held a hunting shotgun by his beer belly.

      “What do you want?” Rachel asked him.

      The man’s voice was gruff and angry. “I told you to come out ten minutes ago. You take me for a screw-up? That I’m not worthy of the respect a husband deserves? You will listen to me when I’m talking to you!”

      Rachel felt her stomach drop. He was a Delinquent.

      Rachel bolted to the side as the buckshot blasted across the room.

      After scrambling up from the floor, she darted into the entrance hall.

      Another shotgun blast boomed through the house.

      Rachel was running for the front door when the man with the shotgun stepped out from the living room. Rachel turned tail for the stairs as the Delinquent fired a blast down the hall. In a desperate sprint, Rachel raced upstairs, finding more of an open room than a hall that split into two bedrooms, a closet, and a bathroom. Rachel ran for the nearest open bedroom. The door slammed in her face as soon as she reached it.

      Heavy footsteps stomped up the stairs, like the knocks on death’s door.

      Rachel tried the knob. Nothing. She ran to the next door. It wouldn’t budge.

      Come on, come on, Rachel thought, knowing death neared with every footstep. She yanked open the bathroom door and felt a glimmer of hope just before the shotgun roared behind her and pellets peppered her back. She hit the floor immediately as the most excruciating pain exploded across her spine. She desperately reached out for her pistol, which he slung out of her hand and snatched.

      Blackness closed in.

      No. I…

      Eternity snuffed out her thought.

      It was a cold, quiet void.

      Something pulled at her ankle, lifted her entire leg, and dragged her across the floor.

      Her skull bounced on every step as the figure descended back downstairs.

      The carpeted living room floor scratched across her cheek.

      A fresh breath of life smashed against her, through her, like a sledgehammer ramming her ribs. She jolted awake and flung her head back, desperately gasping for air. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and the taste of copper filled her mouth. She blinked several times and scanned the dining room. She sat in one of the three chairs, not at the head. Her gun rested on the table. The small light Rachel had attached to it illuminated the harrowing face of the wiry-haired woman, seated across from her. The man was nowhere to be seen, but Rachel could sense him.

      She winced as she tried to straighten her slouched posture. The buckshot moved beneath her skin, tearing deeper into her muscles and organs. You’re not dead, she forcefully reminded herself. They can’t really hurt you. But the pain remained. Rachel blinked away double vision. Vomit climbed up the back of her throat. The putrid acid and blood overshadowed all taste.

      The woman with the wiry hair stared at the glass of red wine before her with a sense of dread. Something about the scene seemed very familiar.

      “He wants me to drink it,” the woman whispered. “He wants me to drink it all up.”

      Rachel reached out for her weapon. The metal pellets continued to rip her skin. She gasped in pain. Her fingers coiled around the gun’s grip.

      “For my little Ashton,” the woman said, justifying her actions. “And for the one I cannot name…”

      “What the hell are you going on about, woman?” the shotgun-wielding man asked as he entered.

      Rachel played dead. It was perhaps her only hope. With blinking eyes, she watched the man enter the room. He turned back to close the door behind him, revealing a massive bloody hole in the back of his head. He sat at the head of the table.

      He glared at the wiry-haired woman. “This family. This business. It’s all falling apart.”

      “I’m sorry, Henry,” the woman replied, seemingly the same why she had a million times before.

      “No more.” The man rested the shotgun across his lap. “I want my pretty wife back again.”

      “Yes, Henry.” The woman cast her eyes down.

      “Drink up. What’s your problem? You love wine. It’s a lover’s drink, you said. I know you’ve known quite a few lovers, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, Henry.”

      “I can’t forgive you for bring that child into this world,” the man declared. “But at least you can set it right.”

      “Of course, Henry.” The woman lifted the wineglass to her lips. “I love you.”

      She started chugging down the wine. Her neck pulsed with every sip of poison.

      The man put his hand on hers. “We’ll be happier now.”

      Rachel couldn’t hold her eyes open any longer. She blinked. The man turned to her immediately.

      He quickly drew up the shotgun.

      “Wait—” The shotgun blast to Rachel’s chest interrupted her words.

      Her face fell limply forward. Crimson droplets leaked from her slightly agape mouth.

      That invisible sledgehammer hit her again, and Rachel was back. She patted down her chest. No wound. She was in perfect health, as though the gunshot had never happened.

      The bearded man glared at her. Smoke wisped from the shotgun’s barrel.

      Rachel glared back, holding back from putting a bullet into his ugly mug. If not for the noise, she would’ve done it.

      “You’re wasting your time,” Rachel said.

      A heavy frown made the bearded man’s face sink. He shot his arm across the table and grabbed Rachel’s wrist. His hard hand crunched hers. Rachel threatened him by aiming the pistol. He grabbed that hand as well, jamming Rachel’s fingers between the hard metal of the gun and his rock-hard grasp. He bent back Rachel’s wrist in an attempt to aim the gun at her. Rachel tried her hardest to resist. Her body shook as she attempted to pull away. Nonetheless, she was no match for the Delinquent’s supernatural strength.

      Rachel’s eyes grew wide as beads of sweat raced down her face. She remembered her broken phone and the broken window. The Delinquent couldn’t hurt her, but she could hurt herself. The eye of her pistol’s barrel slowly curved back to her. Rachel’s wrists felt as if they were about to snap. Her finger was locked in the trigger well. One small squeeze, and her brains would be painting the walls.

      “Stop,” Rachel commanded through her gnashed teeth. “I said stop!”

      The woman watched her with teary eyes but did nothing to stop her demented husband. In the hallway, the boy with the jack-o’-lantern mask stared with apathetic triangle eyes.

      Why did you take me to this place? Rachel had thought it was to lead her to the Poisoner. Was this nothing but a trap? It didn’t make sense. She feared she would die not knowing. She peered at the barrel, aimed directly between her eyes. The bones in her wrists splintered like snapped bamboo. A scream of pain escaped her lips.

      The boy watched her.

      “Help!” Rachel yelled out of pain and desperation.

      A smile crept up the bearded man’s face. His eyes were wide and crazed. He squeezed her fingers until they cracked. Rachel felt her finger unintentionally pressing on the trigger. She squirmed, using every ounce of strength in her to burst free. She failed. The Sense raged stronger than it ever had before. She expected to see flashes of her past, but instead she saw only the barrel of the pistol.

      If the Gift dies with me… she thought, who will guide me home?

      The front door opened. Peak!

      Her finger pressed a little more on the trigger.

      Footsteps passed into the living room, followed by the flood of the lantern light.

      Rachel wondered what her partner would see. Nothing, of course. He didn’t have the Gift.

      Rachel turned her bloodshot eyes to the living room door. She looked past the Delinquent and the boy and locked eyes with a man in a cracked pumpkin mask, held together by large staples. He held a kitchen knife.

      Rachel’s heart skipped a beat. This can’t be happening. No. Not like this.

      She blinked. The large man, the boy, and the woman had vanished. Rachel was suddenly pointing a gun at her own face. The Poisoner watched, as still as a statue. With completely recovered wrists and bones, Rachel swiftly turned the barrel to him and opened fire. He weaved to the side of the room and tackled Rachel’s chair. She slammed against the ground, crushed by the weight of the mysterious man. Her gun slid under the table. The Poisoner stabbed down with the knife, driving its point into the wood nearest her head. Rachel punched his mask, cratering the face of the pumpkin. It stunned him just long enough to kick out of his grasp.

      He reached for her ankle, but Rachel was already up. As she ran for the kitchen, she pushed the table and appliances to obstruct the path. When she got to the hall, she cowered behind the side table pressed up against the stairs. Her mag light and her weapon were lost. The hall was dark. Light spilled from the Poisoner’s electronic lantern in the other room. Rachel traced his path just by the shadow he made. She saw the front door. Running for it would be a risky move, especially if he picked up her gun. She put herself in his shoes. He would expect me to run. The stairs tempted her, but she would be trapped. The study was too far to run to and also a dead end. There has to be another way. A small crease ran up the stairwell wall and formed the outline of a tiny door. Rachel brushed her hand across it. Storage. She had a plan. Hide, wait till he went upstairs, and then rush outside. Better yet, give Peak a call. As the light slowly moved close to the hall, Rachel’s fingers found a little brass ring on the wall. She pulled it, opening the small hatch.

      The inside was black as pitch and full of creepy-crawlies, but it was Rachel’s only hope. On her hands and knees, she scurried inside and closed the latch behind her. The light breached the outline of the latch and cast a small bar over Rachel’s wide, olive-colored eye. The light stopped at the latch. Rachel covered her mouth with both hands, avoiding making a sound. She could see the man’s slacks and leather Oxfords. Rachel closed her eyes, praying that he’d pass.

      The light moved on to the front door and then down the hall toward the study. Rachel pulled out her cell phone and turned on the screen. The flash of light blinded her for a moment. She dimmed the illumination and turned back to the storage area behind her. The walls were wood and had nails sticking out. The floor was dusty and cold. The ceiling grew with each ascending step overhead. Two things stuck out to Rachel: the bared latch at the far end of the claustrophobic cellar and the child’s skeleton resting against the wall.
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      The bones were dry and old. Cobwebs filled the holes between the skeletal fingers. The child wore overalls with one jean suspender broken away, revealing a moth-eaten T-shirt hanging over beige bones like old skin. The skeleton was slack-jawed and had a small skull. Nearby, a jack-o’-lantern mask, fit for one’s head, collected dust. This is the boy, Rachel knew at once. He didn’t have any visible wounds or chipping on his bones. It just looked as if he’d died sitting in this dark, lonely place.

      Rachel listened for the Poisoner. By the rummaging, it sounded as if he was in the study. He’s still looking for me. Rachel needed to wait until he was upstairs before she made her escape. Otherwise, there was no chance. She checked her phone service. One bar. She quickly dialed Detective Peak.

      “Pick up,” she whispered.

      “Rachel. Where… you?” Peak’s voice was choppy.

      “I’m on Spring Street,” Rachel whispered. “The Poisoner is here. Send immediate backup.”

      “Wha… I can’t… Are you...?”

      The line dropped.

      No service bars.

      Rachel lifted her phone, seeking another chance to make a call. Nothing. She crawled back into the room, getting a service bar for a split second before losing it. Rachel’s shoulders slumped. Fate had pulled the rug out from underneath her. She might have avoided blowing her brains out, but she was dead the moment the Poisoner pulled that latch. Rachel glanced around the small chamber, barely fit for a child.

      Spider webs clung in the corners. Strings of dust dangled from the ceiling. It was a forsaken place. Fitting, Rachel thought, imagining her life. She didn’t pity herself. She only wished she could’ve done more. It’s not over yet. If he goes upstairs, I can still run. The odds were not in her favor. She closed her eyes. Perhaps her father’s God would hear her prayer.

      A lullaby drifted into Rachel’s ears. It was the sound of a broken angel. Rachel couldn’t hear the words, but she remembered her mother singing her a similar tune months before she snapped. The lullaby persisted. Rachel’s ears perked up as she realized that it might not be in her head. The sound leaked through a latch nearby. It wasn’t the one that Rachel had entered but another that led deeper into the sinister house.

      Rachel pressed the side of her wet face against the small wooden “door” and listened.

      Nothing.

      She wondered if it was another Orphan or her imagination.

      She listened for a few more seconds.

      Hope fled. Her rational mind told her to get out of the house, not go farther in.

      As she pulled her ear away, she heard the muffled but soothing melody. The words were indistinguishable, but its tone hinted at a sad song. A rusty metal bar slid between two metal rings adjacent to either side of the three-foot-by-three-foot latch and held it shut. The metal ground against the wood as Rachel extracted the bar. She turned back multiple times to the stair entrance, expecting to see the Poisoner crawling inside.

      The Poisoner’s lantern returned to the hallway. Rachel coiled her fingers around the bar. If anything, she could get a good smack in before he unloaded the stolen Glock into her belly.

      The footsteps moved across the hall and then to the living room. Rachel took a deep breath but kept the bar ready. Holding the phone in one hand and the bar in the other, she pulled open the latch with a light popping sound. Another room lay beyond. The ceiling was higher than the under-stairs room but much shorter than those in the rest of the house. Rachel would hit her head if she stood.

      A metal bed frame and thin mattress wrapped in clear plastic pressed against the back wall. Tiny rocking horses, Raggedy Ann dolls, and other toys from a bygone area littered the wood floor. A foul stench wafted from the tin bucket that sat in the corner of the room. Rachel didn’t need to look to know it was a makeshift chamber pot.

      There was a tall lamp in the corner nearest the door. Its shade had the shape of an upside-down cone. A collapsible TV dinner table with an empty tray sat beneath it.

      Rachel crawled into the neglected jail cell of a room. The small light on her phone flashed over the carvings on the wall. This is your home. This is your home, read the crude scratches. The phrase repeated up and down all four walls alongside an uncountable amount of tally marks and stick-figure doodles.

      Something moved underneath the bed. Rachel knelt back down and shined the light over the back of a dirty pink dress. Greasy brown hair fanned across the floor. There was a child under there.

      Rachel’s heart skipped a beat.

      “Hey,” Rachel said softly. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      The girl remained completely motionless. Rachel crawled closer, noticing the little princess trembling. The child’s skinny arms were clenching her stomach. Her feet were bare and black with dirt.

      “I’m a detective. My name is Rachel. Are you Mallory Stix?”

      Hesitantly, the girl turned back to Rachel. Dirt smudged her angular face and beneath her big blue eyes. Her tiny lips were chapped. She was eight years old and had been living in hell for a week. With her sunken cheeks and bony frame, she looked like it too.

      Putting aside the metal bar, Rachel extended her hand to the girl. “I need you to hurry. We don’t have much time.”

      The little girl locked eyes with Rachel. There were hints of trust. With a shaking hand, she reached out and accepted Rachel’s gesture. The child’s palms were cold and clammy.

      “I’m going to get you home.” Rachel helped the girl out from under the bed.

      Mallory’s pink dress was tattered and caked with dirt. She glanced around, clearly discombobulated. She spoke, her voice soft, gentle, and full of sadness just like the lullaby. “I don’t have a home anymore.”

      Rachel’s eyes watered. She couldn’t find right words to say.

      “Come on,” Rachel eventually let out. “Stay behind me, at least until the coast is clear.”

      Back on her hands and knees, Rachel crawled back into the room with the skeleton. With a frown, Mallory studied the little skull.

      Footsteps thumped up above. The Poisoner was checking out the second floor. With every step he conquered, dust pattered on Rachel and Mallory’s head and shoulders. Mallory pushed close against Rachel. “We need to be careful.”

      “We will be if we keep moving,” Rachel replied.

      The child mumbled something to herself. Rachel was too focused on her escape plan to notice.

      Cautiously, Rachel pushed open the latch and looked both ways in the blacked-out hallway. She hurried out and stood by the stairs, allowing Mallory to climb out. Rachel took her hand and helped her stand and patted her on the back... her way of telling her to run.

      The girl was smart; she didn’t hesitate going for the front door.

      “You!” A voice bellowed from the far end of the hall.

      Fury ruled the bearded man’s face. He leveled his shotgun. “I told you not to come out of there!”

      Rachel dropped prone as the shotgun thundered. Buckshot peppered the front door a few inches above Mallory’s head. The child hunched and turned back to Rachel with a worried look.

      “Go! Go!” Rachel whispered.

      Mallory Stix twisted the doorknob. The old house opened to the outside world and its welcoming breezes. Giving Rachel a final sad look, the eight-year-old raced down the entrance steps and out into the street.

      Rachel pushed her palms against the floor and rose up just in time to see the Poisoner dashing down the steps beside her. In his gloved hand, the killer held Rachel’s Glock 22.

      Rachel darted to the door. The wind slammed it shut in her face. Heart racing, Rachel grabbed the doorknob and started to twist it. She hesitated, knowing the gun was aimed at her back. Fear strangled her. She could try to run for it but would take a bullet, and the .40 caliber rounds she loaded in her pistol were meant to kill, not maim.

      Putting on a hard face, she turned back to the Poisoner as he descended the final step. Pistol in one hand and the small lantern in the other, his trek ended about seven feet from Rachel. At the back of the hall, the bearded man blasted off a shotgun round. Blood splashed from the Poisoner’s back as the barrage of buckshot shredded his skin. The Poisoner didn’t notice.

      Rachel stared at the disturbing jack-o’-lantern mask. Unlike the child’s mask, this one had sharp teeth and sharper eyes. The staple-stitched crack added to the fear factor. He wore an expensive suit and fine leather gloves.

      Rachel’s only hope was Mallory Stix. Rachel just needed to survive a few minutes. The Poisoner hadn’t shot her yet. That was good news.

      “At least show me your face before you kill me,” Rachel said.

      The man took a step forward.

      Rachel pressed her back against the door. “Can’t fault me for trying.”

      The Poisoner set down the lantern by his feet. The bearded man shot him again. Unfruitful in his efforts, the bearded man shook his head and walked away into the kitchen.

      “You hurt a lot of children tonight. I should’ve backed down, listened to the phone call, but that’s just not who I am,” Rachel said. “It seems you know a lot about me, and I know nothing about you.”

      If she could only get a conversation started...

      The Poisoner withdrew a few black, round berries in a plastic bag from his blue blazer’s pocket.

      Rachel’s heart rate spiked. The devil’s cherries.

      “Where are the other children?” Rachel asked. “Why did you take them?”

      The man took another step forward, keeping the gun aimed at her center mass.

      “I want to understand,” Rachel said. “Help me understand.”

      Give me something to work with.

      When he was about arm’s length away, the man shoved the pistol into his waistband. Rachel didn’t waste a breath. She plowed into him. The two tumbled to the ground. Swinging her fist furiously, she pounded the jack-o’-lantern’s ugly face.

      The Poisoner slapped Rachel with the back of his hand. The force sent her crashing to her side and made her right eye wet. The man scurried to his feet. She went to tackle his legs, but he slammed the toe of his shoe into her gut. Rachel spit and hit the ground again. Grabbing the lowest vertical bar of the stair’s railing, she pulled herself up a few inches. The Poisoner leapt at her, sending his knee into her torso and landing the entire weight of his body on her.

      Legs pinned, Rachel reached around for the gun at the lip of his pants. He caught her hand and slammed it against another vertical bar. Her knuckles busted. She sent her other fist into his face. Instead of deflecting it, he slammed his handful of burst berries into Rachel’s mouth. She hit him again, slightly opening the staple-stitched crack.

      The Poisoner blocked Rachel’s nose and mouth with his gloved hand. The bittersweet taste of the berries ran across Rachel’s tongue. The force of his palm slammed her head back against the railing and held her there. She did everything in her power to avoid consuming the toxic fruit. Her free hand grabbed the man’s wrist and tried to pull it away from her mouth. Her other hand was still pinned to the vertical bars.

      Rachel’s face went from white to purple. She couldn’t hold her breath much longer. She pinched and clawed at his blazer sleeve while her horror-struck eyes looked into those of the mask. She could feel his muscles and racing heart pressing against her own. He was inches from her face. She felt the warmth of his breath through his mask. Painfully, he squeezed Rachel’s cheeks between his fingers and thumb, making her look like a humiliated fish. She tried to kick her legs out, but he was on top of her thighs. She spit the smashed berries against the cup of his forceful hand. The dark juices from the berries trickled down his glove and stained Rachel’s chin. The Poisoner’s grip was finally letting up. She grabbed his arm and kept pulling it away from her face. More of the bittersweet toxins trickled down her chin. So close. Rachel’s arm shook, and her muscles went taut as she pulled with all of her might to remove his hand. He pressed her head further against the vertical wooden bars. The pain throbbed across her skull. Spots filled her vision. She couldn’t hold her breath any longer. It felt as if her body were trying to consume the poison. The battle was against herself and her own strength, along with the killer holding her against the stairs.

      “Swallow,” the man whispered, squeezing her cheeks tighter.

      In a burst of rage, Rachel pushed his hand away, freeing her mouth. She spit a glob of black juice across herself and the man’s nice suit before punching his neck.

      Gagging, the Poisoner shoved his hand into his jacket pocket and brought out the whole plastic bag of toxic berries. He squeezed it in his fist. Black goop oozed between his glove knuckles and out of the bottom of his fist. He shoved it at Rachel’s mouth. She moved her head aside. The bag scraped against her right cheek, leaving an inky black streak from her lip to her ear.

      He went back for another hit, but Rachel caught his wrist. The juices sprinkled across Rachel’s button-up and leather jacket as the leaking bag neared her mouth. The man’s entire glove was stained indigo along with inches past his cuff links. The blood rushed to Rachel’s face as she tried to hold back his advancement. Her other hand was numb from being pinned to the vertical bar for so long.

      Rachel pushed with all her might, but her strength was failing her again. The physical toll her body endured was catching up with her. You saved the girl. That’s all that matters. The bag was inches from her lips. The jack-o’-lantern smiled its sinister smile.

      Like a faraway howling, sirens rang outside.

      Rachel and the Poisoner both turned to the front door.

      The cavalry had arrived.

      Toxic juices slogging down her jaw and chin, Rachel smiled at the killer. Her teeth were stained black from the berries.

      Releasing Rachel’s numb hand, the killer backhanded Rachel. Her entire body lurched to the side, but she caught herself before hitting the floor.

      The Poisoner swiftly got to his feet.

      Rachel turned to him, but her cocky expression turned to dread when she looked down the barrel of the Glock 22.

      The red and blue police lights bounced around the frame of the front door.

      With fierce red-rimmed eyes and a damaged face, Rachel waited for the bullet that would kill her.

      The Poisoner tilted his head slightly to one side.

      “Not like this,” he whispered.

      He lowered the pistol and dashed out of the back door.

      Rachel coughed up more fragments of deadly nightshade berries. She couldn’t get their bittersweet taste from her mouth. She looked back at the hallway, expecting the killer to return and put a bullet in her skull. She grabbed ahold of the stair railing and forced herself to her feet. Her knees buckled underneath her. I need to go after him.

      “Police! Open up!” a muffled voice said.

      Rachel turned to the door as it burst open. Holding large flashlights and pistols, police officers swarmed the hall. They immediately noticed Rachel but branched out across the house.

      “He went out the back,” she told them, though something inside her knew the Poisoner would be long gone.

      “Are you okay, Detective?” one asked.

      Rachel smirked weakly. She’d been killed twice, almost blew out her own brains, and had narrowly avoided the consumption of two dozen poisonous berries. “Couldn’t be better.”

      Detective Peak darted inside, saw Rachel, and swiftly concealed his pistol. He looked at the toxic berries smearing her chin and cheek. “Did he…”

      “He tried. It’ll take more than a little poison to take me down.” Rachel looked out at the street. “How is it out there?”

      Peak shook his head. “Doctor confirmed it was cyanide-laced candy. Three fatalities thus far. Nearly two dozen injured in the hospital.”

      Rachel’s heart sank as she thought of the children. Of the parents.

      “We’re working around the clock to find the source,” Peak explained.

      He slung his arm around Rachel’s shoulders. She did the same to him, and they walked out of the terrifying house and out into the brisk Halloween night. Rachel looked up at the night sky. Millions of stars twinkled in the expanse. It seemed as if Rachel and the moon hadn’t been acquainted for years.

      “He could’ve killed me, Peak,” she said soberly.

      Peak’s lips were pursed, but his eyes were attentive.

      “He let me go,” Rachel said, not understanding.

      She expected Peak to spit out some nihilistic philosophical wisdom about the condition of man and beast and their unpredictable ways. He had nothing, however.

      As her adrenaline ran out, Rachel’s face felt as if it were on fire. She sat on the bumper of an ambulance. “How did you know how to find me?”

      “I didn’t,” Peak replied. “She did.”

      Peak nodded at Mallory Stix, seated on the bumper of another ambulance and getting her heart rate checked by an EMT.

      “Detective Peak!” an officer called out from the house.

      “Duty calls.” Peak groaned. He smiled softly at Rachel and headed that way.

      An EMT gave Rachel a bottle of water and a washcloth. “We’re going to take you back for testing.”

      As she swished the toxins from her mouth and wiped her face, Rachel noticed Mallory looking her way, but at something beyond her. Rachel turned her head, seeing the boy in the jack-o’-lantern mask standing on the sidewalk. An officer walked by him, not paying him any mind. Does she see him?

      Rachel rinsed out her mouth a final time, spat, and headed her way. The EMT told her to slow down, but Rachel ignored his request. She approached the little girl and told the other EMT to give them a minute alone.

      The girl turned her small face up to Rachel. There was something about her gaze that prevented Rachel from looking away. It was as though the child were looking right through her, staring into the marrow of her soul. She said nothing to Rachel and returned her attention to the boy in the jack-o’-lantern mask.

      A chill scurried up Rachel’s spine. “What are you looking at?”

      Mallory’s face was hard to read. “Ashton.”

      Rachel’s heart skipped a beat. Other people had seen Orphans before, but only rarely, when they were near death. “Describe him.” It felt wrong saying the words.

      Mallory looked at Rachel as though she were a crazy person. “He has a pumpkin head and overalls. You see him too, don’t you?”

      Rachel’s world spun. Out from behind the surrounding houses, down the street and across the rooftops, Orphans shambled toward them—the mothers, road-kill clown, the naked men on the rooftops, a toddler with third-degree burns, and many more. They stopped in a wide circle, dozens strong, around Rachel and Mallory. With wide eyes and hard expressions, they watched them in silent expectation.

      “How…” Rachel’s throat dried out. “How many do you see?”

      Mallory looked up at Rachel with her big blue eyes. “All of them.”
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      “Shh,” one of the children said as they huddled close together.

      Bands of light leaked through the floorboards above their heads. At the far end of the dark room, an acutely inclined ladder ascended to the dreaded trapdoor.

      “Is he coming?” another child asked.

      Ten-year-old Ethan Sebring tightened his arms around the girls. They were younger than him. Their lives weighed heavy on his shoulders, crushing him with a responsibility he never wanted to bear. He pulled them close to his skinny frame and watched the closed cellar door.

      Waiting.

      The anxious breaths of six-year-old Hailey Brewster fogged Ethan’s glasses, but he could not bring himself to wipe them.

      The moment passed.

      Emily Rickers, two years younger than him and twenty times more vocal, whispered, “He’s gone.”

      Ava Thurston pulled herself from the huddle. Her warmth in this cold, dry place was sorely missed. “Of course he’s gone. He was never here, idiot.”

      Emily stood from her knees. The bands of falling light created jail bars across her dark skin, frizzy hair, and dirt-stained pajamas. She craned her head up to the high ceiling and squinted. Though Emily claimed she did not need glasses, Ethan knew otherwise. Turning back to the other three children, she shrugged.

      Ava rolled her eyes. She brushed her finger in the rat’s nest that was her hair and mumbled to herself. The dirt of the cellar coated her cute pink shirt and smudged her pale face and forehead. Ethan remembered his excitement when Mr. Caro chucked her down the ladder and slammed the trapdoor behind her.

      Being alone for so long, Ethan remembered thinking, “A friend!” Boy, was he wrong. Ava stank. They all did, but she smelled the worst. Ethan suffered his own stench long before she arrived, but Ava’s attitude made everything about her worse. She was jumpy and rude; what Ethan’s mother had said about homeschooled kids was true. But she’s your responsibility, a voice reminded him. Ethan felt his skinny gut twist. Part of him wished that Mr. Caro would take Ava how he took Mallory. Pelted by guilt, Ethan quickly shelved the thought. No one should suffer that fate.

      Hailey cried into Ethan’s shoulder. The kid always cried, even when he said something nice. Her hair was so blond it looked white, and her bangs that were once cut over her brows now flooded down to her button nose. She brushed aside her bangs constantly, especially when she wept.

      Ethan hugged her, not as much out of compassion but for her warmth. Though he’d spent most of his childhood huddled under his Superman covers with his nose in a book, Ethan longed for nothing more than the warm kiss of the blazing sun. He remembered the sky in his dreams. Fluffy clouds on blue skies. The summer breeze running its fingers through his hair. The mop he had then was short and very nerdy. These days, his brown locks tumbled onto his shoulders like the mane of some medieval warrior. When he saw his reflection, it reminded him of the greatest stories. The ones where the heroes won.

      “Would you shut up?” Ava told the weeping Hailey.

      Hailey’s crying worsened.

      Ava paced back and forth as she always did to keep her legs from cramping. Dusty wine bottles pointed their cork noses out of the fancy shelves lining the walls. Ethan broke a bottle open once to quench his thirst. He was cupping the red liquid in his hands when Mr. Caro descended the ladder. After a good whipping, Ethan learned not to mess with Mr. Caro’s secret stash. Ethan never tried again. The taste was bitter anyhow, unlike the food Mr. Caro brought: grapes, apples, salted beets, and morsels of grilled meat. Every lunch was heaven in Ethan’s mouth. Some days he’d cried when he ate it. Once, after being served the cuts of grilled meat after two days without food, he gave Mr. Caro a hug. Mr. Caro patted him on the head and smiled behind the jagged teeth of his horrifying jack-o’-lantern mask.

      “I told you to shut up!” Ava shouted at the kid.

      Emily stepped between Ava and Hailey. “Stop it. We’re family until our moms come and save us.”

      Ava cackled with frustration before becoming very serious. “Our moms are dead, stupid.”

      Emily’s eyes watered. “That’s not true.”

      Flushed red with anger, Ava stepped forward until she was only inches from Emily’s face. “Dead. Dead. Dead. Dead.”

      Emily’s lip quivered. A tear rushed down her dark cheek. “I don’t believe that.”

      Ava flicked the dark-skinned girl’s forehead. “You’re stupid.”

      “Well… the police will find us,” Emily argued.

      “Mr. Caro will kill us before then, and he’ll eat us like he did that weirdo Mallory.”

      Hailey’s big eyes widened. She turned to Ethan for comfort. Ethan shook his head. He wanted to tell her that Mr. Caro didn’t eat people, but he didn’t know for sure. Mallory’s fate remained a mystery. Though she was only in the cellar for a day, Ethan liked her more than all the other girls here, despite the fact that she had a lot of imaginary friends.

      Emily backed away from Ava and marched to the corner of the cellar to wipe her wet face. Ava put her hands on her hips. She wore an angry scowl on her dirty face and turned back to the ladder.

      Still silence lingered in the darkness of the cellar.

      Hailey pulled herself away from Ethan and rubbed her eyes. A big white moth landed on her middle knuckle. She looked at it and smiled shyly. On his knees, Ethan leaned in to study the insect. Its wings gently flapped, and its fuzzy antennae probed the air. It looked at Ethan with its big black eye.

      Hailey whispered as the moth marched over the ridges of her knuckles. “He’s trapped. Like us.”

      “No,” Ethan said, letting the moth cross onto his hand. He forced himself to his feet. His legs were jelly and his balance off-kilter.

      Ava gave Ethan a sidelong glance and scoffed as the ten-year-old boy grabbed the railing of the ladder. He turned his gaze up to the square trapdoor. Dust flakes danced in the bars of light. Trembling, he took the first step.

      Emily turned back and watched, her mouth slightly agape.

      Ethan conquered another rung, fear pressing at him like a boulder.

      He took another.

      Ava and Emily traded worried glances. Using the diamond-shaped wine cubbies of the nearest shelf, Hailey pulled herself to her feet.

      Ethan’s mouth had dried out when he reached the ladder’s top. He extended the moth up to the thin gap between the slats of wood and waited. The moth fluttered off his finger and through the gap. It took flight into the room beyond.

      Ethan marched back down the ladder, his heart raging in his chest. He faced the girls. He remembered his mother’s words. Father’s gone. You’re the man now. Ethan felt he was about to stutter but did not. “We need to stop Mr. Caro.”

      “Are you crazy?” Ava exclaimed.

      “He won’t let us go,” Ethan said. “We need to get out. The only way is to stop him.”

      “Ethan’s right.” Emily nodded bravely. “If no one will help us, we’ll help ourselves.”

      “But—” Ava was interrupted by a noise.

      Footsteps.

      All of the children froze.

      Clack. Clack. Clack.

      The streams of light in the ceiling vanished and reappeared with every step.

      The footsteps neared the cellar.

      The trapdoor unlocked.

      Mr. Caro was here.

      Ethan stumbled backwards to the girl. He rolled his ankle and hit his bony butt on the concrete floor.

      The trapdoor swung open, and a pillar of radiant light streamed into the cellar. One step at a time, Mr. Caro descended. He wore a disheveled indigo-blue business suit. His nice shoes were scuffed. What looked like black ink stained the cufflink, wrist, and leather glove of one hand. He wore a battered jack-o’-lantern mask with a staple-stitched crack running from the crown to the bottom. At the nose, the staples split, opening the crude crack in the shape of sweet potatoes. Shadow shrouded the monster within.

      In all the months Ethan had known Mr. Caro, never had he seen him in such a sorry state. And that terrified him.

      “Last night was Halloween,” Mr. Caro told the children through the jagged teeth of the jack-o’-lantern. “I learned something.”

      He stepped out of the streaming light and joined the rest of them in the dark of the cellar. “I’ve been lost in the past.”

      Ethan’s little heart throbbed.

      “That doesn’t work anymore,” Mr. Caro said. “Those outside forget too quickly. They’ve already given up on all of you. They’ve given up on me. I must remind them. Rend their hearts. Offer them a taste of what is to come.”

      Mr. Caro bounced his battered triangular eyes between the four children. “One of you is coming with me tonight. You will not return.”

      The words sucked the breath from Ethan’s lungs. The girls were dead silent behind him.

      “Don’t let me decide,” Mr. Caro said. “You won’t like what I pick.”

      Father’s gone, Mother told Ethan. You’re the man now.

      The ten-year-old boy took a step forward. He craned his head up to the tall man. “Me.”

      Mr. Caro patted Ethan’s head with his ink-stained glove. “Brave boy.”

      He gestured for the trapdoor. Ethan shambled that way. Mr. Caro squeezed his shoulder, keeping him from running. The boy turned back to the girls a final time and mouthed a word. “Fight.”

      With his head bowed, he ascended the ladder and into the light.
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      The man had high cheekbones and an expertly trimmed black beard that never touched his neck. His eyes were alluring: black irises and sharp brows. His hair was sleek, rich, and dark as the night, framing his olive-skinned face. Rachel nibbled the back end of her eraser-less pencil and gazed at the handsome Italian man. This was Giovanni Caro, Marco Blanco, or some other alias that didn’t matter. The world knew him as the Highlands Poisoner, and almost two weeks ago, he killed nearly a dozen people and hospitalized over half of Highlands’s population.

      The interrupting hum of the conference room heater broke Rachel Harroway’s trance.

      She turned her pale-green eyes to the hefty man seated before her. Sweat glistened in the soft creases of Jason Winslet’s large forehead. He locked his sausage fingers on the tabletop. The buttons on his tucked-in collared shirt strained to hold in his rotund belly.

      “You are sure this was the man?” Rachel asked with a raised brow.

      Jason nodded. His bottle-cap glasses squeezed the sides of his big head. “To the best of my knowledge, that’s him. The one I signed my lease to.”

      Rachel took a deep breath. She slid her seat back and stood. “Thank you for making the trip down here, Mr. Winslet.”

      The large man used the table to lift himself and grabbed ahold of the waist of his slipping pants. He extended his other hand to Rachel. “I, uh, I’m sorry, but I really couldn’t miss that meeting. If I had known sooner, then perhaps I could’ve changed my plans.”

      Rachel shook his hand; his small palms were moist and sweaty. “I understand, Mr. Winslet. We all have responsibilities.”

      Jason blinked away a tear. “I really am sorry. But, um, the Swedes loved my concept. The investment did pan out, if that’s any consolation.”

      Rachel put the sketchpad in her laptop bag and slung it over her shoulder. She opened the door for Jason. “Let me walk you out.”

      Police officers and consultants flowed throughout the bullpen, some coming, some going, others talking on corded phones while a few were tacking up fliers on the post board. At the far side of the bullpen, in a room with an interior window, forensic analysts brushed their gloved hands through mounds of Halloween candy covering a multitude of tables. Their existence since the October 31 attack had been dedicated to unwrapping and analyzing each and every chocolate bar, Pixie Stix, and whatever sweet taken on Halloween for signs of cyanide rocks and other toxins. They had discovered one hundred and fifty-two instances of tampering and counting with each confiscated bag.

      The Highlands Poisoner had transcended serial killer and child abductor; he was an international icon of fear. Some even branded him a terrorist.

      From the outside steps of the Highlands Police Department, Rachel watched Jason Winslet waddle to his car.

      With her hands buried in the pockets of her saddle-colored leather jacket, Rachel gave him a curt nod and watched the vehicle jet down the road. A cold breeze that brushed her black hair against her cheek reminded her of the approaching winter. Another year had nearly come and gone, and the end of Rachel’s road was nowhere in sight. More death. More broken lives. More Orphans to send home.

      For a moment, she was back in the house on Spring Street, staring into the black eye of a pistol barrel. The bittersweet taste of seeds and burst fruit of the deadly nightshade berries gummed up her jaws and stuck in between her teeth. Beyond the barrel of the Glock 22 stood the man in the cracked jack-o’-lantern mask. The shiny staples that sutured the crack across the mask were splitting, creating a black tear down the orange face. Rachel had punched in his nose and cratered his triangular eyes. The detective and the killer had been whaling on one another for a good while, but the tables had turned in the Poisoner’s favor. Rachel recalled sirens howling in the distance—her last flutter of hope before a .20-caliber round would explode her skull across the abandoned house’s floor.

      The kill shot never came. The Poisoner lowered the weapon.

      “Not like this,” he whispered and vanished out the back door.

      The memory ended, but the dread remained. Since then, waking up in the morning felt wrong, as if Rachel shouldn’t be alive, as if she were living on borrowed time. Her mind raced during those slow times during the day. What did he have in store for me? she asked herself, but no one replied. She glanced at the handsome sketch that would soon be plastered all over the news. Where are you now, Mr. Caro?

      Despite the death toll that might have been prevented if piggish Jason Winslet had gotten to the sketch artists sooner and Rachel’s unanswered question about the Poisoner’s sinister motives, something greater happened Halloween night. After years of solitude, Rachel discovered she wasn’t the only person with the Gift. Someone else could see the Orphaned spirits of the dead. Her name was Mallory Stix, and she was eight years old.

      Rachel bounced down the department’s steps and trailed down the off-kilter sidewalk. It was almost noon. A smoky haze shrouded the distant Appalachian Mountains, dressed with trees holding fast to their fiery autumn leaves. Highlands, North Carolina, was built on a plateau over four thousand feet above sea level. Nearly everywhere she turned, Rachel saw the rise and fall of towering mountains as if looking at the earth’s rigid spine.

      The roads in Highlands dipped and rose. Rachel walked by dozens of inactive street lamps and by an old antiques store with a cheery skeleton and happy pumpkin. The owners must’ve missed the memo that Halloween was over. Stapled to the face of the telephone pole were the pictures of eight smiling people. Seven of them were between the ages of four and sixteen. Only one was an adult.

      In Remembrance read the text above their heads, along with the listed date of a vigil that was few days away. The community gathering had been postponed until everyone was out of the hospital. The day after the Halloween poisoning, the line to the small-town clinic stretched for blocks, and traffic cluttered the streets as parents rushed their kids to the hospital a town over. By some miracle, the government was able to send enough medical supplies and volunteers within less than forty-eight hours. Halloween PSAs were blasted across the nation, warning against the consumption of any candy, but Rachel knew it was only a local horror. With a town as small as Highlands, little over a thousand residents in the main section, it was no surprise the Poisoner was able to distribute his laced candy so adeptly. Most people were lucky enough to only consume a single piece. The adults vomited it up rather quickly. It was the children that took the hit. Some injuries they’d carry with them for the rest of their days.

      Rachel reached Chan’s, her favorite cheap Chinese restaurant. She pushed through the door, listening to the little bells jingling before taking a seat in a booth. Under the dim glow of the ceiling light, she ordered chow mein, hot-and-sour soup, and a cup of black tea. She withdrew her laptop and booted up Skype.

      At the center of the screen, loading screen bubbles raced in a circle before the call connected to Janet Hicks, a Houston local and Mallory Stix’s last remaining relative.

      The quality on the screen was horrendous, but Rachel could make out the woman’s long face, leathery skin, low-cut tee, and smoking cigarette.

      “Mrs. Hicks?” Rachel said, putting in ear buds.  

      Shirtless kids screamed and ran by in the dirty kitchen behind the woman. Hicks whipped her head back and shouted, “What did I say about running?”

      The kids giggled and ran back the other way. Hicks turned back to the camera, taking a long drag from her cigarette. The smoke escaped her chapped lips and rolled up the side of her hard right cheek. She tapped away her cigarette ash into an empty glass cup. “You that detective that keeps calling me?”

      “I am,” Rachel said plainly and professionally. “We need to talk about Mallory.”

      “You’ve been on about her for weeks,” Hicks replied.

      “Your brother—”

      “My brother died three years ago, thanks to that dimwitted wife of his. I love this nation, Detective, but I would never have asked my husband to go back for another tour of duty.”

      “I’m sure Martha meant well.”

      “She wanted Tony to die so she could get that life insurance. I know about that big house she has in North Carolina. I ain’t blind to it.”

      “You are aware that Martha Stix is dead?” Rachel asked. “She has no siblings, and her parents are deceased. You, Mrs. Hicks, are the legal guardian of her daughter, Mallory.”

      The woman snapped back to the running children. “You stop that running, or I’ll slap you silly!” She turned back to Rachel. “I got six rats of my own. Three of them have different fathers. You think I want to take in another bastard?”

      Rachel felt her blood pressure rise. “Mallory is staying at a local orphanage, waiting for you to pick her up. Days ago, she spent a week in captivity with Highlands’s most notorious killer.”

      Hicks took a long drag on her cigarette and hammered her upper chest to stop her fit of coughing. She tapped the embers into the empty glass. “Let me level with you, darling. I don’t want that child. She’s a troublemaker with mental issues, and after her whole abduction thing, I can’t be bringing that kind of stress under my roof.”

      Rachel set her jaw for a moment before saying, “Then who’s going to take care of her?”

      Hicks glared at Rachel with saggy, apathetic eyes. “Not me.”

      Rachel balled her fists under the table.

      Hicks blew out a ring of smoke. “Send the paperwork I need to sign to surrender custody.”

      “Of course, Mrs. Hicks,” Rachel said, masking her frustration with a neutral face and tone.

      The conversation ended as the food arrived. The savory smell of stir-fry pork and noodles wafted from the steaming dish. Rachel lost her appetite. She requested a to-go box and left her tip on the table.

      On her way to Sunny Pines Orphanage, Rachel felt somewhat relieved that Janet Hicks wouldn’t be taking Mallory into custody. The girl had suffered enough. An environment like Janet’s would only add to the trauma.

      Rachel felt her stomach turn as she pulled up to the three-story orphanage with a large front yard, basketball court, hopscotch game, and other exterior children’s amenities on one side of the building. In the far corner window, a little pale face watched the other children play. You’ve neglected her, a voice told Rachel as she stepped out of her unmarked white Impala. She needs your guidance.

      Rachel combatted the internal dialogue. Just because they both had the Gift didn’t mean that Mallory was under Rachel’s charge. Right? The thought left a sour taste in Rachel’s mouth. She hadn’t seen Mallory since Halloween night. Orphans, naked, bloody, young and old, weeping, screaming, chaotic, all stopped their antics to encircle Rachel and Mallory outside of the house on Spring Street. Rachel was still reeling from the encounter with the Poisoner when a new can of worms opened before her.  

      Rachel struggled to say words when they escaped the Poisoner’s grasp. “How many do you see?”

      Seated on the back of the ambulance and surrounded by the restless dead, the child in the dirty pink princess dress had looked up at Rachel with big blue eyes. “All of them.”

      Rachel shuddered. The EMTs told her it was time to depart, that Mallory needed immediate medical attention. Words, sights, and sounds of that night blurred around the eight-year-old girl. Mallory was in clear focus. Her very existence rocked Rachel’s foundation in a way she had not experienced since her first encounter with the dead.

      “I’m not alone,” Rachel mumbled to herself as the girl was led into the ambulance and sent down the road. “I’m not alone.” She didn’t believe her own words. The only other person with the Gift was her psychotic mother. Rachel never knew the origins of the power, but if she had to guess, she would have said it was genetic. But Martha, Mallory’s mother, was mundane, and Mallory and Rachel had no connection, physical, mental, or otherwise. Was the encounter with the girl just pure coincidence, as her partner Detective Jenson Peak would have her believe? Or had fate or a higher power ordained this meeting long before either of them had entered the world? If so, what did that mean for Rachel? The questions nagged at her like a deeply rooted splinter.

      Walking down the stone path, Rachel approached the mouth of the orphanage. Oaks lined her trek. Crusty and cracked leaves gathered at the feet of their trunks. With skeletal fingers, barren branches waved at Rachel. Just like at Rachel’s house, the trees stripped their leaves before any other in Highlands. Keeping her hands in her jacket pockets, Rachel entered the facility.

      The wooden floor of the orphanage was recently waxed and shiny, capturing Rachel’s muddled reflection and that of the ceiling light. The entrance hall quickly led to the receptionist’s desk, and beyond that was the mess hall with a number of adjacent rooms centered around arts and crafts, music lessons, and special needs. Rachel grabbed her temporary visitor pass. A few of the caretakers, younger women with nursing backgrounds, sat at the far table of the mess hall, eating a 4:00 p.m. snack. They glanced at Rachel and the visitor pass around her neck before smiling falsely. Rachel slipped by them, picking up pieces of their conversation.

      “Shouldn’t the new girl be in a mental hospital?” the plump one with a warted nose asked.

      “I heard that she hasn’t said a word to the therapist,” said the skinny blonde with a horse face.

      The pretty one checked her makeup in her cell phone camera. “You notice how she just stops in the middle of the hall sometimes and stands there for, like, minutes at a time? Poor thing, especially after her mother died. I bet she’ll never recover.”

      Rachel left the gossip behind and hiked up the stairs. Her knees ached, reminding her of how rough the last couple of weeks had been. She was still bruised from her encounter with the Poisoner, and from escaping his burning rent-a-house days before that. The home that burned was a woodland estate originally rented to Jason Winslet until he left Highlands and passed the lease to one of the Poisoner’s aliases, Marco Blanco, though in Rachel’s mind, he’d been referred to as Giovanni Caro because it was the first name discovered.

      Flanking the upstairs hall, most of the doors to children’s rooms were ajar. Rachel headed to dorm number seven. Most the children were outside, playing, or doing after-school activities. Rachel reached the threshold to Mallory’s room, unsure why she felt so nervous. Putting on a friendly face, Rachel stepped inside. The eight-year-old was seated at the upper edge of the bed, with her profile to Rachel and her head turned to the window. She wore a long-sleeve denim jacket, jeans, and black boots. Her lush brown hair tumbled down her back. Her little hands rested on the knees of her overlapping legs. She didn’t seem to notice Rachel.

      Rachel knocked on the open door. “Hello? Mallory?”

      The girl remained in her fixed position. Though Rachel couldn’t see her eyes, it appeared the girl was watching something in the yard below. Gingerly, Rachel stepped into the dorm room. It had all the furnishings one would expect: dresser, nightstands, short bookshelf, and small desk.

      “Mallory?” Rachel asked again.

      The girl mumbled.

      Rachel neared, listening intently as the girl repeated herself. “Come here.” Her voice was soft and ethereal, like a wayward soul.

      Stopping by the window, Rachel gazed at what Mallory saw standing at the center of the basketball court: a child unlike the rest who played tag or hacky sack nearby. He wore tiny farming boots, overalls, and a full-headed pumpkin mask with three blocky teeth and triangular eyes. Invisible insects scurried across Rachel’s skin as she stared into the boy’s black triangular eyes three stories below.

      “Do you feel that?” Mallory asked, keeping her attention on the boy.

      A tiny invisible hand pulled at the bottom of Rachel’s shirt, tugging her toward the boy below. Rachel replied soberly, “Yes.”

      Mallory pressed her tiny hand on the window. “I always feel it when they are nearby.”

      The boy in the jack-o’-lantern mask mimicked the girl’s gesture by raising his right hand. The other children ran by him, not paying him any mind.

      “It’s called the Sense,” Rachel said. “It allows us to feel them when they’re nearby. Also, when danger comes our way.”

      “Ah,” the girl said, her attention still on the boy.

      Rachel changed the subject. “I talked to your aunt Janet today. She won’t be taking you into custody at this time. I’m sorry, Mallory.”

      Rachel’s words didn’t faze the girl.

      “He wants to go home,” Mallory said, turning to Rachel. “But he’s trapped.”

      The girl had an angular face with a little nose and big blue eyes that pierced the soul. When she spoke, she never broke eye contact, immediately absorbing Rachel’s full attention.

      Rachel sat down on the bed beside the skinny child. “How long have you seen them?”

      “Ashton?” the girl asked, referring to the boy outside.  

      “Any of them,” Rachel elaborated.

      “Ashton only for a few weeks,” Mallory replied. “The rest… years.”

      Rachel broke eye contact and looked about the room while chewing her lip. She had millions of things she needed to tell this girl but didn’t have a clue where to start. When Rachel discovered she had the Gift a decade ago, her mother’s leather-bound journal taught her the essentials. To Rachel’s knowledge, Mallory didn’t have that luxury. She might not even understand she was talking to the dead. Focus on the case, Rachel reminded herself before her wandering mind could consume her.

      Mallory broke the silence. “What do you call them?”

      “Orphans,” Rachel replied, failing to steer the conversation.

      Mallory smiled sadly and looked at her hands. “Like me.”

      “Only for a little while,” Rachel said. “I know it’s painful, but I need you tell me about your captivity.”

      Mallory pursed her lips. She squeezed her little hands into fists for a brief moment before turning to Rachel. “After Mr. Caro took me from my mother’s house, I woke up in a basement.”

      Rachel turned to a blank page on her sketchpad. “Describe it to me.”

      Mallory closed her eyes. “Dark. Dry. There were bottles on shelves. They had dust on them.”

      “A wine cellar?” Rachel guessed out loud.

      “There were other children. Ava, Ethan, Hailey, and Emily.”

      Before Mallory, the Poisoner had abducted four other children after poisoning their mothers with deadly wine. The first was Ethan and his mother, Anastasia, nearly ten months ago. “They’re still alive?” Rachel asked, excited by the first bit of good news in a long while.

      “They had all been there for a long time,” Mallory explained. “I was only there for a day.”

      “Why?”

      “Mr. Caro wanted to show me a humble beginning,” Mallory painfully recalled.

      Rachel jotted down a note. “Those were his exact words?”

      Mallory nodded. “Then he made me sleep. I woke up in Ashton’s house. It was scary at first, but Mr. Caro fed me once a day, cooked meat and salad. Ashton kept me company the rest of time.”

      “Did Mr. Caro tell you anything?” Rachel asked.

      Mallory opened her eyes and looked at Rachel. “He only said, ‘This is your home.’”

      A sudden breeze struck them both. The hair on Rachel’s neck stood up. Mallory pulled back her sleeve, revealing the goose bumps across her arm.

      Splat!

      They both turned to the window, seeing a locust smashed against the outside glass.

      In the distance, a half dozen more locusts charged the glass like bullets. Their beady black eyes locked on Mallory. With a series of thumps, the insects hit the window and exploded into guts and broken wings.

      Rachel felt a spider crawling up her neck, but there was nothing there. Mallory looked at the entrance of the room and tugged on Rachel’s shirt.

      A procession of people formed a semicircle around the bed: a tiny Dracula, seven-year-old Belle from Beauty and the Beast, a teenage boy in a football jersey, a fourteen-year-old girl in a dress, an adult male in a straw hat, an African-American boy dressed as a superhero, a chunky kid with a striped white shirt and two black eyes, and a five-year-old boy wearing a plastic lion mask. The strangers shared two things in coming: all of their eyes were lifeless and dry, and they were killed by poisoned candy Halloween night.

      Behind them stood a second row of middle-aged women, five in all. The first was a wide-framed woman with a flowing red dress the same color as her long dyed-red hair. Wine and bile trickled from her lips. Her dilated eyes were bloodshot and rife with scarlet veins. Anastasia Sebring.

      The second was a black woman with curly hair and big, yellow-tinted, terror-filled onyx eyes. Jasmine Rickers.

      The third woman had platinum-blond hair and a face the color of curdled milk and was wearing a loose-fitting white bathrobe stained with dripping blue, red, and yellow paint. Most curiously, she crawled on the ceiling with her neck twisted at an uncomfortable angle, staring down at Rachel and Mallory with unblinking dilated blue eyes. Cora Brewster.

      The fourth woman had a head of patchy brown hair and was covered head to toe with seeping lacerations and boasted two long slashes running from the corners of her lips to the ends of her ears. She giggled to herself, intentionally opening the entire lower third of her face. Carolina Thurston.

      Finally, there was a modestly dressed slender woman with curves in all the right places. Long brown hair tumbled down the front of her mature, attractive face, teary bloodshot eyes, and mouth that leaked wine, blood, and green vomit. She was Martha Stix. Mallory’s mother.

      All thirteen of the Poisoner’s victims locked their dry and bloodshot eyes on Mallory and Rachel. Speaking as one, they made their plea.
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      “Help us,” the Orphan dead’s ghastly cry repeated for the third time.

      Mallory watched them with fascination and pity. On her hands and knees, the child began crawling to the front of the mattress. Rachel raised her arm, barring Mallory from proceeding any farther.

      “Mallory, I need you to look away,” Rachel said firmly. The Orphans’ dry gaze pierced Rachel’s soul, drilling through all the lies, secrets, and private things, and spiritually attaching themselves to her. The twelve wouldn’t leave her now. Not until their killer was brought to justice. The middle-aged women—mothers of the abducted children, Ethan, Ava, Emily, and Hailey—had already Marked Rachel previously, but the other eight were baggage whose deaths were random, thus unable to advance the case.

      Mallory stopped at Rachel’s command and turned her soft face to her weeping mother. “Mom. You’re here…”

      Martha, with long brown hair and tear-soaked cheeks, pushed through the wall of pleading children and extended her hand past Rachel and to the little girl.

      Rachel held back the child. “Mallory.”

      The eight-year-old reached over Rachel’s arm and took her mother’s hand, only to have her palm fall through her mother’s ethereal flesh. The mother grabbed Mallory’s wrist and began drawing her to her. The others eyed the little girl and extended their arms as well.

      Mallory began to be pulled toward her mother and the pleading Orphans.

      “Mallory,” Rachel said with seriousness. “I need you to close your eyes, really tight. Please.”

      “But she’s here,” the girl replied softly.

      Carolina Thurston, the one with the slashed face, jumped ahead of the rest and took a fistful of Mallory’s hair. She yanked her forward. In an instant, the child was pulled past Rachel. Relying on reaction, Rachel grabbed the girl’s legs as the other Orphans calmly reached out their cold hands to touch Mallory, currently suspended in the air.

      At first, the touches were gentle, soft pats.

      “Help us.” They tightened their fists on the girl’s jacket and arms.

      “Help us!” The Orphans tore at Mallory, grabbing fistfuls of her clothes and skin. The child cried her pain as Rachel pulled at Mallory’s wrist, trying to take her from the desperate Orphans.

      “Help us! Help us! Help us!”

      Their cries turned frustrated and angry. Straining her arm muscles, Rachel kept pulling the girl back to her, but to no avail. Worse, she was being pulled into the fray.

      “Stop this!” Rachel cried out. “Now!”

      At once, the Orphans released Mallory, sending her flying back to Rachel. The child’s head slammed into Rachel’s chest, knocking the wind out of Rachel while the Orphans watched in sudden silence.

      Rachel caught her breath. Mallory touched the crown of her head and returned with a tuft of hair rooted in skin flakes.

      With a heavy frown and a hard face, Rachel met the Orphans’ glares with a fiercer one. “Get. Out.”

      Rachel shut her eyes tight. When she opened them, the room was empty of all but Mallory.

      Rachel twisted back to the confused girl, who eyed the tuft of hair in her palm. “I only wanted to help.”

      Rachel closed the girl’s open hand, sealing the hair inside. “They aren’t like us, Mallory. You must remember that.”

      With big blue eyes and a quivering lip, Mallory gazed up at Rachel. “But she’s my mother.”

      “I know,” Rachel replied. “But whenever they come, you need to close your eyes real tight, tell them to go, and count to ten. They can’t really hurt you.”

      As Rachel said the words, she noticed that the loose hairs in Mallory’s hand had not vanished, and there was a small skin patch on the girl’s crown. Rachel quickly combed over it with her fingers. “You need to promise me you’ll close your eyes next time. Not to make contact with new ones you see, no matter how sorry they may be. Can you do that for me, Mallory?”

      The girl nodded reluctantly.

      “Thank you,” Rachel replied softly.

      Her phone rang. Dispatch. Signal 10-67.

      Someone had died.

      Rachel rose from the bed and gave the child a smile in farewell.

      “Where are you going?” Mallory asked.

      “To work. Remember the things I told you until I come back.”

      Mallory brushed her fingers through the detached brown hair on her opposite palm. “Okay.”

      Rachel rushed out of the room and passed the horse-faced caretaker eavesdropping from the hallway. The woman quickly faked a smile at Rachel and scuttled down the hallway with a tray holding water and fruit snacks.

      Rachel turned back from the caretaker but checked the time. She needed to get to the crime scene. She’d have to let that confrontation slide.

      On the inclining mountainside road to Highlands, Rachel couldn’t turn off her mind. She thought about the clump of hair in Mallory’s hand and all she knew about the girl. Up to this point, Orphans and Delinquents, as Rachel liked to call the spirits of the dead that had given up on finding the afterlife, had killed Rachel multiple times. But every time they took Rachel’s life or abused her, she would recover after the encounter to her previous state, thus proving that the supernatural could not give her long-lasting injury.

      Mallory was a different case entirely.

      The hair should’ve vanished when the Orphans left. It did not. The patch on the girl’s head didn’t heal, either. If an Orphan could hurt her, could it kill her?

      Chills danced down Rachel’s spine. Though her eyes were on the road, she only saw a million dreadful fates inching toward Mallory Stix. No one could save the little child but Rachel. The responsibility was crushing.

      The road eventually branched off toward one of Highlands’s many bodies of water. The one she approached was a natural spring that looked like a blue puddle on the GPS. It was large enough for a few small pontoon boats and had two small streams, one rolling into it and another rolling out. Ferns and tall grass sprouted from the earth around the water, along with a cluster of fat ancient trees with sprawling branches cloaked in dying yellow and orange leaves. It was the type of place that made Rachel want to drink up the air and ponder creation. A rickety dock made of driftwood was mankind’s only stamp on nature’s creation. Hitched to it by white dock line, a canoe bobbed on the glassy surface.

      Holding his frilled fishing hat over his chest, an elderly man with a long, sunken face, deep-set eyes, hooked chin, and grizzly white beard stood feet away from the water’s edge, completely lost in thought. He wore a khaki fishing vest, waders, and mid-shin rubber boots.

      A small huddle of police officers marched another canoe to the water and climbed inside.

      A few straggling forensics photographers journeyed around the water and snapped pictures from various angles.

      Detective Jenson Peak stood at the nose of the old dock, eyes on the dark water ahead. He was skinny, with pencil-like legs and a wooden posture. His hands were stuffed in his back jeans pockets. The autumn breeze sent waves rippling across his navy-blue windbreaker and moved his copper-colored hair to one side as if it were a tattered flag.

      The dock swayed under Rachel’s feet as she came to a halt beside her old friend. He nodded toward the center of the pond. “Body’s down there.”

      Rachel stared intently into the water but could not see what lay beneath the glassy surface.

      “The old man snagged it with his fishing line and brought up a chunk of meat. Human meat,” Peak said.

      “Appetizing,” Rachel replied, sickened. “Do we know who?”

      The police canoe coasted across the water and dropped anchor at the place where Rachel watched. With hooked poles, a few of the officers probed the water.

      “Anxious to meet another Orphan?” Peak asked dryly.

      Rachel shook her head. “I have enough friends.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      One of the poles met resistance. The lucky officer informed the others. They turned their attention that way and snagged whatever lingered in the depths. Rowing backward, the canoers dragged their heavy prize beneath the water until the nose of the boat rammed into the earth’s dirty lip. The front two officers leapt out, grabbed the boat’s rim, and pulled it on land. Meanwhile, officers already on the ground were spreading out a blue tarp, readying it to receive the body. Heaving, the officers with poles dragged the pale, bloated boy face-down from the water. His mop of long, greasy hair exited first, followed by his slender shoulders, soaked yellow-and-burgundy-striped shirt, faded jeans, and sneakers with Velcro straps. The hooks dropped him at the center of the tarp, his arms down and limp at his sides and his face turned to Rachel. He had a round face and small chin. His developing front tooth was visible through his parted purple lips. His rectangular glasses, blotted out with dirt, miraculously hung on his face.

      An officer waded knee deep in the water behind him and lifted the cinder block tied with hemp rope to the child’s ankle. The officer carefully placed it on the tarp.

      Rachel and Peak traded looks. They had seen a similar display last year. The cadaver then had the number one carved into his back, and his killer, named Father, was serving seven consecutive life sentences.

      The detectives neared the corpse after the photographers finished their work. Coroner Woodrow Gates, a tall man with nicely trimmed but thin, snowy hair and silver eyes, knelt beside the body.

      “Nine to eleven years of age.” He rolled back the boy’s lips with his gloved hand. “Developing teeth, multiple cavities, and a minor case of gingivitis. All signs of improper dental care.”

      “We know who it is,” Rachel interrupted.

      Peak stared at the boy, masking all emotion. “Ethan Sebring.”

      The boy’s picture had been tacked up in the police briefing room and countless telephone poles since February when his mother was found dead in the kitchen. After a sip of wine mixed with Atropa belladonna and other subtle poisons, Anastasia Sebring had been haunting Rachel. She was the Poisoner’s first.

      According to his friends and teachers, Ethan was an “A” student and had a knack for electronic repair and reading. He was now a pale, bloated hunk of meat. Rachel spent nearly nine months trying to find him. Here he was. Rachel turned her gaze to the clouds to keep from breaking.

      “He’s taunting us,” Peak said with scary quiet calmness. “Like a cat dragging a rat before his master, this is his prize. He’s showing us that he’s not finished.”

      Leaves on the nearby trees rustled and scraped together, sounding like cicadas.

      Rachel returned her attention to the bloated boy. “How long has he been here?”

      Gates pondered for a moment as he lightly squeezed the length of the boy’s puffy arm. “A week. Maybe two weeks.”

      “Halloween night or soon after,” Peak said. His eyes were like black like hollow pits.

      Rachel prayed to God that the Poisoner had not “cleaned house” so to speak after their tussle on Spring Street. If so, what the hell was she fighting for? Orphans. Today, it didn’t seem like enough.

      Gates rolled the body over and checked the pockets. No ID. No knickknacks. He was still wearing the same clothes he had on when he was abducted.

      “Drowning is not the Poisoner’s call sign,” Rachel pointed out.

      “Ethan may have been poisoned before he was tossed over the boat,” Peak theorized.

      Gates nodded in agreement. “We’ll know for sure when I pump his stomach.”

      “Send us that report soon as possible,” Rachel told the aged coroner. “I need to know if our killer is altering his method.”

      “And if it’s the same killer,” Peak added. “It could be possible that the Poisoner has a partner.”

      “Let’s hope not,” said Rachel before leaving the body in her wake.

      Peak caught up with her, and they both strolled around the water.

      Rachel watched her feet as she walked. “This case, Peak, it’s really getting under my skin.”

      “Good,” her partner replied.

      Rachel glared at him, wanting to sock him in the jaw.

      “Use that to fuel you,” Peak continued.  

      Rachel un-balled her fists. She looked out at the woods. Since she was raised as a pastor’s daughter, having hate as her prime motivator never sat well. Love and life made this world worth living in, yet Rachel lived in a big, empty house and spent more time with the dead than the living. There was a war raging in her heart, and she could not let depression, anger, and sorrow win. Deep down, she knew the battle would be over when this case ended, and whatever side was left standing would be with her for a long time.

      When they reached the other side of the pond, Rachel saw Ethan Sebring standing on the dock. Unlike the puffy cadaver, this version of Ethan had a skinny figure and fogged glasses. His skin was pale, with little red veins in his cheeks. Brown hair parted at his forehead and tumbled in waves to his shoulders. His striped long-sleeve shirt had a tear near the belly button and another below an armpit. The hemp rope looped around his ankle and a cinder block. He opened his lips. A waterfall of black ink and seeds spilled down his chin and dribbled on his chest.

      Rachel recognized the black goop. “Caro fed him Atropa belladonna’s berries. A lot, by the looks of it.”

      “The Devil’s Cherries.” Peak keenly studied the dock but saw nothing. “Probably the same killer. That makes life easier.”

      Ethan turned his back to Rachel and marched from the dock to dry land. Rachel rounded the curvature of the pond, making sure not to take her eyes off him. Ethan passed behind the coroner and vanished.

      Rachel slowed her pace.

      “Gone?” Peak asked.

      “For now,” Rachel replied. “He’ll be back, though.” They always come back.

      After a final sweep of the surrounding area, Rachel and the rest of the police department were convinced there was no worthy evidence to be gathered from the area. This was not a surprising revelation, seeing how the crime scene was nearly two weeks old. The elderly fisherman who discovered the body was questioned, but his story was as expected: snagged his line on something, pulled up a piece of Ethan’s ear, and called the police. He knew nothing more than that.

      Rachel and Peak ducked to their cars, unmarked white Impalas. They agreed to meet at the station to file the report. Rachel pulled out first.

      Two lanes curved down the side of the mountain. One side had a rock shelf topped with countless trees. On the opposite side, a rusty guardrail barred a drop-off.

      As they rounded a bend, Rachel saw Ethan on the side of the road. The boy dragged his weighted heel behind him. Not wanting to miss him again, Rachel hit the brakes. Her vehicle screeched to a halt at the lip of the road. Peak cursed in the rearview as he skidded to a stop behind Rachel. When his car parked, it was inches from Rachel’s rear bumper.

      “Brake check,” Rachel told him as she climbed out of the car.

      Peak was not amused.

      With rapid steps, Rachel caught up with the drenched ten-year-old and walked beside him. “Ethan.”

      The boy kept forward, paying her no mind.

      “Ethan, listen to me,” Rachel said.

      The boy ignored her.

      Rachel gave Peak a look.

      “Orphan troubles?” he asked.

      “He’s not stopping,” Rachel explained and stepped out in front of Ethan. Head bowed and hands at his side, he walked into Rachel. His forehead hit her belly with unexpected force. Rachel staggered to the side, letting him drag the cinder block down the roadside. Rachel instinctively reached for his shoulder. Her fingers fell through his cold, ethereal skin.

      “I’m trying to help you,” Rachel explained.

      The boy kept moving and didn’t look back. “I don’t want your help.”

      His words gave Rachel pause. No Orphan had ever refused her assistance.

      “Why?” Rachel asked and ran in front of him. She walked backward to face him. “Why, Ethan?”

      Black goop spilled from his lips, and he kept moving forward.

      Keeping his hands in his pockets, Peak looked around the area, trying not to be embarrassed by the whole situation. “What’s he doing now?”

      “Ignoring me!” Rachel yelled back. She wished she could grab the boy and shake some sense into him. “I’ve talked to your mother, Ethan. I’m helping her find her killer. I can do the same for you.”

      Ethan kept his head bowed and walked by Rachel again. Rachel threw up her arms. “At least tell me where you are going.”

      “To Mallory,” Ethan replied coldly.

      Rachel gawked at the soaked Orphan. Mallory? Does he know she has the Gift?

      Seeing that this conversation wasn’t getting anywhere, Rachel hurried back to her vehicle.

      “What did he say?” Peak said, sounding skeptical.

      “We need to visit Mallory,” Rachel replied and hustled into her vehicle.

      “It’s moments like these where I miss solving cases the normal way.”

      On the way to Sunny Pines, Rachel gave Coroner Gates a call.  

      “What did you forget?” he said at the start of the conversation.

      “Nothing, but when you do the autopsy, keep an eye out for belladonna berries.”

      “The Devil’s Cherries. Thanks for tip. Try not to have any more seizures.”

      “I’m not going to live that one down,” Rachel said, recalling last year’s Highlands Roper case when she used the Reality, the most powerful aspect of the Gift, which had left her seizing on the mortuary floor. Seeing the dead through their own eyes had long-lasting effects Rachel would rather live without.

      The drive to the orphanage was slow and tedious. Rachel found herself biting her nails every few minutes. The idea of having an Orphan look for another source of help should’ve been a relief. It made her nervous, instead, as if she was somehow losing control of the one thing that was solely hers: the Gift.

      Jealous of a kid, Rachel thought with a scoff. Get ahold of yourself, Rachel. Though the feeling wasn’t a light switch that could be toggled off.

      Peak pulled up behind Rachel. Together, they marched through the orphanage’s front door.

      “How weird is she?” Peak asked as they approached the receptionist desk.

      “Worse than me,” Rachel replied as she signed in her name on the guest list.

      “That’s unfortunate,” Peak replied.

      Rachel gave him a sidelong glance and then asked where to find Mallory Stix. The receptionist directed them to the yard and smiled widely. “You two looking to adopt?”

      Peak and Rachel traded a look and chuckled.

      As they marched toward the outdoor recreation area, Peak said, “After that doll you gave Clove last Christmas, I don’t think I need any more creepy things in my apartment.”

      “Cut the girl some slack, all right?”

      Peak crinkled his brows. “You called her weird. You’re the hypocrite.”

      Rachel ignored that. “Mallory is dealing with a lot right now.”

      “It was a joke, Harroway,” Peak said firmly.

      “Not a very funny one,” Rachel growled.

      Peak smiled.

      “Why are you smiling?”

      “I’m imagining little Rachel Harroway and Mallory Stix solving local crimes.”

      Rachel shook her head and opened the door for him.

      Peak continued his charade. “Stix and Harroway: the case of the runaway Orphan.”

      “You’re really pushing it.”

      The yard had a basketball court at the center with two sets of flanking bleachers. Grassy areas offered room for play while painted picnic tables lingered under the shade of old oaks. The sun was quickly falling. Rachel found Mallory on the bleachers amidst a gaggle of other children between the ages of eight and thirteen.

      A ten-year-old boy on the heavier side and peppered with freckles towered over Mallory by six inches. “Why don’t you talk, freak?”

      A kid with a head shaped like an upright rectangle smiled sinisterly. “I heard the poisoner cut out her tongue.”

      “She talks,” a girl with pigtails remarked. “To herself.”

      A few of the kids snickered.

      The freckled fat boy laughed at Mallory. “You’re crazy. A crazy freak. I bet you killed those other abducted children.”

      “And poisoned the treats.”

      “You ruined Halloween for everyone,” a six-year-old girl complained.

      Mallory’s eyes glossed over. She hugged herself, keeping her mouth closed.  

      The freckled fat boy shoved Mallory’s shoulder. “My friend died thanks to you.”

      Rachel felt a wave of anger splash over her. She pushed through the crowd and grabbed the freckled boy by the ear until he squealed like a pig.

      Peak unzipped his windbreaker and put his hands on his hips, showing the children the weapon and detective badge clipped to his belt. “Run,” he said calmly.

      Eyes widening, the children scattered, tripping over one another. Block Head took a tumble down the bleachers before bolting across the yard. Rachel leaned in close to the pink ear that she was pinching. “Apologize to Mallory.”

      “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Please, please, let go!” the boy squealed. Rachel released him and watched him run away.

      Peak zipped his windbreaker back up.

      Rachel knelt down to Mallory’s level. “Did they hurt you?”

      Gazing at her toes, the little girl shook her head.

      Rachel gave her a sympathetic smile. “Come on. We’ll talk inside.”

      They sat at a corner table in the mess hall. Peak returned with two Snickers bars from the vending machine.

      “One for now and one for later,” he told Mallory.

      Her face lit up with joy. She gobbled up the first bar in four big bites. When she finished, she eyed the second bar longingly but set it on the table before her.

      Mallory put her sights on Peak, looking deep within him. “Can you see them too?”

      The detective shook his head. “I’m not special enough to have the Gift.”

      “The Gift,” the girl whispered as if it were a sacred word.

      “Rachel never told you the name of it?” Peak asked. “Tsk. Tsk. Tsk.”

      “I was planning on it,” Rachel replied.

      With her big blue eyes, Mallory stared deep into Rachel’s soul in the way she always did. “I want to know more.”

      Rachel felt her gut knot. She had not planned on a teaching lesson today. Peak eyed Rachel, reveling in her torment.

      “All right,” Rachel said. “Well, there’s the Sense, as I told you about earlier. That’s the feeling you get when they are nearby, and when—”

      “I feel that.” Mallory adjusted her posture and looked out into the mess hall, empty apart from the three of them.

      Rachel focused on the environment. She didn’t feel anything. “Describe it to me.”

      Mallory continued scanning the open room spotted with lunch tables. “It’s like… tiny hands pulling at me, but I don’t see them. I can only feel them.”

      After the child finished speaking, Rachel felt the same sensation. It tugged at her shirt, directing her attention out near the dark hallway at the far corner of the room. How can she feel it before me?

      Mallory raised her pointer finger and extended it to the hallway. She whispered, “There.”

      Rachel didn’t see anything.

      “Listen,” Mallory whispered.

      A soft, wet patter. A footstep, maybe, followed by the grinding sound of brick on concrete.

      Peak tried to listen but heard nothing.

      Wet shoe prints appeared on the waxed and glossy floor. One after another, they made their way to Rachel’s table. The tile floor scraped in their wake—the effects of the invisible brick being dragged across the floor.

      The footsteps stopped a few feet away from the table, but the Orphan did not make himself known.

      “Do you know Ethan Sebring?” Rachel asked, not taking her eyes off the wet shoe prints.

      “Yes. He was a friend in Mr. Caro’s secret place,” Mallory explained, staring more intently at the boot prints than Rachel. “Is that him?”

      Rachel nodded.

      Water puddled on the floor, followed by droplets of black ink. One inch at a time, starting at his shoes, Ethan made himself known. He trembled, and toxic berry juice leaked out of his mouth. His cheeks were pale, with patches of red veins like a thousand writhing worms. Fogged lens hid his eyes.

      Mallory slowly rose from her seat and walked to him with cautious steps. “Ethan?”

      The boy said nothing. More black juice trickled down his purple lip.

      “I missed you.” Mallory sniffled. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you.”

      She wrapped her arms around him, intent on giving him a friendly hug. Her arms brushed through, and she nearly collapsed to the ground. She corrected herself and stared into the eyes of her shaking friend. “Ethan?”

      Keeping his arms by his side and his face neutral, he said, “Find Mr. Caro.”

      “I will, but—”

      “Kill Mr. Caro.”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “Find Mr. Caro. Kill Mr. Caro. Find Mr. Caro. Kill Mr. Caro!” His words became faster and more aggressive by the second until his shouting drowned out all other sound in the mess hall. Mallory winced and covered her ears. Having dealt with this many times before, Rachel kept a straight face. She approached the boy. “We will. Now shush.”

      Ethan quieted down. His face was stone.

      Mallory wiped a tear. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “Most Orphans are fragments of their former selves. Some retain strong-enough emotions like sorrow or anger. Others become… distant. Their sole purpose is to find home or whatever world lies beyond this one,” explained Rachel.

      “But he is my friend.”

      “Not anymore.” Rachel laid down the hard truth. “Ethan Sebring is dead. All that remains is this husk that I can use to learn about his killer.”

      Ethan turned to Rachel. “Not you. Mallory will stop Mr. Caro.”

      “No,” Rachel said defiantly. “That’s unacceptable.”

      Ethan turned around and started heading for the hallway.

      Mallory reached out to him. “Wait! You can tell me!”  

      The Orphan vanished and reappeared, facing the side of Mallory’s face. He whispered into her ear.

      With a look of seriousness on her little face, Mallory nodded and turned to Rachel. “He says Mr. Caro is going to attack again.”

      The words caused Peak to adjust his posture.

      Mallory continued. “He says it’s going to be bigger than ever before.”
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      The child’s words hit Rachel and sent her spiraling back to Halloween night, where the words “Trick or Treat” were drowned out by cries of horror from countless parents. Guilt crushed Rachel. You couldn’t stop him. Not only that, the Poisoner spared you out of pity. All of the blood shed that night is on your hands. Rachel pushed out the cynical thoughts, knowing they would return late in the evening or on a quiet drive home. She needed to focus on what was to come. Whatever horrific disaster that might be.

      Peak intervened. “What is he telling you, Mallory? We need a direct translation, not summary.”

      Mallory absorbed Ethan’s whispers before addressing the detectives. “Mr. Caro wants to create a tragedy that no one will forget. Something that will linger in the throat like the aftertaste of a fine wine.”

      “Ask to him to describe Mr. Caro,” Rachel said, putting herself back into the conversation.  

      “Jack-o’-lantern mask. Ethan says he never took it off. Not once,” Mallory said and listened to Ethan again. “He says that my death—sorry, Ethan’s death—was a warning of things to come.”

      “Is there anything about the wine cellar he can tell us about?” Rachel asked.

      “The girls are alive,” Mallory relayed. “They need to fight back if they want to survive.”

      Peak scoffed in frustration. “They won’t stand a chance.”

      Mallory continued speaking. “Ethan said that Mr. Caro doesn’t wash them, but he does give them nice food every day. Grapes, beets, grilled meat, and things like that to give them strength.”

      “And I was expecting the continental breakfast,” Peak said dryly. “Where can we find Mr. Caro?”

      Mallory turned to Rachel. “You can’t. Ethan says only I can.”

      The Orphan boy stepped away from Mallory.

      “You’re not leaving, are you?” Mallory asked with puppy-dog eyes.

      Saying nothing, Ethan dragged his cinder block across the mess hall and vanished into the dark shadow of the hall. Mallory’s shoulders slumped. She watched the hallway, hoping for her friend to return.

      “Why did he leave?” she asked Rachel.

      “I don’t know,” Rachel replied truthfully. “Orphans do unexplainable things.”

      “But there must be a reason,” Mallory replied.

      “If there is, I’m unaware of it.”

      Mallory’s face sank with a frown. “I wish I could understand.”

      Peak lifted from his seat. “You and me both. Came on, Harroway. We need to move.”

      Mallory moved her gaze between them. “What about me?”

      The dinner bell rang. A few of the caretakers entered the room.

      “I can help too. Ethan said you need me,” Mallory said with determination.

      Rachel took a knee before her. “Trust me. You don’t want to be a part of this.”

      “But—”

      “Stay out of trouble,” Rachel said and handed her a business card. “Call me if you need anything, or if Ethan stops by. I live in an old house not far from here, so I can make the drive over if you need to talk face-to-face.”

      Rachel thought that Mallory would give her lip. Instead, the girl said, “Yes, ma’am,” and shambled to a different table as the other living orphans flooded the hall for dinner.

      Rachel turned to leave but hesitated. She glared at the bullies a final time, watched them tuck their tails between their legs, and then exited.

      Peak walked beside Rachel to the cars. “You look exhausted. More so than usual.”

      “I feel like it too,” Rachel replied and pulled open her door.

      “Harroway,” Peak stopped a few feet from her.

      Rachel beat him to the punch. “I know what you’re going to say: she’s not my responsibility. I can’t save everyone.”

      “I was actually going ask if you wanted to pick up takeout before heading to the office. In regards to the girl, she needs serious help.”

      “Don’t we all?” Rachel joked.

      Peak pursed his lips, his face becoming very serious. “She needs guidance. She’s a child who has witnessed tragedy after tragedy.”

      “What am I supposed to do about that?” Rachel replied much more harshly than she had anticipated. “I can’t drop everything to be her mentor.”

      “The Gift will drive her mad if she doesn’t have the proper guidance,” said Peak.

      “That means a lot coming from the guy who believes I’m crazy,” Rachel replied sarcastically and lowered herself into the car seat.  

      Peak grabbed the door to keep her from closing it. “If the existence of this girl’s… condition has taught me anything, it’s that there’s a lot I don’t know. What I’m trying to say is that I don’t think you’re crazy, Rachel Harroway. But that girl in there, she needs something solid in her life before her troubles consume her.”

      Rachel thought on his words. “Let’s focus on the case right now.”

      Peak studied her for a moment.

      “I’ll see you at the station,” he said curtly. “I’ll be expecting takeout.”

      “Then you’re going to be waiting a long time, buster,” Rachel replied and closed the door.  

      It was nearly six when they got to the Highlands Police Department bullpen. A few officers took phone calls, while others typed up the day’s report. The out-of-state forensics team was still sorting through candy in a spare conference room they’d converted into a makeshift lab.

      To escape the noise, Rachel and Peak moved into the briefing room: a rectangular office space with the charm of a high school science class. Peak and Rachel sat in the front, under the shadow of the case board. There were crime-scene photos of all of the Poisoner’s victims, close-ups of the poisonous berries and wine, the ancient Victorian-era-inspired house on Spring Street, and the list of aliases used by the Poisoner that were all names of deceased children from the sixties and seventies. There was also a picture of a half-eaten rat with some unmatched DNA.

      Peak set the greasy bag of fries and burgers on the table. It was the type of food that would give you heartburn, but oh, did it hurt so good. Rachel took a big bite of it, erasing the phantom taste of the Deadly Nightshade berries with savory cheese, crunchy lettuce, cold tomato, and a juicy patty lathered in ketchup, mustard, and mayo. It was the pick-me-up she needed after a long, stressful day.

      Lieutenant McConnell joined them after a moment. “Sorry, gang. Phone call. New mayor’s on my back, taking about our yearly fundraiser.”

      Peak spoke to him with a full mouth. “I imagine it will be a good year. Nothing like mass murder to turn the people’s attention to law enforcement.”

      McConnell scratched his long gray sideburns that were straight out of the 1970s. “That’s a cynical way of looking at it, but you are not wrong.” He walked to the table, put his hands on his bony hips, and looked at the crime scene photos. “How goes the investigation?”

      Rachel sipped Coca-Cola from a straw. It had been a long time she had a soda. She forgot how sweet it was. “We talked to Mallory Stix. She claims the Poisoner, whom she called Mr. Caro, is planning something big.”

      “Another attack?” McConnell asked with concern. “Can we trust the girl’s testimony?”

      Rachel and Peak exchanged looks. Peak replied, “I believe so.”

      “It’s all we have to go off of,” Rachel said. That and the spirit of Ethan Sebring. Rachel excluded that part.   

      McConnell pinched the corner of Ethan Sebring’s picture from before he was a bloated corpse. “The boy might be a warning of things to come. Why else choose the pond Old Alfy fishes at weekly?”

      “I’m impressed,” Rachel said.

      McConnell smiled at her. “I may be an old fart, but I’ve been around long enough to know how things work. Did Mallory make mention of the other children?”

      “As of now, we believe they are alive. Mallory was temporarily held in a wine cellar before the Poisoner moved her to the abandoned house on Spring Street.”

      “Interesting,” McConnell said, cogs turning in his mind. He picked up his dry erase marker. “Any idea what his grand plan might be?”

      “Bombing, mass shooting, the other clichés,” Peak threw out there.

      With his horrible handwriting, McConnell jotted the words down on the whiteboard. “How about you, Harroway?”

      “Poison is his signature. I’m thinking he’ll try to do something similar. Perhaps go after a town official or disrupt a banquet.”

      “We have the fall fundraiser coming up,” McConnell said as he took down Rachel’s note. “I’ll make sure all of our chefs are properly vetted and the ingredients tested.”

      “Just spitballing here, but he could go after the local water supply,” Rachel theorized.

      McConnell replied, “That would make quite the splash.”

      Peak scoffed. “The guy is diabolical, no doubt, but the chance that he could pull something like that off is severely unlikely. We have to remember that the Halloween poisoning only worked because he was able to distribute the poison by hand. Whatever he does next, he’ll be directly involved.”

      Peak made a good point, Rachel believed. With each one of the Poisoner’s murders, he was watching. That was how he was able to quickly snatch up the children after their mothers died.

      “These are all possibilities.” McConnell walked over and took one of Peak’s fries. “My desire is that the man is caught before he’s able to act out any of them.”

      Peak gave him a subtle death glare as McConnell mindlessly munched the fry.

      “Agreed,” Rachel replied.

      Peak filled his jaws with another big bite of his burger, and spoke with garbled speech. “We need to find out his real identity. A name to go with Rachel’s lovely sketch.”

      Rachel took another sip of her soft drink. The sugar made her head hurt. “I don’t think he chose the house on Spring Street by chance.”

      “Check there,” McConnell said. “By the way, your report from that night was a bit fuzzy. What prompted you to go there, exactly?”

      Rachel felt her heart rate quicken. “I thought I saw someone inside with a similar jack-o’-lantern mask. I wasn’t sure if it was worth reporting with all the other pressing chaos, so I went in solo.”

      Rachel hoped the lie would hold.

      McConnell eyed her, curious. “Women’s intuition?”

      “Something like that.” Rachel played it cool. It was really Ashton’s guidance.

      McConnell put the top back on the marker. “I’ll let you two get to work.”

      He left. Rachel took a breath. She wondered if it was bad that she had told her boss more lies than truths over the last decade.

      Peak balled up the cheese-filled tin foil. “The police searched the house on Spring Street from top to bottom. It was dusty, and there were footprints, but no fingerprints or any strands of hair to be found. The poisoner knows how to cover his tracks. It will probably be a dead end, except for the forty-year-old bones.”

      “Maybe we should take a crack at it. We are both Gifted investigators,” Rachel replied.

      “Was that a joke?” Peak asked dryly.

      “An attempt at one,” Rachel replied with small smile. “This burger has washed away my troubles.”

      Peak pushed out of his seat. “Good. There’s only room for one cynic in this relationship.”

      They decided to save a few bucks in gas money and take Peak’s car. Main Street was uncharacteristically quiet. An eddy of wind sent detached flyers swirling and dancing across the street. The victims’ faces on the waterlogged printouts smiled. The ink was smudged on some, giving them black eyes with inky tears. The word “vigil” had turned into a blobbed text. Under the cloudy night sky, Peak plowed through them and hung a left into down a side street. He clearly didn’t miss the traffic. Even after two weeks, most locals grieved behind the locked doors of their homes. In small towns like these, tragedy was always amplified.

      “Let’s stop at my father’s church first,” Rachel said as they neared the Presbyterian church.

      “Forgot your Bible?” Peak asked dryly.

      “The Orphans led me here during our initial investigation. It can’t hurt to spend five minutes giving it another check,” Rachel replied.

      Unable to deny that logic, Peak pursed his lips and pulled into the parking lot.

      Rachel got out and stretched. The Poisoner had called her twice via her personal line. The first time was after Rachel escaped the rented estate he set ablaze, and the second was Sunday evening when one of the local congregants from her father’s church stole Rachel’s house key, intent on giving it to the Poisoner. The man had been blackmailed, of course. Rachel stopped him, retrieved the key, and didn’t press charges. Thus, Rachel had two goals with this meeting: one, find out how the Poisoner got her phone number, and two, if he attended the church on a weekly basis.

      The choir was leaving when Rachel and Peak marched inside. Flanked by stained-glass windows and floored with red carpet, the sanctuary welcomed the detectives. Liam stood at the altar, reviewing his notes. He was dressed in a white button-up free of wrinkles, and black slacks pulled up to his belly button. He smiled widely at Rachel’s approach and met her with a big hug.

      “What a pleasant surprise,” he said to her and then looked at Peak. “Good to see you’re in good health, Jenson.”

      “My diet of carbs and junk food is paying off,” Peak replied dryly.

      “Pastor Jim has given me the floor to speak this Sunday,” Liam said proudly. “I was planning on spending time in prayer this evening as preparation, but I have a few moments if you’d like to talk.”

      Rachel showed him the sketch of their killer: the handsome Italian man. “Familiar?”

      Liam gazed into the man’s dark eyes. “Seems so.”

      Rachel and Peak exchanged looks, surprised by the revelation.

      Liam handed it back to Rachel. “Every few months, I see him. He lingers in the top upper balcony. Never talks much and leaves before the service is through.”

      “Have a name?” Peak asked.

      “No. The man has a way of vanishing into a crowd. A skill common amongst some of the flock.” He chuckled before refocusing. “If I had known this was the man you were looking for, I would’ve pursued him more fervently.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Dad,” Rachel said. She felt to blame. During the Sunday service, a day after the dead mothers of the abducted children led her here, Rachel saw a man of similar description to that of the sketch but chose to pursue the nervous suspect in the choir instead.

      “Where did this man sit?” Peak asked.

      Liam pointed to the far corner of the balcony pews. Rachel frowned heavily. That’s where I saw him. If she weren’t in the Lord’s house, she would’ve cursed loudly.

      A music chime filled the empty sanctuary. Liam walked over to the second front pew and withdrew his cellphone from under a hymnal. He checked the number. “Scam, and they’re always trying to sell me some lucky coin.”

      Peak gave Rachel a telling look. Rachel addressed her father kindly. “Dad, do you always store your phone there?”

      “Here? Yes, I…” He covered his mouth, and his eyes glossed over. “Oh, Rachel. I’m… I’m so sorry.”

      Rachel took his phone. It took her two seconds to unlock the screen, find her name, and see her private number. “That’s how he did it. That’s how he got my private number. Thank God you didn’t have my address in here.”

      Liam tumbled over his words. “I only rarely leave it unattended. He must’ve… when I was chatting after service… Rachel, please. Forgive me.”

      Rachel gave him a hug. “I do. It’s not your fault, but I need you to be careful, okay?”

      “Yes,” Liam agreed with conviction.

      “And toss out your communion wine and juices and the little wafer things,” Peak added. “The Poisoner favors consumption.”

      “Thank you, Jenson,” Liam said graciously.

      “Last thing, Dad,” Rachel said. “Remind Pastor Jim and the congregation to lock their doors at night.”

      “We always do.”

      “Do it anyway.”

      Liam placed his soft and veiny hands over hers. “I will.”

      Rachel gave him a final hug before heading out.

      Peak sighed. “Well, that solves that mystery.”

      Rachel sank into the passenger seat, relieved that the case was finally moving along. Since Halloween, she’d left her personal phone at the station, ready for recording the moment the Poisoner called again. If they could get his number, the station could trace his GPS. Rachel had purchased a new phone since then and was in the grueling process of transferring her contacts over.

      “Good call on the communion elements,” Rachel said as she added Liam’s number to her contact list.

      “It could be part of the Poisoner’s grand scheme. Google the other churches around here. We’ll give them the same spiel.”

      On the short ride to Spring Street, Rachel contacted the local churches and left a brief message. It felt good, knowing that she might have saved a few lives. Now it’s up to the churches to take action. Rachel metaphorically washed her hands of any lack of responsibility on their part and turned her muted-green eyes to the paint-free two-story house built upon a mound of dead earth.

      The building had a truncated roof, shattered windows replaced by plywood sheeting, and a set of rickety stairs ascending to the ominous wooden door. Yellow police tape striped the entrance. A low chain-link fence with a latched gate bordered the property. Yellow, dead grass and dirt painted the enclosed landscape. A large dead tree jutted from the dirt. Its roots dipped, burst forth, and returned to the earth like fat, dirty sea serpents.

      “Pleasant place,” Peak said sarcastically.

      Rachel became light-headed as she approached. “Not so much.”

      She remembered the crazed Orphan inside who blew her apart with a shotgun, failed to kill her with supernatural means, and then turned her own weapon against her. The weapon that the Poisoner now held. Rachel involuntarily reached for her replacement 1911 Colt pistol clipped to her belt. It didn’t feel right. She needed her Glock 22 back. However, it wouldn’t do her much good in this place. The Delinquents remained. Through a small hole in the upstairs window’s plywood sheeting, Rachel felt someone watching her.

      Peak lifted the rusty latch on the gate and stepped aside, allowing Rachel to step through.

      “The Orphans inside are from the seventies, judging by the furnishings and their dress.”

      “I know,” Peak said. “I searched this place up and down Halloween night.”

      “Maybe you missed something,” Rachel said, not having been here since her last deadly encounter. Dead grass crunched underfoot. A broken wasp nest lay at the base of the tree’s trunk. A murder of crows cawed and took flight from the roof. Rachel felt invisible bugs burrowing into the flesh of her arms and back. The sensation meant one thing. Evil. She told Peak her concern.

      “Wait here, if you must,” he said.

      Rachel shook her head, masking her fears behind a determined spirit. “We do this together.”

      They unlocked the front door and shined their flashlights into the dark, dusty corridor. To the direct right was the door to the study. The stairs ascending to the second floor were on the same wall. A small storage room rested beneath the stairs. There was a closet beyond that. The living room, dining room, and kitchen were on the other side of the hall.

      Peak shut the door behind them, closing them into the dark house. No light breached the boarded window. Dusty particles swirled in the dry, musty air. Rachel took cautious steps forward. They decided to search the upstairs first and work their way down. The stairs led to an opening that branched into three rooms: two bedrooms and a bathroom.

      Rachel stepped into the bathroom while Peak dipped into the smaller of the bedrooms. Rachel popped open the mirror, revealing a medicine cabinet with a dead roach inside. She shut it and checked the piping underneath the sink. Cobwebs lingered in the far corner. When she pulled her head out, she felt an icy wave splash over her.

      Standing in the bathtub was a boy with denim overalls and a friendly jack-o’-lantern mask slightly tilted to the right side.

      “Ashton,” Rachel whispered.

      The boy raised his arm and finger, pointing at the mirror behind her. In her peripherals, Rachel saw the intimidating middle-aged man wearing the stained muscle shirt. She twisted back and shined the flashlight into her own reflection. No one. When she went to speak to Ashton again, the boy had vanished.

      Rachel moved out of the bathroom and joined Peak in the small bedroom. A wardrobe stood at the far back wall. Apart from that, the room had no furnishings. Peak shook his head, having searched it. He stepped out past Rachel and went to the master bedroom. Rachel eyed the wardrobe. The world seemed to twist around it for a moment. She blinked, and reality returned to normal. She approached the wardrobe, grabbed the little wooden knobs, and pulled it open.

      Ashton cowered in the corner, holding himself tightly and trembling. Rachel took a knee. “Hey, I want to help you. Will you let me?”

      Ashton spoke through his mask. His voice was as small as a summer breeze. “He hid him away.”

      “Who?” Rachel asked.

      “Father.”

      A shotgun cocked. The hairs on Rachel’s neck rose. She slowly craned her neck to look at the hulking man in a sweat-stained muscle shirt, suspenders, and khakis. His graying black hair was cropped short and gelled over. Silver flakes sprinkled his mustache and beard, which ran together and covered up the bottom third of his long face. Smelling of alcohol, he glared at her with black irises and held his hunting shotgun level to his beer belly. There was gravel in his angry voice. “I told you not to come back here.”

      The man pulled the trigger.

      Rachel dived to the floor. Buckshot peppered the back of the wardrobe and Ashton’s jack-o’-lantern mask. She dashed out of the bedroom and slammed the door behind her. Peak quickly rushed from the master bedroom with alarm.

      “I saw Ashton—the one who led me here that night. He said his father hid someone away.”

      “Was he referring to the bones downstairs?”

      “I don’t know,” Rachel said. “I thought those were Ashton’s.”

      As Rachel darted down the steps, she saw a middle-aged woman in a blue-and-white dress march down the entrance hallway. She turned into the kitchen and slammed the door. Peak didn’t hear anything.

      Rachel opened up the small square door built into the stairs and crawled inside. Peak followed. Like stringy gray hair, cobwebs dangled from the inclining ceiling. The higher the steps, the more head space the detectives found. The dust on the floor had been disturbed. The skeletal boy that rested here Halloween night had been exhumed and taken back to the morgue for a closer examination. They were Ashton’s remains, but if he lived upstairs, who lived behind the secret latch at the back of this room?

      Staying low, Rachel removed the horizontal metal bar from the face of the small door and opened into the hidden room where she had discovered Mallory Stix. On her palms and knees, Rachel scurried inside. The ceiling was low and forced her to bow her head when she stood upright. A metal bed frame and thin mattress wrapped in clear plastic pressed against back wall. A tall lamp stood in the corner of the room, along with a collapsible TV tray. There were once old toys, but now they were locked away in evidence. Etched into every wall was the phrase “This is your home.” It repeated countlessly. The curved letters were crude and crooked.

      Peak took in the sight of the room. “Remember the basement of the estate?”

      It was a hard place to forget. The basement of the rented home was barren apart from a rusted bed frame like this one. Rachel had discovered a single phrase carved into the cement wall above it. “This is your home.”

      Ashton crawled out from under the rusty bed frame. Buckshot still peppered his mask.

      “Whose room is this?” Rachel asked the Orphan.

      His expression was unreadable behind the black triangular eyes. “My little brother.”

      Rachel felt a tugging. She stumbled back and saw the middle-aged man and his frizzy-haired wife standing behind her.

      “Do not talk about him in my house!” the man shouted.

      Rachel opened her mouth to speak but only saw the brief barrel flash of the shotgun before half of her face splattered the wall with skull and brain.

      Seeing blackness, Rachel sank to the floor in a heap. Crimson dotted across the floorboards and swirled around Detective Peak’s shoes. He saw none of it.  

      “Rachel?” a faraway voice called. “Rachel.”

      Rachel blinked. She was standing in the center of the room, where she had been before the blast. The Delinquents were gone. Peak had his hand on her shoulder. He stared at her with his intense, coal-like eyes. “What happened?”

      She felt sick to her core. “I have to go.”

      Leaving no room for debate, she scurried out of the room, into the entrance hall, and dashed outside. When she got to the curbside, she spewed her dinner on the street. After spitting a few more times, she bent backward to face the night sky and wiped tears from her eyes. The sides of her skull crushed her brain. She blinked, seeing the flash of the shotgun barrel.

      Peak cleared his throat.

      Rachel didn’t hear him approach.

      “You want a drink?” He stood beside her.

      Rachel shook her head.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not really,” Rachel swallowed more saliva.

      “Forensics cleared the place out pretty good,” Peak explained. “We won’t get anything from there.”

      “I know,” Rachel replied. “There’s only one way we’re going to find out who lived in that room.”
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      Despite winter being just weeks away, the Highlands medical examiner’s office was still pumping its AC on full blast. Coroner Woodrow Gates slid on his blue disposable gloves and opened the body locker. He withdrew the screeching metal table, pulling it into view of the detectives. A small, slack-jawed skeleton smiled at Rachel.

      “He has been identified as Ashton Malone. Eight-year-old. COD: starvation.” Gates turned his intense silver eyes to Rachel, awaiting a response.

      Rachel scanned the tiny, fragile bones, which had turned brittle and yellow with age. “When?”

      “1978, give or take a year,” Gates said.

      Peak’s expression was willfully detached.

      The room around them consisted of a wall of body lockers that were sadly full, a desk with organized stacks of files on top, a sink and lab area, and a metal slab where the autopsies were performed with a series of shiny sharp tools, saws, and rubber tubes. The room’s smell could not be easily forgotten: a chemical stink that was the result of disinfectants and embalming fluid.

      Rachel asked Gates to excuse her and Peak for a moment.

      “I’d rather not,” the white-haired coroner replied. “Every time you come in here, you mess with my bodies. I don’t know if it’s some sick fetish thing, or you two have an odd sense of fun.”

      Peak glared at him. “And you’ll never know the answer to those questions. Leave us be.”

      “Not until I get an explanation,” Gates said.

      Rachel sighed. “Whenever I touch a cadaver, I can see how they died.”

      Peak’s eyes widened. He was completely taken off guard by Rachel’s confession.

      Gates straightened out his lab coat. “Fine. Don’t tell me.”

      He marched out of the room and slammed the door. Rachel watched the observation window until she saw him vanish down the hall and then removed the glove on her right hand. Her hand trembled as she touched the small skull’s forehead. The bone was dry, crusty, and rough like sandpaper. The room and Detective Peak faded into blackness. The air became very still. Her body felt as light as a feather. In a split second, Rachel Harroway was Ashton Malone. They shared thoughts, emotions, memories, and the eight-year-old’s last day.

      Darkness.

      Dust.

      A cold chill.

      Ashton sat alone in the abyss. He couldn’t see his own hands. A soft scratching filled his big ears. It was that rat again, come back to nibble on him while he slept. Ashton slept often and dreamt of blackness. Sometimes, when he awoke, he wouldn’t know if he was still dreaming. No light shone under the door beneath the stairs. Day or night, night or day, time didn’t matter in this place.

      Ashton screamed, his voice crackly and dry. He didn’t yell to attract help. He knew that wasn’t coming. He shouted to remember he was alive. Was he? Ashton was unsure, so he shouted again.

      “Rest now, Ashton,” said a figure in white.

      “I’m… thirsty,” Ashton replied. Cotton stuffed his empty mouth. He gnawed on his tongue as a substitute for lack of food. “Hungry...”

      “Rest now.”

      Ashton blinked. Or at least he thought he did because the figure suddenly vanished. He tried to remember how he got here, but he could barely remember his name. A horrible smell wafted into the dark place, like that dead cat he found on the roadside that one day. Smell. His thought seemed like a whisper. Dinner.

      He shut his eyes. His mind rewound through hours of darkness. His imagination bloomed.

      Ashton stood on the sidewalk opposite his house. The leaves on the tree in the front yard were all shades of red and orange. He looked down at himself, seeing he was in overalls and boots, holding a jack-o’-lantern mask. Across the street, a few other children ran by, dressed in costumes. Lagging behind the crowd was a child with a jack-o’-lantern mask and overalls, just like Ashton. Only this child had a backpack. Ashton’s backpack. In still silence, Ashton watched the boy push open the metal fence, hike up the stairs, and vanish into the house.

      Ashton shivered, a cold chill coming over him. He hugged himself and studied the building. Somehow, he knew he was still in that dark place under the stairs, even though he was standing under the sun. Even stranger, he knew that boy that went inside was him, and he was here. How he was standing in two places at once made no logical sense, yet it felt natural.

      The next moment, he was in the entrance hall of his home. Family pictures decorated the wall. Old ones of Grandma and Grandpa, Uncle Gene, Aunt Zelda, and cousins Becky and Robert. The boy in the jack-o’-lantern mask walked by him and upstairs, vanishing from view.

      Ashton waited. He watched the side table pressed next to the wall by the stairs. Ceramic vases stood on top with the wildflowers he had picked for his mom.  

      The faucet turned on in the kitchen.

      Ashton walked that way, passing through the living room. The wooden box TV was playing a black-and-white program, but he couldn’t hear the words or see the picture. He remembered being jealous that his parents didn’t buy a colored television like most of his friends had.

      A few moments later, the boy, still in costume but now lacking his backpack, descended the stairs and entered to the dining room, where Mother sat. She wore a pale-blue-and-white sleeveless scoop-neck dress with an unpressed pleated skirt. Her greying hair was in a loose bun, and she had a sorrowful face. Her eyes were red rimmed and droopy. Wrinkles creased her mole-spotted forehead. Like every other day when Ashton came home from school, she was crying and drinking a glass of wine.

      The boy ran to her and wrapped his arms around her. She returned the embrace.

      “Don’t be sad,” the boy commanded sweetly.

      With the tip of her finger, Mother wiped away a tear. “Momma’s not sad, sweetie. Why don’t you run along and play?”

      “I wanna play with him,” the boy said.

      Mother smiled sadly. “Not today, sweetie. Father would be very angry.”

      “Father’s always angry,” the boy said and pouted.

      Mother held him tighter. “That’s because he provides for this family.”

      “Shouldn’t family make him happy?”

      Mother was at a loss for words.

      The front door knob jiggled.

      Mother went stiff. She let go of the boy and gave him a kiss on his mask. “Go now.”

      The boy hurried to the living room, dropped down on the couch, and acted as if he’d been there watching TV all day.  

      Father stomped inside and slammed the door behind him. He reeked of alcohol and turned directly into his office, where he swiftly tore off his suit jacket and button-up, balled them up, and threw them on a nearby chair. In a stained muscle shirt, suspenders, and slacks, he rounded the desk, unlocked the top drawer, and withdrew a bottle of amber liquid. Above the fireplace hung his prized hunting shotgun. He looked at it for an uncomfortably long amount of time before unscrewing the bottle’s lid.

      After drinking down half of the bottle, he squeezed its neck tightly and clenched his eyes even tighter. Shaking, he threw the glass against the wall. On impact, it erupted into millions of crystalline shards.

      Mother stayed seated at the dining room table, clasping her hands together to keep them from shaking.  

      Finished with his drink, Father stormed into the dining room and stopped at the nose of the table. “It’s gone.”

      “How much?” Mother asked nervously.

      “All of it. That rat David cheated me. I had Aces in the pocket. I was loaded, and he cheated me out of my money. ”

      “Oh…” Mother panicked but tried to keep a cheery face. “Maybe next time. We can put our money into other investments, like farming.”

      Father glared at her. “Farming up here? Are you stupid?”

      “I’m sorry, Henry,” the woman replied.

      “Cards is how my father makes money. Cards is how I make money.” He walked into the kitchen, balled his fist, and swiftly swiveled back to Mother. “Where’s dinner?”

      Mother quickly got up. “I forgot.”

      “Forgot? You trying to starving me, woman?”

      “No, I—”

      “I work all day to put food on this table, and all I ask of you is to take five minutes away from your day and make something.”

      Mother scrambled to the kitchen door. “I’ll start right now.”

      Father struck her as she walked by, sending her to the floor. “I can’t live with you screwing up all the time.”

      The boy stepped inside and stared at his mother. One half of her face was glowing red.  

      “Go and play, Ashton,” Mother pleaded.

      “Get out, Ashton,” Father barked. “This does not concern you.”

      The boy felt his mouth dry up and terror crawling at his mind. With watering eyes, he mustered what little strength he could. “I want you two to stop fighting.”

      Father glared at him with hateful eyes. “You want to end up like your brother? Get!”

      The boy lent his hands to his mother, helping her rise up.

      “Don’t you help her,” Father commanded.

      The boy didn’t listen. “You’re angry all the time. You make Momma cry.”

      Father’s anger boiled. “I said get!”

      The boy took Mother’s shaking hands and helped her steady herself.

      Father grabbed a chair and hurled it across the room. It missed the boy and slammed into the wall. “I have had enough with you disobedient children!”

      He stomped past Mother and toward the study.

      “I’m sorry, Henry,” Mother said, rubbing her sore cheek. “I’ll get started on dinner now.”

      “Too late for that!” Father yelled from the hall and slammed the study door.

      Both mother and son watched and waited.

      “Can we leave, Momma?” the boy asked. “I don’t want to be in this house anymore.”

      “I don’t either,” Mother whispered. “But we can’t go. No yet. Not until Father’s mood has passed. Understand?”

      “So he won’t be angry and chase us?”

      “Yes, Ashton. Very smart, and so we can get your brother.”

      The study door opened and slammed against the wall.

      Heavy footfalls approached. The boy’s heart thumped with the rhythm of the boots.

      Mother whispered, “Let me talk.”

      Father rounded the corner with his hand clenching the neck of a shotgun. “You thinking about leaving, aren’t you? Take what’s left in savings and go? Huh? Is that it? Speak, woman!”

      “No—”

      “This is my house, woman. You will not go anywhere unless I say so.”

      “Please, Henry. I can’t take any more.” Mother’s face turned ugly with tears. “I only want you to be happy. Like you were when we first met.”

      “Sit down.” Father raised the weapon. “I said sit down.”

      Mother grabbed the top of the chair and lowered herself to the hard wooden seat. “Please, put away the gun.”

      The boy stepped between his mother and the shotgun barrel.

      The father glared at him with nearly black eyes. “Boy. Move.”

      Teeth chattering, the boy held his ground.

      Face turning bloodred, the old drunk grabbed the boy by the scruff of his neck and yanked him off his feet.

      “Henry, please,” Mother begged. “He’s only a boy.”

      The father ignored her as he dragged the boy into the hallway. He opened the latch for the under-stairs compartment and shoved the boy inside. His palms landed on the dusty wooden floorboards, and his mask fell off, revealing a mop of greasy black hair and dark eyes like his father. Ashton crawled in after the boy. When the latch closed, the light went with it.

      Father yelled through the house. “This family. This business. It’s all falling apart thanks to you!”

      Mother’s voice was muffled. “Please, Henry. This isn’t you. You’re drunk.”

      “You want to talk about drunk? I’ll make you a drink.”

      “Please, Henry. Think about the children.”

      Father’s voice sounded from the kitchen. “The child we brought into this world, or your lover’s bastard?”

      Mother sobbed.

      Father’s voice was nearly lost through the walls. “Drink up… You love wine. It’s a lover’s drink, you said. I know you’ve known quite a few lovers… Do it.”

      “Yes, Henry.”

      The boy pushed on the latch. It didn’t budge. He tried putting his shoulder into it. Nothing, but a new purple bruise. Ashton was now in the dark place, too, seated beside the boy. His doppelgänger.

      Father’s words were quiet and indistinguishable. Something thumped in the dining room. Several moments later, footfalls could be heard through the walls and entering into the adjacent study.

      “We’ll be happier now,” Father’s muffled voice said. “Yes. We’ll all be happier now.”  

      The boy frantically looked around the dark place. He needed to save his mother, and he couldn’t do it alone. He felt his way to the small square door at the far end of the room. A metal bar slid between two rings nailed to the wall on either side of the small door. The boy’s tiny hands found it and felt the chalky metal on his soft fingertips. Quietly, he removed it. Something stopped him from opening the latch, though. His father’s words swirled in his thoughts. “That room is his home. Not ours. Keep away, Ashton. He doesn’t deserve you.” Thinking of his mother’s well-being, the boy grabbed the tiny knob and opened the door.  

      The room beyond was stiff. A tall lamp stood in the corner and cast a bloom of pale-yellow light across the unpainted ceiling. Martin sat cross-legged on the floor, his frail hand teetering a little toy rocking horse. His big dark eyes met with the boy’s. Skin the color of curdled milk stretched over his thin body. Greasy black hair tumbled over his eyes, ears, and down the back of his neck.

      “Time for supper already?” the brother asked. All across the walls behind him was a single phrase Father had taught him. This is your home.

      “Momma’s in trouble,” the boy said. “We need to save her.”

      Without further explanation, the boy crawled back into the under-stairs compartment and slammed his shoulder into the door. A bolt of pain jolted through his shoulder, collarbone, and arm. Soft scuffling sounded behind him. He turned back to see his brother’s dark silhouette. His voice was high pitched and cracked. “Why didn’t you ever help me?”

      “I’m helping you now,” the boy explained as he rubbed his upper arm. “Let’s get this door open.”

      Squatting low to the ground, the brother watched with a cocked head.

      “Are you deaf?” the boy said. “Momma’s in trouble. You love Momma, right?”

      The brother stared with bugged eyes.

      “Martin!” the boy exclaimed.

      The brother snapped out of his daze. Still squatted, he waddled over to the latch. After counting down from three, they hit the door. It rattled but did not give. They reset, got into a better position, and rammed into it again.

      A thunderous boom echoed through the house.

      Silence.

      Both of the children stood very still for a moment. The brother named Martin slammed his bony shoulder into the door and staggered back. He tried again.

      Ashton and his doppelgänger both observed the study wall where the sound had originated. They recognized it as the noise of their father’s gun.

      The boy joined his brother, and together they slammed against the door with all their might, sending both of them toppling out onto the hallway floor.

      Lying prone, Martin scanned the quiet house with his eyes. A half smile crept up the side of his face. He rose up at the same time as the boy and put his hands on his shoulders.

      “What are you doing?” the boy whispered. “Momma’s waiting for us in the kitchen.”

      Martin’s smile was wide and wicked. Without warning, he shoved his hands into the boy’s chest, sending him back into the under-stairs compartment.

      “Martin?” the boy called in confusion as he started crawling to the latch.

      “Stay there,” his brother said and slammed the latch door in his face. “This is your home now.”

      A swirl of confusion hit the boy. None of this made sense. They needed to be helping Momma. He tried pushing open the latch, but something held it. The sideboard by the steps dragged across the floor and blocked off all light.

      “Martin!” the boy screamed.

      His brother’s voice sounded like a muted jingle. “This is your home, this your home, this your home.”

      “Martin, please!” the boy pleaded, hammering his fist on the latch door.

      Small footsteps pattered to the hall. The back door opened but never shut.

      Suddenly, Ashton and the boy were one again, their back resting against the wall. The memory had faded. All that remained was darkness. Days went. Nights passed. His mouth went dry. His eyelids fell.

      “Where’s Martin?” he asked himself. “Momma needs help.”  

      

      Rachel pulled herself from the darkness with a great gasp. She was lying on her back on the morgue’s icy floor. Peak stood over her, watching her with a pensive expression. He extended his hand. Rachel took it. Her legs felt wobbly. She balanced herself on the metal slab full of bones.

      “You had a seizure,” said Peak.

      Rachel closed her eyes. She could feel Ashton’s hunger in his belly. The confusion in his mind. She tasted dust and smelt his sweat. Goose bumps speckled her body. She hugged herself for warmth she seemingly hadn’t felt in days. A question swirled in her thoughts. Where’s Martin?

      Drained emotionally, physically, and mentally, Rachel said to her partner, “I know the Poisoner’s name.”
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      The leather office chair ate Rachel up. She wanted nothing more than to close her eyes and sleep for a week. She felt Peak’s eyes on her and opened one of her own to look back at him.

      “You good?” he asked harshly.

      Rachel readjusted her posture and nodded. She rolled her chair closer to his desk as Peak’s skeletal fingers clacked on the keyboard. In the bullpen around her, a few officers with dark circles under their eyes and holding their third cup of coffee gave her curt nods. The case robbed them of their sleep, too.

      “About time,” Peak grumbled as he pulled up Martin Malone’s name on the database. There was no picture. Only a birthday in ’72, a brief physical description, and scanned police report dated November 8, 1978. The account described a robbery at a local candy store. A “feral” child was caught in the act of stealing and brought into the station for questioning. After hours of silence, he revealed himself to be Martin Malone and described where he lived. Unable to reach his parents via telephone, the officer drove the boy to his home. The mother’s body was at the kitchen table, poisoned by a mix of rat poison and wine. The father was found in the study, killed by a self-inflicted gunshot wound. A number of photos on the wall revealed that a boy, Ashton Malone, lived in the house, though he was never recovered. Martin was sent to Woodhall: a children’s hospital and orphanage.

      “Any information beyond that?” Rachel asked.

      Peak cracked his knuckles. “That’s all that’s listed about Martin Malone.”

      “See if we can reach out to Woodhall. Maybe they’ll have records of him.”

      Peak opened the web browser and found a few news articles on the orphanage. Peak read the summary. “Shut down in 1984 for negligence, child abuse, and malpractice. Listen to this: twin nurses Dina and Vera were held responsible for the crimes committed against the orphans, such as child experimentation and other detestable acts. When the police arrived at Woodhall, Dina turned a gun on Vera, killed her, and then took her own life. The orphanage was shut down and never reopened.”

      Peak closed the article and opened another on a paranormal website. With a smirk, he skimmed through a small-time paranormal investigator’s account of a night at Woodhall. “There you go, Harroway. He heard noises, voices, children’s laughter, and even swore that one of the twin nurses tried to seduce him.”

      Rachel shook her head. “He’s another pretender trying to farm website clicks.”

      “Or he has the Gift,” Peak said with a mischievous smile.

      “Yeah, right,” Rachel deadpanned. “Is Woodhall still around?”

      Peak swiveled back to the computer monitor. “Doesn’t say. We’ll have to pay it a visit. It’s outside of Mars Hill. Two-hour drive from here.”

      Rachel checked the time. The hour made her cringe.

      “We can go tomorrow,” Peak said, reading her expression.

      “Let’s just hope that the Poisoner can wait too,” Rachel replied.

      Peak stood from his seat and put on his jacket. “Rest up, Harroway. I’m serious.”

      The ride back to Hadley House was tedious. The heater blasted Rachel. She found herself nodding off multiple times. She dreamt of a family that wasn’t her own and the dark place beneath the stairs. Where’s Martin? She opened her eyes, seeing an oak growing fast in her windshield. Rachel quickly turned the steering wheel and slammed the brakes. Her tires screamed. The Impala swerved and spun out in the center of the road.

      Releasing her breath, Rachel leaned her head back. She pried her fingers from the steering wheel and warmed them by the heater. It was sixty-four degrees outside, but it felt like thirty to Rachel. She felt the memories of Ashton wiggle their way into her thoughts. She felt sick in the pit of her stomach. The Reality, the Gift, and the suffering that followed didn’t feel worth it. Keep it together, Rachel. People will die if you don’t. She tried to give herself a steely resolve but felt brittle.

      Checking the rearview for any cars, Rachel backed up and straightened out. The twin peaks of Hadley House appeared above the tree line. She arrived at her big hollow house. After checking her pockets for her cellphone and wallet, she stepped out of the car. The trees flanking either side of the house had lost their leaves. A feeling of loneliness followed her sluggish footsteps as she marched up to the front porch, which wrapped around one side of the house. In the night breeze, the old rocking chairs teetered. She remembered late nights with Brett in those chairs. They’d have cold refreshments and gaze at the stars. She realized how good things were with her ex-husband. They argued, like all couples, but compared to Ashton’s home, Rachel was living in paradise. And you threw it all away for hurt and a calling that never ends. Rachel couldn’t think about it. She wasn’t really a crier anymore, so the sadness would only ferment inside.

      She sifted through her dense key ring and small plastic grocery store cards until she found her house key. She shoved it into the lock and twisted. No clicking sound. With a crinkled brow, she tried the copper knob. It opened with ease.

      Someone had broken inside.

      Charged with a burst of adrenaline, Rachel swiftly withdrew her pistol and folded her hands around the grip. As silent and as smooth as a cat, she slipped into her home and gently closed the door behind her. She winced when it clicked shut.

      The floorboards groaned beneath her steps. Her heart raced as she thought about someone being in her house. Did he finally find me? Rachel wondered, remembering the Poisoner’s final words before he walked away. “Not like this.” Did he want to kill her in her own home? Was that his plan the whole time? Rachel’s eyes adjusted to the darkness. She leaned into the living room, panning her gun across the various corners and other dark places. The Colt 1911 felt clunky in her hand. It wasn’t her gun. She slipped past the grandfather clock, hearing the soft tick in her right ear.

      The kitchen was empty. She turned on the light to make sure and gave the pantry door a once-over. She focused, trying to listen to what the Sense was telling her. The Gift seemed silent. She questioned whether she’d left the door unlocked when she left home today. Never. Having secured the first floor, she proceeded up the stairs. That did little to raise her spirits as she reached the hallway on the second floor. The door to her master bedroom was wide open. Like a moth drawn to flame, she marched that way, keeping an eye on the other bedroom and bathroom doors lining the hall. She stepped into her room and pointed at the clump in her bed.

      Keeping the gun trained on the concealed target, Rachel used her free hand to grab the corner of the covers and pull back swiftly. The moment the covering was removed from the body, the figure sat up.

      “Hands up,” Rachel barked.

      The figure obliged.

      Rachel quickly flipped the light switch. With raised arms and an alarmed expression, Mallory Stix was sitting on Rachel’s bed. Her big blue eyes locked with Rachel’s, and the two were at a standstill for a moment. Glancing around the room a final time, Rachel placed her firearm back into its holster and crossed her arms. “How did you get in here?”

      “Ashton and my other friends showed me,” she said sheepishly. “You’re angry, aren’t you?”

      Rachel ran her hand over her scalp. “No, you scared me. That’s all.” Rachel sat on the edge of the bed. “Why aren’t you at the orphanage?”

      “I wanted to be here.”

      “Do they know that you’ve left?”

      With pursed lips, the little girl shook her head.

      Rachel pulled out her cellphone.

      Mallory crawled over to her and put her hand on the phone. “Don’t call them. I don’t like it there.”

      “I know, but—” Rachel cut herself off. She wasn’t fooling anyone. The place was horrible. “All right, I can set up one of the guest bedrooms for you.”

      Rachel rose and began to walk away but turned back when Mallory called her name. Surrounding the little girl were the eight victims from Halloween night, Ashton, and Martha Stix, who sat behind Mallory with her hands locked together over the little girl’s torso. The Orphans glared at Rachel with expectation. The mother tightened her grip on Mallory.

      “Leave her be,” Rachel told the restless dead.

      The Orphans frowned at her. Bile and blood dripped from their lower lips.

      Rachel held her ground. “I’ve had a long day. There’s nothing that can be done right at the moment. Release the girl.”

      The victims marched to Rachel and formed a circle around her. She could smell the candy on their breath, though she couldn’t feel any air coming from their mouths. Their bodies trembled lightly. One of them had a twitching right eye.

      Rachel gnashed her teeth. “Go. All of you.”

      “Rachel,” Mallory called out as her mother squeezed her tighter. “She’s hurting me.”

      “Close your eyes, Mallory. Really tight,” Rachel said as she closed her own.

      The words of the victims flooded her ears. “Help us. Help us. Help us.”

      The plea crescendoed, becoming angrier and more aggressive. Rachel clenched her eyes tighter and covered her ears. Mallory screamed.

      “Keep your eyes closed!” Rachel shouted above the noise.

      “I’m trying!” the child screamed back.

      As if all the wind got sucked out of the room, the noise instantly ceased. Rachel opened her eyes and saw that the Orphans had vanished. Mallory was still in the bed. She hugged herself and had her eyelids clenched tightly. Rachel reached a hand out, hesitated for a moment, then put it on the girl’s shoulder. The child trembled.

      “They’re gone,” Rachel told her.

      Mallory opened both of her big blue eyes and let relief wash over her. She gave Rachel an unexpected hug. “Why was Mom trying to hurt me?”

      Rachel rubbed her hand down the child’s back. “I don’t think she was trying to hurt you, but she can’t help it. It would be wise if you didn’t see her.”

      “She is my mom,” Mallory replied.

      “I know, sweetie. But this isn’t her world anymore. She doesn’t understand what she is doing, and that’s what makes her dangerous,” Rachel explained.

      “Will she ever find a place where she belongs?” Mallory asked.

      Rachel gave her a brief tight squeeze before taking her arms away. “Once I stop Mr. Caro, yes. You can sleep in my bed tonight.”

      “Where will you sleep?”

      “I’ll probably crash on the couch or in one of the guest beds,” Rachel said, not exactly overjoyed by the prospect.

      Mallory opened her mouth to say something, closed it, and then shyly said, “Can you stay with me?”

      The request took Rachel off guard. She didn’t know what to say or her position on the matter. On one hand, she knew the girl needed as much emotional support as possible, but to share a bed with her as if she were her daughter... If anyone in the precinct even knew that Mallory had run to Rachel’s home in the first place, that would spark controversies. Rachel could look a killer in the face, speak to the most grotesque body you could imagine, and plunge into the darkest place in search of a clue, but she was lost when it came to how to deal with Mallory Stix. Should she be soft and gentle, hiding the child from the evils of the world, or should she be hardened and tough, teaching Mallory lessons in self-sufficiency that would carry her throughout this lonely journey?

      “I’m going to call the orphanage,” Rachel declared.

      Mallory’s face sank with sorrow.

      Rachel dialed the number. “I’ll tell them that I found you on my way home and that you’ll be spending the evening here.”

      Mallory’s face lit up.

      “It’s only temporary,” Rachel reminded her, then she left a message with the late-night orphanage worker.

      “Will you sleep in here then?”

      Martin’s room came to mind, and she reminded herself that Mallory had spent days in that terrible place. “Yeah. Sure.”

      Mallory’s expression lit up even brighter. Her eyes began to water.

      Rachel headed into the bathroom to take a long, hot shower. She washed away the gunk and dirt from Ashton’s house and the chemical smell from the morgue. Letting the water splash down her face and cascade down her body, Rachel felt truly free. She turned off the shower dial and donned the nightgown that she’d brought into the bathroom with her. She met eyes with the tired woman in the hazy mirror. You’re forty-one years old and unmarried. What are you doing with a child in your house? Rachel didn’t know. For so long, life was work and a small circle of friends. From an objective point of view, the girl lying in her bed complicated things beyond measure.

      Rachel exited the bathroom as she dried her hair with a towel. The light behind her spilled across the bed and over Mallory, who was fast asleep under the covers, which she must’ve pulled from the floor. Rachel climbed into bed and lay on her ex-husband’s side. Unable to store her gun under the pillow, she put it within arm’s reach on the floor and pulled the covers up to her chin.

      She looked at the back of Mallory’s head, listening to the girl’s mumbles.

      Rachel closed her eyes.

      “Rachel?” Mallory asked softly.

      Rachel kept her eyes closed. “Hmm?”

      “Can I come with you tomorrow?”

      Rachel chuckled. “You don’t know where I’m going.”

      “I want to help my friends,” Mallory said with a determined spirit. “I want to be strong like you.”

      Rachel yawned. “Sleep tight, Mallory. We can decide tomorrow.”

      Just when Rachel thought that it would be another restless night, sleep took her quickly, and she dreamt of nothing. She felt the sunlight kiss her cheek. Her eyes found the morning sun streaming through the window. The forecast was calling for cloud cover. Maybe it hadn’t reached Rachel’s home yet. She sat up, noticing that the covers on Mallory’s side of the bed were folded back and the girl was missing.

      Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Rachel called out, “Mallory?”

      No reply.

      The cold ground did not welcome Rachel’s feet kindly. She slid on her slippers and took hold of the Colt 1911. She checked the bathroom. “Mallory?”

      The door to the bedroom was slightly ajar. Rachel pushed through and started down the hallway. She called for the girl again and didn’t see her until she reached the small balcony railing that eventually turned and ran alongside the steps.

      Mallory sat on a bench in the living room. With a sketch pencil, she drew on Rachel’s old easel. Seeing the girl and the easel reminded Rachel of her artistic days. There were no shoot-outs then, no disturbing family dramas, just a pen, paper, and hours to kill every evening. From Rachel’s vantage point, she could only see the back of the easel and the eight-year-old’s focused face.

      As quietly as she could, Rachel approached the girl and slipped around her. If Mallory had noticed, it didn’t stop her from drawing. A beautiful woman’s face was sketched across the easel. She had a sharp but pretty nose, closed eyes with nice lashes, and a defined jaw. The artistry was very well done.

      “I’m very impressed,” Rachel complimented.

      Mallory smiled back at her. Her purple half-moons underlined her big blue eyes. “I couldn’t sleep last night, so I decided to draw.”

      “You did a good job,” Rachel said.

      Mallory gave her a doubtful look.

      Rachel said, “I’m serious. I was an artist for many years. I know talent when I see it.”

      Mallory smiled to herself and went back to drawing.

      Rachel hunched beside her, wondering if she could return to the art career. Stupid, thought, Rachel told herself. Orphans are much more important.

      “Who is she?” Rachel asked Mallory.

      Mallory giggled.

      The cuteness of the response prompted Rachel to grin. “What?”

      “It’s you, silly.” Mallory giggled again.

      Rachel examined the woman in the portrait. “Where are the crow’s feet and age marks?”

      Mallory crinkled her brow.

      “These.” Rachel pointed to the lines branching out from the corners of her eyes.

      “No one notices those,” Mallory said with honesty.

      “Uh-huh, and the moon is made of cheese.” Shaking her head and laughing, Rachel headed to the kitchen. Are they really not that noticeable? Rachel wondered as she opened the cupboard and removed her metal canister containing her various teas. Before she closed the latch, she eyed the second, larger metal cylinder decorated with a multicolored floral design. Rachel popped off the top and examined the baggies of herbs, roots, and toxic spices used to make her special smoothie. She paused. Dare she…

      Little footsteps entered the kitchen behind her. Rachel put the top back on and placed the cylinder on the shelf. She closed the cupboard and faced the girl, scanning the kitchen.

      “Hungry?” Rachel asked.

      Mallory nodded.

      “I’ll take you someplace before we drop you off. Deal?”

      Mallory cast her gaze at her little feet.

      “Look,” Rachel said, hating seeing the girl upset. “I can’t take you with me.”

      Mallory turned her bright blue eyes to Rachel. “I understand.”

      In some weird way, that convicted Rachel. “Want some tea before he head out?”

      “Is it sweet tea?” Mallory asked, getting excited.

      “Not exactly,” Rachel replied. “But let me add some honey to it and we’ll see.”

      Rachel put the kettle on the stove. As it boiled, Peak called.

      “I was about to head out,” Rachel told the detective.

      “No need. I’ll pick you up. After your experience last night, I don’t want you falling asleep at the wheel.”

      “Aren’t you a gentleman,” Rachel replied and gestured for Mallory to sit at the table.  

      “Not exactly. I made egg, cheese, and bagel sandwiches. Some have ham, and others have bacon. I made a lot, so eat them, please.”

      Rachel brought the hot kettle over to Mallory’s mug. “If you got it, I’ll eat it.”

      Mallory sniffed the tea’s savory aroma and gave it a sip. Her eyes grew wide, and she spit it back into the mug.

      “Hot,” she said with a numb tongue.

      Rachel chuckled.

      “You’re in high spirits this morning,” Peak said suspiciously.

      “No, it’s just…” Rachel didn’t know what to say. It didn’t dawn on her until then that she felt good. Recharged. Rejuvenated. Even Ashton’s dark memories seemed hazy. Was it Mallory?

      “Weird,” Peak replied. “Anyway, I will be arriving in twenty minutes. Be waiting outside when I get there.”

      The call ended.

      Mallory took another sip from her mug. She gulped it down. “Was that Detective Peak?”

      “It was.” Rachel sipped her own tea.

      “Where are you going?”

      Rachel warmed her hands on the sides of the mug. Mallory watched and mimicked her, though Rachel didn’t notice. “There’s an abandoned orphanage where Martin—Mr. Caro—stayed at when he was younger. We’re going to see if any of the documentation from that time survived that could tell us where he moved to after the place shut down.”

      “Doesn’t sound that dangerous,” Mallory said.

      “Yeah,” Rachel replied. “It’s just tedious work, and there’s a pretty good chance it will turn out to be a dead end.”

      “If you had more people looking for it, I’m sure you could find it quickly,” said Mallory.

      Rachel took another sip. “I don’t know if the department would be of much help. They’re already swamped.” Rachel looked at the child. “But you weren’t talking about the department.”

      A sly grin curled up Mallory’s cute face.

      Rachel sighed. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “I’ll let you come along,” Rachel said.

      Mallory stood from her seat with a look of pure joy on her face.

      “Let me be very clear: this is a privilege, not a right. Any responsible adult would’ve brought you back to the orphanage last night. The only reason why I’m taking you along is because I know it won’t be dangerous and it will do your mind some good to get outside.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Mallory saluted.

      “Stay behind me, do everything I say, and do not salute or call me ma’am again. It makes me feel old.”

      “Yes, ma—Rachel.”

      “Finish your tea.”

      Mallory sat back down and gulped down her tea. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and ran up the stairs.

      “Where you are going?” Rachel asked from the table.

      Mallory grabbed the railing. “To change my clothes. I packed extra in my travel bag.”

      She hurried up the steps and out of sight.

      “Little rascal,” Rachel mumbled to herself. “She even brought a suitcase.”

      After Rachel finished her tea, she took a very quick morning shower, put her hair into a ponytail, and slipped it through the strap of her black baseball cap. Wearing a leather jacket, a grey T-shirt, jeans, and hiking boots in case of rough terrain, Rachel was ready to put on her belt, badge, and gun and head downstairs.

      Mallory was brushing her long brown hair at the bottom of the steps. She wore a headband, a cute blue-and-black sweater, fitted sweats, and little running shoes.

      “Sure you’re going to be warm enough in that?” Rachel asked.

      Mallory nodded enthusiastically.

      A car horn honked outside.

      Rachel and Mallory headed out of the front door. Peak’s rolled-up window muted his curse, but his moving lips made his stance on Mallory very clear.

      Rachel opened the passenger door and slipped inside. Mallory clambered into the backseat and put on her seat belt.

      Peak glared at Rachel. His slender body was tense, and his hands clenched the steering wheel. “Rachel, what is that in my backseat?”

      “She’s coming with us, Peak.”

      Peak shook his head. “No. No. Call Sunny Pines right now and have them pick her up.”

      Rachel put on her seat belt. “This is not up for debate.”

      Peak set his jaw. Fury burned behind his coal-like eyes.

      “We’re burning daylight,” Rachel reminded him.

      Peak put the car in drive and rolled on. He looked in the rearview. Mallory smiled at him.

      “Now you have double the psychics,” she said cheerily.

      Peak groaned. “Great. There’s two of them.”

      Withdrawing a few bagel sandwiches, Rachel handed the bag back to Mallory. She pulled out a couple, as well.

      The vein in Peak’s neck bulged. “There better be some left for me.”

      Taking a bite of her first sandwich, Mallory passed the bag up to Peak. He rested it on his lap and pulled out a single wrapped sandwich. It was the smallest one. All emotion fled from Peak’s face.

      “Here, grumpy.” Rachel threw one of her extras at him. It bounced off his chest. Thankfully, it was wrapped. Otherwise, he’d be wearing egg, cheese, and ham.

      The ride out of Highlands was always a treat, especially in the late fall. Fog hung over tall oaks with painted leaves the color of a raging fire: red, auburn, orange, and gold. The roads wound down the plateau’s face. The towering Appalachian Mountains stood mightily on the other side of the curving guardrail. A blue haze shrouded the mountains, making them ethereal in nature. An uncountable number of trees clothed them.

      It did not take long before they were on the state road, flanked by nature and man’s only stamp on God’s creation.

      Rachel watched the world blur by. Mallory was curled up like a pill bug on the backseat. Her brown locks fell over her face and her closed eyes.

      “This is illegal,” Peak said out of the blue.

      Rachel gave him a look. “Like we’ve never broken the law.”

      “We have a victim in one of our cases participating in the current investigation. McConnell’s not going to be happy. Especially after the little sit-down he gave us.”

      Rachel scratched her arm. “Let’s make sure he doesn’t find out.”

      Peak’s eyes stayed on the road. He opened up the middle console and removed a packet of Skittles. Driving with a knee, he opened the pack and sent a waterfall of sweets into his mouth. “What do you think will happen to her?”

      A few Skittles fell from his lips when he spoke. He caught them in the cup of his hand before tossing them into his gullet.

      “She’ll probably be adopted,” Rachel replied. “Get a good home. New family.”

      “You’re too optimistic. Her condition will plant her in a mental hospital before she’s eighteen.”

      Rachel took offense to that. “I’m going to teach her to hide it.”

      “Good luck,” Peak said dryly.

      Rachel glared.

      Peak continued. “Your Gift didn’t develop until you were in your thirties. She was born with it. How can she adapt to society when all of her friends are the victims of serial killers?”

      “Mallory’s a lot stronger and craftier than you think. She found a way out of the orphanage, traveled nearly fifteen miles, and got into my house without getting caught.”

      “Through hitchhiking and putting her trust in others. We know better than anyone that there aren’t that many good people in this world.”

      “There’s more than you think,” Rachel replied.  

      “Perhaps,” Peak said doubtfully. “Are you going to trust her with the lottery of adoptive couples?”

      “What are you suggesting?” Rachel asked.

      “I’m not suggesting anything,” Peak replied.

      “You want me to adopt her?” Rachel chuckled. “I’m not exactly mother material.”

      Peak turned to her for the first time in the conversation. “If you’re not going to take care of her, leave her be.”

      Rachel’s blood pressure rose. “She needs my help.”

      “You’re giving her false hope,” Peak said. “She’s dealing with the tragic loss of her mother and suffering major psychological damage from being in captivity. In one night, her life was stripped from her. She’s searching for something solid. You. And the more you get involved, the more she’ll want you. Need you, actually.”

      Like feeding a lost dog, Rachel thought with a sickening taste in her mouth. “She’s a human being, Peak. Not some animal.”

      Peak shrugged. “Do what you will, Harroway, but if you don’t want to have any responsibility, sever the connection with her. Otherwise, you’ll only hurt her, and she doesn’t need any more of that right now.”

      Rachel stared out the window. Peak’s words anchored into her mind and heart, pulling her into strife. He made a good point and raised another question. Why am I helping her? Was it out of empathy? False responsibility? Her own contentment? Or something else entirely? The more Rachel asked the question, the more conflicted she became. She made a pact with herself: today’s events would determine how much she’d invest into Mallory Stix’s life.

      Rachel turned back to the eight-year-old, struggling to imagine the child being part of her daily routine and what it would cost.

      The two-hour drive ended in a blink. Down a thin mountain pass and into a grove, Woodhall appeared in view. The three-story building had a symmetrical design with rows of windows across all three floors and a courtyard bordered by a cobblestone fence topped with rusty black spires. Vines inched their ways up the orphanage’s brick wall. Weeds with husks and coils of thorns ruined the courtyard’s prestigious aesthetics. The wooden benches decayed in place and were being slowly sucked into the earth. Someone had constructed a fire pit encircled by fallen bricks. The firewood within was sooty and blackened. The overcast skies cast a grey shadow across the condemned property. Crickets chirped while blackbirds waddled across the yard, digging small bugs out of the earth with their sharp beaks.

      Mallory awoke when the car stopped. She balled her fists as she stretched her arms. Yawning, she exited the vehicle. Peak and Rachel followed. They scanned their surroundings. By crushed dry leaves that littered the road, it appeared a vehicle had passed through here recently. Rachel guessed teenagers. Halloween was not that long ago, and what better place to throw a spooky party?

      Bolt cutters in hand, Peak approached the gate. He held up the broken chain to show Rachel. “We aren’t the first.”

      She involuntarily touched her weapon. Though extremely slim, there was a chance that the Poisoner was on their trail. Rachel had to be ready for anything.

      With a screech, the gate opened, and the feeding crows took flight. A few black feathers sprinkled the sky and rained down on the courtyard.

      “Martin Malone,” Peak said, more to remind himself than to inform Rachel. “We need to find the archives, if there’s anything still left.”

      “We both know that if there were better leads, we would’ve taken them,” Rachel replied.

      As she stepped through the threshold of the gate, a strong chill gripped her and set her teeth chattering.

      She looked back at Mallory. By the intense look on the little girl’s face, she was feeling it too. Peak, however, was unfazed.

      “Orphans are nearby,” Rachel informed the posse.

      “It’s an orphanage, Harroway,” Peak said dryly. “Perhaps our own orphan should stay in the car.”

      Mallory put her hands on her little hips. “I can take care of myself.”

      Peak rubbed his hands, figuratively washing them of any responsibility for the girl.

      “Very cute, Peak,” Rachel replied. “We’re the adults here. If anything happens to Mallory, we are both to blame.”

      “I have my own daughter to worry about,” Peak replied. “That’s more than enough for me to handle.”

      They marched through the courtyard, by the chirping bugs and the neglected fire pit, before stopping at the front door, boarded up with wooden two-by-fours. Peak observed the rusty nail heads that were hammered deep into the wood. He looked at the windows. The ones on the bottom floor had been hastily boarded up from within. Without a word, Peak returned to the vehicle.

      “Feel that?” Mallory asked quietly.

      Before Rachel could ask what, she felt another wave of cold pass by her, directly at the other side of the front door. It lingered there for a moment, like a host waiting to greet his guests. A moment passed. The cold dissipated.

      “Who do you think it is?” the child asked.

      Rachel recalled the story of the twin nurses but decided not to share it. “Stay away from anyone in here. We’re both Marked enough as it is. The last thing we need is more complications.”

      Peak returned with a pry bar. He gestured for the ladies to step aside and went to town on the wooden planks. After a few moments of watching Peak do all the hard work, Rachel and Mallory were clear to enter.

      The inside resembled that of most hospitals: cold tile floor, receptionist’s desk, waiting area, and a few branching hallways. Dusty darkness masked every path. Glass from a broken beer bottle crunched below Rachel’s heel. Spray-painted obscenities and male genitalia painted the hallway wall. More glass, red Solo cups, and other trash sprinkled the floors. Some of it appeared to be years old.

      “They must’ve found another way in,” Peak pointed out.

      The wooden planks Peak had removed on the front doors were ancient.

      The waiting area had rows of chairs that sat back to back and facing one another. There were a few small lampstands with old children’s books. Rachel brushed her hand over one. The front cover had a cartoon elephant. It was heavily weathered, and the coloring had faded. The brittle pages within fell from their bindings. Peak lifted one. Rachel put it back. Mallory called them over to the registry on the wall. It listed the different wings and their various rooms, suites, and doors. It would’ve been nice to have a map, but this would have to do.

      Mallory pointed upward to the plaque labeled Administration, only the A and a few other letters had been scraped away. It was located on the third floor. They headed toward the three elevators with elegant trim and pushed open the nearby door to the emergency flight of stairs.

      Quick footfalls moved on the steps high above them. Rachel withdrew her weapon and looked up at the sets of stairs running and ascending around the room. Mallory stepped beside Rachel, trying to steal a peek. There was the sound of grinding metal coming from the third-floor landing. Suddenly, a metal administrative desk flipped over the railing and went plummeting down on their heads. Rachel grabbed Mallory under her arms and pulled her away as the desk smashed into the ground with a resounding echo.

      Peak eyed Rachel nervously. She gestured to the desk. Peak shook his head. When Rachel turned back, the desk had vanished. She let go of Mallory and brushed her off. “You need to stay behind me,” Rachel warned her.

      Mallory apologized in such a way that Rachel couldn’t help but forgive her. Moving with Peak, they started up the steps. The hike was grueling, and Rachel was constantly checking for more falling objects. Thankfully, it was clear skies up to the third floor. They pulled open the door, revealing a stack of metal desks like the one that had dropped and vanished, stacked face-to-face. Peak tried to move them, but they were backed by more debris.

      Rubbing his dusty hands on his jeans, he took a step back. “This must be where the twins made their last stand.”

      “The police got to them eventually. Let’s find another way. I’m sure there’s another set of stairs leading up from the second floor.”

      Rachel, Peak, and Mallory descended to the second-floor door. They pushed it open. Dorms rested on one side of the hall. An infirmary rested on the opposite side. The interior windows of the infirmary had closed white curtains. Rachel felt something pull at her from within. On the other side of the curtain, she saw the shadowy silhouette of a doctor chatting with two nurses. Their words were muted. Rachel saw one of the nurses raise a syringe. Mallory gulped as she watched. She noticed Rachel’s hard face and mimicked her expression. The nurse with the syringe walked to the other side of the curtain. Her shadow grew larger but dimmer the farther it got. It vanished, and the other nurse and doctor followed.

      Peak moved forward, curiously glancing into ajar doors. Most of the rooms were occupied by a twin-sized bed and small desk and dresser. It made Sunny Oaks look like the Marriott. Some of the walls had children’s crayon drawings on them. Others had broken window glass across the bed and a number of bird droppings; one was very tidy and looked ready to move into. Rachel didn’t know why that creeped her out the most.

      They found a sign for another set of stairs in the employee-only area. It led them through a small hall with a janitorial closet and a room full of clothes hampers. There was a little hand-cranked elevator where clothes and dirty sheets could be lowered into the laundry facility on the first floor. It appeared not to have been used in many years, even before the place was abandoned.

      The stairs were in the same hall as these two rooms, but only connected the second and third floor. The door into the third-floor hallway was already breached. Judging by the dents on its metal surface, they knew it was the obvious target of police battering rams. The windows on this floor suffered more damage than most. There were mostly offices with cracked and punctured pebble glass on their doors. There was an employee lounge and a kitchen with a small bar. At the far end of the hall were the archives. One of the nearby office doors was open fully, spilling out old papers that had stuck to the hallway floor. A wind gust blew through the shattered window in that office. Its breeze tried to peel the paper from the floor like fingernails against a stubborn Band-Aid. The breeze also ruffled the feathers of the multitude of dead crows forming a line down to the archives’ double doors.

      Peak eyed them, his shoulders becoming tense.

      He sees it, Rachel thought with worry. The Gift is very strong here. Hot and cold splashed over Rachel as they neared the first bird. Her head began to cramp as if a vise had been placed on her temples and tightened. She knelt down and examined the carcass. Its yellow bones poked through its decaying flesh. There was a hole where one eye had been. Dried blood and other leaking fluids stained the floor around it. The cause of death was indiscernible.

      Peak walked parallel to the dead birds. His jaw was tight, and his fingers were coiled around his lowered pistol. His walk was steady, professional, and heading straight for the archives door. A bead of sweat dripped from his brow and plopped next to one of the birds.

      Rachel heard a soft scraping sound nearby. She looked down at the decomposing bird flapping one wing. It turned its little black head, looking at Rachel with its empty socket before taking flight. With broken wings, it flew through the hall, circled Peak’s head once—though he didn’t see it—before it beelined straight for Rachel.

      Instinct prompted her to dive out of the way just in time for it to swoop by and flutter down the hall and stairs beyond. That was when Rachel realized Mallory was gone. Dread and panic formed in the pit of her belly. She quickly got up, bouncing her eyes between the various office doors, trying to recall which were open when she passed by and which were not.

      “Mallory!” Rachel’s fearful cry echoed through the orphanage. She waited, hoping the child would make herself known. Each second that ticked by was excruciating. She remembered her encounter with Mallory and the Orphan pulling on her hair. Mallory never recovered from that. Natural or supernatural, whatever took the child could kill her.

      Rachel’s heart raced. She twisted back to where Peak was, only to see the archives door open, but no sign of her partner.

      The world spun. The Sense pulled at her from all sides. The papers stuck to the ground flapped their corners and peeled away along with the dead bird. The crow carcasses and decayed documents swirled in the air around Rachel. She guarded her face with her arms as the typhoon of trash and dead things raged around her and obscured her vision. Rachel knew the rules of the Gift: the spirits of the dead came to her for help, Marked her, and stayed until she solved the crime. This was something new, as if the environment itself were an entity or a corrupted force of nature. That terrified Rachel.  

      Through the airborne debris, a figure stepped out of the darkness of the archives room.

      “Peak!” Rachel called out, unable to make out the figure through the twister.

      She stepped forward. A crusty document slapped her in the side of the head. She shook it off and kept traveling against the storm. The claw of a dead bird raked across her forearm. Another pelted her lower back, bounced to the ground, and started swirling again. The figure kept moving forward and made no effort to guard its body from the tornado.

      Something scraped across Rachel’s forehead, opening a crimson gash that leaked down into her eyes. She winced at the sharp pain. She hesitated about going forward, but going back didn’t have much appeal, either.

      She was only a few yards from the figure now. Keeping her head low, Rachel noticed the white high heels, followed by holey pearl-colored leggings and a nurse dress. She faced a woman with grey-brown hair with parted bangs, and a syringe in her hand. The trash phased right through her, and much like the crow, she had a bloody hole where her right eye should be. Scarlet lipstick painted her cocky smirk.
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      The demented nurse charged through the swirling paper debris, dead birds, and black feathers with the point of the syringe aimed at Rachel’s neck. Without a moment’s hesitation, Rachel strode back, taking more damage to her face and arms. The point of the syringe twinkled as it neared Rachel’s wide eyes. The nurse’s red smile widened, showing off her jaw of rotting yellow-and-black teeth.

      The heel of Rachel’s boot scuffed the floor, and she went tumbling backward. Her elbow hit the tile, shooting a lightning bolt of pain up her arm, wrist, and hand. She was below the chaos that phased through the nurse’s ethereal body. Rachel scurried, sliding her bottom across the dusty floor and away from the Delinquent. The nurse reached out and took Rachel’s ankle. Her grip was iron and cold. Rachel rammed her other boot at the woman’s eye socket. Her foot flew into a vacuum and fell through the woman, hitting the floor. The nurse was unaffected. She pulled Rachel to her. Rachel’s desperate grasp found the middle section of a nearby door. It started closing as Rachel was dragged down to the deranged Orphan.

      Rachel closed her eyes as tightly as she could, feeling the nurse crawl on her and prepare to inject her with whatever was inside of the rusty syringe. The needle’s cold point pressed against her bare skin. Rachel kept closing her eyes, reminding herself the dead couldn’t hurt her. But she couldn’t convince herself. Just as the needle punctured her flesh, the orphanage and children’s hospital went silent.

      Terrified of what she might find, Rachel dreaded opening her eyes. Not overcoming the fear but temporarily setting it aside, she peeked her eyes open and looked around the silent hallway. The papers and dead birds were back on the floor. The nurse was gone. Rachel’s leg was free. She swiftly scrambled to her feet while feeling for any puncture wounds on her neck. Nothing. She couldn’t believe that. She checked again and thought she felt a bump, but perhaps it was only a bug bite. She brushed aside her hair. “Mallory? Peak?”

      Her words bounced off the walls. The wind whistled through a shattered window.

      Rachel brushed herself off. Her heart raged. She could still feel the Delinquent’s presence. She’s nearby, Rachel thought soberly. But I can’t tell where. She maneuvered into the employee lounge. There was a small table, an old fridge, cupboards, sinks, and the usual things one would find in such a place along with a few paintings of ships at sea and a lighthouse. Rachel swiped her mag light beam across the room in search of anything that would hint at Mallory’s location. The girl’s health worried Rachel more than Peak’s at moment, though the fact that Peak was experiencing the paranormal was a hard fact to process. As much as she wanted to spend hours theorizing about why they were all having supernatural encounters, her primary goal was to get her friends and get out. If she could get the archived files, awesome; if not, survival mattered more.

      After checking under the table and calling out Mallory’s name a few more times, Rachel stealthily moved to the offices across the hall. They belonged to the head matron and lead doctor. Most had metal desks and a chair coated with an eighth of an inch of dust. In a cabinet where Mallory might’ve been hiding, Rachel found a few dusty bottles of scotch. She couldn’t even think about drinking right now. If anything, a smoothie would level her out. She started wondering why she never made an emergency one she could bring with her. Because it’s never been this bad before.

      Rachel found a few old files in the doctor’s office, but none of them helped. She moved back into the hallway and tried a storage closet and a restroom. Children giggled in one stall, but when she peeked under it, there was no one there. She pushed it open and looked at the disgusting toilet. Black mold grew around the rim. She scrunched her nose at the stench and checked the other stalls.

      Rachel walked by the musty mirrors, catching the nurse’s reflection in one. She twisted back to where the lady should be standing, but Rachel was alone. The hairs on her arms rose. The wounds from crow claws and beaks were only now recovering. Even the effects of the Orphans stay longer. Rachel pushed open the last stall in time to see the nurse lunge at her. Rachel slammed the stall door in her face and bolted out of the bathroom. Before the bathroom door could fully close, the Delinquent stepped out. Her heels clacked fiercely across the tile. Her walk was womanly, almost seductive in a way.

      Seeing it was the closer option, Rachel darted for the archives room. She skipped over the dead crows and slipped into the black room. Not sure how much good it would do, she hid beneath a metal shelf loaded with cardboard file boxes, many of which had burst under their own weight and vomited rotted classified information across the floor.

      Rachel put her hand over her mouth to mute her hastened breath. She closed her eyes again as she listened to the click-clack of the nearing heels. When she opened her eyes, the sound had stopped. She twisted to face the shelf behind which she cowered. Her fingers found the lip of the metal shelf, and she pulled herself up so she could peek through the gap between two boxes. Through the limited space, she could see the hallway with dim natural light spilling through the parallel windows. The coast was clear. Rachel took a breath. Someone else’s eye appeared on the other side of the gap. Rachel stared at it for a split second before she fumbled backward.

      The figure on the other side grabbed one of the boxes of files and cast it aside. Rachel clenched her eyes again, really getting tired of near-death experiences.

      “Rachel,” a familiar voice said.

      She looked up at Peak standing before her. His copper hair was disheveled, and there was a bruised bump on his forehead that looked painful.

      “We need to go.” He gave her his hand and helped her rise in a single motion. “There’s something here.”

      “I know,” Rachel growled.

      Peak grabbed Rachel’s upper arms with both hands. “You don’t get it. There is something unnatural here.”

      “Save your existential crisis for when we get out of here.”

      “If we get out,” Peak corrected with a dose of cynical terror.   

      Rachel wiggled out of his grasp and brushed aside a few bangs that covered the head wound. He winced and sucked air when she touched it.

      “How did this happen?” she asked.

      “There was something. Someone. I slipped and hit my head on a shelf. I woke up when you came in.”

      “So you were trying to run away?” Rachel asked.

      “Tactical retreat,” he defended himself. “I was in the process of searching the final boxes for the year Martin arrived when it happened.”

      “Find anything?” she asked as she anxiously looked around the room of spilled file boxes, tall shelves, and even taller shadows. Many places to hide. To watch. A tingling feeling raced up her spine.

      Turning his flashlight back on, Peak walked gingerly to the rows of shelves and returned with a box. He sifted through the files. Rachel chewed her fingernail, mentally shouting for him to hurry up.

      “Get Mallory ready to go,” Peak said as his fingers landed on the M section.

      “Mallory’s not here,” Rachel said.

      Peak looked up at her, begging the question. “Then where?”

      Rachel shook her head. “I don’t have a clue. She might have run off, or she might have been taken.”

      Peak mumbled a curse. “She was your responsibility, Harroway.”

      Anger flared up in Rachel. “Find the file already.”

      He withdrew a file and tossed it aside. He did the same for a few others. Clenching his fist, he backed away from the box and looked as if he was about to punch something. “It’s not here. This was all a waste of time.”

      Rachel ran her hand over her scalp. Her head throbbed. “Okay. We find Mallory and go.”

      Keeping his mouth shut, Peak nodded.

      They jogged through the hall, turning their heads from side to side and calling for the girl.

      “You’re positive she’s not up there?” Peak asked as they hurried down the steps.

      “Yes,” Rachel replied firmly. They reached the second story with the dorms and infirmary.

      Peak swiftly darted his eyes to the end of the hallway. “I saw something move.”

      Rachel saw it too, only instead of the shadow Peak perceived, she saw two twin big-nosed nurses wearing white stockings, heels, and red lipstick, carrying crude syringes and walking to them in sync.

      Rachel helped Peak up. “The laundry chute.”

      They went back through the employee door to where the stairs to the third floor were and beelined into the room with the clothes hampers. Rachel felt the Sense getting stronger and stronger. It felt as if a million tiny hands were tearing her apart. Peak worked the rope pulley system, raising the three-foot-wide elevator.

      “You first,” he said.

      Rachel opened the vertical sliding door and crawled inside. It was so cramped, she had to hug her knees to her chest. The inside smelled like sweat and decay. As Peak began to lower her, she saw the twin nurses round the corner behind him. They bumped into a hamper. Peak turned back, seeing the hampers move but not the nurses. The vertical latch closed without warning. Peak screamed.

      Rachel shouted his name. The platform she sat on dropped. She put her hands on either wall to stop the fall but only skinned her palms. The elevator hit the floor below with a crash, jostling all of her insides. She snapped her teeth together when she hit, making her whole mouth ache.

      The latch opened above her, and Peak stuck his head through.

      Before she could say anything, the vertical latch opened behind her, revealing both of the nurses on either side. As swiftly as they appeared, they grabbed ahold of Rachel’s legs and sucked her out of the chute and into the laundry room.

      “Rachel!” Peak’s shout ended when the latch shut.

      Dragged to the floor, Rachel struggled as the nurses held her down and stabbed on either side of her neck with the syringes. The faces of the smiling nurses twisted as the drug took effect. One had a bullet hole in her eye. The other had a bullet hole under her chin. The warm liquid dripped down on Rachel’s cheekbone.

      Blackness.

      She awoke in a bed surrounded by wavy curtains on all three sides and a white brick wall at her back. Leather straps bound her wrists to the armrests and her legs to the leg rest. Rachel struggled in the bonds. They were so tight that her fingertips tingled. Rachel clenched her eyes shut, trying to make the Orphans’ effects go away. They can’t hurt me. But they were. Could this be a nightmare? If so, why hadn’t Rachel woken up yet? The silhouettes appeared behind the curtain. Two women exchanged words. Their voices were silky and quiet, the kind used on a late-night sex hotline.

      “Where’s the girl?” one said.

      “She got away,” the other replied.

      “Shame. I’ll find her. Enjoy your little chicky-dee.”

      There was giggling, and then one silhouette left. The other pulled aside the curtain. It was the woman with the missing eye.

      “Vera,” Rachel made a guess, remembering that Peak brought up the twins’ names once. “Release me.”  

      The Delinquent clicked her tongue. “Not until you’ve had your nightly medicine.”

      She hiked up her skirt and shimmied onto Rachel’s lap. Rachel wiggled in her bonds. The nurse pulled out a glass medicine bottle from her hospital coat’s breast pocket. “I want you to drink this. It will make your tummy feel better.”

      “I command you to leave!” Rachel shouted so loud her voice cracked.

      The nurse grabbed Rachel’s chin and pulled open her jaw. Rachel thrashed in her bonds, but her efforts were futile. After removing the cap with her teeth and spitting it off to the side, the nurse held the glass bottle a few inches above Rachel and slowly tilted it. The thick, translucent syrup slid to one side of the open bottle. Rachel could imagine all the children who had to endure this before. It made her sick and terrified. Closing her eyes wasn’t helping this time, though she did anyway. She could pray that Peak and Mallory got away.

      Suddenly, a loud screech echoed through the infirmary. “Get out!”

      Rachel returned her vision to the world, only to see that the nurse was gone. The leather bindings on her wrists and ankles were suddenly tattered and faded. Mallory Stix stood nearby and unfastened the buckles.

      “They’re gone now,” she said with quiet determination.

      “How did you…”

      “Just like you said: I closed my eyes and told them to go. And they went,” Mallory said as she freed Rachel’s wrists.

      Rachel gawked at the girl. She made it sound effortless. Rachel swiveled out of the bed and took the child’s hand. “I need you to be more careful. No more running off.”

      Mallory cast down her face. “They tried to take me. I needed to lead them away from you.”

      Rachel clasped the child’s hand more tightly. You brave, stupid girl. They moved through the dark infirmary. She spotted an open filing cabinet in the corner. Dare I? She dragged the girl with her as she rushed to the dark corner of the room.

      “Stay close,” Rachel commanded as she flipped through the dusty files, looking for Martin Malone. Nothing in that drawer. She pulled opened another. Nothing. Her anxiety rose. She wasn’t the type to leave a job unfinished, and by no means would she ever come back to this forsaken place. She pulled open a third drawer, thinking, Now or never. She found the M section. She flipped through them until she landed on the name Malone. She coughed due to the dust as she opened it and scanned the pages. The fine print on the documents was impossible to read in the darkness. Her flashlight was probably still back in the laundry chute. She’d find it later. Her goal was to get Mallory to the car and then double back to Peak, hoping he could handle himself.

      Clenching the file under her armpit and holding Mallory’s dusty hand, Rachel hurried out of the infirmary, checked her flanks, and sprinted down the hall. The run winded her, but she didn’t slow. Mallory kept up nicely, but Rachel got the impression that the girl was holding back.

      “Don’t slow down on my account.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” the child said defiantly as she quickened her step. The lobby blurred by them. The front door was not far now.

      Suddenly, a bright flash of light blinded Rachel. She blinked, restoring her vision to Peak standing before her with a mag light in hand and a dust-smudged jaw. Without a word, the three of them charged out the front door into the overcast day.

      Peak shut the doors behind them. They didn’t stop running until they were in the car. Within seconds, Peak had started the car and was speeding down the road. Woodhall Orphanage vanished. Watching from a broken window, the twin nurses held each other’s hands low by their sides and watched the car escape down the winding road.

      Peak tossed Rachel her flashlight. She caught it and pocketed it.

      “Never again,” Peak said.

      “I’ll drink to that,” Rachel replied, still trying to slow her heart rate.

      She opened the old file. Loose dust covered the aged paper. She turned over the various medical reports. Most of the contents were medical jargon she didn’t understand. With each page she skimmed over, the more hopeless she felt. Martin Malone was crazy. She didn’t need a report to tell her that. She needed an address. A name. Proof of adoption. Anything that would make this horrific trip worthwhile.

      “There,” Peak said, tapping his finger on a form. Rachel brushed off the dust, coughed lightly, and read the passage. “Martin Malone was cleared for adoption on July 23, 1981. On February 2, 1982, he was adopted by Dr. Adrian and Tammy Louise.”

      There was an address and phone number.

      “He was sent to Woodhall in November 8, 1978. At least he only had to spend a few years in there.”

      “I wouldn’t wish that place on my worst enemy,” Peak stated.

      Rachel dialed the number. It was disconnected. She opened the laptop mounted to the dashboard, input her password, and searched Dr. Louise in the database. The man got a speeding ticket a year ago. His address was still the same. Good.

      It was an hour’s drive from there.

      On the way over, Peak’s car was relatively silent. Rachel’s partner had a pensive look on his face, no doubt trying to make sense of what he saw at the orphanage. Rachel was in the same boat. The Gift was acting differently than it should be. Rachel wondered if it was her own effort or Mallory that caused the change. The girl was definitely more powerful and more in tune with the spirit realm than Rachel. Nonetheless, she was so ignorant about Gifts and its various aspects. If she knew more, she probably would’ve told Rachel about it. Unless… Rachel looked back at the girl. Her forehead rested on the window. Her blue eyes watched the world go by. Unless she was holding back on me. That thought didn’t sit well with Rachel.

      They arrived in town and pulled to a spot in front of a quaint suburban home. Two cars were parked in the driveway. At least someone will answer the door, but will it be Dr. Louise? After taking a few moments to shake off any remaining dust, the three of them headed to the front door.

      Peak spoke out of the side of his mouth. “This is a conversation better for adults.”

      “You want me to leave her in the car?” Rachel argued.

      “Do what you will,” Peak replied and pressed the doorbell. The chime sounded through the wall. Wearing a sweater vest and reticular-rim glasses, an African-American man answered.

      Rachel and Peak flashed their badges. “Dr. Louise?”

      “I’m he,” the man replied with a confused smile that only worsened when he looked at the little girl. “Might I ask what this is about?”

      “Your son. Martin Malone.”

      “Oh,” the man said, years of hurt bubbling up under his soft complexion. “Please come in. I hope you don’t mind taking off your shoes. It’s a house rule.”

      “Not a problem,” Rachel replied, secretly glad that she could let her feet breathe again.

      Dr. Louise smiled down at Mallory. “And who might you be?”

      “Mallory,” the child replied politely.

      “It’s Bring Your Daughter to Work Day,” Peak said as he removed his tennis shoes.

      “I didn’t know investigators did that type of thing,” Louise replied.

      Rachel cracked a smile. “We’re not your typical investigators.”

      Louise invited them into the living room, a nice homey place with a fireplace and a number of Thanksgiving ornaments on the mantelpiece. He offered the detectives pastries and coffee. As tempted as Rachel was to accept, eating food from the father of the Poisoner seemed like a foolish idea. Peak, Rachel, and Mallory sat on the couch. The smell of cinnamon, pumpkin, and other autumn spices filled the house. Much of the furnishings were orange, white, or leather. The walls had a white hue. Rachel soaked in the cozy atmosphere. If she had time, it would be a wonderful day for a bubble bath.

      A cute, short woman with greying blond hair and wearing a suit vest, white shirt, and slacks joined them from the kitchen. Dr. Louise claimed the rocker next to hers. The two of them held hands.

      “I have to admit, Detectives,” Tammy Louise said, “it’s been a long while since I heard my Martin’s name.”

      “You two aren’t in contact with him?” Rachel asked, pulling out her sketchpad and flipping to a blank page.

      “Not for many years,” Adrian explained. “We’ve tried to reach out on many occasions, but… Martin, he’s on his own.”

      Tammy’s eyes watered. “We’re clueless as to where he lives or what he does. He could’ve changed his name for all we know, or started a family.”

      Peak leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and touched his fingertips to make a pyramid. “When was the last time you spoke to him? Do you remember the specific date?”

      Giving his spouse’s hand a quick squeeze, Adrian said, “A few weeks after his eighteenth birthday. That was 1990.”

      Rachel jotted down the note and added up the math in her head. Martin Malone was currently 46 years of age. “He only lived with you for five years.”

      “Correct,” Adrian said.

      “Tell us about his childhood.”

      Tammy picked up a tissue box and wiped her eye. “Honey, would you?”

      “Of course, dear.” Adrian let go of his wife’s hand. “He was thirteen when we adopted him from Woodhall. We were aware that he came from a tragic background, but both Tammy and I came from a rough upbringing. We wanted to right the wrong by helping out such a child in need. Martin, he was so perfect. He had so much potential.”

      “How so?” Peak asked.

      “The boy was grades above his peers in science and agriculture. He had this fixation with plants and trees. I can’t quite describe it, but it was like every day out in nature was a blessing in Martin’s eyes, and the world was big and full of wonder.”

      Tammy blew her nose.

      “What changed?” Rachel asked softly.

      “Nothing,” Adrian said. “We just didn’t know how much the trauma had affected him until a few weeks after he moved in.”

      Peak and Rachel exchanged looks.

      Tammy spoke up. “Those first three weeks were so perfect. He was so loving.”

      “And then?” Peak asked.

      Adrian sighed. “We found him sleeping in the attic or under his bed. Sometimes he’d spend all day in those places. We tried to call him out, but he would get angry. Saying he hated us and that this was his home—referring to the dark places where he hid. We took him to a specialist, but that only made things worse. Martin was a very manipulative child; he even convinced his therapist that we were mistreating him. We sent him to another specialist. He was always able to charm them. It got to the point where we didn’t know when what Martin said was a lie or truth.”

      Tammy put aside the tissue box but clenched a few tissues in her hand. She sniffled. “When he was fourteen, we learned that he poisoned another child at school.”

      “Fed him toxic berries,” Adrian elaborated. “The other boy was hospitalized for days. The parents didn’t press charges after Martin apologized to them, saying they were only playing. The other boy vouched for Martin, though his confession felt forced.”

      Tammy said, “Embarrassed, we had him change schools. Martin fit in quite well at the new high school.”

      “He became popular and joined a lot of clubs,” Adrian explained with fatherly pride. “I swear he brought home a different girl every few weeks. We heard from his teachers that he got a reputation as quite the player. That’s rare for a bookworm, though Martin did have charm.”

      “At home, he’d spend his nights drooling over textbooks, sleeping in the corner or under the bed. Sometimes in the attic, where he wrote the words, This is your home.”

      “What kind of textbooks did he read?” Peak asked.

      “All things botany,” Adrian explained. “His love for plants never waned. He would bring home bushels of different plants and spices. We sat him down and gave him the marijuana talk, but he was never that type of kid. He liked having a level head. Took pride in sobriety. The friends he hung out with... they were a different story.”

      “How familiar is he with Atropa belladonna?” Peak inquired.

      The couple exchanged looks. “We can’t say. Is that a plant?”

      “Deadly nightshade. Its berries are nicknamed the Devil’s Cherries.”   

      Tammy gasped. “That’s… that’s what he gave the boy to make him sick.”

      Peak was right. Martin was a creature of habit.

      Adrian shifted in his rocker. “You never told us why you came here. Has Martin done something wrong?”

      Peak ignored the question. “After the poisoning with the boy, was there ever a time after that you suspected Martin hurt someone?”

      Tammy’s face pruned up as if she was about to cry again. “Jessie Coleman. She… she drank a mason jar full of toxic herbs and berries. Drowned in her own vomit.”

      “And you suspect Martin.”

      Adrian stopped rocking. “Answer my question first, Detectives. What has my son gotten himself into?”  

      Tammy wept, turning ugly in her tears. “Only Martin could’ve made such a concoction. He was able to trick the cops into thinking he was innocent, but I know Martin. I know what he was capable of.”

      Adrian burst from the chair and planted his feet firmly on the floor. “I need an answer, Detectives!”

      Mallory turned her ocean-blue eyes at him, seemingly looking right into his soul. “He killed my mother and my friends.”

      Adrian’s jaw dropped.

      Rachel hated this part. “We believe that your son is responsible for the Highlands Halloween Massacre.”

      Adrian sank back into his chair. Tammy’s lip quivered, but she said nothing.

      “But…” Adrian said in disbelief. “How… Why? Those were children that he…”

      “I can’t tell you why,” Rachel said honestly. “But I know that if he’s not found, more people will get hurt.”

      Peak set his jaw for a moment then asked, “Are you sure you don’t know where to find him?”

      The distraught couple shook their heads and mumbled. Tammy stood from her seat. Her legs wobbled. She stood over Mallory. “I’m sorry, child.”

      Mallory leaned forward and gave the woman a hug. “I forgive you.”  

      The woman wailed.

      Peak and Rachel traded a look, and both got up. They gave their card to Adrian. Rachel patted him on the shoulder. “Call us if you can tell us anything more.”

      “That’s it then?” Adrian asked, looking forward.

      “There is one last thing. Do you happen to know where Jessie Coleman was buried?”

      

      It was noon when they arrived at the graveyard. The place was clean and quiet, with rolling green grass and headstones visible far in the distance. A handful of stranded Orphans walked amidst the tombstones. Mallory grabbed ahold of Rachel’s pant leg.

      “These ones won’t hurt you,” Rachel said, trusting the Sense. It was refreshing to find a place where the dead were not so hostile. That was how it used to be. How it should be. Rachel’s job was thankless enough—she didn’t need any more fake-out deaths and lethal injections. Peak stopped before a cheap, unassuming headstone. Jessie Coleman’s name was engraved the rock.

      “Seventeen years old,” Peak said blankly. “Do you believe this was his first kill?”

      “We’ll have to ask Jessie,” Rachel said. She listened, not with her natural hearing, but with the Sense. Rachel felt a small tingling sensation, but that came from an old woman two dozen yards away. She had a blank expression and a nasty head wound.

      Mallory concentrated very hard. “There.” She pointed to a sarcophagus in the distance.

      Rachel only saw headstones and blades of grass bending in the autumn breeze.

      “She’s walking this way,” Mallory whispered.

      Brisk, cold air washed over Rachel. Then she saw the girl. Slender, with a loose-fitting floral shirt, yellow capris, flip-flops, and a sun hat, Jessie Coleman looked ready for a picnic. What ruined her perfect spring getup was the black sludge bubbling down her chin and swelling her neck. She opened her mouth to speak, but Rachel only saw a swollen purple tongue. The Orphan drooled and gargled.

      “Jessie?” Rachel asked.

      More gargles, slurps, and other ugly sounds.

      “Do you know Martin Malone?” Rachel asked.

      Jessie gagged. Thick black gunk tumbled from her purple lips.

      “Can you understand me?” Rachel asked.

      The teenager gargled.

      Rachel turned back to Peak. “This isn’t getting anywhere.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Memories of Ashton’s house flooded Rachel’s mind. “I’ll need to see how it happened.”

      “Are you ready for that?” Peak asked suspiciously. “You used it yesterday.”

      Rachel rubbed her forehead. Her mouth dried out the way Ashton’s had before he died. She could smell the dust in the under-stairs room. Hopelessness crept in. A mouse nibbled at her hand. Phantom pains, Rachel reminded herself.

      “Let me do it,” Mallory said bravely.

      “Not a chance,” Rachel replied.

      “But how will I learn if I never try?”

      Rachel knelt down to the girl’s level. “Listen to me, Mallory. Don’t ever use that part of the Gift. The rest of the Orphans and feelings you can turn off, but not the Reality. You don’t only see how someone dies. You die their death. They become a part of you.”

      Mallory soaked up the information, intrigued and terrified. “How many times have you done it?”

      “Too many,” Rachel replied. She recalled the Roper’s 2017 victim, Maxine Gunther, the Mayor of Highlands John Parkman, Yogi, killed by a kidnapper named Father, and Ashton Malone. Fragmented memories of each of the individuals stuck with her. Some of their ideals and likes became Rachel’s. What stuck out most was the feeling of their deaths. She suddenly felt sick. “I need you to promise me you won’t ever use that part of the Gift.”

      Disappointed, Mallory mumbled, “Okay.”

      Peak put his hands in his back pockets. “If you did decide to use whatever-you-call-it, wouldn’t you need to touch the cadaver?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Rachel looked at the dirt beneath her feet and then at Jessie’s headstone. “We’ll need some shovels.”

      “I can add grave digging to my growing list of crimes. Wonderful,” Peak said sarcastically. He glared down at Mallory. “If you tell anyone about what happened during this trip, we’ll have problems.”

      “Cut her some slack,” Rachel said.

      Mallory pursed her lips, made an invisible key with her hand, and “locked” her mouth shut. She took the “key” and threw it away.

      “Good,” Peak said. “Let’s wait until night before we’re arrested for grave robbing.”

      To kill some time, they found a nice Italian restaurant in town. Rachel and Mallory washed their hands and faces in the sink, still finding little patches of dust hanging in their hair and the wrinkles of their shirts. Rachel promised to buy her some new clothes before digging.

      As they ordered their plates of pasta, meatballs, and garlic bread, Rachel found Peak staring at her.  

      “What?” Rachel asked, stuffing her mouth.

      “Those things I saw at Woodhall, were they Orphans?” he asked seriously.

      “What all did you see?”

      Peak thought about it for a moment. He almost looked embarrassed. “Shadows, mostly. Objects moving on their own. Things I’d rather forget.”

      “Don’t,” Rachel said seriously. “This world is much bigger than the physical.”

      “There are some things that are better left a mystery,” Peak replied. He speared a meatball with his fork. “This is what my brain feels like at the moment.”

      “You’ll recover,” Rachel said.

      “Yeah…” Peak said with doubt.

      Mallory excused herself.

      “Bathroom,” she said and waltzed through the restaurant.

      Peak waited until the child was out of earshot before speaking lowly. “She’s the one doing this. In all the years we worked together, I never experienced anything like that with you.”

      “Mallory’s powerful,” Rachel said. “At the graveyard, she saw Jessie long before me. Same at Woodhall.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” Peak asked with a trace of anger.

      “I don’t know,” Rachel admitted. “I’m worried about her, though. The things that happen in the supernatural have long-lasting effects on her. If she’s Marked by the wrong Orphan, there’s a chance she could be hurt or killed.”

      Peak lowered his fork. “She needs you, Rachel. No one else can help her.”

      “I have a million problems of my own. As you said on the ride up here, I should separate myself from her.”

      “I said you needed to make a choice,” Peak argued. “The choice is simple.”

      Rachel scoffed. “It’s anything but that. As detectives, what we do is toxic. I can’t expose her to that world.”

      “She’s already exposed,” Peak replied. “Besides, I have a daughter, and I make it work. It takes sacrifice and dedication, but she’s the only thing in my life that keeps me fighting all the sick, twisted freaks we encounter daily. If not for her, I can’t say where I would be, but it wouldn’t be good.”

      Rachel lost her appetite. Perhaps she was responsible for the livelihood and mentorship of the girl, but she didn’t know if she wanted that burden. It would be cruel to take Mallory under her wing only to deprive her of the emotional and mental support she needed. She shut her eyes, trying to clear her head. If I’m going to do this, I need to want to do this.

      She heard the chair pull up next to her.

      Rachel opened her eyes to Mallory grinning at her.

      “What is it?” Rachel asked.

      “Nothing,” Mallory said and grabbed her utensils. “I’m happy to be here. That’s all.”

      Peak pointed his meatball-impaled fork at her. “Even after all that has happened?”

      “Yep,” Mallory replied. “It’s fun.”

      “Fun?” Peak asked. “There was nothing fun about Woodhall.”

      “That’s because you’re a scaredy-cat,” Mallory replied.

      Rachel chuckled.

      Peak ate his food in silence.

      “Did I hurt your feelings?” Mallory asked with sincerity.

      “No,” Peak replied curtly.

      “Aww. I’m sorry,” Mallory said.

      Peak couldn’t refuse her smile of pity. He grunted. “I forgive you.”

      “Thank you, Detective Peak,” Mallory said. “One day you’ll be as cool as Rachel and I.”

      “I can hardly wait.”

      For the next few hours, they ate, shopped, and picked up the proper grave-digging equipment. The hours went by much faster than Rachel realized. The sorrow, horror, and life-threatening encounters from the morning seemed to fade away as they strolled through town, drinking pumpkin spice cider and eating funnel cakes. Mallory couldn’t stop smiling as she balanced on a foot-tall stone wall running the length of the park. She’s really enjoying herself, Rachel thought as she watched Mallory play and tell Detective Peak about her favorite Disney movie.

      Night fell on the small Appalachian town. They watched the graveyard guard complete his rounds, and when he had driven away, the three of them used the cover of darkness to reach Jessie’s grave. Caffeinated and sugared up, they started digging.

      It was nearly four a.m. when their spades hit the coffin. In a black hoodie and sweats, Mallory was resting against the tombstone when Peak and Rachel climbed out of the six-foot hole.

      “Never again,” Peak said, shaking the dirt off his hoodie sleeves and sweats.

      Rachel plopped her bottom on the dirt pile. “I agree.”

      Peak pulled up his ski mask, revealing his sweat-soaked face. Rachel mimicked him. They all wore the same cheap black attire. They bought other clothes too, to keep from raising suspicion.

      Mallory stretched her arms over her head and yawned. “What now?”

      “I find out if Jessie Coleman knows anything.”

      Rachel chugged water from a bottle. With Peak’s help, she opened the casket far enough to touch Jessie’s skeletal hand.

      “Be careful,” Peak warned.

      “Always.”

      Suddenly, it was springtime, and Rachel was in a rolling mountaintop meadow surrounded by beautiful vistas and lively trees. Butterflies and bumblebees landed on a field of dandelions, and the sky couldn’t have been more perfect. Rachel—Jessie—sat on the beach towels Martin had laid out. He brought along his mother’s picnic basket and made cute sandwiches on baked baguette bread held together by a toothpick. He also packed wine, chips, and a Tupperware full of brownies for dessert. Jessie almost cried when she saw it all. It really was the perfect picnic, and Martin was such a dreamy guy.

      He had rich and fluffy back hair and dark eyes and a sharp jawline, giving him a roguishly handsome appearance. Unlike most guys his age, Martin’s skin was smooth and blemish free. His teeth were straight and white, and his breath smelled like the mint leaves he liked to chew.

      “Do you bring all your girlfriends up here?” Jessie asked with a coy smile.

      Martin popped the cork of the wine bottle and poured her a glass. “Only you.”

      “You don’t expect me to believe that,” Jessie teased, feeling her heart pound as she looked at the wine. She’d never tasted alcohol before but couldn’t bring herself to refuse Martin Malone. He could’ve spent this time with any other girl, but he picked her.

      “Our little secret,” he said when he asked her out in the hallway after lunch break. The spontaneity of it all only made it more exciting. “Promise you won’t tell anyone.”

      Jessie promised. She even avoided her parents and friends for a few days to keep from temptation. They asked if she was all right. Jessie used the excuse that Martin had given her. “I just need some me time,” and “I’m trying to work through a few things.” Mom and Dad were very concerned, but for Martin Malone, it was worth it.

      “What do you want to be when you grow up?” Martin asked as he handed her the glass of wine.

      Jessie took a small sip. It was bitter, and her face must’ve showed it.

      “The more you drink it, the better it tastes,” Martin said with his signature cute smile.

      Jessie giggled and took a big gulp. Martin looked at her with wide eyes. Too much. Jessie pulled away the glass, and a little wine trickled down from her lip. Martin swiftly wiped it away with his thumb to keep it from staining her dress. He dabbed a napkin in some water and wiped away the rest.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “Oh,” Jessie said, blushing. “What I want to be when I grow up. Uh, wow, that’s only a year away.”

      Martin unwrapped his sandwich and took a bite. He watched her curiously.

      This isn’t small talk. He really wants to know.

      Jessie put aside the glass and cleared her throat. The bitter taste lingered. “A mother, I think. Before you say it, I know it’s not a moneymaking job, but there’s nothing else I’d rather do. That sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”

      “It’s bold,” Martin said. “I think you’d be a great mother.”

      “You’re really good at BSing,” Jessie teased.

      Martin shrugged. “Maybe, but having a good mother is a rare thing. The world needs good mothers. None of us would be here without them.”

      Jessie thought on it. She liked that. Her only issue now was finding a husband. Her parents got married at seventeen. Why couldn’t she? Martin took her wine glass and topped it off.

      Jessie brushed her hair behind her ear, trying to play it cool. “What about you, Malone? What’s your dream?”

      “A vineyard,” Martin said. “I want a big Mediterranean-inspired estate on a tall hill. I want to wake up at sunset and walk the fields of grapes.”

      Jessie chuckled.

      Martin frowned.

      “You’re serious?” Jessie blushed again. “I think it’s a very romantic idea.”

      “I do, too,” Martin replied.

      Suddenly, Jessie saw the world spin. She blinked. Her vision didn’t correct itself. Martin’s handsome face started to warp and twist like something out of a Picasso painting.

      “I feel…” Her words slurred together, and she fell backward. What’s… happening? Even her thoughts were fuzzy. She was shaking. A lot. The back of her head kept hitting the dirt. Help! She wanted to scream. Her eyes rolled back as she convulsed and vomited all over herself.

      Martin stood over her, watching with handsome dark eyes.

      Help!

      Jessie rolled to her side, spilling vomit out of the side of her mouth and knocking her head against the grass and dirt. Martin’s face was calm. He lowered himself on her, putting his knees on her flailing arms and his bottom on her flat chest. He extended his arm back to the basket and withdrew a mason jar with with a green-and-black sludge inside.

      “Drink this.” His voice sounded distorted. Demonic. “It will make you feel better.”

      Jessie shook her head. “Po...lice.”

      “Drink it!” Martin barked. “Hurry!”

      Jessie kept her mouth closed, so Martin pried it open and poured the liquid down her throat. It tasted like bittersweet grass. She spit it up, but more kept flowing until she swallowed it down. Her body jolted. Her tongue and throat swelled. She couldn’t breathe. Martin watched her as darkness closed in on her peripherals.

      Rachel could taste Jessie’s death. She needed to separate and end the vision, but she couldn’t pull away. Her world was darkening. Martin was smiling. No, no, no! She tried to imagine the graveyard but couldn’t. Everything in the world but Martin and his distorted face was falling away. She remembered the saying about the Devil’s Cherries. “If you eat them, you better be prepared to look the devil in the eye.” Rachel was staring at his twisted, handsome mug right now. She gagged and seized. The grave didn’t come to her thoughts—only death did. And then Mallory Stix’s big blue eyes.

      “Rachel!” the child cried out to her.  

      Darkness swarmed Rachel’s sight.

      She was freefalling into an abyss. Below her were a million hands reaching up to take her. Orphans. They’re going to take me home. The thought was terrifying and beautiful. She couldn’t fight it. She needed to embrace it. She fell into the crowd, being pulled in by the cold hands reaching out of the blackness. Her body became icy cold in seconds. The hands had pulled her down past her belly. She still had one arm out. Something grabbed it from above and yanked at her. The hands below pulled more violently, aggressively. They tore her clothes as if they were paper and then started on her flesh. She screamed as the agony overwhelmed her.

      The force from above did not let up. Rachel was pulled free from the hands below. All the skin from below her chest had been stripped away. The bloodied hands kept grabbing at air below her feet. They hungered to tear away more of her body…
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      Rachel burst from the bed of dirt and sucked in a breath of life. Stars speckled the sky above. She patted down her stomach and legs. Dirt hung in the wrinkles of her hoodie and sweats, but her flesh was undamaged. Panicked, she turned over to Mallory, who had her hand resting firmly on her shoulder. The child’s eyes were closed. She was mouthing something like a prayer.

      Peak stared down at them from the top of the open grave. Worry flushed over his usually stoic face. “You were dying, Rachel.”

      Rachel tried to wrap her head around the statement. She still felt the hands pulling at her in the same way they did when an Orphan or danger was near.

      Peak squatted at the edge of the six-foot hole. “You started seizing. Nothing new there. But then you stopped breathing. Nothing I did could resuscitate you.”

      “Then how am I…”

      Peak looked at Mallory.

      The child opened her eyes and gave Rachel a hug. Rachel hugged her back. It seemed like a lifetime since she had felt warmth.

      “She jumped in after you,” Peak said. “I climbed out to get help, but whatever she did brought you back.”

      Rachel tried wrapping her mind around Peak’s words. Brought me back? Was I really that close to death?

      Mallory sniffled and squeezed her tighter. “I was scared you were going to go away, so I used the power. I know you said I shouldn’t, but I had to. I couldn’t lose you.”

      Rachel reciprocated the hug, pulling the child’s body against hers. She didn’t want to let go. The action was more than just gratitude or amazement. Rachel felt something she hadn’t felt in a long time: inner warmth. A rekindling of the soul.

      Peak interrupted the moment with a soft-spoken phrase. “We need to get going.”

      With wet eyes, Rachel and Mallory separated. “Thank you,” Rachel said.

      “So you’re not mad?” Mallory asked.

      “A little,” Rachel replied. “Let me give you a boost out of here.”

      Mallory stepped into Rachel’s hands and grabbed ahold of Peak when Rachel boosted her. Peak set her aside and extended a hand to his partner. She gladly accepted. The three of them picked up the shovels and started filling in Jessie’s grave.

      “Learn anything?” Peak asked.

      “Martin dreamed of owning a vineyard.”

      “I know of two around Highlands,” Peak replied. “I say we pay them a visit.”

      “Let’s bring backup,” Rachel said, putting a spade of dirt into the hole. “I’m sick of running solo.”

      The sky turned from black to purple and then to a brilliant red as they finished filling the grave. They swapped out of their dirty clothes and crashed at a motel for a few hours. Just before noon, Rachel got a call from Sunny Pines.

      “Is Mallory Stix still with you?”

      “Yes.” Rachel rose from the bed. She pulled aside the curtain, spilling daylight over Peak, lying on the couch, and Mallory in the other twin bed. “I’ll have her back to you this afternoon.”

      The sun hung high over the foggy mountains, and the air was brisk. Sipping from a twenty-four-ounce gas station coffee cup, Peak drove back to the quaint town of Highlands. In the backseat, Rachel and Mallory slept the whole way to Sunny Pines Orphanage.

      Rachel walked beside the eight-year-old as they approached the tall facility. The children that had bullied Mallory played basketball on one side of the yard while the chunky caretaker stole a smoke.

      Mallory’s shoulders slumped when they reached the receptionist’s desk. Rachel smiled at the worker. “Thank you for being so understanding.”

      “It’s not orthodox,” the receptionist reminded Rachel. “But I’ll make an exception.”

      Rachel knelt down in front of Mallory. “I’ll visit soon, okay?”

      Mallory nodded.

      Rachel turned the child’s chin up. “I promise.”

      Mallory gave her another hug before turning back to the mess hall. Rachel watched her go with a feeling of nervousness. She’ll be fine, she forced herself to think. She’s strong. When Mallory had vanished from view, Rachel turned back to the receptionist. “There’s something I’d like to ask you.”

      

      Peak stood, back against the Impala, and yawned. Dark rings encircled his eyes. Rachel approached, trying to get the cramps out of her shoulders from the late-night dig.

      “All good?” Peak asked.

      Rachel ducked into the passenger seat. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      They called a meeting with Lieutenant McConnell in the conference room. Officers of different shades and creeds crowded the desk. Google Maps aerial printouts of the Highlands vineyards were tacked on the corkboard. McConnell stood up front while Rachel and Peak occupied the front row. The lieutenant tapped his pointer on each of the printouts.

      “Detectives Peak and Harroway have brought to my attention a new lead. According to his adoptive parents, Martin Malone—the true name of the Highlands Poisoner or, as his captives call him, Mr. Caro—had a fascination with plants, grapes, and the prospect of owning a vineyard. We know each of the victims was killed via a wine bottle. None of the vintages found at the crime scenes matched Blue Hill’s or Bellissim’s, the two local vineyards’, vintage. Nevertheless, it is a solid lead. One that we cannot pass up. The town officials have put great pressure on me to nail this killer. With the threat of an imminent attack looming overhead, I’m not taking any chances. As soon as the court order processes, we are going to turn both of the vineyards upside down. If Mallory Stix’s testimony is true, the Poisoner still has Ava Thurston, Emily Rickers, and Hailey Brewster held up in a cellar of sorts. Gang, our goal today is simple: extract the children and stop the killer by any means necessary.”

      McConnell pointed to the pencil sketch of Martin Malone. “Memorize this face. If you see anyone even remotely similar to this man, I want them in the station and questioned immediately. We will not risk another disaster. Not in my town.”

      McConnell turned to the detectives. “Harroway, I’m putting you in charge of the Blue Hill task force.”

      “You can count on me,” Rachel said with confidence.

      She was a little wary when she told McConnell about the hospital records and Martin’s connection to Jessie Coleman’s death, but with the town council and new mayor breathing down his neck, he was ready to take whatever lead came his way. Halloween was already two weeks ago, and the people of Highlands called for justice. Rachel only hoped today would be the day. If not, at least Martin Malone’s face and name were currently being blasted on major news broadcasts. He might have changed his name, but that wouldn’t stop people from squealing.

      “Detective Peak, you will head up the Bellissim task force,” McConnell said.

      “Will I be able to collect any evidence samples? I heard they make great wine,” Peak said dryly.

      A few of the officers chuckled.

      “You catch this monster, and I’ll get everyone here a bottle,” McConnell said.

      Cheering sounded throughout the room. McConnell smiled proudly at his police force and adjourned the meeting.

      As the officers got ready for the field trip, McConnell pulled Rachel aside. “I have a smaller group of officers to keep watch over the police charity dinner tonight in case that’s the Poisoner’s next target.”

      “Have you vetted the chefs?” Rachel asked.

      “Thoroughly,” McConnell replied. “We have an undercover agent at the Halloween vigil, as well.”

      “Good,” Rachel said.

      “Your father’s a pastor, right, Harroway?” McConnell asked.

      “Was, but he’s still involved, so to speak,” Rachel replied.

      “Tell him to keep this operation in prayer. There’s a lot riding on this. Lives and funding,” he said.

      “I’ll shoot him a text,” she replied. “We’ll talk soon.”

      “I look forward to it.” He leaned in. “Don’t tell Peak this, but between the two of you, you are my favorite detective.”

      Rachel chuckled. “I don’t think that revelation will shock Peak as much as you think.”

      They went their separate ways. Rachel put on her bulletproof vest over her button-up and before slinging on and zipping up her saddle-colored leather jacket. She double-checked her Colt 1911’s ammo magazine and clipped it to her belt beside her badge. She wore slacks and running shoes. The moment she finished at her locker, a wave of tiredness splashed over her. The rush of the situation couldn’t compete with the rigorous past few days. The pulsing pain throbbed in her shoulders and arms’ taut muscles. You can do this, Rachel. She slammed and locked the locker, noticing Ashton and Ethan standing next to her. The Orphan boys glared at her with expectation.

      “You got any bright ideas?” Rachel asked.

      They didn’t reply.

      She left them in the vacant locker room. She and a line of squad cars zipped over the winding roads of Highlands and beelined for the vineyard. It was not a tactical raid by any means, though they still needed enough forces to scout acres of land. Rachel spoke over the radio intercom and reminded them to keep an eye out for shacks, cellars, or trapdoors located throughout the property. The captive girls mattered more to her than the killer at this point, but she’d take either if she had the chance.

      A sheet of iron-grey clouds rolled over the clear skies of the morning. Some in the distance were dark and pregnant with rain.

      The woods flanking the street slowly dissipated to reveal neatly trimmed row after row of grapevines. A low-flying eleven-foot-long helicopter zipped over the vines, pouring pesticides over the grapes. Like flying beetles, small drones swept over more crops far off in the distance.

      Rachel picked up her dashboard radio. “Have any of you seen anything like this?”

      Officer Jones replied over the radio. His accent had traces of a Southern drawl. “It’s a new-age farmer thing. They use drones and remote-control helicopters to cut down on labor costs.”

      “I guess I should get out more,” Rachel replied, intrigued by the interesting technology.

      “It’s a brave new world,” Jones added.

      There was already a host of cars parked in the grass outside of the vineyard estate. In the distance, standing under vines and flowers coiled around a beautiful arbor, a man and woman took each other’s hands, looked into each other’s eyes, and listened to the finely dressed priest says the words, “Do you take Tiffany to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

      “I do,” the man said in front of the crowd of relatives and friends seated on log stools flanked by two catering tables and a beverage bar. One by one, they turned their attention from the couple to Rachel and the policemen pulling aside vineyard workers and branching out across the property.

      A short, balding man with a big red nose blocked Rachel’s path before she could reach the crowd.

      “What is the meaning of this?” The small man spit as he spoke.

      “I’m looking for a Martin Malone. He also goes by the names Marco, Giovanni, Mr. Caro, et cetera.” Rachel flashed her badge and then the sketch. “Do you recognize this man?”

      The man tensed up. “Should I?”

      “Think real hard, pal,” she said. “Or I’m going to start asking the newlyweds and the esteemed guests the same question.”

      The little man squirmed. “What do you want from me?”

      “Proceed with the wedding, but no one leaves this area, understood?”

      Eying the officers behind Rachel, the man nodded.

      She signaled for a few officers to flank the wedding area, with orders to watch and wait until the ceremony was finished. McConnell didn’t want to risk losing the Poisoner. She would question everyone here if need be. She ventured back toward the estate. There was a barn-turned-lounge nearby and a few rentable cabins. Farther off in the distance, multiple tool huts and the wine press building were visible. The vineyard itself was built on the bend of a hill. Beyond the rows of grapevines, woods flanked the area, and the beautiful mountain stood mightily in the distance. Is this romantic enough for you, Martin?

      Rachel checked the estate first. It opened into a small shop with shelves of wine, and there was a clerk whom Officer Jones pulled aside for questioning. There were a number of wine tasting stations and hors d'oeuvres set on the table. Rachel scanned the various bottles, trying to make a connection with the ones found at the mothers’ crime scenes. None matched. She moved up through the halls and into the cellar. It was a wide room with kegs and dust-coated wine bottles costing hundreds of dollars each. She brushed her foot on the wooden floor as she looked for any sort of trapdoor or hidden latch. Not even a hint.

      “Ava? Hailey? Emily?” Rachel called out into the room. She focused her hearing, waiting for a reply. Ashton stepped out of the shadows wearing his pumpkin-head mask. Ethan followed behind, soaking wet and poison falling from his lips. Those two again.

      “What did you find?” Rachel asked them.

      “I’ll only talk to Mallory,” Ethan said defiantly. His glasses were fogged up. Long brown locks of hair tumbled down his shoulders.

      “Buck up,” she told the kid. “This not the time for playing games.”

      The boy glared.

      Rachel asked, “How close am I, or is this place a dead end?”

      The Orphan boys pursed their lips. They returned to the darkness of the shadow. Rachel rubbed her forehead. She was on her own for this one. Despite all the action, she felt the case was moving at a snail’s pace. She needed to find and save the surviving girls before the Poisoner decided to sacrifice another in the name of tragedy.

      After clearing the estate, Rachel moved to the barn lodge. It had a charming and purposely rustic appearance. There was a bar inside with mounted game and fishing trophies on the walls: a mix of bucks, trout, and bass. At her request, the bartender gave her a tour of the building. He led her into the drinks cooler. She moved aside a few kegs and listened for any noises from the abducted children. Nothing.

      Outside, the police were interviewing the vineyard workers. The wedding after-party was being disrupted by the officers, though it didn’t seem as if they were learning anything important. Peak called Rachel.

      “Any luck?” she asked.

      “On Martin? No.”

      That was a discouraging thought.

      “That’s not the reason I called.”

      “Then what is?”

      “I searched their pesticides containers inside of the storage sheds. Most of them were empty.”

      “Coincidence?” Rachel asked as she gestured for a few officers to move to the sheds on the property.    

      “Too early to tell. I’m trying to get the sales records for when they purchased these pesticides. See if they should be running low,” said Peak. “Either way, they have some pretty powerful stuff here. There’s a chance it’s illegal.”

      “Keep me posted,” Rachel replied and ended the call. Perhaps Peak was on Martin’s trail and Rachel was fumbling around like an idiot. She marched through the mowed grass pathway wide enough for two cars to pass through and headed into the wine press. An officer stepped out and shook his head.

      Rachel’s phone rang again. It was Officer Jones this time. “What’s up?”

      “We got someone at the wedding who recognizes Martin’s face.”

      “Do they know what name Martin was going by?”

      “Mr. Foire. He owns the vineyard and is in charge of planning the wedding, too.”

      “Find out why the other employees haven’t told us about this guy. I want to know his first and last name, his daily routine, his favorite color, anything and everything. I’ll be over there shortly.”

      Rachel removed the lock and entered the equipment shed. It was a cramped square room with pesticide containers and gardening tools. Shelves lined the walls. They were packed with cans, boxes of nails, and other small items used for quick home repair. Finding nothing of importance inside, she headed to another building, one of the rent-a-cabins set apart from the rest.

      The house was one and a half stories tall. The half part was the small loft, accessible by a ladder. It consisted of a cot, a small clothing trunk, and a little window the shape of an orange slice. The first floor had a studio layout with a kitchen, dining table, and living room melded into one. There was a bathroom set off to the side. A number of wildflowers lined the windowsills. The curtains were plush and the color of cream. Inside the bathroom, Rachel found men’s cologne and hair products. She exited and circled around back, stepping over a familiar herb. Its stem was green and fuzzy. The leaves with a purple tint slightly masked the round black berries. Atropa belladonna. Rachel snapped a picture of it. It could be just a random plant.

      She marched around the back of the house, finding cellar doors. She stood before it for a moment. She kept a hand on her gun, ready to draw, and pulled the handle. With a creaking noise, the door opened onto a flight of descending steps. She flipped the light switch at the bottom, flooding the tall shelves packed with wine bottles with light. There was a table in the back with two chairs and a laptop. Something told Rachel that they probably didn’t treat all of their esteemed guests with such amenities. She felt the Sense activating, sharpening her eyesight and prompting her to pull her pistol. Scurrying on across the ceiling was a woman with a twisted neck and a loose-fitting white bathrobe one breeze away from falling off. Blue, red, and yellow paint dripped from her pasty-white skin and platinum blond hair. She looked at Rachel with wide, dilated blue eyes.

      “Cora Brewster,” Rachel said the woman’s name. Her daughter was Hailey.

      Stepping out of another corner was a wide-framed woman in a flowing red dress with long dyed-red hair. She frowned heavily. A drop of bile and wine escaped the corner of her tight lips. Anastasia Sebring, Ethan’s mother.

      Mumbling to herself, the next victim made herself known. Dark-skinned Jasmine Rickers, mother of Emily.

      Lastly, Carolina Thurston, the Delinquent Orphan, stepped down the stairs behind Rachel. The cellar doors slammed behind her. Her face was covered in leaking lacerations. Her hair was patchy with bald spots and uneven bangs. She’d cut open the corners of her mouth from ear to ear, revealing the entirety of her jaw whenever she parted her lips as she did now.

      “It’s been a while,” Rachel said to the women. “You here to help or hurt me?”

      Jasmine stomped to Rachel, her brown eyes big and full of fury. “Where is my baby?”

      “Why do you think I’m here?” Rachel asked rhetorically.

      Carolina put her hand on Rachel’s shoulder.

      Rachel recoiled. “Don’t touch me.”

      “I waited for so long,” Anastasia said, “and you failed my son.”

      The words hit Rachel where it hurt. “Not every story has a happy ending.”

      Carolina snickered, the lower third of her face slipping open. “Time’s up.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?” Rachel asked. “You have all the time in the world to wait.”

      Cora clacked her teeth together, and a droplet of blood trickled onto Rachel’s shoe. “Not my Hailey.”

      “We can talk about this later,” Rachel growled.

      As soon as she said the words, a wine bottle flew at her. She pulled her head away at just the right second, feeling the wind brush by her face. Another bottle shot from the opposite shelves. Rachel dodged that one, too. Both bottles shattered.

      Remembering what Mallory did at Woodhall, Rachel took a deep breath and with all her might, yelled, “Enough!”

      She felt a pulse of energy erupt from her body. It blew Cora from the ceiling and caused the other Orphans to stumble back before vanishing in a blink. Rachel felt her heart rate slow. She studied her hands and torso, feeling what could be described as a tiny shocking sensation zapping throughout the inside of her body. Of what she had read and understood, her mother’s leather-bound journal made no mention of this type of reaction. Is the Gift changing, or am I getting stronger? Rachel didn’t know the exact answer, but somehow it linked to Mallory.

      Something thumped beneath her feet. Rachel turned her attention to the hardwood floor and listened. Movement. A scuttle.

      She followed it with silent steps. She kept both hands on her pistol, training it at the floorboards. She stepped behind one of the shelves of wine bottles and stopped in front of a wooden barrel. There was a square outline in the floor below it. She heaved the barrel aside and examined the locked trapdoor with a tiny keyhole. She took a knee, pulled out her lock-picking tools, and started working. When she heard the satisfying click, she held her weapon on in one hand and opened the trapdoor with the other. A sharply inclined ladder plunged into the dark room beneath. Rachel steadied her breath and entered, conquering one step at a time. She flashed her weapon across the second cellar deep underground, wondering in the back of her mind who built this place and what they intended to store here.

      Her flashlight scanned various bottles. Their corked necks jutted from wooden shelves with diamond-shaped cubbies. The place reeked of feces and sweat. Rachel gagged by the time her foot landed on the final step. Something moved in the far corner. Her muscles tensed. She trained her gun at the point where she saw the movement.

      Screams echoed through the cellar as three figures charged at Rachel with sharp shattered halves of broken wine bottles. She hesitated on the trigger pull as the three feral little girls collided with her, taking her off her feet. Her bottom hit the ground. A jagged piece of glass zipped past her cheek, missing her eyes by centimeters.

      The little girls screamed and kept on trying to stab Rachel with the sharp shards. The detective disarmed them by slapping away the weapons and prying herself from the girls. “Detective Rachel Harroway. Highlands PD!”

      The three girls froze.

      The one at the center had dark skin and frizzy hair. Her cheeks were sunken, and her dark eyes were big and bloodshot. Dirt stained her wrinkled pajamas. Her bare feet were pitch black up to the ankle. The girl to the right of her looked to be of similar age. She had long, tangled hair, and the dirt of the cellar had turned her cute pink shirt the color of soot. More dust and dirt smudged her pale face and across her forehead. The final girl was smallest and had straight, almost white hair with bangs so long that they tumbled over her face. She was trembling more than the other two.

      “You’re a cop?” the dark-skinned one asked with disbelief.

      Rachel let the child hold her badge. “You’re Emily Rickers.”

      Rachel put her hand on the next girl. “Ava.”

      Her lip quivered. “You forgot about us.”

      Rachel shook her head. “No. I never did.”

      Rachel helped the last little girl stand. “Hailey.”

      “Where’s my mommy?”

      Ava barked at her. “Dead, idiot.”

      Rachel put away her weapon. “Where’s Martin?”

      “Who?” Emily asked.

      “Mr. Caro,” Rachel elaborated.

      “We’ve not seen him since this morning,” Emily replied.

      “What did he last say to you?” Rachel asked.

      Hailey twiddled the thumbs of her dirt-stained hands. “That today is the day the world weeps.”

      Rachel got chill bumps. “Did he say what that meant?”

      The little girls shook their heads.

      Rachel paused for a moment, thinking about the best course of action. She realized the little girls were staring at her and stepped aside, allowing them to go up the ladder first. Ava elbowed past the other two girls and escaped without looking back. Emily was a bit more cautious, and six-year-old Hailey was the last one.

      “We didn’t want to hurt you,” she said in her tiny voice. “But Ethan said we needed to fight.”

      “Go on, now, Hailey. I’m right behind you.”

      Rachel quickly climbed up after the girl, but not before noticing a bottle of Yellowtail. She removed it from the shelf and studied the inside. There were traces of squashed belladonna berries within. She took it as evidence and followed the children out of the cellar. Despite it being overcast, they blocked the sunlight with their forearms. A few officers saw from a distance, exchanged hurried words, and then rushed to the children’s aid.

      Rachel saw the mothers standing amidst the rows of grapevines.

      “Happy?” Rachel mumbled.

      They looked at her with newfound respect.

      She jogged back to the estate, ready to hear what Officer Jones learned from the workers. He was speaking to the short man with the fat nose.

      “Harroway!” he called out. Rachel approached. Jones turned to the man. “Tell her what you told me.”

      The man grumbled. “I believe the man from your sketch is Mr. Adam Foire. He owns this vineyard. Stops by occasionally.”

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “A day ago,” the man admitted.

      Rachel turned to Jones. “Take him downtown. I want his statement in writing. Oh, and you may want to get a lawyer.”  

      Rachel’s phone rang. It was Peak again.

      “I found something.”

      “So did I, the abducted girls.”

      “They’re alive?”

      “More than alive. They tried to gut me. We have ambulances en route now.” Rachel’s heart wouldn’t stop pounding. Months of hard work was all paying off. “What did you find?”

      “The name of the man who runs the vineyard. Adam Foire. He matched the sketch.”

      “Funny,” Rachel said. “That’s name of the man who owns Blue Hill.”

      “He owns both.”

      “Looks that way.”

      “That explains where he got his money, and why he had no qualms about burning down the rented estate. I wonder how much other real estate he has a hand in.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Rachel said with complete seriousness. “He told his captives this morning that he’s going to strike today.”

      Peak soaked in the words. “The pesticides. We need to warn McConnell at the fundraiser dinner.”

      Rachel paced, watching the police taking down statements from various witnesses, and the bride and groom in complete despair that their wedding plans were ruined.

      “Rachel?”

      “It doesn’t sit right with me,” she admitted. “Why go after the fundraiser? That’s not his style. Besides, McConnell has that place on lock.”  

      “I hate when you’re right.”

      She watched an officer force a worker to call back the watering drone. The unmanned machine zipped through the air and landed with expert precision. “Did you see any drones at Bellissim?”

      “No.”

      “He must’ve taken them out…” she thought aloud.

      Nearby, the freed captives were given bottled water and blankets while they waited for the EMTs to arrive.

      Rachel’s heart rate spiked. Her eyes widened. “The vigil. When does that start?”

      “Uh, it’s nearly 6:00, so I’d say it’s going on as we speak.” Peak cursed. “You don’t think...?”

      “Most of the town will be there, Peak,” Rachel said as she rushed for her car. “We need to move, now!”
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      Rachel’s tires skidded as she drifted down the curving mountain road. She corrected her vehicle before clipping the guardrail and then stomped the accelerator.

      “Requesting all available units to Fifth and Main,” she said and then tossed the police radio aside.

      The bulk of the local police force was either at the vineyards or patrolling the fundraiser. She would mostly be on her own for this one. She rounded a turn, seeing the town of Highlands in the distance. The sun was falling behind the mountain, and the mid-autumn chill was starting to kick up again.

      Trees and bushes blurred by outside the car window, along with the Orphans of those who died on Halloween night, and long before that. Rachel was far too focused to notice. She sped past Chan’s, her father’s church, and dozens of familiar mom-and-pop restaurants that had long replaced cheery skeletons with pilgrims and Indians. Police blockades had been set at the far end of Main Street. A massive crowd of locals and their families gathered around the middle of the street in front of a platform with a queue of guest speakers. Every able-bodied person held a lit candle. News vans and reports filmed live coverage of the event. Mothers bounced their infants against their shoulders. Some of the grown men cried. It was the type of event that police couldn’t shut down at a moment’s notice.

      Rachel swerved into the nearest parking lot, parked diagonally across two lines, and rushed out of her car. She sprinted to the crowd, scanning for Martin Malone. There were too many faces, too many suspects, and not enough resources to properly vet them. Think, Rachel. Think. She turned her eyes to the stage. A few of the local church leaders were talking. Rachel saw her father in one of the seats. Her stomach dropped. She quickly pulled out her phone and gave him a call. Liam checked his phone with a concerned face and then put it back into his pocket. Rachel growled.

      A flock of black birds took flight in the distance, followed by a silent eleven-foot-long helicopter holding a black canister. It zipped toward the crowd. The nozzle on the canister popped open, raining down a billowing stream of orange gas as it neared the men and women, young and old, all with their heads bowed in prayer.

      Time seemed to slow for Rachel. She couldn’t stop the drone, even if her aim was perfect. Only one other option came to mind. She pulled her pistol, aimed for the clouds and squeezed off a few loud gunshots into the early evening sky.

      Pop! Pop! Pop!

      The crowd screamed and saw the helicopter swiftly approaching. Orange pesticide enveloped those at the far reaches of the crowd like the shadow from the angel of death. They ran away shrieking in pain and horror as their eyes swelled and they spewed vomit and blood. They tripped and tumbled into each other, forming piles on the ground that were consumed by the toxic gas. The fire from the candles spread to shirts and pants and hitchhiked on the backs of screaming sprinters.

      The speakers on stage clambered to get off of the platform. One tripped over an audio cable, sending an electrical screech into the already chaotic cacophony of shrieks, cries, and footfalls. Liam stood alone on the stage, gawking at the horror while people fled around him. The orange death would be upon him soon.

      “Dad!” Rachel’s cry was lost in the hundreds of others.

      She ran against the stampeding crowd, getting pelted by shoulders and elbows as she pushed against the tide of bodies. The rising smoke was about a fourth of the way over the blockaded area. The copter itself was about halfway over the crowd. Time was running out.

      Rachel hurtled over a felled man and nearly knocked over a woman clenching her newborn babe tightly to her chest. As she reached the steps on the side of the stage, a man built like an ox plowed into her. She smacked against the hard asphalt and guarded her face as an elderly woman stomped her chest. She grabbed a metal cross bar supporting the platform and started to pull herself up, when she was nailed by a flaming man. His entire face was swollen and blood red from the toxins. He screamed into Rachel’s face, spitting into her eyes and on her brow. She pushed him off and crawled under the stage. Sharp pain hit her right arm. She realized it was on fire. She slapped out the flame, searing her palm. Hunched, she ran under the stage and to the steps.

      Liam stood by the podium with a look of complete despair. Rachel grabbed his wrist. “Dad. Run!”

      As she dragged him away, the vibrant cloud of death nipped at her heels. Liam pointed to a rooftop across the way. “There.”

      She looked up and saw a figure silhouetted at the top of the building. He held a remote control. A jack-o’-lantern mask that was staple-stitched down the middle covered his head.

      Rachel put her arm around her father and ushered him down the side steps.

      “Rachel. Rachel. He’s killing those people.”

      “I know, Dad,” Rachel barked as she pushed her elderly father away from the smoke.

      “What are we going to do?” he asked with dread in his voice.

      His run was a sorry thing. It was slowing Rachel down, but she wouldn’t dream of abandoning her father. “Dad, you have to run fast. Find shelter.”

      “But—”

      She found the nearest open door and pushed her father inside. It was small antiques shop, and there were already other event-goers inside. “If you see the smoke coming in, get out.”

      Before her father could reply, she slammed the door behind him. Tires screeched down the road and bowled though a few pedestrians to escape the chaos. Police sirens screamed. Rachel faced the twenty-foot wall of orange toxins rolling toward her. She bolted into an alleyway in search of stairs, a ladder, or anything that she could climb.

      She found a fire escape on the side of a brick building. It would work. Clambering up the dumpster, she watched the orange gas tumble by on the adjacent street. An arm of it branched into the alley next to her. She leapt from the dumpster to the suspended ladder’s lowest rung and used all of her arm and core strength to heave herself up. She wasn’t twenty anymore, and it felt as if all of her muscles were tearing. If you fall, you die. She repeated it to herself a million times as she got to the second and then third rung. The metal bars stripped layers of skin from her palms. The pain that remained was fiery hot. She continued her climb. The rising gas coasted to her. She reached the top of the ladder and hurried up the steps.

      Before long, she reached the rooftop. Over the air conditioning units and snaking vents, the Poisoner stood. His gloved hands, one stained black from his encounter with Rachel on Halloween, toyed with the remote control. His thumbs worked the pitch-and-yaw joystick.  

      Rachel whipped out her pistol. “Martin Malone!”

      The man in the jack-o’-lantern mask swiftly turned his attention to her.

      “You are under arrest! Drop the controller!” she shouted. Everything inside of her wanted to pepper this man with bullets, but that wasn’t her way.

      Martin tilted his head slightly to the side like a confused dog. Under his unbuttoned blazer, Rachel’s Glock 22 was held snugly in a leather holster. “Show’s over, Detective. I’m nearly finished.”

      Rachel fired off a round, blowing off the upper corner of his pumpkin mask.

      Martin recoiled but didn’t drop the controller. No blood poured from the wound. It missed his skull by centimeters.

      “Next time, I’ll put it between your eyes!” Rachel promised.

      Shaken, Martin flicked the joystick.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the small, unmanned helicopter make a sharp turn and charge right at her. She swiveled her waist, firing off two rounds into its nose as it angled forward and down, aiming the rotating blades Rachel’s way. It came swiftly. She felt the jets of wind pump at her and tousle her hair as it raced forward. Rachel dove, belly-flopping on the rooftop as the helicopter smashed into the place where she had been standing. Its swirling blades fragmented on impact, sending flying metal over Rachel’s skull. The nose of the machine crunched, slid, and erupted into fire.

      Rachel turned her eyes up to the Poisoner as he tossed the control aside and drew out the gun. Wincing from pain in her core, she fired off a round. It missed Martin. He hurried for cover behind one of the ventilation units.

      On her tender palms, she pushed herself up. The barrel of the Poisoner’s gun pointed over the top of the square unit, and he fired off a few blind rounds. She kept her head low and dropped prone behind one of the snaking ventilation tubes.

      The Poisoner shouted from behind his cover. “I imagined a much more romantic end for you, Detective. Don’t make me spoil it with a bullet.”

      

      Rachel crawled on her hands and knees, keeping herself behind her low cover.

      The Poisoner fired off a few more rounds. The bullets zipped over her head. In the town below her, screaming, shouting, and sirens echoed far worse than they did on Halloween night.

      Rachel reached the corner of the snaking vent, rose to a crouch, and kept an eye out for the Poisoner. She couldn’t see him. Carefully, she made her way around the rooftop. Sweat glued her hair to forehead. Pain throbbed in her palms and torso. She shoved the feeling aside the best she could and neared the killer.

      Like a jack-in-the-box, he popped up from behind cover and fired off the rest of the clip at Rachel. She kept her head low and ran until she knew his pistol was depleted. He tossed aside the Glock and sprinted to the roof’s edge. On the street below, blinded, sobbing pedestrians crawled on their hands and knees. Others twitched. Martin turned back to Rachel and pulled off his mask.

      The plastic jack-o’-lantern cracked open the rest of the way when it hit the street behind him. As Rachel’s sketch described, the man had a handsome, roguish face and slicked-back black hair. His eyes were dark and daring, and his skin was the color of olives. He looked like an older, mature, more handsome version of his teenage self.

      He spread out his arms like Jesus on the cross. The orange smoke dissipated at his back.

      Rachel trained her weapon at his center mass, remembering the dozen lives he had took and countless others he had injured. That such a beautiful man could produce so much evil made her stomach churn.  

      He looked Rachel up and down. “It was beautiful, wasn’t it?”

      She had nothing to say to that.

      “What happened here today, what happened on Halloween, that will stay with people for a very long time. Many of us dream of being legends, Detective. Few actually achieve it.”

      “What’s next? Going to tell me your sob story?” Rachel asked as she stepped closer to him. “I know it. I know how you were raised in that dark room. I know that you left your brother to die. I know your father killed your mother. I know your life was one endless disaster after another. That’s no excuse for the things you’ve done. Throughout your life, people have loved you, Martin. Your mother. Your brother. Jessie Coleman. All those women you poisoned. If you’d just embraced it, you wouldn’t be going down this lonely road.”

      Martin thought about her words for a moment. “Romance is an illusion. This world is only tragedy. Think about all the innocents that are killed daily. Where is the justice?”

      Rachel’s blood pressure spiked. “It’s here, Martin, but you chose to bring only more hurt into this world. Now, get on your knees.”

      Martin cocked a smile. “Going to execute me?”

      She kept aiming at him. “Just do as I say.”

      He chuckled. He shoved his hand into his jacket and swiftly removed a vial. She was half tempted to shoot him then and there, until he consumed the liquid in a single sip. “I’ll see you soon, Detective.”

      His eyes rolled into the back of his head. His body collapsed.

      Rachel paused. Was that it?

      She approached him, knelt down, and checked his pulse. Nothing.

      Police cruisers raced down the road as the sun started to set. She thought about his words, and a foolish thought crossed her mind. Does he know about the Gift? She scoffed at the notion. She peered down at the bodies littering the street, counting at least a dozen and a half limp bodies on the road. She made the call. “Martin Malone is dead.”

      She gave the address and picked up her Glock 22. Something about it felt wrong. Perhaps she’d stick with her new gun after all. She shambled down the fire escape and dropped into the alley, thinking about how she’d help the living and the dead.

      It wasn’t until late afternoon the next day that Rachel found herself looking at Sunny Pines Orphanage. She had her hands in the warm pockets of her leather jacket, and her mind was replaying her final encounter with the Poisoner. Over a dozen lives were lost in the event, though Lieutenant McConnell made it very clear that it could’ve been hundreds if Rachel had not intervened. Her father was safe, Peak was planning a vacation for him and his daughter, Clove, and journalists had filled up Rachel’s voicemail mailbox, asking her when she’d be available for an interview.

      She pulled open the double front doors, requested a visitor pass, and found Mallory Stix seated on the edge of her bed and looking down at the middle-aged woman crouched before her. Martha had long brown hair and wore matching fall attire. She turned to Rachel and got up. Rachel felt a tugging feeling from the Orphan as they stared at one another. After a moment, Martha stepped through Rachel and went out the door.

      Mallory turned her big blue eyes to Rachel. “She hasn’t gone home yet.”

      Rachel leaned in the doorway. “Sometimes it takes a little time for them to let go of this world.”

      “Will I ever see her again?” Mallory asked.

      “That’s out of my hands,” Rachel replied honestly.

      Mallory got out of bed, rushed to Rachel, and gave her a hug.

      The spontaneity stunned Rachel for a moment, but then she returned the action.

      Mallory said, “I was worried you would stop visiting.”

      “That’s why I’m here, actually,” Rachel answered softly. “This will be my final visit to this place.”

      Mallory swiftly separated herself from Rachel. She was seconds away from crying.

      Rachel smiled softly at her and pulled out a folded form from her jacket pocket. “That’s because you’ll be staying at my house.”

      Mallory’s jaw dropped, and her eyes watered. After the moment of shock hit, she leapt into Rachel’s arms.

      “Oof,” Rachel said in reply.

      “I won’t let you down, I promise,” Mallory said. “I’ll do everything you say, wash my own dishes, fold my own laundry. I won’t even talk to any Orphans without your permission.”

      “Slow down, little missy,” Rachel cut her off. “You’re not going to boot camp. Yeah, you’ll be have responsibilities, but this is going to be your home.”

      “Last time someone said that, it wasn’t much fun,” Mallory replied with a cheeky smile.

      Rachel chuckled. “Get packed and ready. There are still a few more documents I need to sign.”

      Mallory hummed the whole way to Hadley House. She looked out of the window and watched the pin oaks zip by. Rachel chewed her lower lip. She wanted this. She knew she wanted this, but everything inside told her not screw up.

      The twin peaks of the 1892 Queen Anne manse grew out of the treetops. Standing two stories high, the house had a large front porch with custom wood trimming that curved around one side of the building. One of the two peaks jutted out from the rest of the house in a half-octagonal shape, thus giving the building the shape of an L. Its roof was shingled, and the windows had wooden shutters.

      Putting her hands on the car window, Mallory stared up at the ancient home.

      They stepped out of the car, crunching dry leaves on the old asphalt. The wind blew Rachel’s dark hair, brushing it against her pale cheeks. Tall sentry oaks concealed the house, leaving a little clearing for the front and backyard. Their skeletal branches waved at Rachel. Their pointed fingers clawed at the left and right sides of the house, narrowly missing it by a few yards.

      “What do you think?” Rachel asked, seeing all the curling paint chips, the leaky gutter, and the other flaws she’d been planning to correct for years. “I know it’s old and a little beaten down, but the place has heart. For me, anyway.”

      Mallory walked a few steps forward. She twisted back to Rachel. “It’s wonderful.”

      Rachel smiled to herself. The last time that was said about her house was when she and Brett first moved in. She let the memory marinate before hiking up the steps and giving Mallory the grand tour.

      “You remember I’ve been here once already,” the little girl said.

      “Yeah, well, now it’s official,” Rachel said. “You can pick whichever room you want. I’ve already washed the sheets and cleaned out the bookshelf.”

      Mallory chose the bedroom nearest Rachel’s. It had a wardrobe left behind by the Barnes family. As she settled in, Rachel unloaded her groceries, trying to remember a meal her father used to make her.

      

      Woodrow Gates had been running behind on Martin Malone’s autopsy. The Poisoner’s body had been stripped and laid bare on the slab, though he thought it fitting to take care of the victims first. It was Gates’s form of karmic justice.

      With a fresh pair of blue latex gloves snug against his bony fingers, Gates turned on his CD player and put on one of his favorite Chopin’s Waltzes. There was something soothing about ending his day on a musical note. He set aside his bone saw, scalpel, and other instruments of dissection, taking a few moments to twirl around and dance with an invisible companion.

      He danced over to the cabinet and pulled out the embalming fluid, put it on his special stainless-steel tray, and returned to the drawers, where he gathered rubber tubing, rib shears, bone-cutting forceps, chisels, a bone mallet, and his favorite: the Virchow skull breaker.

      Just like in med school, he liked to have everything laid out in front of him before he started on a job. With his assistants all taking night classes to get their diploma, he couldn’t rely on some young hottie to pull over the hazardous waste hamper if he accidentally punctured the large intestine. Gates did not mind, though. He liked being able to dance and hum and enjoy his own weirdness. He’d say he was the oddest duck to pass through this office, though the world would never know it. Besides, there was only one other person stranger than him. The enigma that was Rachel Harroway. He thought she was epileptic, but that made very little sense considering that she never had a seizure away from a cadaver. Some of the local law enforcement called her a witch or clairvoyant behind her back. Gates wouldn’t go that far in his theories, but there was something Harroway was hiding from the world, and he was intent on finding out.

      Grabbing the final tools, he turned back to the dissection table and gasped. Martin Malone was sitting up on the cold slab. His head was downcast, with his greasy black hair dangling over his face. As fast as lightning, his dark eyes, full of life and vigor, locked with Gates’s, which were grey like dirty ice and wide with terror.

      On autopilot, Gates slung a deep stainless-steel tray at the living dead man’s face. Martin took the hit across the jaw, staggered off the table, and then rammed the scalpel into Gates’s neck. The coroner stumbled back, hitting the sink as Martin punched him with the scalpel in the stomach and chest. Gates’s legs betrayed him, and he hit the cold floor. Crimson painted his white lab coat at his front. His gloved hand held the puncture in his neck, which pumped a steady stream of blood. He tried to talk, scream, anything, but could only gurgle blood.

      Naked and dripping with Gates’s blood, Martin Malone stood over the old man with a look of fascination on his handsome face. “Detective Harroway—where does she live?”

      Gates kept his mouth closed. It quickly filled with blood.

      Martin squatted down to his level. He put the scalpel’s bloody point on Gate’s groin. “Speak.”

      “H-Hadley.” Gates spat blood.  

      “Hadley House? The old one on Oakland Drive?” Martin asked.

      Gates nodded weakly.

      Martin reached into the coroner’s pocket and pulled out his car keys.

      Leaving the scalpel behind, he opened a vertical locker with his blood-soaked right hand and slung on a lab coat.

      He exited the operating room, but not before turning off the lights.

      Gates lay in the cold dark of the morgue. He fumbled weakly in his pockets, struggling to get out his cellphone before he bled out across the tile floor.
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      Under a dim ceiling light, Rachel and Mallory sat at the head of the dining room table. The little girl dipped her spoon into her beef, cabbage, and carrot stew and blew on it. The storm raged on outside, pelting the windows with big raindrops and causing the house to groan. Rachel’s bowl of soup was untouched. She watched Mallory intensely, feeling her heart rate rise.

      Mallory put the spoon into her mouth and swallowed. Rachel adjusted her posture, eager for the child’s feedback.

      “It’s… good,” Mallory said, forcing a smile.

      Rachel’s heart sank.

      Mallory quickly took another spoonful and swallowed it down.

      “See,” she said as she chewed a tough hunk of diced meat. “Tasty.”

      “All right,” Rachel said with defeat. “That’s enough. You can stop the charades.”

      As quickly as the soup went into Mallory, it was out and back in the bowl. Mallory wiped her chin with the top of her blue cotton sleeve.

      Rachel crossed her arms. “We’re going to need to teach you some manners.”

      “You said I didn’t have to eat it,” Mallory replied, feigning innocence.

      Rachel took a deep breath. This motherhood thing was going to be lot harder than she’d expected.

      “You can try to make it again,” Mallory suggested politely.

      Rachel thought about it. She checked the time. “Do you like Chinese food?”

      Mallory nodded enthusiastically.

      “Be thinking about what you want.” Rachel picked up both of their soup bowls, took them into the kitchen, and dumped the foul-tasting food into the sink.

      “I want General Tso’s!” Mallory yelled from the other room while Rachel washed the dishes.

      “How spicy?” Rachel called back, drying her hands on the dishcloth.

      “Very,” Mallory said.

      “You’re a brave little girl,” Rachel replied and grabbed her phone from beside the sink.

      One missed text from Jenson Peak.  

      With a crinkled brow, Rachel tapped her thumb on the screen.

      Malone lives. Gates in intensive care.

      That was an hour ago.

      Rachel’s heart skipped a beat.

      Lightning flashed outside the kitchen window, illuminating Martin Malone’s drenched face on the other side. Clenching a brick, he shattered the window in a single blow. Rachel staggered back and reached for a knife in the rack, but Martin was already through the window and diving at her. The two of them slammed to the kitchen floor. The knife rack fell with them. Blades clanged. Under his soaked, bloodstained lab coat, Martin was naked. He tried to slam the brick down on Rachel’s nose. She moved her head aside and watched the jagged point punch the laminate. She pushed her knee into his groin and shoved him off of her. She crawled to the nearest knife on the floor by Martin as he dived on her back and pinned her to the ground.

      “I picked up something special before I came here. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Before Rachel could guess, Martin smashed a handful of wet, round, black berries against her lips. The bittersweet taste leaked into her mouth along with the taste of copper. She clenched her jaw, trying to keep from consuming the Devil’s Cherries, though she had already begun to swallow some. She reached behind her and grabbed a handful of Martin’s rich hair. He screamed as she yanked his head to the side. The wet hair tore from his scalp with excruciating pain. With his free hand, he grabbed the back of Rachel’s head and slammed it into the floor. The smashed berries sprayed into her mouth. Martin kept his hand firmly clenching her mouth and nose, keeping her from breathing. She inhaled some of the juices into her nostrils and became nauseated.

      “This is the ending I had in mind, Detective,” Martin bragged. “The hero dies, and I escape. The perfect tragedy—ack!”

      Martin let go of Rachel and backhanded Mallory, who was behind him. The hit put the eight-year-old on her back. He grabbed the knife hilt firmly imbedded in his lower back. He cursed as he tried to remove it.

      Rachel spit out the black gunk across the floor. It covered the entire lower third of her face and the tip of her nose. She shimmied underneath him in an attempt to free herself. Martin slammed her head back down a final time before struggling to his feet. He turned to Mallory.

      “I’m not scared of you!” Mallory shouted as she scooted away on her bottom.

      Martin fetched one of the knives and lumbered to her. “I gave you a home, and this is how you repay me?”

      Mallory’s back hit the kitchen counter. She watched the scarlet waterfall trickle down the back of Martin’s hairy legs. Tears streamed down his pain-hardened face, making him out to be the spitting image of his homicidal father. He raised the knife. Its shadow fell across Mallory’s terrified eyes.

      That was when Rachel grabbed and twisted the blade in his back.  

      Martin howled and dropped to his knees as Rachel kept twisting. “You don’t put a hand on her.”

      Martin’s scream turned to a cry. He released his weapon and landed on his palms. “No! No more!”

      Anger consumed Rachel the more she heard him scream. In the corner of her eyes, she saw the dozens of individuals—mothers, fathers, children—that the monster had killed. The Orphans were watching the violence with apathetic expressions. Carolina Thurston cackled with her extra-wide mouth.

      Mallory looked over the killer and at her mother. A look of determination flashed over her face, and she grabbed the knife from the floor. Without a word, she sliced it at Martin’s neck.

      Rachel swiftly pulled Martin out of the way, though she couldn’t stop him from taking a small nick on his throat. He toppled to the side and went fetal.

      Mallory stood up, her eyes devoid of all emotion, and raised the knife over her mother’s sobbing killer.

      Rachel leapt over the man and grabbed Mallory’s wrist. They two of them locked eyes. The gathering of Orphans encircled them, waiting eagerly for either Mallory or Rachel to act.

      “They want me to,” Mallory said, trying to wiggle out of Rachel’s grasp. “I have to.”

      “No,” Rachel said. “This isn’t justice, Mallory. This isn’t who we are.”

      “He killed my mother!” Mallory cried. “He killed my friends…” Her words were lost in sobbing.

      Rachel looked down at the small naked man curled up like a baby, crying and bleeding on her kitchen floor. She let go of Mallory’s wrist and embraced the child. She rested her chin on the Mallory’s head and closed her eyes. She tasted toxic berries and blood. Her nose was dripping red.

      After the child had calmed, Rachel removed the knife from her tiny fingers and put it on the countertop. She then grabbed her phone and dialed the police.

      “Yeah, I got him,” Rachel said to dispatch. “Send an ambulance. I’ll need one too.”

      Rachel, Mallory, Ethan, Ashton, Anastasia, Cora, Carolina, Martha, Jasmine and the other Orphans stood completely still until the ambulance and backup arrived.

      Martin Malone was carted off on a stretcher, passed out from blood loss and minutes from death. As he was loaded into the back of the ambulance, the Orphans dispersed into the leafless trees encircling Rachel’s home. One by one, they vanished into the familiar inky void of night. Ashton was the last to leave. He waved Mallory a goodbye and went home.

      Rachel’s mouth was washed and cleaned by an EMT while another examined Mallory’s swollen cheek.

      “You may feel a little under the weather,” the EMT said. “But you didn’t consume enough to do you any real harm.”

      Rachel ignored the rest of his words as she watched Mallory from across the driveway. Am I really ready for this?

      “Who stuck him with the knife?” Peak asked.

      Rachel hadn’t heard him approach.

      The EMT eyed Rachel curiously.

      “I did,” Rachel lied.

      Peak stuck his hand in his windbreaker and let the rain fall down his black umbrella. “You’ll do a good job, Harroway.”

      We’ll see.

      Peak gave Mallory a final look and then wandered off to his car. “Sleep well.”

      The next morning, Rachel knocked on Mallory’s bedroom door.

      “It’s open,” the child replied.

      Rachel slipped inside. Mallory lay flat on her back, staring up at the ceiling. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to show you. Come downstairs.”

      Mallory’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the weathered leather-bound journal on the countertop. She touched the cover delicately and opened it to the first page.

      “This was my mother’s,” Rachel explained. “She was like us.”

      “Wow,” Mallory said, lost in the book’s novelty. She flipped through the old pages. “It even smells old.”

      “Yeah.” Rachel cracked a smile. “But this isn’t why I brought you down here.”

      Mallory eyed her curiously.

      Rachel stepped over the part of the floor she bleached that morning and opened the cupboard. She removed a tin canister and a few mason jars. Inside were an assortment of toxic herbs and roots in the shape of chicken feet.

      Rachel saw Mallory gawking and said, “Turn to the middle page of that book.”

      Mallory did so.

      “Now, put on some gloves.” Rachel gestured to a nearby drawer.

      Mallory pulled out two pairs of gloves, one for Rachel and one for herself. “Why do we need these?”

      “You’ll see,” Rachel said teasingly. She slid the jars across the countertop to Mallory. “Open those, and pull out the amount the journal says. Here. I’ll help.”

      Together, they read off the long titles of different ingredients and dumped the proper portions into the blender. When they’d put in the final ingredients, Rachel held the top on and let Mallory push the blender’s ON button.

      When the concoction was a grey-green mix, Rachel told her to stop and filled two tall glasses. “Voila.”

      Mallory sipped and grimaced. “It tastes like dirt.”  

      Rachel gulped from her own cup. “It does, doesn’t it?”

      One tall, one short, they stood side-by-side, backs to the sink, sunlight streaming through the plastic sheeting over the window.

      Holding the cup in her right hand, Rachel stared at nothing in particular in the other room. Mallory glanced at her and then mimicked her exact pose.

      “Make sure you drink that all up,” Rachel reminded her. “We could both use some peace and quiet.”

      At the same time, they brought their smoothies to their mouths and drank up.

      

      The End.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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      Palm Dale, Florida

      

      School was out, and it was a Friday—a double win for the students of Windcrest Elementary. There was no day of the week more exciting. At the sound of the bell, more than five hundred children poured outside their brick-building classrooms at the ringing of the final bell, eager to get home and get ready for the weekend.

      A line of vehicles idled along the parent pickup lane, just past the school flagpole and bike rack. At the bus loop, school buses spewed exhaust into the air, waiting with their doors open and drivers at the wheel. Students dispersed into different groups—some toward the bus loop, others toward their parent pickup.

      Janitorial staff entered the recently vacated classrooms with loaded pushcarts, ready to get to work. While the majority of students left without looking back, one nine-year-old girl, Jenny Dawson, stayed behind to help her fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Ramsey, clean up for the day. Jenny’s mother was running behind, and she was in no rush to leave. She lived close to the school but was forbidden from riding the bus or walking home. Jenny vented her frustrations to her teacher while wiping a large Dry-Erase board.

      “I don’t get it. We only live like a half mile away, and they won’t even let me ride my bike home.”

      “They just want to make sure you’re safe,” Mrs. Ramsey said, shutting the vertical blinds. Only moments ago, the classroom had been bustling with twenty-five students. Buses trailed off in the distance as the air became still and quiet.

      Jenny’s shoulder-length blond hair flew in her face as she whipped her head around. “It’s ridiculous. They won’t let me do anything.”

      Mrs. Ramsey did her best to remain neutral. “Maybe next year they’ll change their mind. Are you ready for fifth grade?”

      Jenny went back to the board, spraying Windex on its surface. “Not really.”

      “Why not?” Mrs. Ramsey asked, surprised. “With grades like yours, you’re more than ready. I’m not even sure why I asked it.”

      “I don’t know,” Jenny said, looking down.

      Mrs. Ramsey walked to her desk, the bottom of her long summer dress swaying just above the green carpet. She opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a small paper gift bag. “Here,” she said, walking over to Jenny. “I wanted to give this to you.”

      “What’s that?” Jenny asked with suspicion.

      Mrs. Ramsey handed her the bag. “Just some goodies to show my appreciation for all of your help this year.”

      Jenny rolled her eyes. “Great, now I’m the teacher’s pet.”

      Mrs. Ramsey patted her head. “You always have been.”

      Jenny laughed, taking the bag. “That’s not a good thing, Mrs. Ramsey. Kids get beat up for less.”

      “You’re a good student, Jenny,” Mrs. Ramsey said, still holding the bag out. “And I’m going to miss you.”

      Jenny peeked inside the bag. There were cookies wrapped in aluminum foil amid some other treats. “Thank you,” she said with sincerity. “I’m going to miss you too, Mrs. Ramsey.”

      The cell phone in her jean pocket vibrated. She took it out and swiped the screen. “It’s my mom. She’s going to be here soon and wants me outside.”

      “No problem. We’re all done here,” Mrs. Ramsey said. “Thanks again.”

      Jenny grabbed her Hello Kitty backpack and slung it over her shoulders. She waved on her way out.

      “Bye, Mrs. Ramsey. Have a good weekend.”

      “Goodbye, Jenny. See you on Monday.”

      Jenny walked out of the classroom, squinting against the inescapable sunlight. She continued down the sidewalk past mulch-planted bushes and to the parent pickup area. Most of the children had already come and gone, and the lane was mostly empty. The teacher and faculty parking lot was ahead with only a few cars left.

      She could hear wheeled trash cans rolling on the sidewalk in the distance. Cars drove past the school on the main road, but none of them matched her mother’s red Jeep Cherokee.

      One blue station wagon idled in the middle of the pickup lane. Jenny could see the silhouette of a woman at the wheel but couldn’t make out her features.

      The driver lightly tapped her horn as Jenny walked past without making eye contact, still shielding her face from the sun. The woman leaned toward the open passenger-side window.

      “Excuse me, sweetie,” she called. Do you know a boy named Greg Clark? He’s in the third grade.”

      “Greg Clark?” Jenny said, keeping a careful distance. She could make out the woman’s features. She was big, with a chubby face and masculine voice. Her red blush and blue eyeliner looked overdone. “I don’t know,” she continued. “No… I don’t think so.”

      The woman was dissatisfied. “Please,” she pleaded. “I’m starting to get worried. He was supposed to meet me five minutes ago.” She stopped and then dug through her purse as Jenny scanned the area for her mom. “I have a picture of him somewhere.”

      Jenny sighed, hoping her mother would arrive, but not a single vehicle was in sight. The woman stuck her arm out then, holding a wallet-sized photo of a young boy.

      “Does he look familiar at all?”

      Jenny squinted. The short-haired blond boy looked just like any other short-haired blond boy in school. “Not sure…”

      The woman extended her arm. “Take a closer look.”

      Jenny approached the car and zeroed in on the picture, flapping in the wind. Before she could respond, the door swung open, and the woman lunged forward. Tight, meaty hands gripped Jenny’s shoulders and violently yanked her into the car as the gift bag fell to the ground.

      Jenny opened her mouth to scream but was muffled by a thick, moist rag covering her entire face. The air stung her nose and mouth. Then everything went black.

      

      With an unconscious child in the front seat, the woman looked around nervously. She grabbed the passenger door handle and slammed it shut. No one was in sight. She screeched out of the parking lot, leaving a trail of exhaust. The gift bag lay on the empty sidewalk just as a red Jeep Cherokee entered the lot, driving toward the pickup lane.
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      Sergeant Miriam Castillo was behind the wheel of a 2008 Ford police cruiser, with her newly deputized partner in the passenger seat. Deputy Joseph Lang was still a rookie by any stretch, but he was a fast learner and motivated. They had spent most of the day exploring the sunny Florida landscape of swamps, forests, and wildlife to familiarize him with the area. He had recently moved to Palm Dale with his wife and two kids. Miriam had been with the department for five years and had lived in the area for seven. She was thirty-four and had Lang by a couple of years in age and experience.

      She had moved through the ranks fast—considered one of the most promising officers, according to her annual review, anyway. With the arrival of a fresh face, she was at the top of the list to show him around.

      “The first thing you need to learn about the area is that people like to keep to themselves out here,” she said with a half-full Gatorade resting between her knees.

      Deputy Lang nodded along, surveying the homes set amid the marshlands outside the window.

      “Most of them don’t want any trouble. But the ones who do ask for it and then some.”

      The dispatch radio crackled as Deputy Lang turned to her. “What type of criminal activity do you deal with the most out here on patrol?”

      Miriam took a sip of Gatorade and wiped her mouth. “Domestic calls. Robberies. Bar fights. Nothing too serious.”

      They reached the outskirts of town, where there wasn’t a home in sight.

      “I have to admit, this change of scenery is quite a shock.”

      “Trust me, I know,” Miriam said.

      “Angela doesn’t like the heat. We’re a long way from Chicago, that’s for sure,” Lang said.

      Ahead, on a two-lane state road, a minivan dragged along, going at least three miles under the posted forty-miles-per-hour speed limit. Miriam shifted into the left lane, passing the van.

      “Lots of old folks too,” she said.

      Lang turned to look at the driver and saw an old man hunched over the wheel, wearing a camouflaged-net hat.

      “It’s not their fault, though. Town started out as more of a retirement community. But you know how that goes,” Miriam added.

      “Families move in. Suburban sprawl follows. Yeah, I know the drill,” Lang said. He then turned to her, speaking more casually than before. “So what do you like to do around here? You know, for fun?”

      “Me?” Miriam asked, rotating her slender neck. Her long, black hair was tied in a bun. Her gray eyes, shaded behind dark Oakley lenses, remained ahead on the empty road. “I work.”

      Deputy Lang laughed. “Come on, Sergeant. There’s got to be more.”

      “Between this job and my daughter, that’s enough for me.”

      “I have a family too, but you still have to make time to do things. Fun stuff. How close is Disney World from here?”

      “Not close,” Miriam responded. She hadn’t been one for theme parks and family outings for some time. Freddy, her ex-husband, had managed to drain a lot of fun from her life over the years.

      “How old is your daughter, Sergeant?” Lang asked.

      Miriam thought to herself then answered. “She’s eleven now.”

      “Wow. They grow up so fast. My two boys are four and six. How do you like that?”

      “They’ll be in high school before you know it,” Miriam said. “Blows my mind that Ana will be in seventh grade next year.”

      “Good schools here?” Lang asked.

      “Not bad,” Miriam responded. “Helps when you have a good kid.”

      “You must be proud of her.”

      Miriam smiled. “Well, she’s not a teenager yet, and I don’t want to speak too soon.”

      They shared a laugh as the dispatch radio crackled on with cross-chatter.

      Surrounding palm trees moved gently in the breeze. They passed the first couple of homes they had seen in miles. A gate blocking a long dirt driveway led to a mobile home. A two-story house raced by, slightly dilapidated, surrounded by an old-fashioned rail fence. Then they came to fields on both sides, thick with underbrush.

      “It’s kind of peaceful out here,” Lang said, looking around.

      “About time to head back in. I just wanted to give you the lay of the land.”

      A dispatch call came over the radio, requesting assistance. Miriam naturally went for the hand mic, not thinking to let the rookie have a chance at it.

      “This is Bravo Twelve. Go ahead, dispatch.”

      “Complaint at the Anderson Auto. Suspects on ground accused of bringing in stolen copper to sell. Owner made the call.”

      Deputy Lang turned to the radio, carefully listening.

      “Copy that,” Miriam responded. “Have owner stand by. We’re en route, code three.”

      In the middle console sat a Toughbook laptop on a flat, extended platform. The dispatch radio hung above it, directly below the dashboard. A shotgun rested upright behind Miriam’s seat, held in place by a bracket. A cage divided the front and back seats, as in any normal police car. She placed the radio back on its clip and gunned it.

      “We get a lot of calls about copper theft at the Anderson Auto Salvage,” she said to Lang. “I know a shortcut up here.”

      Lang nodded, silent. Miriam took notice and felt a tad contrite. “Sorry, I should have let you take the call. Force of habit.”

      Lang raised his hand in a reassuring gesture. “No, no. Don’t worry about it. I’m fine observing for now, Sergeant.”

      The cruiser sped through a long curve, flanked by palmetto bushes on both sides, and came up suddenly on a slow-moving blue station wagon, right in their path. The double-yellow lines said enough: don’t pass. Not wanting to act reckless around the rookie, Miriam slowed as they got closer to the Buick’s wood-paneled hatchback.

      “Sometimes you just have to turn your lights on to get them out of the way,” she said with a laugh.

      Deputy Lang took off his sunglasses and squinted ahead. Something wasn’t right. “Looks like they have a taillight out.”

      Miriam sighed under her breath. The station wagon wasn’t going a mile over forty-five—usually the case on the open road. On closer inspection, Lang was right. The Buick’s left taillight was out.

      “What do you say, Deputy?” Miriam asked. “It’s your call.”

      Lang cleared his throat. “I know we’re wanted at the salvage yard, but we could take a moment just to let the driver know.” He waited silently for Miriam’s approval. She found it endearing.

      “Good call. That’s what we’re here for.” She raised her hand to the ceiling console and flipped on the flashing lights, absent the siren. Through the window of the hatchback, they could see the silhouetted driver look into her rearview mirror. It looked like a woman. The car slowed and drifted to a halt on the shoulder as they followed, stopping. Deputy Lang grabbed his handle to open the door. Miriam stopped him. “Hold on, now. Let’s run the plates first.”

      “Right, of course,” Lang said, embarrassed. “Sorry, I didn’t want to hold us up.”

      “Good policing takes time,” Miriam said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Lang nodded and waited as Miriam checked the license plate database on the laptop. Green text appeared on the screen listing the owner’s registration information, not far from where she lived herself. “Car is registered to Betsy Judith Cole. Fifty-four years old. Lives on 2438 Woodshire Drive. About ten miles from here.”

      “So she’s local?” Lang asked.

      “Sure is,” Miriam said. “So that’s good. Go ahead and take care of it.”

      Lang placed his sunglasses on, smiling. “Will do.” He opened his door and stepped out as Miriam sent the vehicle information back to headquarters. She looked up and called out to Lang before he shut the door. He stopped and turned around. “Yes, Sergeant?”

      “Nothing fancy. Get her license and registration. We’ll run another check, tell her about the taillight, and drive on.”

      “Unless we find multiple warrants on her,” Lang said, smiling.

      Miriam shrugged. “Never know around here.”

      Lang closed the door and walked around to the front of the cruiser as blue and red siren lights continued to flash. Miriam watched with a smile as Deputy Lang approached the Buick’s driver’s side. He was young. Twenty-five, she believed. He was polite and eager to learn. His attitude made her feel good about her job—a job largely responsible for the decline of her marriage. Deputy Lang walked with a confident stride in his black short-sleeved uniform. His gun and radio were at his hips. He was thin and fit. His short dirty-blond hair freshly trimmed—a model rookie officer. Miriam had to admit, she liked him. As a colleague of the law, of course.

      She watched carefully as he made his way to the window, instructing the driver to roll it down. Suddenly, her iPhone vibrated on the dashboard. She grabbed it and typed her PIN. There was a text from Ana asking when she was going to get home. It was Friday, and Ana wanted to order pizza. The request warmed Miriam’s heart. It had been a while since her daughter asked to hang out with her. She feared by high school, it would only get worse.

      

      Wanted 2 have some friends over & watch a movie, Ana said in her text.

      Miriam felt deflated. Oh. I’ll be home soon and we’ll order it then, she typed.

      

      Just as she pressed send, a gunshot blasted. Her head jolted up. Deputy Lang collapsed onto the pavement. The Buick engine roared and jerked into motion, peeling out. Miriam was in complete shock, but somehow her mind and body kicked into motion. She grabbed the hand mic, shouting into it.

      “Code eight! Code eight! We have an officer down on Route Forty-four! I repeat, officer down!”

      She tossed the mic to the side and jumped out, reaching for the pistol at her waist. The Buick spewed exhaust as it sped off, pebbles flying in the air. She raised her pistol and fired three steady shots, traveling straight through the back window. The Buick was undeterred and continued on, too far out of firing range. Lang lay motionless on his back two feet from where Miriam stood. Her face was pale with sickness. She fell to her knees by his side and looked at him as tears streamed from her eyes.

      “Deputy Lang! Speak to me!” She could see the hole in his left cheek and the blood pouring from his nose.

      She grabbed his wrist, trying to control her own breathing, and felt for a pulse. There was nothing. No breathing. No pulse. Not the slightest sign of life. It was impossible. There was no way.

      Her mind raced as the stench of the Buick’s exhaust settled over her like dust. She placed a hand over Lang’s chest as more tears flowed from her eyes. Lang’s face was already turning blue. She wiped her face as her mind kicked into high gear. There was only one thing left to do, and it didn’t involve waiting for backup.

      She stood and sprinted to her patrol car, pistol in hand, as the lights continued flashing. She swung the door open and threw herself inside. She turned the ignition, put the car in drive, and floored it as the door flung closed.

      “Dispatch, I need immediate air support!” she shouted into the mic. “Suspect is fleeing. Currently in hot pursuit.”

      The sight of Deputy Lang’s lifeless body in the rearview mirror saddened and sickened her. The only hope she had was that she might find the shooter and bring him to justice. The cruiser raced down the barren road at its highest RPMs. She was clocking over one hundred on the speedometer. She could see dust ahead as though the Buick wasn’t far off. She looked for taillights, brake lights, anything that would indicate the shooter.

      “Where’s that backup?” she said.

      “Bravo Twelve, backup is on the way,” the female dispatcher said.

      The cruiser raced ahead as the road became one long, straight line, flashing by in a vortex with no sign of the Buick. There was no way they could have vanished like that. She pressed on as chatter came over the radio, other officers telling her they were on their way. The mood coming over the airwaves was tense. No one was sure yet exactly what had happened.

      Miriam couldn’t say herself. Her partner had been shot. All she knew was that she had to catch the car before the shooter got away.
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      In her five years on the force, Miriam had never witnessed a police shooting within the department. It was new territory for her. She raced down the cracked and faded two-lane road, squeezing the steering wheel with fierce intensity.

      Chatter from a dozen different officers consumed the dispatch radio. They wanted answers. Her siren blared at its loudest pitch as the lights flashed wildly. She wasn’t going to let the shooter get away. The yellow lines in the road flashed by in a rapid blur as she pushed the car to its limit.

      With her eyes locked on the road, she grabbed the hand mic. Her hand trembled as she shouted. “Where’s that chopper, damn it?”

      “Air support en route. ETA, five minutes.”

      She could hear a faint aerial rumble closing in, hoping that it wasn’t too late to find the fleeing suspect. The barren road sharply curved to the right. She slowed as the tires screeched against the rough pavement, and the heat shield around the exhaust rattled as though it were coming loose. The helicopter was getting louder and closer. There was still hope, and then, after three miles of intense pursuit, she saw it—the blue Buick station wagon—parked to the side of the road, sitting on the grass and slanted on a sloping shoulder.

      “Vehicle in sight. I repeat, vehicle in sight!” she said into the hand mic. A blue-and-white police helicopter flew overhead from the distance.

      “Zeroing in on your location,” the pilot’s voice said back.

      She slammed the brakes as the station wagon came into view, parked on the side of the road. She skidded to the side and into the grass, stopping right in front of the Buick. She jumped out and went down on one knee, holding her pistol up. She remained crouched down and approached the Buick with her gun in the air. No one was inside the car. It appeared to have been abandoned.

      She looked around: nothing but trees and palmetto brush as far as she could see on both sides of the road. It was the perfect sanctuary for anyone to flee into. The helicopter was low and circling. They had to have seen something. She pulled out her handheld radio from her side belt and spoke into it.

      “This is Sergeant Castillo. Suspect is not in the car. Preparing to engage on foot.”

      She carefully circled the station wagon, breathing heavily. Adrenaline pumped through her veins. Beads of sweat covered her forehead, collecting just below her hairline. The shooter could only have gone so many ways. She examined the ground near the car, looking for footprints leading into the woods. Nothing looked disturbed, and the fact that the car had been so easily and quickly abandoned had her doubting that fifty-four-year-old Betsy Cole was the culprit.

      “Sergeant Castillo, we need you back at the scene. We’ve got an officer down here,” said a voice through her radio speaker. She recognized the voice. It was her commanding officer, Captain Porter.

      “Sir. I am in pursuit of the suspect right now!” she said, ready to storm into the marshy forest to her side.

      “We’re assembling a pursuit team. If you’re at the vehicle, suspect couldn’t have gone too far. Now—”

      She turned the radio off mid-sentence. He’d be upset with her, but she didn’t care. The helicopter was circling the area, aimlessly it seemed.

      “Where are you, you son of a bitch?” Miriam said under her breath.

      She headed into the forest, swiping at branches and palmetto bushes lined up like crops. She held her gun up, ready to put a bullet into the shooter’s head. Sticks and leaves crackled under her boots. Sunlight flashed through trees as sharp, green palmetto leaves poked her legs. She continued on, pushing her way through the brush, sweaty and exhausted.

      She looked up as the helicopter flew past, hoping it would land, but it flew off instead. There was no going any farther. She was already in the thick of it with nothing to show. She turned back and trudged her way through the brush, keeping a keen eye out for anything that moved.

      By the time she emerged from the woods, there were ten police vehicles already parked along the road. Blue and red flashing lights reflected against the windows of the empty Buick. She approached a group of officers huddled by her patrol car, oblivious to the dirt and tear streaks covering her face.

      “The car’s stolen,” she said as they looked at her, startled.

      “What was that, Sergeant Castillo?” O’Leary, an older but boyish-looking detective, asked from the group.

      “The car. I’m certain it was stolen…” she said, dazed. She tripped and nearly fell against the hood before O’Leary caught her. The other officers backed away.

      “Easy there, Sergeant,” he said. “Looks like you’ve been through enough already.”

      Miriam regained her balance and gently pushed O’Leary away. “I’m all right. We don’t have much time. We have to find the shooter.”

      “And we will,” he said calmly. He turned to his own unmarked cruiser, a gray Ford Taurus. “Let’s go back to the scene now so you can explain exactly what happened. The captain is waiting.”

      Miriam hesitated, looking around. O’Leary put a hand on her shoulder. “Whoever did this is not getting far. We’re mobilizing the entire department. Might even get other counties involved in this too.”

      “Okay,” Miriam said, giving in. “Let’s go.”

      She followed him back to his car, stepped into the passenger seat, and closed the door. O’Leary backed his car out and sped off, back to where the nightmare started.

      Cop cars zoomed past them going the other way, their sirens shrieking. Miriam wasn’t sure how much time had passed since the moment she heard the gunshot. Everything after that—the car chase, the foot pursuit through the thick brush—was a blur. It was impossible to think that the shooter could just vanish like that. She hoped Detective O’Leary was right. She hoped with more than twenty police officers on the ground, they could find him.

      

      They arrived at the crime scene, where even more officers had flooded the area. Two helicopters now circled overhead. The area was being cordoned off with police tape. Yellow numbered markers rested on the ground, around the disturbed area where the blue Buick had stopped before it had fled. A single shell casing lay on the ground next to a fresh pool of blood. Deputy Lang’s body was nowhere in sight.

      Miriam exited the car and saw that his body was already concealed inside a zipped-up body bag and resting on a stretcher outside a waiting ambulance, its lights flashing.

      “I’m sorry,” O’Leary said, leaning against his car door.

      Her heart sank as she rushed over to the ambulance, where two paramedics were preparing to load the gurney inside.

      Captain Porter stepped out of nowhere, immediately blocking her path. “Slow down, Sergeant. We need to talk.”

      “Sir…” Miriam began. She had nothing to say to him. Nothing she wanted to say to him, anyway. Her partner was in a body bag not five feet from them. That was all that mattered.

      “What were you doing out here?” the captain began. “How did this happen?”

      She looked up then, past him. His thin, clean-shaven face had a slightly stern but sympathetic expression, clearly evident behind his square-framed glasses. She tried to look over his shoulder toward the ambulance. His white button-down shirt had two double-bar ranks on the collar.

      “Sergeant Castillo, I’m talking to you,” he added.

      She flashed him a quick glance, verging on anger. “Sir, the only thing I’m interested in is catching the bastard who did this.”

      “We’re on it,” Captain Porter said. “The suspect won’t get far. In the meantime, I expect a full report. There’s a lot that doesn’t make sense.”

      Miriam looked at him quizzically. “Like what, sir?”

      “Like how the suspect was allowed to pull a gun on Deputy Lang, let alone shoot him?”

      Miriam felt as if her insides were being pulled apart. The weight of what happened hadn’t fully sunk in yet.

      “Now, I’ve got one officer dead and another who fled the scene,” Porter continued.

      “I was trying to—” Miriam began. She had yet to even take notice of the dried bloodstains covering her uniform.

      “I know what you were trying to do, Sergeant,” Captain Porter said. He looked her over and shook his head. “Are you okay? Why don’t you let the paramedics check you out?”

      She watched as they lifted Deputy Lang’s gurney and pushed it into the back of the ambulance. “I’m fine,” she said and then turned to look at the bustling activity—the area filled with police, some taking photos and videos, others looking for blood and other evidence, and looking as if it were some kind of convention. “Any word on the suspect?” she asked.

      “Not yet,” he answered with a sigh. “They’re looking.”

      The sun was going down—a blurry orange orb in the pink sky. The helicopters in the distance had their spotlights on. Time was running out, and the shooter had vanished even with the number of law enforcement on the scene. She had never witnessed an act so cold, callous, and evil. It made her sick inside. She still couldn’t believe it.
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* * *

      Hours later, Miriam sat across from Chief Walker in his office, with Captain Porter seated next to her. Her detailed report was sitting on the police chief’s desk as he scanned it with quiet interest. The room was quiet, but much commotion could be heard from outside. Chief Walker, a black man with a shaved head and slender build, had a strict, no-nonsense demeanor. He hadn’t dealt with an officer killed in the line of duty in his entire career with the department, which was more than ten years. Such a crime occurring in Palm Dale was as rare as a bank robbery or drive-by shooting would be. He was as shocked and perplexed as everyone else. He placed Miriam’s report down on the desk and studied them both with his dark, inquisitive eyes.

      “I’ll go ahead and state the obvious. We’re dealing with a very dangerous individual,” the chief began in his gravelly voice.

      He placed a palm flat over the report and then gestured at Miriam with his other hand. “Your details account for most of everything, and it’s nothing short of tragic.” He tensed up and balled a fist. “A sad day for our department. I spoke to the mayor earlier, and he’s already ordered the flags at half-staff for the entire week.”

      Miriam stared back at him, nodding. She was cleaned up from earlier, and her face was stone-like, emotionless. Inside, however, she was torn apart.

      “A search of the area hasn’t yielded a thing,” the chief said solemnly. “An APB has been issued and proper channels notified. Mayor’s even talking about a curfew.”

      Captain Porter cut in. “Sir, it’s quite possible our suspect found a home or some kind of temporary sanctuary to hide in. I still believe it’s only a matter of time.”

      “I appreciate your optimism, Captain, but the media are going to have a field day with this either way.” He then turned to Miriam. “Sergeant Castillo, your report is vague on descriptions. You mentioned long blond hair. What can you tell us?”

      She closed her eyes for a moment. “The vehicle came up on the report as being registered to Mrs. Betsy Cole. Assuming that was the driver, Deputy Lang approached the driver’s-side door”— Miriam stopped and rubbed her eyes—“to let Mrs. Cole know that she had a taillight out.”

      Chief Walker took a deep breath. “What we know is that Mrs. Cole’s station wagon was reported stolen outside the Dollar General parking lot at approximately 2:05 p.m. as she was leaving her shift from work. An hour later, that same blue station wagon was seen leaving the parking lot of Windcrest Elementary School by a janitor. A nine-year-old girl, Jenny Dawson, was subsequently reported as missing by her mother after not being there after school. A gift bag given to her by her teacher was the only thing recovered at the scene.”

      “Just terrible,” Captain Porter said, shaking his head.

      “As shocking as this is, it gets worse,” the chief said. He leaned forward and produced a sheet of paper, handing it to Captain Porter. “This isn’t the first time.”

      The captain turned his attention to the paper. It was a copy of a newspaper story from the year before. He studied the sheet then handed it to Miriam.

      The headline, SNATCHER STRIKES CLEARWATER, grabbed her immediately. Her eyes moved down the sheet to a second story copied from another newspaper: CHILD GOES MISSING OUTSIDE OCOEE MALL.

      “What is this all about?” she asked the chief, gripping the paper—though part of her already knew.

      “For the past five years, a child has vanished from surrounding municipalities in similar fashion. In each case the circumstances have been the same. The victim, usually six to eight years old, vanishes and the case goes cold. The latest abduction in Palm Dale leads me to believe that we’re dealing with a serial predator. And I believe it’s this serial predator who murdered Deputy Lang in cold blood.”

      Miriam’s sadness subsided with rage and a sense of vengeance. She didn’t say a word.

      “Don’t worry,” Chief Walker said to her, folding his hands. “We’re going to find him.” The assumption that it was a man just came naturally, despite Miriam’s claim of long blond hair.

      “That’s what I keep telling her,” Captain Porter added.

      “In the meantime, I need to address our team,” the chief said. “The media are going to want a statement too.” He looked at Miriam with a veiled look of pity that made her feel even worse. “Why don’t you take a few days off? Get your head together. We have to get with the Lang family and… assist with the funeral arrangements.”

      “Yes, sir,” Miriam said in a low tone, staring ahead, dazed. Her head was pounding. She stood up with both hands balled up at her sides. “Requesting permission to join the search.”

      “Request denied,” Chief Walker said not skipping a beat. “Go home, Sergeant Castillo. We’ll take it from here.”

      She turned and left the office, not saying a word. She closed the door lightly and walked out and onto the busy floor, where a number of workstations and cubicles were aligned in tidy rows.

      Detectives and patrol officers alike moved about the stations, talking on cell phones and with each other, completely immersed in their work. A few of them paused when they noticed Miriam walking through. She continued without making eye contact, even as the police chief came out to address them.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, if I could have your attention please.”

      The room grew quiet, with only a few pockets of activity still going on. Miriam passed through the floor and came to a long hallway leading out of the building, where portraits of past commissioners adorned the wall.

      “As of 3:45 p.m., Deputy Lang has been reported killed in the line of duty by a single gunshot to the head. The shell casing indicates a .44 magnum round. As of now, the suspect is reported at large, armed and dangerous.”

      The chief’s voice trailed off as Miriam made it down the hall, to the lobby, and past the front desk. The desk officer barely got a word out before she pushed open the double doors and went out into the night air.

      Her black Honda Accord was parked quite a way from the building, in a lot across the street. News vans were approaching in the distance, getting close to the station. An avalanche of media, swarming the department for the latest scoop. The “Snatcher” was back in the news.

      She quickly crossed the street and made it to her car without looking back at the station. She fell into the driver’s seat, unable to muster the energy to so much as put the key in the ignition. Instead, she put her head against the steering wheel and cried in silence.
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      Detective Dwight O’Leary was at a standstill. His nights, as of late, were haunted by images of nine-year-old Jenny Dawson, missing for more than a year. O’Leary had been one of the first investigators assigned to discover her whereabouts. Weeks turned to months before it became more apparent that Jenny would never return. Many in the department were hoping to at least find her remains. Nothing, however, had turned up.

      O’Leary had scoured the records for previous child abduction cases. No such crime had occurred in Palm Dale in seven years. The last case involved an estranged, divorced father taking his son across state lines. The boy was soon safely returned to his mother. She opted not to press charges.

      Jenny Dawson had vanished. The abduction was random. There were no suspects remaining. And no closure for the family. Her parents, Ted and Patricia, clung to the hope that she would return. It was all they could do. O’Leary had made a promise to them, albeit foolishly, that he would solve the case and get them the answers they desperately desired.

      In his ten years as a detective, he had honed his skills and, since Jenny’s disappearance, had dedicated himself to the case, using every resource at his disposal. But finding Jenny soon became a test not just of his ability as a detective, but as a measure of his overall worth.

      It was Tuesday, and he woke in the middle of the night with a dry throat and headache. In a cold sweat, he tossed the blankets off him and reached for a glass on his nightstand, only to find it empty. Next to the glass was a half-full bottle of Wild Turkey. Things started to come back to him. It had been another night of drinking himself to sleep.

      Too tired to move, he lay in his bed as raindrops beat against the nearby window, providing some odd sort of comfort. He looked at his alarm clock: 3:11 a.m. He was supposed to meet the Dawsons that day and let them know that their daughter’s abduction had recently been categorized as a “cold case.” He wasn’t looking forward to it. Perhaps it was time to move on. There were other cases on his plate too. It had been a rotten year so far, and O’Leary needed a win to change the tide.

      By morning, rain had turned to drizzle. Outside, daylight glowed behind the thin, transparent curtains. O’Leary opened his eyes and looked at his alarm clock. It was ten after nine, and he was due at the Dawson house in one hour.

      He turned over and sat up, wearing only boxer shorts. His modest bedroom was littered in files, newspapers, photos, take-out boxes, and empty soda cans. He stepped onto the carpet and hobbled over to his bathroom to throw some water on his face. A nice hot shower would do the trick. Some coffee would get him started too.

      He splashed water on his stubbly cheeks and cooled his forehead. Living in a one-bedroom apartment following his lengthy divorce had its perks. He never had to wait for the bathroom. The apartment had become a second office of sorts. His job was his life, but lately it seemed that everything had slowed down. He’d grown stagnant, and at thirty-nine years old, the thought was terrifying.

      A shower and a cup of coffee later, O’Leary felt refreshed and energized. He grabbed a left-over drumstick and devoured it as local news played on a nearby radio. He threw on a white dress shirt, blue tie, and black slacks, ready to go. His badge rested on top of the dresser next to his holstered 9mm pistol and dark-gray jacket.

      Before leaving, he took one last look at himself in the mirror. His short, thick hair was showing some noticeable gray. Never one to shave regularly, he still had a good deal of stubble along his square jaw and high cheeks. He just hoped that the Dawsons wouldn’t take notice of that, or his worn and slightly bloodshot eyes. He walked back into the bedroom and put some case files into his briefcase. His ID hung by a lanyard over his tie. His gun was holstered at his hip. Ready for the morning, he left with time to spare.

      After a twenty-minute drive down State Route 44, O’Leary’s green Ford Taurus arrived at the Dawson home, marked by a long, circular driveway. The luxurious two-story brick house was shrouded by large bushes, covering most windows. Marbled steps led to a pair of elegant double doors. The Dawsons were an affluent family, well known throughout town. Ted owned a chain of appliance outlets, and business had been good over the years.

      One look at their thick, weedy front lawn, neglected home, and rusty surrounding fence gave a clear indication that it hadn’t been a good year. O’Leary rolled past the front door and parked a few feet from the garage.

      The front doors opened, and Patricia Dawson walked out—her silver hair pinned back. She was wearing a red long-sleeved blouse and jeans. A look of perpetual worry consumed her pretty face as always. O’Leary stuffed a piece of Juicy Fruit into his mouth, grabbed his briefcase, and stepped out of the car.

      “Good morning!” he said with a wave.

      “Morning,” Patricia replied. Nothing in her neutral tone belied what she might be thinking.

      Thunder rumbled beyond the dark, rolling clouds above. The smell of rain was in the air.

      “Better come in before it gets nasty,” she said, gesturing with the bottle of V8 juice she was holding.

      O’Leary walked up the steps leading inside. She closed the door behind him and asked for his coat. He handed her his jacket, and she offered him a drink.

      “Sure. Scotch on the rocks,” he said with a smile.

      She smiled back. “I was thinking more along the lines of OJ, detective.”

      “Of course. Orange juice would be fine, thank you.”

      She led him to the living room, a spacious and oddly furnished room with a dusty, old hotel look. It was clear that the Dawsons were living in a time warp of trauma and emotional toil. She pointed to a burgundy leather sofa in the center of the room. A deer’s head, mounted on a long board, hung above the sofa, incongruous among framed paintings of tranquil valleys and ridges. A snake skin, massive in size, hung across the other end. O’Leary took a seat and set his briefcase on the glass table.

      “Ted will be out in a minute,” Patricia said as she turned toward the kitchen, leaving him alone in the room.

      He looked again at the strange taxidermy collection, but he had seen it before and wasn’t taken aback as he had been the first time he saw it. Dawson fancied himself some kind of sportsman.

      O’Leary opened his briefcase, ready to break the news. How they would respond to their daughter’s disappearance being classified as a cold case, he didn’t know. Moments passed, and then he heard a bedroom door open down the hall, followed by the sound of flip-flops shuffling across the tile floor.

      In the kitchen, Patricia also seemed to have heard her approaching husband. “Honey,” she called, “Detective O’Leary is here.”

      “I know,” his tired voice said from the hall.

      He shuffled some more and then reached the living room. Ted Dawson slouched forward. Pale, with stringy dirty-blond hair, he nodded and tipped his coffee mug at O’Leary. “Morning, Detective.”

      “Good morning, Mr. Dawson.”

      He had on a bathrobe, tank top, and boxers, looking as though he’d just rolled out of bed, but apparently not. He already had coffee. His gaunt, bushy face showed little emotion.

      “Yep. So to what do we owe the pleasure of this hastily planned meeting?” he asked, shuffling toward the matching loveseat at the end of the sofa, forming an L shape.

      “I just wanted to have a face to face. Share the latest.”

      “Super…” Ted said, lowering himself on the couch as though it took effort. Patricia joined them with a glass of orange juice for O’Leary.

      He took the glass and thanked her as she sat next to Ted. “How have you guys been?” he asked them.

      They nodded and feigned smiles. “It’s going,” Patricia said. “Alex starts tenth grade next year. Pretty excited about that.” Alex was their son and now, without Jenny, their only child.

      “Great to hear,” O’Leary said. “How’s the business holding up?”

      The couple looked at each other with uncertainty. Patricia turned to O’Leary, partly smiling. “Ted’s brother, Steven, has been running things for a while.”

      “Things could be better,” Ted added. “But we’re glad to see you. Hoping that maybe you have some good news to share.”

      O’Leary took a deep breath and took a case file out of his briefcase, laying it on the table. “I have news, neither bad nor good. But it’s news, nonetheless.”

      Ted gestured with his hands. “Might as well just come out with it, then.”

      “Now, Ted,” Patricia said, patting his shoulder. “Detective O’Leary didn’t have to come out here, you know.”

      O’Leary cut in. “It’s fine, Mrs. Dawson. Your husband’s right. I’ll get to the point.” He leaned toward them with his hands folded. “This past week, our department has officially classified your daughter’s abduction as a cold case. Meaning that it’s been over three hundred sixty-five days.”

      Ted took the folder as both parents sank into the couch, expressionless.

      “It varies. Sometimes it can take as much as two years for that to happen,” O’Leary continued. He held out a hand, trying to raise their spirits. “This isn’t necessarily a bad thing. New investigators can jump on board now. They’ll reexamine all the evidence. Reanalyze everything.”

      Ted sighed and leaned forward, squeezing the bridge of his nose between his eyes. “How is it that in a town of two thousand people, no one can find our daughter?” Ted looked up, realizing the weight of his words. “Not like you haven’t tried, Detective. We appreciate that. Can’t we bring in the FBI or something?”

      “We could,” O’Leary said. “I’d have to talk to our captain on that.”

      “Christ, they should have been brought in from the beginning,” Ted lamented, rocking back on the couch.

      “Perhaps,” O’Leary said.

      “It’s not their fault,” Patricia said. Our own private investigator has come up empty-handed so far too. You know that.”

      O’Leary narrowed his eyes. “Your own… private investigator?”

      Ted held both his arms up, defensively. “What was I going to do? Sit around on my hands? We have to try all avenues. A year later and you’re still chasing this Snatcher fellow.”

      “He is our most likely subject,” O’Leary said with conviction.

      “And where the hell is he?” Ted asked. Patricia touched his shoulder, trying to calm him.

      “I’ve narrowed the list of suspects down to one man,” O’Leary began. “But we have no evidence, and there’s no—” He stopped suddenly.

      “No what?” Ted asked, his eyes livid. “No body? Is that what you were going to say?”

      O’Leary looked away, unresponsive. Patricia looked as though she was fighting back tears.

      Ted then pointed at O’Leary, jabbing the air. “Until that happens, we’re going to believe that she’s still alive. Understand?”

      “Yes,” O’Leary said. “And with new investigators on this case—a fresh set of eyes—I’m confident in the outcome.”

      Patricia placed her face in her hands and cried. “But you promised us… you can’t just walk away now.”

      “I know. Like you, I was confident in the outcome. I was confident that everything pointed to the Snatcher and that it would only be a matter of time before we caught him.” He took a deep breath. “I was wrong…”

      Ted scratched the scruff of his beard, lowered his head, and took a change in tone. “Look, I know I can be an asshole sometimes. I’m frustrated, and I’ve had enough. My wife and I can’t handle this fucking nightmare much longer.”

      “That’s why I’m going to recommend a new investigation team. One that specializes in cold cases.”

      “No!” Patricia said, reaching out as if to touch his shoulder. “You have to stay on the case. We don’t have time for everything to start all over again. You can’t do that to us!”

      “I’m sorry,” O’Leary said, rising. “I had my chance. It’s time for someone else.” He placed his files in his briefcase and stood and nodded at the couple. “Thank you for your kindness and trust. I’ll keep you posted to every last detail.”

      Patricia grabbed his arm as he tried to walk by. He stopped and looked down. Her face was awash in tears and desperation. “Please. Let me show you something first.”

      “Mrs. Dawson…”

      “Just one minute!” she cried out.

      O’Leary nodded in understanding. “What is it?”

      Patricia rose as Ted watched them both, looking confused. “Follow me.”

      Though he was eager to leave, O’Leary begrudgingly followed Patricia toward their long hallway, leaving Ted sitting on the couch, staring ahead blankly—clearly in his own world.

      The darkened hall had three doors on each side. Framed family pictures of happier days adorned the walls. Jenny was in many of them, blond hair to her shoulders, sparkling eyes, and a white smile. In many of the pictures, her parents looked unrecognizable. Their faces were full of life and vigor—Ted smiling at the barbecue grill, with Alex at his side; Patricia and Jenny with their arms around each other at a school dance recital. O’Leary wondered how they could even stand to look at those pictures, but when they reached the second door on the right, the answer became clear.

      Patricia opened the door and stepped aside. “Here, Mr. O’Leary. You might be familiar with this room.”

      O’Leary looked in. He was. It was Jenny’s room, untouched since the day he had first searched it for clues nearly a year ago. A plush pink blanket covered her bed in the corner. A mountain of dolls crowded the pillows. Some posters on her wall were typical of a nine-year-old girl, others weren’t.

      She had unicorns and Frozen characters, but also Beethoven and Albert Einstein. From what O’Leary had heard, she was a bright, promising student. Her dresser, bookshelf, and computer desk were untouched. There wasn’t a speck of dust to be seen. Someone, most likely Patricia, was keeping the room tidy. He went to step inside but stopped.

      “Why are you showing me her room?” he asked.

      “Because this is where she belongs.” Patricia stopped and took a deep breath, closing her eyes in anguish. She opened her eyes and spoke calmly. “The fact that her clothes still hang in the closet. The fact that I still haven’t looked in her diary after I came across it months ago. The fact that I haven’t changed this room one bit. This means that I still believe in finding my daughter, which means that I still believe in you.”

      O’Leary opened his mouth then paused. “Mrs. Dawson… I don’t mean to sound harsh, but you should consider the reality here.”

      She shook her head in response. “I want you to go into her room. Go in there for one minute and tell me what you feel.”

      “I’m sorry, but—”

      “Please… It’s all I ask,” she said, holding back tears.

      He reluctantly entered the room and looked around as she waited in the hall. The beige carpet was freshly cleaned and all the surfaces polished. He approached Jenny’s bookcase, where several 3 × 5 framed photos were displayed on the shelves. More family pictures. Pictures of Jenny and her school friends. Pictures of Jenny in her dancing outfit. Pictures of Jenny in the honor club. Trophies and medals sat behind the pictures. O’Leary glanced past the bookcase, not wanting to be in the room any longer.

      But then something hit him—a sudden rush of hope and optimism that he hadn’t felt in some time, as though she was still out there, waiting for him to finally bring her home. The sudden rush of hope that flowed through him didn’t feel misguided. It felt completely genuine.

      Patricia leaned against the door frame and spoke. “What’s your verdict, Detective?”

      “I’m staying on,” he answered. “Can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll try.”

      Tears ran down her cheeks as she smiled. “Thank you.”

      She stepped aside as he left the room. He thanked her for the orange juice and walked out the front door, unsure of what had just transpired. He was aware of a newfound vigor, but he couldn’t do it alone. He needed the assistance of the only person, to his knowledge, who had encountered the Snatcher; a person who had long disappeared from the public eye.

      It had been some time, but he was determined to find her and talk to her. He got into his green Taurus and exited the Dawson estate through the squeaky automated gate. It was time to go to the office and check with Records. He needed an address and was certain that they still had her on file, and he would find her, wherever she was.
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* * *

      Miriam was trying to cut down on her energy drinks, but it was afternoon, and like clockwork, she needed one to make it through the rest of the day. She cracked open a Monster and took a sip while rocking back in her office chair. Things got especially busy later in the afternoon at the moving company in Sarasota, Florida, where she worked as an assistant operations manager.

      Her job mainly involved dispatching, where her bilingualism and experience using a radio proved to be an asset. From her single office, she could see the shop floor, where a line of trucks was parked—some with trailers as long as forty feet.

      She checked her email, expecting the usual slew of spam, truck requests, and customer complaints. Some of everything awaited her. A mustached associate named Ed passed by and knocked on her window.

      “Got that dispatch ready yet?”

      “Which one?” she asked through the window.

      “The twenty footer. Moving a two-bedroom in one hour.”

      She grabbed a clipboard on her desk, the paperwork already complete, and pushed it through a slot for the man to take.

      “You’re on it, as always,” he said with a grin.

      She nodded back and resumed dealing with her email. Her black hair was tied back in a ponytail. She wore a dark-red short-sleeved polo shirt with the company logo on it and blue jeans—a distinct change from her old police uniform. Still slim and attractive, Miriam often found herself on the receiving end of date requests from her largely male staff. She had given it a shot from time to time, but something in her told her she wasn’t ready, even though the ink on her divorce papers was two years old.

      Maybe it was her. She couldn’t figure it out. All that mattered at the end of the day was her daughter. But at twelve, Ana was getting older. “Mommy” had long morphed into “Mom.” Ana was also starting to talk about boys. She was the spitting image of her mom—with a little of her father’s wild streak in her personality. Miriam had an idea of what she was in for. It was inevitable.

      She took another sip of her energy drink just when her office phone rang, a single red button flashing on the line, indicating an outside call.

      “East Coast Trucking,” she said, taking the call.

      A man’s voice greeted her. “Is this Miriam Castillo?”

      “Yes…” she answered, holding the phone against her ear with her shoulder while opening some mail.

      “Miriam Castillo?”

      She paused. “Who is this?”

      “Oh. I’m sorry, Ms. Castillo. This is Detective Dwight O’Leary.”

      She dropped the envelopes and then grabbed the phone. “Detective O’Leary?” She could feel her heart beating faster. The past raced back to her at the mention of his name.

      “Yes. Lee County Crime Investigation Division.”

      “Yes, what can I help you with?” Part of her was ready to hang up the phone then and there, but curiosity kept her on the line. “And how did you get this number?”

      She heard the sound of mild laughter on the other end. “Well, I am a detective after all.”

      “That’s funny, but I’m very busy, so please…”

      “Yes, yes. Of course. I apologize. I heard you’re living in Sarasota now?”

      Miriam hesitated but answered out of respect for O’Leary. She recalled him as being a good, honest detective. “That’s correct.”

      She could sense his own hesitation on the other end. He wasn’t about to offer her a million bucks. He had a motive, and she was curious as to what it was. “Do you think you could give me an hour? Two hours tops?”

      “For what?” she asked warily.

      “I’m about two hours away now. I could be in your area a little after five. I’d love to catch up, maybe go out for a drink.”

      “Detective O’Leary, I don’t know what to say. This is very short notice, and I have plans. Maybe some other time?” She didn’t have plans beyond making dinner for Ana, but she wasn’t up for it nonetheless.

      “Listen, Sergeant. I need your help. I’m back in the game, and you’re the only one who can bring the Dawson case across the finish line.”

      She felt infuriated by his tone. “I’m no longer a police officer, understand? That’s all behind me now. Good day, Detective…”

      “No, no, wait!”

      She paused, holding the phone.

      “I understand how you feel,” he said. I know what the department did to you. They burned you, and it wasn’t right. But this isn’t about them. Hell, it’s certainly not about me. This is about Jenny Dawson and her family.”

      “What are you talking about?” she snapped.

      “I’m talking about meeting up. A brief chat and nothing more.”

      She looked at her wall clock and then to the computer screen. Employees passed by her window. One of the trucks in the distance roared to life. Another knock at her window, a driver standing there waiting for a dispatch. His name was Brent, a quiet man with a slight paunch and bored composure.

      “Think you could help me out?” O’Leary asked.

      She handed Brent a clipboard. He turned and walked away, saying nothing. It was the same thing day in and day out. She had pushed all thoughts of her time on the police force so far back into her mind that she had just begun to realize how boring her new life truly was. Maybe O’Leary could use her help.

      “Okay,” she said. “One hour. I live at 2047 Weatherford Lane—”

      “Oh, I have your address. Thanks,” he said.

      Miriam said nothing. She wasn’t surprised that he had already looked it up.

      “How’s your place, five thirty? Or we could just meet up somewhere else.”

      “My place is fine,” she said. “I have to be there when Ana gets home.”

      “Sounds great. Thanks, and I’ll see you then.”

      She hung up the phone and stared at her computer screen. She felt overcome with mixed emotions, simmering just below the surface. All she could do in response was sigh.
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      Miriam left work feeling a strange mix of dread and anticipation. She had spent the past year getting her life back together, while O’Leary was dredging everything back up. After losing the Snatcher and failing to protect her partner, her face had been all over the news, and her newfound celebrity was not something she’d wanted.

      With no viable suspect in the Jenny Dawson case, the blame for the missing girl and the death of Deputy Lang fell squarely on her. The local media were out for blood. They blamed internal incompetence and poor police work. In turn, the department threw her under the bus. She was investigated, demoted, and taken off patrol. The damage to her career was irreversible. So one day, she’d walked away from it all. She left the force and moved away where no one knew her—or so she’d hoped.

      

      But O’Leary had found her. That was no surprise. She was still in the public record. She hadn’t changed her name. She had left to find a fresh start and was content, so far, with her decision. As she drove home, she began having second thoughts about his unwelcome visit.

      Her memory of that day came roaring back to her. Her hands shook on the wheel. Her face felt flushed as sweat formed on her forehead. She was ready to turn around and call the entire meeting off. But as she reached the back road of her neighborhood, she could already see a green Ford Taurus at the end of the driveway. As she got closer, O’Leary came into view, rougher looking than she remembered him, leaning against the hood of the car.

      “You’re persistent,” she said under her breath.

      She pulled into the driveway next to him as he waved and stepped back a bit. Her curiosity was piqued. For him to make the drive, there had to be something worthwhile at hand. She turned off the ignition, grabbed her purse, and got out of the car.

      The sky was overcast following a week of showers—which usually started around the time she got off work. She had been spared that today. O’Leary waited patiently at the hood of his car, eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses.

      “Hope you don’t mind,” he said as Miriam walked around her Tahoe. “I thought I’d just wait here for you.”

      “That’s fine,” she said. But it really wasn’t. She had wanted some time to unwind—a few minutes to take off her shoes, sit down, and relax.

      “Sure you don’t want to meet up somewhere else? I passed a coffee shop on my way here about two miles away.”

      She considered the proposal but didn’t want to drag things out any longer. It was best to get it all out of the way. The sooner the better. “You’re here. Let’s just talk inside.”

      “Sounds great,” he said with a smile.

      “This won’t take long, will it? I need to start dinner soon for Ana.”

      “How is she doing?”

      “Fine. She’s starting eighth grade next school year.”

      “You look nice.” He said it out of the blue with a sheepish grin.

      “Thank you,” she said, blushing slightly. She looked him up and down, taking notice of the scruffy chin and his disheveled hair. “Wish I could say the same for you, but… well.”

      O’Leary’s smile dropped. “Thanks a lot! You know, I had a very long night.”

      Miriam laughed as she walked ahead along the cobblestone path leading to the front door. She lived in a modest two-bedroom house, surrounded by similar-looking homes that had been around for decades. “Come on in, Detective Sensitive.”

      O’Leary shook his head and waited as Miriam tried the doorknob. It was locked even though Ana was supposed to be home. She pulled the keys from her purse just as thunder faintly boomed in the distant sky.

      “Storm’s been following me all the way from Palm Dale,” O’Leary said.

      She turned back, opening the door. “Well, if it’s anything like what we had yesterday, you don’t want to stay here too long.”

      “I think I get the hint,” he said, following her inside.

      Past the foyer, the house was stuffy and old looking but clean. Miriam hung her purse and keys on some nearby hooks and led O’Leary to the kitchen, where she opened a window and turned on some lights.

      “Have a seat,” she said, motioning to the kitchen table. She noticed a note from Ana sitting on the red tablecloth.

      Mom, @ Jessica’s house working on our geography project. Will be home by 8. XOXO - Ana

      “Cute,” she said to herself, note in hand.

      “What’s that?” O’Leary said, indicating the note and walking over.

      She turned around, startled. “Oh… nothing.” She held up the note with a smile. “Kids… The only time Ana doesn’t text me is when she’s afraid I’ll say no.”

      “So she left a note?” O’Leary said.

      “You know it.”

      “Very clever,” he said, pulling out one of the three chairs at the small, circular table.

      “How’s your son? Nathan, right?” she asked, walking to the sink.

      “He’s fine,” O’Leary answered. “Living with his mother now.”

      Miriam turned and leaned against the counter. “I’m sorry. I forgot…”

      O’Leary waved a hand to reassure her that everything was OK. “No, no. It’s for the best, really.”

      “I must say, I can understand where your ex is coming from. I wasn’t going to let Freddy have Ana.”

      O’Leary stared ahead blankly, nodding.

      “Can I get you a drink? Water? Soda?” she asked, opening the fridge.

      “Water is fine,” he said.

      She got a glass from the wood-stained cupboard and poured some water into it from a jug inside the fridge. As she walked over, O’Leary’s eyes wandered to examine the kitchen. It was quaint and clean—opposite from his man cave back home. She stopped and set his glass down on the table.

      “Thank you,” he said, holding up the glass. She nodded, smiling ruefully.

      “So what can I help you with?” she asked abruptly. “Better yet, what brings you all the way out here that couldn’t be said on the phone?”

      O’Leary thought to himself, searching for the right words. “Sergeant Castillo, I just want to—”

      Miriam stopped him. “I left the force a year ago. I’m a civilian now.”

      “Sorry. Force of habit. It’s weird calling you anything else.”

      “That’s okay. But I’ve moved on.”

      He took a long sip of water as the overhead clock ticked. Once the glass hit the table, he began. “First, I want to thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”

      Thunder rumbled outside, louder than before. “Not a problem.” She laughed a little to herself. “How about you just spit it out?”

      “Fair enough,” he said. His hands went flat on the table as he interlaced his fingers. “Look, I get it. I get why you did what you did. And I didn’t come here to lecture you about any of it. Your superiors left you high and dry. You were a sacrificial lamb, and everyone knows it. But you’re a good cop, Castillo. You still have it in you. One of the worst things to come out of that terrible day, along with Jenny’s disappearance and Lang’s death, was you leaving the force as a result.”

      Miriam stared ahead for a moment, not making eye contact. She then looked at him with serious eyes. “I appreciate your understanding, but we’re still not any closer to what you’re doing here.”

      “I need your help,” O’Leary stated flatly. “And before you say no, let me explain that I’m not here to make you a cop again. I’m asking for a favor, nothing more and nothing less.”

      “What kind of favor?” Miriam asked, pointing her beer at him.

      “Help me find out what happened to Jenny Dawson.”

      For what seemed a long time, there was only silence. Miriam tensed up and froze. She then turned around and looked outside the kitchen window, not saying anything.

      O'Leary continued. “Jenny is officially a cold case now.”

      “That’s because she’s dead,” Miriam said, looking down.

      “We don’t know that for sure. I’ve seen abduction cases where the victim is found ten, twenty years later sometimes.” His voice rose with passion.

      Unmoved by O’Leary’s conviction, Miriam turned around and approached him, leaning against the chair at the head of the table. “Deputy Lang died that day. Jenny Dawson died probably not long after. And a piece of me died with them as well.” Her eyes were glossy and pained with anguish. “You want to know why? Because I could have saved them both, and I didn’t! I can sit here and blame the department for railroading me, but the truth is, they were right. It was my fault.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” O’Leary protested. “Come on, you’re smarter than that. You know what you sound like? You sound like a battered housewife making excuses for her husband.”

      Miriam released her grip on the chair. “Again, I appreciate your support. I always have. But the truth is the truth. Nothing can change that.”

      “You’re the only person I know who has encountered the Snatcher.”

      “So what?” Miriam said.

      “And that means something. Like you, I’m ready to walk away. But being a detective is all I know. It’s my life.” He leaned in closer, a look filled with shame replacing his schoolboy smile. “I haven’t solved a single case this year. And with this Dawson thing looming over my head, I don’t think I ever will.”

      Miriam backed away and went back to the counter. “I wouldn’t be any good to you. Even if I wanted to help…”

      “I don’t believe that,” O’Leary said.

      “There’s nothing I can do. I’m sorry you came out here for nothing.” She opened the fridge door and started taking some food out, setting it on the counter.

      “You were a damn fine police officer. Four decorated years in the Air Force. High marks from your superiors. Police academy test scores that are some of the highest on record. You’re highly skilled, Castillo. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to see it go to waste.”

      “Is that what you think I’ve done?” she asked with her back to him. “Let my skills go to waste?”

      “Frankly, yes.”

      A silence came over them again. The clock seemed to tick louder than before. O’Leary finished his water and set the glass down, searching for the words that could turn the conversation in his favor. “It’s not an indictment, it’s just an observation.”

      Miriam turned around and clasped her hands over her thighs. “Well, it’s time for me to get dinner started. Good seeing you, Detective.”

      O’Leary grimaced with a knowing nod. He pulled a card from his coat pocket and put it on the table as he stood up. “All I’m asking is that you consider it. My number’s on my card.”

      “Again, I’m sorry.”

      O’Leary gave her a sympathetic look. “It’s okay. Just think about it. It’s all I ask.”

      Miriam turned to the counter and began taking out plates from the cupboard. O’Leary stood awkwardly for a moment.

      “Thanks for speaking with me,” he said.

      “No problem,” Miriam said in a polite tone.

      He left the kitchen, not pushing the issue any longer. Miriam kept her back turned and waited for the sound of the front door closing. The door shut. His engine started from outside and then revved as he backed out and drove away.

      She went to the pantry and reached for a box of Hamburger Helper, set it on the counter, and took a frying pan from the cabinet. As she took a package of beef out of the freezer, her movements slowed.

      She turned from the counter and went back to the table, where O’Leary’s card still rested. Next to his card was Ana’s note. She held it up and reread it, going over every word. The microwave was beeping. She set the note down and grabbed O’Leary’s card. “Criminal Investigative Division, Lee County PD,” it said. She put the card in her pocket and went back to the counter, where the task of making dinner awaited.
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      At first glance, the kidnappings seemed random, but O’Leary formulated a discernible pattern. The unsolved abductions—five total—happened exactly one year apart from each other. This concerned him. If the pattern was correct, the Snatcher was going to strike again very soon.

      Lee County had already been placed on high alert following the anniversary of Jenny Dawson’s disappearance, but there was only so much law enforcement could do. The vigilance of parents was needed as well. The pattern of disappearances was largely happening in small towns within the county, and there was little doubt the Snatcher would strike again. But where?

      At around the same time O’Leary drove up I-75 toward Sarasota to meet up with Miriam, ten-year-old Emily Beckett was at the Palm Dale Safeway store shopping for groceries with her mother, Karen, not realizing that they were being watched closely by someone they did not know.

      In the soup aisle, Karen was pulling some cans off the shelves when Emily told her that she needed to use the restroom.

      “We’ll be over in that direction soon enough,” Karen said, exhausted from a long day of running errands.

      Emily, fresh out of school for the day, wore a floral-pattern top, jean shorts, and sneakers. Her mother, dressed in a beige hem-sleeve top and blue jeans, pushed the cart down the aisle as Emily swung her blonde pigtails back in the other direction. “But I gotta go now.”

      Karen glanced at her through her thin, rectangular glasses. “That’s enough. No whining or I’ll put your fruit snacks back on the shelf.”

      “Oh, come on!” Emily protested.

      As they bickered, Karen noticed what looked like a large woman at the end of the aisle watching them. The person was wearing sunglasses—black as night—and was hunched over her cart, staring at bags of flour. She looked out of place: red-and-white polka-dot dress, blond beehive, and way too much make-up. Karen paid her little mind and moved on.

      “Can we hurry up, then?” Emily asked.

      Karen turned back to her momentarily. “Yes. Just hold your horses.”

      They pushed on toward the produce section, leaving the mystery person behind. Elevator music played overhead as customers sifted through produce. A high school stock boy stocked heads of lettuce. An elderly woman broke apart some bananas and put one on the seat of her cart. Karen approached a display of potatoes and grabbed a five-pound bag. She pointed to a restroom sign ahead near the meat section.

      “There. Go use the restroom. I’ll be right over here,” she said.

      Emily walked off toward the women’s restroom as Karen pushed ahead into the meat section and began looking at packaged ground beef. Behind her, she heard a cart moving with a squeaky wheel and turned to catch a glimpse of the same strange beehive person going down another aisle.

      Karen looked back at the rows of ground beef for dinner. A pound would probably do the trick. She looked over at the restrooms, growing impatient.

      Moments passed and Karen was ready to move on. She pushed back toward the restroom, ready to go inside and tell Emily to get in gear, when suddenly the door opened and her daughter came out, wringing her hands.

      “Let’s go, slowpoke,” Karen said.

      “Wasn’t that long. Sheesh,” Emily said.

      They were headed toward the checkout area in the front when Karen caught yet another glimpse of the beehive person entering one of the aisles ahead. She shrugged it off, but she couldn’t shake an uncomfortable feeling in her gut.

      They got to the front of the store, but Emily stopped and turned in a slight panic. “Oh no, we forgot to go down the cereal aisle!” Her braces glistened in the bright supermarket lights overhead.

      Karen looked at her watch. They were running behind. She had mail to drop off, and the post office was closing soon.

      “Okay,” she conceded. “Go grab a box and meet me down the frozen food aisle, but hurry.”

      Emily nodded and ran off toward the cereal as Karen looked for an empty checkout line. Three were open, and each one had a line. Karen sighed and looked to the cereals three aisles down. Something didn’t seem right. Another strange feeling in her gut. She bypassed the checkout line and went to the cereal aisle. Emily was nowhere in sight.

      Karen looked at her watch and sighed again. “Emily!” No one answered. She pushed the cart back toward the checkout line, growing nervous. She looked around past the blurry lines of customers in front of her.

      She backed away from her cart and began walking past each aisle. “Emily!”

      “Mom?” she heard Emily’s voice say. Karen stopped at the frozen food aisle to see her daughter standing there with a box of Fruity Pebbles in hand and looking at the frozen pizzas. “What’s wrong?”

      Karen hurried down the aisle and took her by the arm. “You said you were going to the cereal aisle. Let’s go.”

      Emily struggled and tried to pull away. “I was just looking at the frozen pizzas!”

      “No,” Karen said, dragging her away. “We have pizza rolls at the house.”

      Emily groaned again as they went back to the cart all by itself near the first checkout line. Karen told her to help unload the groceries onto the conveyor belt. It had been a long day for both of them, and all Karen wanted to do was get home and relax for a minute. Tom, her husband, would probably get home from the office around the same time, asking about dinner, and she wasn’t in the mood.

      They exited through the automatic doors with six paper bags of groceries in her cart toward the third parking row, where her blue Nissan Sentra was parked. Karen pulled her keys out of her purse and unlocked the car remotely.

      “Can you help me with my homework tonight?” Emily asked, skipping along beside her.

      Karen opened the trunk and began loading groceries. “I’ll try, but you might have to ask your dad first. I’ve got a lot of work to do tonight.”

      “But he makes it so boring!”

      Karen laughed. “That’s not true. Your father is a very exciting man.”

      Emily rolled her eyes as they placed the last of the groceries in the trunk. “Yeah… sure,” she said with a laugh. She then placed her hands on cart and began to push it toward the cart return. “I’ll take it.”

      “Thanks, honey,” Karen said, shutting the trunk.

      Suddenly, the mysterious person in the polka-dot dress grabbed the end of the cart, blocking it from moving. Emily looked up as Karen turned around, shocked. She felt a chill and pulled Emily away immediately.

      “Excuse me, miss?” The person asked, beehive perfectly still. In one hand she held a tote bag full of groceries. “I can’t seem to find my car around here. Do you think you could help?”

      Karen pulled Emily closer and inched toward the front of the car. “Sorry, no. We’ve got to get going.”

      “Please,” she pleaded. “I’m not feeling too well. Eyesight is not what it used to be.” Her voice sounded too deep to be a woman’s. The makeup was unconvincing. At a little over six feet tall, the “woman” was about the tallest Karen had ever seen.

      With Emily at her side, she looked around and inched backward toward the car. There were people in the distance going to their cars, and their presence was reassuring.

      “Have you been following us?” Karen asked.

      “What do you mean?” the person asked in a surprised tone.

      “I saw you in there. Multiple times. What do you want—”

      At the tail end of Karen’s sentence, a big, meaty fist pummeled her right between her eyes. A pop sounded, and she collapsed to the ground like dead weight. It happened so fast that Emily wasn’t even sure what had happened. She turned to see her mother lying on the pavement next to the car, unconscious. And the same woman was now moving toward her as Emily backed away, ready to run.

      She opened her mouth and breathed in, prepared to scream, when a cloth came down over her face, followed by a hand on the back of her head, pushing her nose and mouth into the noxious fumes. She kicked and swung, desperately trying to break free, but the woman was much too powerful. She tried to scream but only panicked, and muffled wheezes came out. The sounds of the parking lot—the cars, the carts, and the chatter—began to fade.

      She managed to grab the thick, hairy arms holding her and dig her nails into the flesh as deep as they would go. The woman winced in pain and pushed her against the car in a fit of anger, knocking her out.

      Emily fell to the ground next to her mother. The woman bent down, picked up the cloth, and then grabbed Emily, pulling her up, lifted her easily, and carried her away. No one, it seemed, noticed anything amiss. Several minutes passed before a car drove by and stopped abruptly when the driver apparently noticed a woman lying next to her car, motionless, and an empty cart wheeling away.
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* * *

      O’Leary got the call around six thirty p.m., soon after leaving Miriam’s. Another abduction. A mother assaulted—punched in the face and left stone cold in the asphalt parking lot. Her daughter, Emily: nowhere to be found.

      He was on the road when he got the call. “When did it happen?” he asked, holding his cell phone to his ear in disbelief.

      “A little after five,” said his partner, Lou.

      “I don’t understand,” O’Leary continued. “In the middle of a Safeway parking lot? In broad daylight?” He was beside himself.

      “So far, that looks to be the case,” Lou answered.

      O’Leary pressed the gas, trying to get to the crime scene as fast as he could. He was about an hour away and bound to hit traffic the closer he got to Palm Dale. He felt angry and defeated—like getting a punch to the gut. He was certain that the Snatcher had struck again and infuriated that the bastard had gotten away with it. His head throbbed. He couldn’t think clearly. It had to be some kind of sick joke.

      Lou told him, “We knew that he was going to strike again. It was just a matter of time. Until we catch this guy, that’s all there is to it.”

      “Not good enough,” O’Leary said. “This girl.”

      “Emily?”

      “Yes, Emily. We have to find her, Lou. There’s no excuses. Tell them to call the damn FBI. I don’t care.” He could barely see straight. Panic had seized his heart, almost as though his own child had been abducted. There would be significant fallout over another abduction; that much he knew. There had to be an answer—some way to catch the Snatcher before he disappeared once again into obscurity.

      “The feds have already been called in,” Lou said. “Just get here as soon as you can, or we’re going to lose this one. We’ll be put on backbencher status before you know it.”

      “Don’t let that happen,” O’Leary said. “Damn it, Lou. Hold out, whatever it takes. Where’s the mother?”

      “She’s in the hospital,” Lou said. “Got banged up pretty bad. Broken nose. Ruptured disc in her back from the fall. She didn’t take the news about her daughter too well.”

      “Of course not,” O’Leary said. “Who would?”

      “Tried to run out of the hospital. Started hitting walls, kicking and screaming. Her husband just showed up, and he’s trying to calm her down.”

      “Listen, Lou. We don’t have a lot of time. Make sure they cordon the hell out of that parking lot. I want witness statements, DNA, anything we can find.”

      “Sure thing,” Lou said. “What the hell you doing out there in the first place?”

      O’Leary glanced into his rearview mirror then at a flashing road sign off to the side that read, “Congested traffic ahead: Five miles.”

      “I had some business to take care of. But I…” O’Leary paused, lost in his own thoughts.

      “You still there, Dwight?”

      O’Leary slowed down and pulled over to the shoulder of the road as his tires kicked up dirt and pebbles. He braked and stopped the car. Vehicles rushed past him. Then everything went still and quiet.

      “Dwight?” Lou asked.

      “Yeah… I’m still here. Listen, I have to bring someone in on this. That’s why I came out here.”

      Lou sighed into the phone. “You still wasting your time with that Castillo chick? She’s done, Dwight. She quit the force a year ago, and you’re not gonna get anything outta her now.”

      “I beg to differ,” O’Leary said. “I’ll be there soon. Get the feds on this thing, but don’t let them take it over.”

      Lou scoffed. “That’s a hell of a contradiction, Kojak. You know that’s what they do.”

      “I need time!” O’Leary said, frustrated.

      “We don’t have any time, pal. The media are gonna have a field day with this one.”

      There was no sense in arguing. O’Leary told his partner that he’d be there as fast as he could and said goodbye. He hung up the phone and sat there in silence, torn between two entirely different options. He still believed in bringing Miriam in on the case, for whatever reason. It just made sense to him, and he didn’t see the harm in it. The department frustrated him. He didn’t know who he could trust. There had to be a reason that he had come up cold a year later following Jenny Dawson’s disappearance. Would things be any different after Emily’s?

      He held his cell phone in his hand, hesitant. Before he could even make his decision, his phone rang, buzzing loudly. He didn’t recognize the number, but he hoped it was who he thought it was.

      “Hello?”

      There was silence on the other end.

      “Detective O’Leary?” A faint female voice.

      “Sergeant Castillo? Is that you?”

      “It’s me,” she said.

      “There’s been another kidnapping.”

      “I know. I just heard.”

      “But how’d you—”

      “Never mind that. I still talk to people on the force. Another girl. Right in front of her mother…” She paused as if holding back her emotions. “I don’t know what I could do to help you at this point, but I know that I have to do something.”

      O’Leary fumbled through his pockets, looking for his notepad. It was an instinct. “I-I’d love to have you on board. What can you do?”

      “I’ll give you a week.”

      O’Leary paused. “A week?”

      “I’ll take the rest of the week off and help you find this girl.”

      A sense of relief rushed over him. He couldn’t explain it. Miriam had a gift. The gift of a skilled outsider. He felt ten times more confident with her on board, but he still couldn’t explain why. “A week would be great.”

      “After that, I’m done with police work, no matter the outcome.”

      “Of course, no problem. Thank you. Should I pick you up now?” He looked at his watch. “I’m about twenty minutes away.”

      “I have to get a sitter for Ana and talk to my job.”

      “I realize that, but I just want you to know why we need to get on this thing fast. They’re calling in the feds,” he said.

      “I can’t leave my daughter on the drop of a dime. I understand that time’s critical. Just let me do what I need to do,” she said.

      “Of course. When do you want to meet up?”

      “Give me an hour or two,” she said.

      O’Leary considered the gamble. The first forty-eight hours of any missing persons case were the most critical. He needed to get back to the station fast. But he was seldom one to deviate from an initial plan.

      “Sounds good,” he said. “I’ll be over soon.”

      Miriam said a quick goodbye and hung up. O’Leary sat in his car trying to think. There was a way to solve the case, he was sure of it. But he didn’t think he could do it without Miriam. She meant something. She had encountered the Snatcher, saw her partner get shot right in front of her, and quit the force soon afterward. She needed justice every bit as much as he did. That was the only answer he could come up with to explain why he was parked on the side of the interstate while a crime scene festered one hundred miles away.
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* * *

      Miriam set her cell phone down on the counter. Ana had not yet been dropped off by Jessica’s mom, and while she waited, her mind was swimming, sorting through all the obstacles the case presented. O’Leary had called her only twenty minutes before—a courtesy call—to let her know that another girl had been abducted. A girl who fit the same profile as the others: ten to twelve years old, pure, and innocent.

      Things were different for Miriam after the call. She not only wanted to catch the Snatcher, she also wanted to kill him. That was her purpose.

      Her mind raced with questions, mainly: Who could take care of Ana in her absence? Freddy, Ana’s father, entered her mind. It wasn’t the most appealing choice, but it was reasonable, given the short notice. She walked to the stove and stirred the Hamburger Helper, not sure exactly what she had just agreed to.

      Another girl had been taken, and Miriam knew she could not let her fade away into obscurity. Her anger, sadness, and shame resurfaced from the year before, though she felt ready. She was going to find the monster who had haunted her dreams and end his reign of terror once and for all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            On the Case

          

        

      

    

    
      O’Leary stopped at a diner, waiting as patiently as possible to give Miriam the time she needed. He was anxious and unrelenting but had made his mind up and decided to stick with it, waiting. Miriam would be an asset to the investigation. That was what he believed, no matter how impractical it appeared. He took a corner booth and placed his satchel next to him, full of files from the case.

      He pulled one file out and examined it carefully—the criminal profile for the Snatcher that he’d initially devised. His suspect was thought to be a Caucasian male in his late thirties to early fifties, average height and build, and someone who could blend into the community without being noticed. He was believed to be an intelligent, cautious man who rarely took chances. A family man, perhaps. Someone who kept his activities as private as possible. Someone who didn’t arouse suspicion. And ultimately a psychopath who would never stop.

      In her report, Miriam claimed that the driver who shot her partner had long blonde hair. She assumed the driver to be Betsy Cole, the owner of the vehicle. And no one at the department could blame her for making that assumption.

      O’Leary believed that they were dealing with a suspect who frequently changed appearances, even wearing disguises and wigs. The subject fit the profile of a potential sociopath—charming and charismatic. Someone who could manipulate and earn the trust of his captives. Judging by the intervals between the crimes, the lack of evidence, and the baffling disappearance of his victims, O’Leary believed they were dealing with someone who knew exactly what he was doing.

      The victims had all been abducted close to their homes and never seen again. And with the exception of Emily's kidnapping, there were no witnesses. He thought to himself as a waitress came to the table asking him if he wanted another Coke. He shook his head and thanked her. He’d had yet seen a picture of Emily, but he couldn’t get her out of his mind.
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* * *

      Ana was dropped off by Jessica’s mom around eight p.m. She walked up the driveway with her book bag over the shoulder of her blue cardigan sweater. Her short black hair bounced above her neck, and she quickened her step when she saw two cars parked in the driveway. There was her mother’s Tahoe and what looked like her father’s Toyota pickup truck. Ana was suspicious. She walked in between the cars and hurried to the front door as lightning quietly flashed above like white electric veins.

      She walked inside and could smell the aroma of Hamburger Helper. Her mom’s voice sounded from the kitchen. She was talking to someone, likely her dad, and when Ana came around the corner of the foyer into the kitchen, she could see him sitting at the table, just like the old days, his same short, frazzled dark hair and good tan, looking like he always had. He raised his head and smiled at her. Her mother stood against the kitchen counter with her arms crossed, as if Ana had interrupted something.

      “Hey there,” Freddy said. His thin face looked more sunken than before. He looked tired and overworked. He had issues Ana knew little about. Issues that had driven her parents apart, though her mother wasn’t entirely innocent either.

      Ana stood motionless for a moment with her backpack still in hand. Her dad pulled a chair out from the dinner table and patted the seat with a smile. “Come sit next to your dad.”

      She hung her backpack over one chair and sat in the other, next to her father.

      “I’ll go ahead and make you a plate,” Miriam said, turning to the stove.

      “I already ate at Jessica’s,” Ana said.

      Miriam dropped the spoon into the pot and sighed. “I told you I was going to make dinner.”

      “Relax,” Freddy said. “You can’t expect a kid to wait that long to eat, can you?”

      Miriam said nothing as she held the pot up and shoveled the rest of the food into a Tupperware container with a spoon. Ana looked toward the sink and saw two empty bowls. Confused, she wondered what it was all about. Had they eaten dinner together? Her dad lived close but rarely visited. Why was he there now? When they spoke, their courteous tones made her suspicious.

      Miriam placed the Tupperware in the refrigerator and walked to the table. “I asked your father here tonight so we could all talk.”

      “About what?” Ana asked.

      “Your mom has to do something important, and I’m going to be watching you for a little bit,” Freddy said.

      Miriam cut in, as though she didn’t trust Freddy’s assessment of the situation. “I’ve been called back onto a case that’s very important to me. It’s important to a lot of people.” She stopped and placed a hand on the back of Ana’s chair. “I’ll be gone for a week, and I’d rather you stay here and continue school. Your father agreed to stay here and take care of you while I’m gone.”

      Ana looked from parent to parent, confused. “So does this mean you guys are getting back together?”

      Freddy smiled and shook his head. “No, honey. That’s not it.”

      “Why not? If you’re going to stay here a week, you might as well just move in.”

      Both parents looked at each other, then back to Ana.

      “That’s not happening,” Miriam said, patting her head. “I have a job to do, and I’m leaving tonight.”

      In the past, Ana had heard them fighting. She had seen her father drink and drink. She had seen him sitting around the house all day while her mom worked. She had seen him go to jail for driving after drinking. She saw a lot. But the scene before her at that moment was perhaps the most surreal of all.

      “Can’t I just go with you?” she blurted out, noticing a disappointed expression cross her father’s worn face.

      “No,” Miriam said. “You’re going to school. Nothing changes. Your father is going to watch you, and that’s that.”

      Ana looked around, thinking of some way to keep her mom from leaving. “What about my spelling bee on Thursday?”

      Miriam nodded with a look of regret. “Your dad can record it for me.”

      Freddy took Ana’s hand and squeezed. “It’ll be okay. Don’t you want to see me?”

      Ana shrugged. “I guess.”

      “Ana, that’s enough,” Miriam said, startling her. “Now go take your things to your room and let us talk this out.”

      “Whatever,” she said, without making eye contact with either parent. She grabbed her backpack and left the kitchen, walking toward the hall where her room was. She flipped her light switch on and closed the door. A week with her father. She supposed that things could be worse.
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* * *

      Silence fell over the kitchen after Ana left. Freddy looked to Miriam. “Spunky for her age, isn’t she?”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” Miriam said, walking back to the counter. Plates clanked together as she rinsed them, opened the dishwasher, and placed them inside.

      Freddy didn’t seem bothered by Ana’s objections to his watching her. “I’m just glad I get to spend some time with her.”

      Miriam closed the dishwasher and began to wipe the countertops with a sponge. She was thankful for Freddy coming all the way to their house on short notice and agreeing to watch Ana. She couldn’t believe he had actually agreed to it. She wanted to think that he had changed and that he and Ana would have a great time. Part of her, however, remained skeptical.

      “And there’ll be no drinking during the week, correct?” she asked him.

      Freddy pushed his chair back defensively, scraping against the vinyl floor. “Jesus, Miriam. How many fucking times do we have to go over this?”

      “Language, please,” she said.

      “I told you that I’m sober. I have a decent job. Everything is working out now.”

      “I know, Freddy. But we’ve had this conversation many times—”

      “I didn’t come over here to go on about the past. I came here to help with Ana. And you…”

      “I appreciate that,” Miriam said, opening the fridge and placing various containers inside. She closed the fridge door and lifted her head, listening to the muffled pop music playing in Ana’s room. “I should go talk to her,” she said, walking out of the kitchen.

      Suddenly, Freddy’s hand reached out and clasped her wrist, right below her bracelet. She froze in place and looked down, shocked that he would even have the nerve to touch her.

      His eyes were serious, and his face was stricken with concern. “You still haven’t told me where you’re going.”

      She yanked her hand away but remained in place. “I told you. It’s police business.”

      “So you’re doing pro bono work now?”

      “The person who killed my partner just kidnapped another girl. Do you get it now?” Miriam’s gray eyes were wide with anger.

      Freddy nodded, and a hint of sadness crossed his face. “I just don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said.

      “I don’t want to see you get your hopes up for nothing.”

      “Just focus on Ana,” Miriam said. “That’s all you need to worry about.”

      Freddy said nothing more, but his eyes remained fastened on her. Miriam walked away, but in the living room, she stopped and turned around again, feeling his stare.

      “What?” she asked, annoyed.

      “Are you seeing anyone?”

      “That’s none of your business. We’re divorced, understand? As in, not going to happen again.”

      Freddy rose from his chair and walked over to her with slow, confident strides. “All I’m saying is that you should loosen up a little.”

      He took her soft hands in both of his, not taking his eyes away from her thinly sculpted face, her red lips and dark brows. She removed her hands from his and put them at her sides. He leaned forward to kiss her, and she didn’t pull away. Instead, their lips pressed together as he reached down and squeezed her hands.

      He then moved his hand up her back, pressing her closer as she closed her eyes. For a moment, her stress dissipated, replaced by feelings of familiarity and comfort. She didn’t see the harm in going further. Apparently, neither did Freddy.

      Suddenly a car honked in the driveway. She pushed Freddy away and went to the window to look out. O’Leary had arrived. As if it were preplanned, the news coming from the living room television sounded more urgent suddenly.

      “Authorities have placed a high alert around Lee County following the kidnapping of Emily Beckett, who was abducted from a Safeway parking lot today after a brutal assault on her mother. Investigators fear that the young girl’s abduction is just the latest in the long line of child kidnappings that have plagued the area for the past five years. The suspect, known to residents as the Snatcher, is also a suspect in the shooting death of thirty-two-year-old sheriff’s deputy Joseph Lang during a routine traffic stop a year ago.”

      Miriam went to the living room and stood in front of the television. Familiar images of the school parking lot and Lang’s crime scene filled the screen, together with pictures of both victims. Miriam’s heart seized as they showed her partner’s portrait. Her knees felt weak as she leaned against the wall.

      The newscaster continued, “The suspect in both cases has been linked to at least four other child abductions, each within one year of each other. Parents around the community are urged to keep a careful eye on their children, not leaving them anywhere alone. Neighborhoods have also imposed curfews for children twelve and under while the search for the so-called Snatcher continues.”

      Outside, O’Leary tapped the horn again. “My ride is here,” Miriam said, picking up a packed bag sitting near the foyer.

      Freddy folded his arms as though everything was kosher. “Why don’t you invite this detective in and let me meet him?”

      Miriam looked up and sighed. “Freddy. Just stop.”

      Freddy held his hands out defensively with a laugh. “Stop what?”

      “I have to do this. Don’t you understand that? ”

      “Of course I do,” he said defensively.

      Freddy lowered his hand to touch hers. “When we were married, I always worried about you. You don’t understand that, being on the other side, but it never changes. Whether we’re married or not, it never changes.”

      Miriam opened her mouth to speak when suddenly Ana entered the room in her pajamas. “What are you guys going on about?”

      “Nothing,” they said in unison.

      O’Leary’s car idled in the driveway. Miriam’s phone buzzed again. She looked at the screen. “My ride is waiting.”

      She grabbed her purse. Freddy followed and took her bag. “Here, lemme get that.”

      Ana followed her parents out the door.

      “You have everything you need?” Freddy asked.

      Miriam walked outside and stopped, turning toward the two of them. “I should. Thanks.”

      Idling behind Miriam’s car was a gray four-door Ford Crown Victoria. O’Leary was at the wheel and rolled the window down. “Good evening,” he said with a wave.

      Freddy’s two-door black pickup was parked next to Miriam’s. They walked past it as O’Leary unlocked his trunk from the inside. They heard it click open, and Freddy placed Miriam’s bag inside and closed it. He introduced himself to O’Leary as Miriam gave Ana a hug, squeezing her tight.

      “You be good for your father, and I’ll see you in a week.”

      Ana nodded, seeming upset and despondent. “Where are you going? I want to go too.”

      Miriam placed her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. “I wish you could, but you can’t. It’s important police work.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to be a policewoman again?”

      She hugged Ana again as Freddy waited patiently, standing nearby. “No, honey. This is just temporary. But I’ll be home soon. Promise to do well in school while I’m gone.”

      “I will.”

      “I know you’ll do great on the spelling bee.” She then kissed Ana on the forehead. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Ana said, eyes down.

      Miriam straightened up, patted Ana on the head, and then turned her attention to Freddy. Static chatter played out on O’Leary’s police radio. Miriam gave Freddy a trusting and appreciative look. “Thank you for doing this. Especially on short notice.”

      Freddy shrugged. “Hey, what are ex-husbands for?” They both smiled.

      Miriam pointed at him. “Don’t let her out of your sight. You hear me?”

      Freddy put his hand over his chest. “I won’t. I promise.”

      Miriam gave him a quick hug and thanked him again. She said goodbye one last time to Ana and then went around to the other side of O’Leary’s car, with Freddy following behind her. He opened the car door and closed it gently after she was inside. Ana stood next to him, and he put his arm around her shoulder as they walked back toward the house.

      “You ready to do this?” O’Leary asked as Miriam put her seat belt on.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Miriam said.

      O’Leary shifted into reverse. Miriam waved to Ana and Freddy, who had turned to watch as O’Leary backed out of the driveway.

      “See you in a week!” she said.

      “Bye, Mom!”

      The Crown Victoria roared off down the street, leaving Miriam’s house, daughter, and ex-husband in the distance. She still wasn’t sure exactly what she was doing, but whatever it was, it felt like the right thing. If there was any hope of finding the Snatcher before the next girl was taken, she wanted to be a part of it.
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      O’Leary merged onto the highway, headed south toward Palm Dale. Miriam hadn’t gone anywhere near the town since moving away. There were many unanswered questions to discuss between them. Oddly enough, however, the conversation didn’t begin with the case.

      “So you and Freddy?” O’Leary began.

      Miriam turned to him. It was a harmless question, but she still felt imposed upon. “Me and Freddy what?”

      O’Leary shifted in his seat. “Didn’t mean to get personal. I was just curious.”

      “That’s okay,” Miriam said. “He’s going to watch Ana while I’m gone.”

      “That’s good,” O’Leary said, ending it there. “So where do you want to start?” he asked.

      “We need to get an idea of who we’re looking for,” Miriam said. “Any witnesses or descriptions they could put an APB out on?”

      “Nothing yet,” O’Leary said.

      Miriam looked at him cockeyed and in disbelief. “What do you mean, nothing yet? This man punched a mother in the face—”

      O’Leary cut her off. “In broad daylight, I know. I went over this with Lou. And the mother says she was hit by a woman, not a man.”

      “A woman?” Miriam repeated, shocked. Though it would make sense. She, herself, could remember the long blond hair of the driver who’d shot her partner in cold blood. The image was seared into her brain and would never fade. But a woman kidnapping children was nearly unheard of. Certainly in Palm Dale.

      “I’m not buying it either. Doesn’t fit the profile,” O’Leary said.

      “He’s wearing a disguise,” Miriam ventured. “A wig, probably.”

      O’Leary’s eyes went back to the road as Miriam thought to herself. She tugged at the sleeve of her jean jacket and adjusted her ponytail. The white-striped road raced by as they continued on rural I-75, thirty-five miles from Palm Dale and closing in.

      O’Leary pulled on his tie, trying to loosen the collar of his button-down shirt. It felt as though he had been wearing the same standard shirt and suit for the past decade. The thought came to him that he should have been promoted by now. But that was the least of his concerns. They had a girl to find. One to two days max. Any longer than that, and he was certain that she’d become the next cold case in a long line of them.

      He had placed a briefcase containing some of the case files on the passenger-side floor, and Miriam began flipping through them. She pulled out the one marked “criminal profile.” She had her own ideas but looked through the faded manila folder with interest nonetheless.

      The suspect was presumed to be living in the area, or at least within South Florida. He had staked his claim, and he would keep plundering it again and again until he was stopped.

      For their suspect, abducting young girls was an obsession, something he did to appease a sick urge he was unable to suppress. But without recovering a single body, investigators could only presume that sexual assault was central in all the abductions. Whether he killed his victims or locked them in a basement remained to be seen.

      She closed the first file and opened another one, filled with police reports of abductions from Cape Coral, Harlem Heights, Cypress Lake, and McGregor—all cities within the same county. Now Palm Dale had two abductions on its plate.

      “We have to consider that these girls mean everything to him,” O’Leary said. “He shot your partner to keep from getting caught. So he has something to lose. A family maybe, or a job. Those are the lengths he’ll go to. And anyone who can pull the trigger like he did has probably killed before.”

      “A complete psychopath,” Miriam added. “But he’s smart enough to know how to hide it. He’s not greedy.”

      O’Leary nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. He’s got impeccable restraint. But he’s never going to stop.” He paused and looked at Miriam. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered with a sigh. “I’ve spent so long blocking him from my mind, it’s hard to get back into this.” She turned to look out the window, thinking, as miles of darkened cow fields passed by. “Maybe I jumped into this too early.”

      “Nonsense,” O’Leary said. “It’ll all come back to you soon. I know you have it in you.”

      “I appreciate the confidence, but we don’t have the time for things to start coming back to me. I need to get it together fast.” She went to the files on her lap as the police radio crackled with updates on the child abduction case.

      “Amber Alert issued approximately one hour ago. Suspect is described by the victim’s mother as a large female, at least two hundred and thirty pounds, with a beehive hairdo and bright polka-dot dress.”

      Miriam and O’Leary looked at each other with skepticism.

      “Seriously?” Miriam said.

      “Stranger things have happened,” O’Leary said.

      They passed flatlands of never-ending rivers and marshes—and a sign reading twenty-four miles to Palm Dale—a town Miriam had vowed never to return to. Now they were looking for an obese woman from the 1950s. It didn’t make any sense, but then again it made perfect sense—in line with Miriam’s belief that their suspect wore disguises.

      “What better way to gain the trust of young girls if you’re dressed up as a woman?” she said.

      O’Leary nodded. “What, like a cross-dresser?”

      “Whatever you want to call it. Our suspect is a man. That’s what you need to tell your guys. He’s good at what he does and feels empowered with each new victim.”

      O’Leary cleared his throat. “Off topic, I wanted to let you know that you will be compensated for this as an outside adviser, in case you were wondering.”

      “With or without pay, my intentions are the same,” Miriam said.

      “But you’ll take the money, though, right?”

      “I’m not stupid,” Miriam said.

      O’Leary laughed. “Of course you’re not.”

      

      They passed fields of orange groves leading into the town. Miriam took a deep breath as the speed limit fell, the buildings were set closer together, and they came into town. It looked the same as Miriam remembered it. The historic downtown area had its shops, bars, and restaurants—quaint and old fashioned with brick buildings, old signs, and narrow roads with cars parked on the side of the street.

      O’Leary pushed a button, rolled down both passenger and driver windows, and leaned his arm out as the cool air flowed inside the car. Beyond the business district, residential neighborhoods had grown by the dozens over the years. Initially a retirement community, Palm Dale had grown into suburban sprawl with modestly priced housing for families that had come from all over. There were schools, a library, lakes, parks, and hiking trails. That was the Palm Dale most people in the area knew. But to venture beyond the suburbs was a different world all together among the wilderness and wide-ranging marshes.

      It was late in the evening when they pulled into the Safeway lot. An entire row of spaces had been cordoned off. There were police cars everywhere, their lights still flashing. A news van was parked off to the side. A female reporter stood in front of the Safeway with the bright lights of the camera on her face as she spoke into her microphone.

      O’Leary parked near a line of police tape and turned off the ignition. Miriam looked at the police officers standing around—twenty or so of them—trying to see if she recognized anyone. She felt immediately out of place.

      “Let’s do this,” O’Leary said, opening his door.

      She turned to face him. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Just observe. See if you can put some fresh eyes on this scene. Where was he parked? How did he get Emily into his vehicle without notice?”

      “What could I possibly find that the twenty officers on site haven’t already?” she asked.

      O’Leary offered a smile of confidence. “Plenty. Just stick with me.”

      He got out of the car, giving Miriam an encouraging smile, and watched as she pushed open her door, hesitating for a moment before stepping out. They approached the scene unnoticed by the other investigators and officers, who were deep within their own work. The area cordoned off had been cleared, with the exception of Karen Beckett’s blue Nissan Sentra. O’Leary approached one of the investigators there, an older man named Hayes who wore a suit almost identical to O’Leary’s.

      He introduced Miriam as his consultant. Hayes didn’t seem to bat an eye or even recognize her, for which she was relieved. Detective Hayes led them to the car, where another investigator was taking pictures, his camera flashing in bursts that came in quick succession.

      “Knocked her out right here,” Hayes said, pointing at the pavement next to the car. A helicopter flew by in the distance with its spotlight on. Miriam scanned the area. There were at least a dozen other media vans parked along the front of the Safeway store with their antennas raised high in the air. She could feel it in her bones. They were going to have a field day with this one. The Lee County Police Department had not only failed to catch the Snatcher the first time. He had struck again, and they were no closer to figuring anything out than they had been a year ago.

      “I don’t get it,” O’Leary said to Hayes, frustrated. “Not a single witness? How is that possible?

      “So far nothing. But we’re still interviewing a slew of people who were around here when it happened,” Hayes said.

      Recognizing her own words in O’Leary’s bafflement, Miriam split from the group, making her way around the scene. Apparently, search teams had already been deployed throughout the surrounding area, intending to search up to a ten-mile radius. Mandatory checkpoints had been put into place. It seemed impossible that anyone could get away so easily without drawing notice—especially given the suspect’s appearance.

      Dressed down and looking out of place in her jean jacket and pants, Miriam approached the cart-return slot across from the Nissan and examined the line of carts haphazardly pushed into it. A thought occurred to her as she walked back to where O’Leary was asking question after question of another investigator.

      “Excuse me,” she said. “Has anyone looked at those carts yet?”

      O’Leary stopped as he and Hayes switched their focus to the cart return.

      “I mean, if Mrs. Beckett was just leaving the grocery store, I doubt she had time to return her cart before being assaulted.”

      “Well?” O’Leary said, looking at Hayes.

      Hayes stuttered. “Yes, that makes perfect sense.”

      “So why not dust all the carts for prints?” she continued. “It looks like our suspect took the time to return it for her.”

      “But why would she take the risk?” Hayes asked. He seemed to be in the camp that believed the suspect was female.

      Miriam took the question. “Because by now whoever we’re dealing with is getting bored, playing games with us. Whenever an offender gets away with his crimes, a part of him yearns to get caught. A part of him desires the closure in it.”

      O’Leary watched her, impressed, as Hayes nodded, considering her theory.

      Miriam, fully in detective mode now, seemed to reconsider what she had said or how she had said it and backpedaled to a more modest view. “It’s just a theory. I’m thinking textbook criminal here.”

      “We should start dusting those carts, don’t you think?” O’Leary asked Hayes.

      “Yes. Right away,” Hayes said. He walked over to the group of officers and called out to them, pointing at the cart return. “Fellas, let’s go ahead and dust these for prints. Who’s got a print kit?”

      The officers got in gear and approached the cart return. One of them carried a small black bag with him. He unzipped the bag and began brushing each cart carefully with a pair of latex gloves on.

      O’Leary turned to Miriam. “I was going to mention the cart thing too.’

      “Oh, were you?” she said with a laugh.

      “Seriously, though. Good work.” He looked up into the sky, satisfied. “I think this time it’s going to be different. I think we can catch him in time. They’re checking Mrs. Beckett for any DNA left on her from the assault. That plus fingerprints on the cart will help us narrow down the list.”

      “But will we do it in time, Detective? That’s the question.”

      They looked around, observing the active crime scene. It was strange to think that somewhere, not too far away, the Snatcher might be holding his latest victim.

      “You think he wants to be caught?” O’Leary asked.

      “I have my suspicions,” Miriam said.

      He turned away and walked off toward his car, beckoning her. “Here, let’s go down to the station. There’s some stuff I want to show you and get your take on.”

      She followed behind him as a helicopter flew directly overhead, lower than before. She had heard that the FBI was on its way. Could they make any difference? Could she? They got into O’Leary’s car and left the crime scene behind. Every minute mattered. Every hour brought them closer to losing Emily. This time would be different. If not, Miriam wasn’t sure she could forgive herself.
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      Across from the fire station, the Lee County Police Department was in view—one long brick building of multiple departments and sections. The front parking lot was full of police cruisers and unmarked vehicles. The visitor and employee parking lot to the side of the building was reaching full capacity as well. It seemed as though every officer was on call, even from neighboring counties.

      O’Leary found a spot at the far end of the employee lot, close to a chain-link fence. Near the side entrance of the building, Miriam saw a group of five men in suits huddled together at and smoking next to an outdoor ashtray. As with the officers at the crime scene, none of them stood out. Their faces were a blur. O’Leary turned off the ignition and again noticed Miriam’s nervous hesitation, the same initial reluctance she had shown at the first crime scene.

      “It’s going to be okay. The last thing on anyone’s mind around here is giving you the stink eye. Besides, everyone on the force respects you. They know what happened.”

      Miriam shook her head. “I walked away. Police have a thing about that. They never forget.”

      O’Leary opened his door and shrugged. “You had no choice. Everyone knows that.”

      Miriam opened her door slowly. Cigarette smoke drifted past from the group of white-shirt-and-tie smokers. It looked as though they were planning to burn the midnight oil. She still didn’t know exactly why O’Leary was so keen on having her around. She didn’t understand his motivations any more than she understood her own for agreeing to go along with it. She chalked it up to desperation on both their parts.

      “Where to now?” she asked as they headed toward the building.

      “We’re going to look at some case files and find a link.”

      Miriam reached out and tugged on his arm in protest until he stopped walking. They both did. The group of smokers stopped and looked over at them. “Detective O’Leary, do you really think now is the time to be going over paperwork? We’ve got a little girl out there scared out of her mind. We need to be out there looking for her. Taking action.”

      O’Leary placed his hand on her shoulder to calm her down. “I understand that, but we already have the whole damn force on it. They’re probably running around in circles. We need to take the little time we have and get it right.”

      “So we go door to door, check every house in town,” Miriam said. “How hard could it be?”

      O’Leary cleared his throat. “Look, Miriam. In my line of work, I have three main things to go on—knowledge, experience, and instinct.” After counting on his fingers, he looked at her as though the matter was settled. “And I’ve never been as determined to get it right as I am now.”

      “Me too,” she added.

      “So are you with me?” he asked, signaling to the building.

      “As long as you agree to one thing,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      “That when we catch this guy, you let me put a bullet between his eyes.”

      He said nothing as they walked down the sidewalk, past the smokers, and toward the employees’ side entrance to the building. O’Leary swiped his key card near a sensor. He pulled the door open as it unlocked and held it open for Miriam. She rewarded him with a nod.

      A slightly overweight clerk in full police uniform looked up from his desk as they entered.

      O’Leary showed him his ID badge hanging from a lanyard around his neck. He then pointed to Miriam. “Need a visitor badge for Ms. Castillo here, please.”

      The clerk nodded, took Miriam’s license, and ran her information. As they waited, Miriam looked down the carpeted hall, flanked with offices on both sides. The building itself was old, and some of the wood paneling on the walls looked straight out of the 1970s.

      Nicotine stains were still noticeable in areas near the ceiling, reminders of a time when smoking indoors was permitted, ages ago. They had remodeled and added onto the building, but its fifty-year-old character still showed in places. The hall smelled of coffee. Plain-clothed and uniformed officers crossed from room to room, lost in their own work. It was the busiest she had ever seen the place. Only one other time came to mind: last year, following the Dawson abduction.

      The clerk processed a visitor’s badge and handed it to Miriam. They continued down the hall to the Criminal Investigation Department, where his desk sat in the corner, with paperwork piled high behind his nameplate. There were people everywhere, men and women in suits mostly, on their phones, gathering in small groups talking, and some typing wildly on their computers. O’Leary didn’t know who half of the people were.

      One look at his desk, and he turned away, turning to Miriam. “Let’s find someplace else where we can do this. Somewhere quiet.”

      She nodded, and they walked along desks and stopped at a corner cubicle where a tall, mustached detective was at his computer typing with one hand and holding a turkey club sandwich in the other. His sleeves were rolled up. His eyes darted across the screen as he typed.

      O’Leary leaned in and slapped the man on the shoulder. “Looks like the circus is in town. All these people coming to see your mustache?” O’Leary said, smiling.

      Lou looked up, startled but then amused. “Very funny, Dwight. They’re here to see the Incredible Dateless Wonder, which is perfect now that you’re in town.”

      O’Leary tried to get him in a headlock, but Lou backed away in his old-fashioned rolling chair. Miriam stood quietly to the side, amused. O’Leary looked back and signaled to her. “You remember Sergeant Castillo.”

      Lou gave her a friendly nod and extended his hand. “Yes, of course. Welcome back, Sergeant.”

      Miriam shook his hand. “Just Miriam’s fine.”

      “Very well,” Lou said. His attention went to O’Leary as his tone and expression turned serious. “It’s a madhouse here. They brought in two departments from two different counties. This latest kidnapping doesn’t reflect well on us, for sure.”

      “I don’t understand,” O’Leary said. “This guy has never struck in the same town twice. Why now?”

      Lou shrugged and took a bite of his turkey sandwich. “Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe he has nowhere else to go.”

      “Or maybe he’s getting lazy,” Miriam said.

      O’Leary leaned close to Lou. “We’re trying to keep a low profile here with her. Think you can help us?”

      Lou seemed confused. “What do you mean?”

      “I need some place where me and her can talk in private and go over some files together. Specifically the Gowdy files.”

      Lou raised both brows. “Careful, Dwight. You don’t want to go barking up the wrong tree. Guy tried to sue us before, and he’ll do it again.”

      “I just need somewhere away from all this commotion,” O’Leary said.

      Lou stood up from his squeaking swivel chair and stretched. He looked around. “You can take the B room. I think it should be open.”

      “Great,” O’Leary said. “Thanks.” He looked at Miriam and signaled toward the exit. “This way.” They left without drawing too much attention to themselves. O’Leary led her down another hall to a small interview room. There was a table in the middle and a chair on each side—the walls barren except for a clock with a big face and Roman numerals hanging in the middle.

      “No one should bother us in here,” he said, holding the door open for her. Miriam eyed the room suspiciously.

      “If you’re so sure that this Gowdy you mention is your man, why haven’t you arrested him?” she asked.

      “Because I could be wrong. And if I am, that means we’ll never find Emily in time.”

      Miriam pulled a chair out from the table and sat. O’Leary promised to be back quickly with the files and left the room, locking the door behind him. She looked around the small, lifeless room, trying not to feel like a prisoner herself. She pulled out her cell phone and sent Freddy a text message asking how Ana was doing. He sent a message back saying that she had gone to bed. She replied, asking him what he was doing.

      “Just watching TV,” the message said.

      She thanked him again and said goodbye. When he replied with “good night,” she said, “Yeah right.” She scrolled through the news on her phone, looking for any mentions of the kidnapping, when the door unlocked and O’Leary walked in. He was balancing a box filled to the brim with files and pushed the door shut. Miriam couldn’t believe it. This was what they were going to be doing?

      He dropped the box on the table with a thud and rolled his sleeves up. He began pulling files out of the box and setting them on the table—and appearing out of breath.

      “Don’t let that box beat you up,” Miriam said.

      O’Leary looked up. “You’ll be saying the same about both of us here soon.” He pointed to the first file, which he had placed on the desk in front of Miriam. “This is Jenny Dawson’s cold case file. We need to look through it piece by piece.”

      Overwhelmed, Miriam placed her head in her hands. She still wasn’t entirely convinced that going through files was going to help them find Emily. “How much are you paying me again?”

      O’Leary offered a nervous laugh. “We can do this. Just focus.”

      “We could be here for days. Why don’t you start by telling me about this suspect of yours? This Gowdy fellow,” she said.

      He searched inside the box and pulled out another file, equally thick and secured within a large mailing envelope. He tossed the file on the table in front of Miriam, covering up Jenny’s file.

      “His name is Ray Gowdy, and he’s the closest thing to a suspect that I have.”

      She looked down. “Gowdy File” was written in black permanent marker on the envelope. Miriam untied the thin string over the seal and pulled the file out. It was packed with reports, statements, photos, and other documents, all providing a glimpse into one of Palm Dale’s most notorious residents.

      He was a man with a record that began with small, petty crimes he committed as a young adult. By thirty-seven, he had been to prison multiple times for battery and assault—among other offenses. His mug shots showed a progression from his earliest years to his latest—from a shaggy-haired, smooth-faced youth to a man with a beard, graying hair, and some noticeable scars on his face.

      Things began to come back to Miriam. She remembered Gowdy. He was always thought of around the station as the go-to suspect for any crime in the area. But she never saw him do anything. For the past five years, his record had been clean.

      

      O’Leary provided her further insight as she flipped through his arrest record. Gowdy had come to Palm Dale from Birmingham, Alabama, in his teens with his mother. He befriended the Anderson boys in high school, especially the second eldest, Phillip. The Andersons belonged to a family that owned the lucrative auto salvage and recycling plant located off the last interstate exit out of town.

      From the beginning, Gowdy showed early warning signs: fights, suspensions, and eventual expulsion for bringing a knife to school. The years after high school weren’t much better. He and Phillip looted homes and businesses. They sold weed. They got into bar fights. Miriam didn’t want to believe that some people were just “bad,” as she had encountered all kinds during her time on the force. Gowdy, however, fit the description of a bad seed. The question was, what was he still doing on the street?

      A year after his latest stint in prison following grand theft conviction, Ray seemed to be getting his life together. He worked at the Anderson yard and had stayed out of trouble for years. He even bought a house, got married, and had two children. While the report stated the bafflement of authorities, Miriam got chills down her spine. A family man. He fit the bill perfectly.

      The Andersons, it appeared, had welcomed Ray into their family after his own mother had passed away from a brain tumor, and they’d been close ever since. All seemed at peace. Then, however, suspicious things began happening around Palm Dale. People went missing—drug dealers and prostitutes mainly.

      The Andersons consisted of Boone and Judith Anderson—a couple in their sixties—and their five adult sons. The entire family was suspected of criminal activities that stretched from drugs to gambling to racketeering—but the investigation had dragged on for years, and no evidence came to light.

      Their eldest son, Dustin, was killed in a head-on collision under mysterious circumstances. The 1964 Dodge Charger that had T-boned him and sent him flying through the windshield of his Cavalier had been abandoned in the middle of the road. No sign of any driver. No blood. Nothing.

      Two years after Dustin’s death, investigators got an anonymous tip about Ray Gowdy: that he had bragged about killing Dustin so that Phil—Dustin’s younger brother—could take over the family business. Gowdy was brought in for questioning. He lawyered up with enough money to get him out. The investigation went cold. No one knew where he was getting the money from. He traveled frequently. The authorities knew he was bad, but no one could prove anything.

      Enter Rachel, a sixteen-year-old local runaway who Gowdy offered a ride to. She accused him of attempted assault. Gowdy was arrested and his house searched. Investigators found video stakeout footage of schools throughout the area. Gowdy’s lawyers argued that their client is trying to expose would-be predators. As the case went to court, Rachel changed her story and gave a completely different description of the man who assaulted her. The case was dropped.

      Around the same time, Phillip Anderson took over the salvage yard, and another teenage girl was assaulted at a keg party deep in the woods. She was too intoxicated to provide a description of her assailant. Worse yet, she couldn’t remember the incident too well. The kind of “off the grid” parties the Anderson clan was known to partake in.

      The police, however, were certain Gowdy was their man. He was arrested after his DNA was found on the girl’s torn shirt. Open-and-shut case. But when it went to court, Gowdy’s lawyers were able to prove that the DNA evidence had been tampered with. So determined were they to make their case against him that unnamed officers used Gowdy’s DNA from a vial of blood that had been in evidence and planted it.

      This came to light after an anonymous whistleblower contacted Gowdy’s lawyers and revealed the possibility of evidence tampering. The case was dropped, but Gowdy wasn’t done. He sued the county in a civil suit, and a judge soon ruled in his favor, awarding him five hundred thousand dollars. Gowdy had everything. He was vindicated. He was wealthy. To some, Gowdy was a hero. To others he was a criminal. To Miriam, however, he was a mystery.

      After he won his settlement, things were quiet for a while. But in May 2009, Alaina Hutchinson disappeared outside her elementary school in Cape Coral, fifty miles from Palm Dale. Dayana Corbin disappeared one year later, walking home in the Harlem Heights district, close to town. Julie Ross and Taylor Ackerman soon followed. In each case, they vanished. Their bodies were never found.

      

      Miriam closed Gowdy’s file, feeling overwhelmed but more informed than she had been. “I don’t know, Detective,” she said, pushing the file away. “Like you, all my instincts point to him. Either he’s a serial predator, or he’s the closest thing this town has to one.”

      “In a case this important, the worst thing an investigator can get is tunnel vision on one suspect,” O’Leary said, sipping a cup of coffee he had gotten earlier. “But I find myself being drawn closer to him just as the department is pulling away. Trust me, they don’t want to touch him.”

      “That’s nonsense,” Miriam said. “If he’s the one, he’s the one. I say we go after him.”

      O’Leary raised his hand to caution her. “It’s not that easy. They’re drawing up the warrants right now to search his home and the salvage lot but taking their time. There’s many on the force who think he did it and just as many who think that he didn’t. He’s been nothing but a pain in our ass since day one.”

      Miriam pounded the table and held up a picture of his last mug shot. “Six feet, two hundred thirty pounds. Bring him in, damn it, and put him in a lineup. Have Mrs. Beckett pick him out.”

      “Miriam, it’s not that easy,” he began.

      “Why not?” she asked in a stark, demanding tone.

      O’Leary pushed the many files on the table aside and leaned in closer. “Because he has money. Because he’s connected. Because he could bring down this whole department if he wanted to. Same way it is everywhere.”

      Miriam winced. “Spare me your cynicism. If we do this right, his money and connections won’t matter.”

      “And that’s why I need your help,” O’Leary blurted out impatiently. The room went quiet as she tried to consider what he had just said.

      “To do what, exactly?” she asked, brows raised.

      O’Leary sighed. “To take the fall if this goes south.” He sheepishly looked at the table then back to her. “I figured you did it before, you could do it again.”

      Miriam felt confused. Angry. Violated in a way. Her hands dropped as she stared at him with blank, exhausted eyes. “You’re setting me up, just in case.”

      He looked down at the floor then lifted his head and stared right at her. “Yeah.”

      “What an S.O.B. you are.”

      “Yeah.”

      And then she laughed. “Okay,” she said, shaking her head at him. “Whatever your screwed-up motivations are, I don’t care. I’m in. I just want to find this girl.”

      Her response surprised O’Leary. He was expecting her to leap across the floor and attack him. “That’s all I want too. That’s why we’re going to have a little fun with Gowdy. I want him to meet you.”

      She looked at him suspiciously. “What are you talking about?”

      O’Leary started to spin out his plan, something he’d been thinking about for a while, it seemed, but also something he seemed to be conjuring on the spot. “If this man did shoot Deputy Lang in cold blood, if he took all those girls, one look at you and his eyes will tell me everything we need to know. He knows you from the news. He remembers you. That I’m sure of.”

      Miriam flashed a look of skepticism. She wasn’t buying it.

      “The truth is in the eyes, Miriam. Not even the most hardened psychopath can get around that. That’s what I’m waiting for. Then I’ll know.”

      Miriam waited for more details, but O’Leary said nothing else. She held her arms out. “That’s your master plan? Look into his eyes?”

      “It’s a start.”

      Miriam dropped her head, burnt out beyond words. Her hair hung down in her face. O’Leary waited patiently with his hands interlaced, hoping she would see it his way.

      She looked up and shrugged. “Okay. You’re the boss. We do it your way.”

      O’Leary leaned back, satisfied, as his chair creaked. “Thank you. If I know this man, it’s that he feels invincible.”

      “Which is why we need to either take him down or move on to someone else,” Miriam added.

      She looked down and thumbed through some more photos of Gowdy with the Andersons, laughing it up like one of the family. Her attention focused on Phil, in the middle of one particular group photo—tall with a beard, wide smile, and dirty-blond hair. He seemed to tower over the entire family. He was also a very large man. Gowdy looked smaller in comparison. Who was really in charge of that family? She couldn’t tell.

      “You wanna grab a bite to eat to clear your head a little?” O’Leary asked. “My treat.”

      It was the best idea she had heard all day. She pulled her phone out and saw that it was five after eleven. O’Leary packed the files back up in the box, and they left the room, only to find the precinct still noisy and chaotic.

      They carried the heavy boxes to the far corner of the parking lot where his car was parked.

      “Feels good to get some air,” Miriam said.

      “You said it.”

      They loaded up and drove off to a diner around the block where most of the officers went after a long day. The Snatcher had his next victim, but if they played their cards right, they might be able to save Emily before she turned into a cold case like the others.
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      O’Leary picked her up the next morning at her hotel, which was a few blocks from the police station. The plan was simple enough: revisit the crime scene where Deputy Lang had been shot and then swing by the salvage yard for a friendly chat. Nothing serious. The last thing O’Leary wanted to do was give Gowdy the impression that they were closing in on him. They wanted him calm, careless even. Then they’d drop the hammer.

      Miriam, however, had another theory, developed overnight.

      “What if it was one of the other brothers? Heck, what if the whole family is in on it?”

      “Careful now,” he said. “We don’t want to go chasing unicorns. I admit, the entire family is suspect, but I wouldn’t put any involvement on anyone except maybe Phillip and Gowdy himself. Not yet, anyway.”

      Miriam tapped the side of the passenger door with her cell phone, thinking. It was early, and the sun was just rising beyond a pine forest on her side. She had already sent a text back home, checking in, though she figured it was still too early for Freddy to respond.

      “What about the DNA and fingerprints?” she asked. An obvious question, but one she hadn’t asked before. “That should seal the deal right there.”

      O’Leary shook his head. “I checked earlier. No DNA recovered on Mrs. Beckett. The fingerprints taken from the carts don’t match Gowdy, or any of the Anderson boys for that matter.”

      Miriam sighed. “How could that be? How could someone be so careful as to not make a single mistake? There has to be something we’re not seeing. Something that will tie all of this together.”

      O’Leary laughed ironically. “I’ve been saying that to myself for the entire year.”

      The outskirts of Palm Dale brought them to a narrow two-lane road, cracked, with tall weeds on both sides. They had the windows down, but even with the sun not fully risen, the wind felt hot. There were no discernible signs or marks in the road, but Miriam knew they were close. She could feel it. They were almost to the place where her partner had been killed. A few miles beyond was a long dirt road that led to Anderson’s Auto Salvage. O’Leary was paying close attention to the GPS screen attached to his dashboard.

      “We’re about half a mile away.”

      Miriam stared ahead, saying nothing.

      “What exactly do we expect to find out here?” she asked as though the question had just entered her mind.

      “Simple,” O’Leary answered with his eyes on his dashboard GPS screen. “We’re starting at the beginning.”

      He slowed the car as they approached the spot—the very same barren shoulder where Miriam and her partner had stopped the infamous blue station wagon. The vehicle was later impounded for weeks, and an exhaustive search was conducted for fingerprints, hair samples, and other evidence.

      The only fingerprints they found belonged to Betsy Cole and her husband. Two hairs had been recovered. One of them belonged to Jennifer Dawson—definitively proving that she had been abducted by the same individual who shot Deputy Lang. Another hair had been found. But it wasn’t real hair at all. It was synthetic fiber, probably from a wig.

      O’Leary went over these details as he pulled the car to the side and parked.

      “So we have reason to believe that our suspect was in fact wearing a wig. Obviously to conceal his identity.”

      His door squeaked as he swung it open. It was eerily quiet outside, aside from the crickets, and there wasn’t a single car on the road. Miriam followed and stepped outside, onto the patchy grass of a small hill that traveled downward into a long, shallow trench that ran far into the distance along the road. A chain-link fence separated the roadside from the area beyond it. It never surprised Miriam how much of the seemingly vacant land surrounding them was actually private property.

      “So, according to your report, you and Deputy Lang were headed toward Anderson’s Auto to respond to a call about stolen copper?” O’Leary asked as he walked ahead.

      “That’s right,” Miriam said, following him.

      He stopped at a distinctly recognizable part of the road, pictured in so many police photos, and stood on a faded white line. Chunks of asphalt were missing on both sides of the pavement. Grass, weeds, and sand-spur patches hung over the surface. “You stopped the blue station wagon here, noting a broken taillight. Ran the plates, everything checked out, and Deputy Lang went to talk to the driver. Sound about right?”

      Miriam felt a sickness that she hadn’t encountered in some time. She nodded, looking away. O’Leary seemed to get more into the moment, now observing the ground with great intensity. He took a couple of hurried steps forward then stopped and spun around.

      “About here, Deputy Lang was shot. One .44 magnum casing was recovered in the middle of the road. Records did not yield any potential suspects for that particular weapon.” O’Leary stopped and looked up to find Mariam staring into the forest alongside them.

      “Miriam, are you okay?”

      She looked over to him, snapping out of her daze. The wind blew a long strand of hair from her ponytail, sending it falling across her tan forehead. “Yes, I can remember clearly,” she said, walking over to him. “I heard the gunshot and jumped out of the car to engage the suspect. I fired three shots, shattered the back window. Tailed him in the patrol car at about a hundred and twenty. Found the Buick abandoned. No kid, no suspect.”

      “No one vanishes,” O’Leary said. “There has to be an explanation. For two weeks straight, search teams patrolled the area in a ten-mile radius and came up short. The question is, where did he go?”

      O’Leary signaled ahead and pointed to a sign far up the road. Miriam squinted to read it, its words clear as the morning: Anderson’s Auto Salvage and Recycling.

      A large semi-truck then came into view with smoke billowing from its exhaust pipes. They stood there on the side of the road watching as it roared past them, leaving a strong gust of wind in its wake and blowing their jackets open.

      Miriam suddenly walked off, as though she were under some kind of external control. O’Leary followed, trying to keep up with her fast pace.

      “What is it? What do you see?” he asked.

      Miriam stopped and turned to him. “Here’s what I’ve been thinking, and it’s something I’ve been thinking for a long time: He was taking the girl somewhere out here, not expecting to encounter any police.” She raised her arms. “And what is out here?” She bit her lip and looked into the distance.

      “Swamps. Cow pastures. Acres of land,” O’Leary said.

      “Everything and more,” she answered. “The perfect hideout.”

      “Yeah, but they’ve searched this area far and wide,” O’Leary said. “There’s no trace of him.”

      “Because he’s smart,” Miriam said. “Let’s go to the place where I found the Buick.”

      They had begun walking back to the Crown Victoria when Miriam held her hand out. “Mind if I drive?”

      “Not at all,” O’Leary said, digging into his pocket. He handed her the keys and walked to the passenger side. Miriam got in and fired up the car, peeling out. Taken by surprise, O’Leary flew back against his seat, struggling to put on his seat belt.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      Without answering, she pressed on the gas. Inside, she felt as if she were getting into the right state of mind. Images of the Buick flashed in her mind. She searched her memory for clues—anything from the time just before she found the car. Her hands clutched the wheel as she pushed the car past one hundred miles per hour.

      “Miriam, can you slow down please?” O’Leary asked, gripping the passenger-side handle.

      “We’re almost there,” she said, staring ahead. The car vibrated and motored loudly as exhaust surged out the back, leaving a thick black trail. She inched past the one hundred fifteen mark, feeling as though she were getting a second chance to do things differently.

      Suddenly she let up on the gas. The speedometer dropped as the car slowed, much to O’Leary’s relief. She then jerked to the side of the road and slammed on the brakes. O’Leary flew forward but caught himself against the dashboard. Smoke from the tires drifted inside the car along with the smell of burnt oil.

      O’Leary coughed. “I hope you enjoyed that little joyride.”

      “Calm down, Grandpa,” she said, shutting off the engine and handing him the keys.

      She got out of the car and walked along the side of the road and down the grassy slope that led into the woods. O’Leary, looking disheveled and upset, followed a few steps behind her. She stopped where the forest was separated from the slope by the six-foot fence. No Trespassing signs hung from the fence at intervals for miles. None of that had been there before.

      “This is new,” she said, pushing against the fence.

      “They recently put it up,” O’Leary said, trudging down the slope from behind.

      She gripped the fence with both hands, peeking through, but it was hard to see anything beyond the thick brush. She then let go, turned around, and went back to the road.

      “What is it?” O’Leary asked, following her. “Do you have something?”

      She was looking at the other side of the road, where yet another fence separated it from the vast wilderness beyond. “Not yet,” she said. She stepped forward and stopped directly in the middle of the road, unconcerned about traffic. But there wasn’t any; this was a remote, desolate place. O’Leary seemed to follow her every move, observing the surroundings, just as she was doing.

      “So many private property signs. Who owns this area?” she asked him.

      “I want to say a land developing company. Their name escapes me.”

      “And when did they purchase all this land? And for what reason?” she continued.

      O’Leary stuck his hands in his pockets and looked around. “I’m not sure. Why?”

      “I just think it’s interesting that this is the very area our suspect fled into. I thought about it after you told me that Gowdy had invested in land development.”

      She went to the other side of the road and looked beyond the fence there, beyond the woods. “With the money Gowdy has, we’re looking at some kind of underground lair. I guarantee it.”

      “Yeah. But this area’s been searched within a ten-mile radius, I told you that. They looked for weeks.”

      “I believe you,” Miriam responded. She looked down at a glimmering soda can, flattened against the road. Within the grass ahead, there were cigarette butts, beer bottles, and plastic bags, barely visible—the same litter seen on any open road, and trapped by the fencing. Several thoughts came to Miriam all at once. She felt as though their suspect was very near. Maybe that was the genius of his escape.

      “Everyone leaves something behind,” she said to herself.

      “What’s that?” O’Leary asked.

      “I don’t know,” she responded. “Shall we pay the salvage yard a visit?”

      O’Leary nodded in agreement. “Sure thing. But just let me do most of the talking.”

      She gave him a mock salute. “You’re the boss, Detective.”

      O’Leary held out his hand for his keys. Miriam smiled and tossed them in the air. He snatched them as they approached the car, getting in. The car roared to life, and he drove off, ready to get answers.

      The sign for the salvage yard was in view. They took a right down a long, bumpy dirt road that went on for at least half a mile. Palmetto bushes and pine trees pressed in from both sides. An eerie feeling came over Miriam, as though they were in some malevolent place and trespassing too—going where they weren’t wanted.
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      Anderson’s Auto Salvage & Recycling was an old family-run business that operated on the outskirts of Palm Dale. The business covered thirty acres of junk vehicles—mostly stripped but some intact for resale. Cars were often pillaged of their parts and crushed into flat blocks of metal. They also paid for scrap metal and junk of any value. Their main business was in recycling, since they operated the area’s main refuse plant for reusable material, allowing them to claim credit as a beneficial green company.

      From the outset, business was good, and it had remained that way for over thirty years. The business was owned and operated by the Andersons, who presented themselves as a tight-knit all-American family. Outsiders were rarely seen within or welcomed within their inner circle. And for that reason alone, O’Leary knew that they would immediately be looked at with suspicion as they drove through the front gate and entered the dirt parking lot.

      Several cars and trucks were parked near the front office trailer that had a big Open sign in the window. Heavy-duty equipment, from crushers to forklifts to dump trucks to graders, were firing off in the distance—the entire lot a cacophony of hammering engines and metallic thunder, with a thin cloud of dust and exhaust drifting throughout the premises. There were a few pickup trucks of all types idling at a booth past the front office, waiting their turn to drop off scrap metal raided from some dump or another.

      As O’Leary pulled in, he recognized three of the Anderson boys—Greg, Walter, and Jake—at the scrap booth, assisting trucks with their hauls and keeping the line moving. They were big men, tan, bearded, no-nonsense types with cigarettes dangling out of their mouths and tattoos on their arms. They wore lace-up boots and backward mesh hats.

      Boone, their father, owned the auto salvage yard with his wife, Judith. Their sons all worked there and had families of their own. They were an all-American family, according to Boone, but O’Leary believed they hid a dark secret. Rumors had long persisted about the family, but now he was ready to put fact to them.

      Still in the parking lot, Miriam listened attentively as O’Leary explained more about them. They received suspicious stares wherever they went, he told her, and, always alert, the Anderson family knew an unmarked car when they saw one.

      “Phil bought the business a while ago. Boone and Judith still work there to help out. And if you remember, the eldest son, Dustin, was killed in a car crash with his wife and two daughters.”

      “Sounds pretty clear to me,” Miriam said. “One of the sons did it. Phillip, probably,” Miriam said.

      O’Leary shook his head. “Alibis, all of them. All of them but Gowdy, but he’s not quite family.”

      “When did this happen?” Miriam asked.

      O’Leary lifted his chin and thought to himself as machines chugged in the background. “About two years ago.” He turned off the ignition as they just sat there observing.

      Miriam looked around nervously. Men stared at them as they walked by, coming and going from the main building, their faces smudged with dirt and oil. “What’s the plan here?”

      “Just follow my lead,” he said, opening the door. “I’ll do most of the talking.”

      “Is Gowdy here do you think?” Miriam asked.

      “That’s what we’re going to find out,” O’Leary said, stepping out into the dust-bowl parking lot.

      The sun was out in full force, revealing a blue sky with thin clouds drifting like trails of silk. There were people everywhere throughout the yard. It was hard to tell who was who—though most employees shared the same gruff demeanor and outfits: blue, pin-striped short-sleeved shirts with patches sewn over the chest.

      Miriam and O’Leary walked with purposeful strides toward the front-office trailer, which had an odd, homey look. It was outfitted with antiques, set out all along the front porch—everything from an old vending machine and jukebox to a vintage gas pump and wagon wheel. There was no denying a hint of charm to the place. It seemed a world of its own—a place far removed from the hustle of the downtown business district.

      Here, the work was real: oil-covered hands. Black-streaked faces. Cuts, bruises. Cigarette smoke and empty Gatorade bottles tossed aside in every conceivable location. Miriam and O’Leary stood out like two tourists in a foreign land, which was their intention. O’Leary wanted their presence known.

      They walked up the steps, and O’Leary opened the screen door and held it open for Miriam, who walked in first. Once inside, she stood in a carpeted lobby area next to a bookcase with antique model cars displayed on every shelf. A front counter divided the room. Two men in flannel shirts and billed hats were leaning on the counter, waiting their turn, as a woman, sixtyish, worked the cash register. Behind the counter on a desk were three black-and-white security-camera monitors displaying different grainy images of the vast salvage yard.

      O’Leary came in, closed the screen door. The two men at the counter turned around, their wrinkled faces indifferent. They looked Miriam up and down and then turned around as the woman at the counter handed them a receipt.

      “Y’all have a good day, now,” she said. She was short and frumpy, with gray curly hair, and thick glasses dangling from a cord around her neck. The two men tipped their hats and excused themselves as they passed.

      The woman at the counter looked up and eyed O’Leary and Miriam with suspicion.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, mouth hanging open, waiting for a response.

      Miriam was about to step forward when O’Leary cut in front of her. “Yes, Mrs. Anderson. I’m Detective O’Leary.” He stopped and turned to Miriam, introducing her. “And this is my partner, Sergeant Castillo.”

      The woman narrowed her eyes and walked out of the room without saying a word. O’Leary looked at Miriam and shrugged. They could hear the floorboards of the trailer creaking as Mrs. Anderson approached someone on the other side of the wall, a few feet away, and spoke loudly, as if to someone hard of hearing.

      “You got visitors, hun.”

      “What’s that?” a gruff voice said.

      “Visitors. The poh-lease.”

      They heard the man groan as he stood. His knees seemed to crack with the strain. His heavy footsteps clomped into the front office from the adjacent room. He was big, at least six feet, dressed in overalls that seemed to cradle his bowling-ball gut. He had a thin gray beard along his chin and jaw line. His bushy eyebrows arched downward as he made eye contact with the two visitors.

      “Can I… help ya?” he asked, approaching the counter. He adjusted his camouflaged hat and folded his arms, displaying neither contempt nor courtesy.

      “Yes, Mr. Anderson. I’m Detective O’Leary. We’ve met a few times. I’m sure you remember.”

      Mr. Anderson nodded. “Yeah, I remember ya, O’Leary. What do you want this time?” His eyes shifted, studying Miriam.

      “I was hoping to have a word or two with Mr. Gowdy.”

      Anderson took his hat off and scratched his head, looking around. “He’s not here yet.”

      Miriam and O’Leary exchanged glances.

      “He’s not?” O’Leary said.

      “Nope. He don’t come around as much. Busy with land deals and all. I’ll tell ya, if you guys would get off his back for a bit, you’d see what a go-getter he’s become.”

      “I’m sure of it,” O’Leary said with a hint of sarcasm.

      Anderson examined Miriam, raising his finger. “Hey, I know you. I remember seein’ you on the news all that time ago.”

      She didn’t like where the conversation was going and felt a tight constriction in her stomach. O’Leary stepped in to take the reins. “We’re not here on official business. We just came to talk.”

      Anderson’s eyes narrowed in the same way his wife’s had moments ago. “’Bout what?”

      O’Leary drew closer and placed his hands on the counter. “Just some loose ends to tie up. You know when to expect him?”

      “Nope.” Anderson adjusted his tinted glasses, looking as if he considered the matter closed.

      “We can wait,” O’Leary said. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      Anderson shook his head. “Why don’t you leave the man alone? He ain’t perfect, I know that, but you police done him wrong. Accusing him of kidnapping and murder like that.” Anderson huffed as his face turned red with anger. “Just shameful.” He pointed an accusatory finger at them both. “You ruined his reputation. Practically destroyed his life.”

      O’Leary said nothing as Anderson started breathing heavily through his nose, almost like a horse snorting. “You know his wife left, right? After you and the damn news accused him of being a child-diddling cop killer. You have any idea what that does to a man? To destroy him like that! I told him to sue the shit out of you bastards again, but he said no. He was just gonna let it go. Y’all should be kissing his feet!”

      Suddenly, Mrs. Anderson stepped into the room. “Boone! Stop all that yellin’. You know you got a heart condition.” She ran to his side, placing an arm around him. “Now come take a seat in the other room.” She led him out of the front office as O’Leary and Miriam waited.

      “I don’t see how this helps our case,” Miriam said.

      “Trust me on this,” he answered.

      “We’re getting nowhere fast,” Miriam replied.

      O’Leary shot her a blank look, lost in his own thoughts. Miriam felt irritated, trying to see where his head was. If there was some kind of conspiracy involving Anderson Auto Salvage and the kidnappings, it was far too fragmented for her to put anything together.

      O’Leary leaned closer over the counter, examining the security monitors, and Miriam decided to look too. Nothing out of the ordinary appeared on the display. A forklift operator was picking up a stack of flattened cars to be transported. The line of scrap turn-ins was moving without a hitch. There was no activity on the third screen—just a line of junk cars—and no sign of Gowdy. O’Leary looked up just as Mrs. Anderson stomped into the room, her face creased with wrinkles upon wrinkles.

      “Haven’t you done enough damage ’round here, Detective?” she snapped. “My husband and I are fixin’ to retire, and we don’t need no more of your harassment. Got it?”

      “Mrs. Anderson…” O’Leary began.

      “No. Ray ain’t here, so get on now. Leave!”

      O’Leary looked at Miriam and then nodded to Mrs. Anderson. “Very well,” he said, placing his card on the table. “Here’s my card. We’ll be in touch.”

      She crossed her arms, nothing but disdain on her face. O’Leary motioned Miriam toward the door. She nodded at Mrs. Anderson and wished her a good day. They exited the trailer, not waiting for a response. Once outside, Miriam looked around, seeing employees and customers alike glancing at them and then looking away.

      Miriam bit her tongue until they both got into the car. Once O’Leary cranked the ignition, her ponytail whipped around as she turned to him.

      “What was that about?”

      O’Leary’s eyes widened with confusion. “What?”

      “You sure have an interesting approach to your investigations. Why don’t you just let the whole town know?”

      O’Leary paused, trying to choose his words wisely. “Everything is going exactly to plan,” he said calmly. The police radio buzzed with chatter. Nothing significant.

      “Oh really?” she said in disbelief. “Nice plan. They know we’re watching them.”

      “Exactly,” O’Leary said. “And that’s what I want. Why do you think I left my card? Gowdy is on edge. He’s going to make a mistake, I know it.” He put the car in reverse and backed out.

      All eyes watched them as the car coasted out of the yard, leaving a cloud of thin dust in its wake. Mrs. Anderson watched them from the window, offering a cold, unfriendly stare. The Crown Victoria jetted off past the gate and down the dirt road leading back onto the deserted double-lane state road. Miriam felt her nervous chills fade away the farther they got from Anderson’s Salvage.

      “We need to wrap this thing up and find Emily,” Miriam said.

      O’Leary nodded, gripping the wheel. “Trust me. We’re going in the right direction. I can feel it.”

      He grabbed her hand unexpectedly. She tried to pull away, but his grip was too tight.

      “Detective!” she said. His hand was oddly cold.

      “You feel that?” he asked, accelerating faster. “We’re on the right path.”

      He loosened his grip, and she jerked her hand away, dumbfounded.

      “I think you’re losing it,” she said, stroking her hand.

      O’Leary took a deep breath and pointed ahead. “Look.”

      She turned to see a vintage ’65 Dodge Charger up the road in the opposite lane, heading toward them. O’Leary knew the car all too well.

      Both vehicles slowed, and Miriam could see a silver-haired, stocky man. Their eyes locked as though they were moving in slow motion. As they passed each other, Gowdy’s expression was at first one of curiosity, changing quickly to one of deep suspicion as Miriam eyed him closely. For a split second she saw something in his face that indicated O’Leary might be on to something.
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      “Turn around,” Miriam said as he passed.

      O’Leary looked at her, surprised. “Huh?”

      “We need to follow him. He’s planning to run.”

      “Miriam, we have to play this thing out carefully. Stake out the salvage yard and see where he goes.”

      She slammed her fist on the dashboard, startling him. “We’re not going to have that chance. You want to talk about instinct? That’s what my gut’s telling me.”

      O’Leary slowed down, struggling with the decision. “This isn’t part of the plan.”

      “Just do it. Please,” she said.

      For Miriam, it was time to make a move. She refused to let him slip through her fingers again. O’Leary braked the car to a stop, pulling over, and asked her what she saw that made her so sure.

      “I caught a glimpse of his face,” she answered. “He looked guilty.”

      “That’s not exactly a bombshell, Miriam.”

      “It’s something. You want to talk about the eyes not lying? His eyes told me everything we need to know.”

      O’Leary wasn’t entirely convinced, but he trusted her judgment. He had, after all, brought her along for a reason.

      He reversed, did a three-point turn, and headed back in the opposite direction until he had Gowdy’s vintage Dodge Charger in sight.

      “I hope you’re right about this,” he said with noticeable frustration.

      “I’m sure of it.”

      He gunned it forward and turned on the flashing police lights directly above the windshield. They were closing in on Gowdy’s car fast. Miriam imagined his surprise when he looked in his rearview mirror and saw them rushing toward him like a shark at its prey. She hoped he was nervous and scared to death.

      “Don’t let him get away,” Miriam said, clutching the armrest of her door. “He might try to make a run for it.”

      O’Leary sped up, and within seconds he was inches from Gowdy’s bumper. The engine hummed and snarled. Gowdy’s brake lights flashed as he pulled over to the side. A cloud of dust trailed him as he slowed down onto the shoulder, coming to a halt. O’Leary stayed on him and stopped, his lights still flashing. Now that they had him, O’Leary seemed more open to Miriam’s idea.

      “Might as well talk to him now and see how he reacts.” He began typing into his Toughbook laptop on the center console, running the plates.

      Miriam examined Gowdy as he remained quiet in the driver’s seat, watching them through his rearview mirror. For a moment, everything seemed oddly familiar to Miriam. She was re-living it on the very same road with the man she felt responsible within her grasp.

      “License plate checks out,” O’Leary said. “Raymond Earl Gowdy. Five thirty-one Woodshire Lane.” He paused while scrolling down the screen. Multiple priors but no warrants currently out on him.” He looked up with a careful eye still on the car. Gowdy was waiting. O’Leary then looked at Miriam. “What next?”

      She grabbed her purse off the floor and pulled out a 9mm Beretta.

      O’Leary’s eyes widened. He extended his arm, blocking her from getting out. “Whoa! What are you doing?”

      She held the pistol down with both hands. “Nothing. I’m not taking any chances this time, that’s all. Call him out of his car and let’s talk to him.”

      “Again, I think we’re going too fast here.”

      “Too fast? A girl is missing! And based off the evidence you’ve shown me, he’s the most viable suspect we have. Like you said, I’ve taken the fall before. If I’m wrong, I’ll do it again.”

      O’Leary felt for his pistol in the side holster at his waist. He looked in his mirror. No one was behind them. No cars were coming in either direction. The air was still and quiet. For all they knew, Gowdy was calling his crew at that very moment. O’Leary opened his door and stepped out, leaning behind the open window pane. He pulled his gun and aimed it at Gowdy’s car. Miriam followed suit and took cover.

      “Raymond Gowdy, step out of your car!” O’Leary shouted. There was no movement within the Dodge. Gowdy just sat there. “Get out of your car with your hands up!”

      His driver’s-side door slowly opened. Gowdy stuck his head out and turned to them, confused and irritated. “The hell’s this all about?”

      “Let’s see those hands!” O’Leary shouted.

      Gowdy was startled, apparently not expecting a run-in with the law. He looked genuinely surprised, though Miriam wasn’t buying it.

      Gowdy stuck his big, tattoo-covered arms outside the car and then stepped out. His hair was short, recently trimmed, and his beard had been shaved off completely. He wore a blue mechanic’s jumpsuit with an auto salvage patch over the chest.

      “That’s it,” O’Leary said. “Nice and slow.”

      He faced them with his arms halfway up and a face that was hard to read—blank and indifferent, as though he had been through this routine many times before, which he had. O’Leary then told him to walk toward them and get against the back of his car. Miriam kept a careful eye on his car, trying to see if there were any other passengers.

      Gowdy leaned forward onto the trunk of his Dodge with his palms flat on its surface. O’Leary made his move and strode over to him with his pistol aimed.

      “Not another move,” he said.

      Miriam remained at her car door, taking O’Leary’s back. Gowdy was in her sights. Her finger inched toward the trigger, but she fought the urge. Shooting Gowdy would be satisfying, but it wouldn’t get them any closer to finding Emily. She moved closer to them while staying locked on Gowdy as O’Leary searched his pockets and patted him down. He pulled a wallet, cell phone, and car keys out and placed them on the trunk.

      “Okay, now turn around.”

      Gowdy lowered his arms and looked at O’Leary with an assured cockiness. “What’s this all about?”

      “You know damn well what this is about, Gowdy,” O’Leary said, lowering his pistol.

      Miriam kept a careful distance in case Gowdy tried anything. O’Leary pointed to her and then looked at Gowdy. “You remember Sergeant Castillo, don’t you?”

      Gowdy looked at her and froze. O’Leary studied his face. Gowdy’s left eye twitched in his brief, catatonic state, then his eyes narrowed as he nervously looked away. He knew who she was. For that split second, he looked as guilty as any man ever could.

      “Yeah, you know her,” O’Leary said.

      Gowdy turned to him, angered. “What are you talkin’ about? I don’t know her at all.”

      Miriam moved on him, raised her pistol, and pressed it against his head.

      O’Leary freaked. “Miriam, no!”

      “Where is she?” Miriam said, seething. “Tell me or so help me God, I’ll—”

      “This is not the way!” O’Leary shouted.

      She flinched and backed off, lowering her gun and taking a few steps away.

      Gowdy looked at her, both astonished and afraid. “What’s this crazy bitch’s problem?”

      O’Leary cut him off. “That’s enough. We want to talk.”

      “’Bout what?” he said, leaning against his trunk.

      “About what you know.”

      Gowdy narrowed his eyes at O’Leary and shook his head. “What do you mean?”

      “We’re close,” O’Leary said, holding two fingers together. “We’re this close to shutting down the entire operation. Whatever you’re up to, we’re going to find out. So why don’t you do us and yourself a favor and come out with it?”

      Miriam circled back around and stood close by, waiting.

      “I ain’t got nothing to tell,” Gowdy said. “I’m on my way to work. Is that a crime now?”

      O’Leary smirked. “A guy with all your money still works. That’s pretty commendable.”

      Gowdy shot him an angry glare. “A man needs to work. Builds character.”

      “And we know all about your character, Mr. Gowdy.” O’Leary said.

      “The hell’s that supposed to mean?” Gowdy snapped.

      O’Leary continued. “If we were to search the salvage yard, we wouldn’t find anything illegal out there, would we?”

      “Like what?” Gowdy asked.

      “I don’t know. Guns. Drugs…”

      “Children,” Miriam added.

      Gowdy looked at them, shocked, as his face went flush. “Of course not. Have you lost your mind? Get your heads out of your asses and listen to me! We run a legitimate business!”

      “Cut the crap,” O’Leary said. “We know all about you and that family. You’ve got your hands in some pretty shady stuff.”

      Gowdy gave O’Leary a long stare then crossed his arms and tilted his head back. “If you know so much, you’d arrest somebody. You’d also know how crooked this whole county is and how they tried to ruin my life. I wasn’t afraid to take ’em to court back then, and I’m not afraid to do it now.”

      “I’m aware of the history between you and the county PD. But I’m also aware of a lot of other things too.”

      Gowdy rocked his head back and chuckled bitterly. “Hell. If you were so close to taking me down, I’d be in handcuffs right now.”

      “Don’t press your luck. I can make that happen real soon,” O’Leary said, pointing to his chest.

      Miriam stepped forward. She couldn’t take it anymore. She had to ask.

      “Did you kidnap those children?”

      Gowdy stopped and looked at her, stunned, as the color drained out of his large, round face.

      “Did you”—she stopped, looking down—“shoot my partner?”

      “I’m not answering anything this crazy bitch has to say,” Gowdy said flippantly. “I don’t have to say a thing to either of you. I know my rights. In fact, I think I’ll just get my lawyer on the phone now and see what he has to say about all of this. County’s got deep pockets, and it looks like it’s time to cash in again.”

      O’Leary’s cell phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked at the screen. “It’s headquarters,” he said to Miriam. He pointed to Gowdy. “Watch him.”

      “I will,” Miriam replied.

      “Detective O’Leary,” he answered, holding the phone to his ear. He turned and walked away from them. “Yeah. Yep. No, we’re off Pine Road, out in the boondocks. Anderson country.”

      Miriam stood with her eyes locked on Gowdy, an arm’s length away.

      “Y’all got nothin’ on me,” Gowdy said, shaking his head.

      “Shut up,” Miriam told him.

      “I’ve been accused of a lot of things, but diddling kids. That’s about the lowest thing yet.” He spit between his teeth and looked away.

      Miriam examined his body language. He appeared nervous and avoided eye contact, looking beyond her toward the empty interstate.

      “You remember me, don’t you?” she said.

      He turned and looked her up and down. “Yeah, I remember you.”

      Her stomach burned. “I knew it.”

      He spit again. “You’re that cop who got her partner shot. You could have got that child-snatching pervert, but you fucked up.”

      An urge to shoot him rushed through her. She raised her pistol. Gowdy held his hands up defensively. “Wait, now! Don’t go doing nothing stupid. I’m not judging you. That’s just what the news said. Don’t shoot the messenger!”

      Her face went stone cold. She gripped her side with one hand. A panic attack was in the works, but she did her best to stay calm.

      A bullet was the only thing that could stop his poisonous words. She’d be doing the world a favor. Who would shed tears for such a monster? But then she thought of Emily and Jenny again, and her anger subsided.

      “Just tell me where she is,” she said as tears welled in her eyes. “That’s all. Tell me, and I won’t shoot you.”

      “You lost your mind? I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about!” he shouted.

      O’Leary was deep in his conversation, walking back and forth in the road. “What do you mean you got a match?” he asked loudly. “A DNA match?”

      His words caught Miriam’s attention. She lowered her pistol and walked over to him. “What? What did they say?”

      Holding the phone tight against his ear, O’Leary looked over to her and held one index finger up for her to wait. A semi-truck appeared in the distance, heading toward them. Miriam turned back to Gowdy. He remained standing at the trunk of his car, arms folded. The semi grew louder the closer it got. O’Leary got out of the road and leaned against the side of his car, continuing his questioning.

      “The fingerprints? What about them?” he asked, trying to talk over the approaching truck.

      Miriam turned back to O’Leary, hoping to catch what was being said.

      “We got a match?” he said. “Who? Who is it?”

      Miriam turned back to Gowdy just as he grabbed his nearby car keys and pushed a button to unlock the trunk.

      “Hey!” she shouted.

      The semi-truck veered into the left lane as it passed by. Its engine rattled as it flew past them, sounding like a locomotive. A gust of wind blew Miriam’s hair into her face, obstructing her vision for just an instant. She aimed her pistol at Gowdy just as he pulled an Uzi from his trunk.

      “Get down!” she shouted to O’Leary, firing two shots.

      Gowdy leapt to the passenger side of the Crown Victoria and sprayed the air with bullets, shattering its windows.

      O’Leary looked up in panic and hit the ground. Miriam fired back, blowing out the front left tire. She jumped to the driver’s side of Gowdy’s car for cover just as bullets came in her direction.

      She looked over to O’Leary. He was lying on his back, bleeding from his leg. His pistol and phone lay in the road within his arm’s reach but seeming yards away.

      “I’m hit! Take cover!” he shouted to her. His leg twitched and oozed with blood from below his knee. Shards of glass were all around him. Her eyes darted back to the car, where Gowdy had taken cover.

      “Just stay down!” she said to O’Leary.

      She couldn’t see Gowdy, but she knew he might strike at any moment. Crouched down, she inched toward the rear of his vehicle and looked under both cars to see where he was. Suddenly another hail of bullets rang out. She lowered herself to the gravelly pavement, hands on her pistol, and fired a few more shots toward the car. A gust of wind from another semi-truck blew past, apparently unaware of their predicament.

      Miriam looked again under their car for signs of Gowdy, but his feet and legs weren’t showing. Must be hoisting himself up somehow, she thought, or possibly inside O’Leary’s car. O’Leary cried out in pain and tried to push himself up. His leg had taken some damage and was bleeding profusely.

      “Son of a bitch!” he shouted. “Where is he?” He reached for his cell phone and managed to grab it by the tips of his fingers and make a call. “Shots fired! I’m hit. Need backup!”

      Like a nightmare repeating itself, Gowdy was nowhere to be seen. Miriam got up just in time to see him running off, down alongside the fence that separated the road from the endless forest. Miriam sprinted ahead and fell on her knees at O’Leary’s side. She grabbed the phone from his hand.

      “Hello? This is Sergeant Castillo. Is anyone there?”

      She glimpsed Gowdy just as he jumped the fence and ran into the woods.

      “Who got hit?” the voice asked. It sounded like Lou.

      “Lou?” she said, too distraught to notice her own injuries: the torn pants, the cuts on her knees and elbows.

      “Yeah. What the hell happened?”

      “We’re out here by the Anderson property and need immediate backup. Gowdy fired at us. Dwight’s hit in the leg.”

      O’Leary’s hand reached out toward her, bloodied from his leg, trying to take the phone.

      “We’re on our way,” Lou said.

      “Wait,” O’Leary said, coughing. His face had gone pale and was drenched with sweat. “Tell him to bring the warrant. Time to turn that place upside down!”

      Miriam held the phone up as O’Leary spoke. She then put it to her ear. “You hear that?”

      “Yeah, I got it,” Lou said. “We’re on our way.”

      Miriam looked up. Gowdy was gone, but there was something she had to find out first. “Whose fingerprints did you find?”

      “Fingerprints?” Lou asked, obviously rattled by everything going on.

      “Yes!” Miriam shouted.

      “Phil,” Lou said. “We got a match on Phil Anderson.”

      His words were surreal. She was confused. It wasn’t the name she expected or wanted to hear. But the more she thought about it, the more it all made perfect sense. She placed the phone back in O’Leary’s hand and brushed his hair back, trying to comfort him, hoping he wouldn’t go into shock. His blood was everywhere now. She took off her jean jacket and wrapped it around his leg, propping it up with a block of wood nearby.

      “I have to go,” she told O’Leary, trying to put on a strong and reassuring face. “You’ll be okay. Help is coming, but I can’t let him get away.”

      “Don’t… go,” O’Leary said, shaking.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Miriam repeated. “They’re on their way, and they’re going to take care of you.” He reached for her as she stood up. Any further delay, and she was sure Gowdy would disappear. She held O’Leary’s hand and squeezed it as tears welled in her eyes.

      “I’ll be back. I promise.”

      With that, she took off, determined to catch Gowdy, dead or alive. She ran to the fence and climbed over it, falling to the other side. Everything seemed like a repeat from before. The mosquitos. The palmetto bushes. The weeds and thick brush hampering her view. Her mind raced as her heart beat rapidly. She was tense and shaky. She might never make it out alive, but she pressed on.

      Pistol in hand, she pushed aside branches while trying to hear anything beyond the crackling of leaves and sticks under her own feet that would alert her to Gowdy’s presence. She continued on, wrestling with the fingerprint revelation. What did it mean? What was Gowdy’s part? She was determined to find out.

      She came to a clearing, sweaty and out of breath, with adrenaline pumping through her veins. A figure ran by in the distance. It was Gowdy. There was no mistaking it. He limped along as though he had twisted an ankle. She bolted forward, closing in.

      He was close—about one hundred feet ahead. Miriam took a knee, raised the pistol, and steadied her breathing. She took the first shot and missed. Gowdy dropped to the ground. He rolled to the side, taking cover behind a tree. She kept her aim tight and waited. Then Gowdy, maybe feeling trapped and too eager, fled from the tree and tried to make a run for it. “Gotcha,” she said.

      With one eye open, she locked on her target and gently squeezed the trigger. The gun blasted. A shell was ejected to the side. Gowdy collapsed immediately. She ran forward, staying low. Her insides were filled with elation and fury, and just then, she heard sirens blaring in the distance.

      She stopped inches from Gowdy as he writhed on the ground, reaching for his Uzi. He was hit behind his right thigh and desperately struggled to crawl away, digging into the ground and clawing at the dirt like a madman. As his fingertips inched toward the Uzi, she fired another shot into the ground near him. A clump of dirt flew up into his face, and Gowdy froze. Miriam walked over to him and kicked the Uzi away. He ended his attempt to escape and fell back on his stomach, wailing in pain.

      

      Miriam said nothing as she stood over him and pointed the gun at the back of his head. Gowdy grunted and then rolled to his side, holding one arm out in a helpless plea. His previous cockiness was gone, and only fear and desperation remained.

      “You knew, didn’t you?” she said. “Why?”

      Gowdy looked up at her and tried to speak, spittle flying from his mouth. “Kn-Knew what? That he’s royally fucked in the head? That he takes young girls and locks them up?” He cried out in pain after moving his leg.

      “Spare me your tears,” Miriam said. “Just tell me where Emily is.”

      Gowdy bowed his head, murmuring in exhaustion.

      Miriam fired the gun, hitting the ground right by his head. He fell onto his back, terrified. She crouched down and put the hot barrel against his forehead. “Here we are again, only this time, I’m not going to hesitate.” She looked him in the eyes. “Tell me!”

      Gowdy opened his mouth and cried out. “He’s got a bunker out here! I take them food and supplies. He keeps them locked up.”

      “The girls?” Miriam asked in wonderment. “They’re still alive?”

      Gowdy paused, not wanting to answer the question. She couldn’t kill him now, and he knew it. Not with her being so close to the truth. Instead, she pressed the pistol against his other leg and fired. The blast was deafening. Gowdy fell back, screaming at the top of his lungs, a high-pitched, piercing squeal.

      “You crazy bitch!” The open wound on the back of his thigh pulsated with blood as the fresh hole in his other leg started to bleed—slowly at first, then with a steady flow of dark red.

      She pressed the gun back against his forehead while he cradled both legs in agonizing pain.

      “I have one bullet left, and I’m not going to waste it trying to scare you. The next one goes in your head.”

      “Two of them are still alive!” he shouted. “The others… well, they got sick of playing with him after a while, and he…”

      “He what?” she said in a venomous tone.

      “He had me get rid of them.” Seeing her finger on the trigger, he raised both hands defensively. “I’ll take you to them. Just don’t shoot me!”

      “Where’s the bunker?” she asked.

      He hesitated. She brought the pistol back and smacked him across the face. He cried out as a chunk of skin opened on his cheek, pouring blood.

      “You’re standing on it!” he said.

      She stopped and slowly stood up, looking around.

      “Twenty feet underground…” he continued. She backed away as he cried to himself—one sad, helpless sack. She went to her knees and started digging, tossing dirt and debris frantically out of the way. The sirens in the distance got louder and louder.

      After frenzied digging, she felt a metal surface. She brushed the sand away and found a huge latch. It was an entrance—that much she was sure of.

      “See…” Gowdy said with bloodshot, tearing eyes. “I told you. There it is. The girl’s underground. I think she’s okay. I-I was gonna check on her today.”

      Miriam said nothing but kept her eyes locked on his. She walked over to him slowly. Her words were calm and measured. “So he shot my partner? He shot Deputy Lang, leaving his wife without a husband and his children without a father.”

      Gowdy’s eyes darted in all directions, panicking. “He didn’t mean to. The cop just got in his way.”

      “And again, you helped him.”

      “I had to!” Gowdy shouted out. “After all he’s done for me, I owe him. I was nothin’ before I met him. No one wanted me. He took me in. His family took me in, and they made me one of their own! Do you understand that? You understand what it’s like to be unwanted and unloved?”

      Miriam raised her pistol, aimed squarely for his head. He covered his face with his hands, shaking and crying out. “Do you understand what it’s like to be a terrified young girl?”

      “Please… I’m sorry,” Gowdy said. “Don’t shoot me!”

      She hesitated. Gowdy clenched his eyes shut, blubbering and crying. For a moment, she just stood there with her pistol aimed. She closed her eyes and took a breath. Her last bullet wasn’t for Gowdy. It was for Phil Anderson—the man responsible for it all. She lowered the pistol as his eyes slowly opened. His hands shook as he continued to shield his face. She looked down and noticed a ring of keys on his belt.

      “Are those for the bunker?”

      Confused and shaken, he lowered his hands. And looked down. “Yeah…” he sputtered. His legs twitched as he winced with every move.

      “Toss ’em here,” Miriam said, holding a hand out.

      Without a second thought, Gowdy reached down, unhooked the key ring from his belt, and tossed the keys inches from her shoes. She picked them up and walked toward him. His hands went back to his face as he pleaded with her not to shoot him. She ignored his cries and picked up the Uzi that was just out of his reach. She put her pistol in her pants pocket and took the clip out of the Uzi.

      She shook her head and looked at Gowdy, displaying the empty magazine. “Not a lot of good this is going to do you.”

      She swung her arm back and threw the magazine into the bushes while holding onto the Uzi. Gowdy looked at her, stricken with fear. He had no idea what she had planned next. She studied his pale, frightened face and then gave him an answer.

      “You better hope those girls are still alive.”

      “I’m sure of it!” he cried.

      She said nothing else and kneeled down next to the trapdoor, pulling it up by the handle. The door was heavy, nearly impossible to budge. She clenched her teeth and pulled again with all her might. Nothing mattered more. She pulled until the heavy door began to lift. She screamed out and used every last ounce of energy to get it open. Halfway there, she pushed it open on its hinges, and it slammed open onto the ground, exposing an underground tunnel leading straight down.

      “Down there,” Gowdy said, in a strained, exhausted voice. “That’s where they are.”

      She saw a ladder and began climbing down into the darkness. Her eyes took a while to adjust the farther down she went until finally she reached the bottom, where a door, set into a heavy frame, blocked the way. There was just enough light coming in from outside to let her see what she was doing.

      The thick metal door was locked, but she managed to fumble through the keys, trying each one, sometimes too hurriedly and having to try again. By the fifth key, the door unlocked with an almost magical-sounding click, and then she felt the door handle turning in her hand. She swung the door open and called out, her voice faltering and high pitched.

      “Hello? Is anyone in here?”

      She nearly tripped on a small battery-operated LED light that illuminated the long hallway, with its catacomb-like rooms arrayed off to the sides. She grabbed the lamp and walked down the hall.

      Each room was the size of a broom closet, with chains mounted to the wall and a small mattress on the ground. There were board games and toys everywhere. One of the rooms even had a tea set and table. The sight made her sick to her stomach.

      “I’m here to help you. My name is Miriam. You can come out now. The bad men have gone away.” She came to the last room on the left and saw a young girl crouched in a ball in the corner of the room, sniffling.

      Miriam stepped closer, inches from the girl. “It’s all right, honey. Don’t worry.”

      The girl looked up, beyond her matted hair, and backed farther into the corner, screaming.

      Miriam set the lamp on the ground. “It’s okay. My name is Miriam, and I’m going to get you out of here.”

      The girl looked up again, a little less afraid when she got a better look at Miriam.

      “I want my mommy…” she said, crying.

      “What’s your name, dear?” Miriam asked.

      “Emily,” she answered and wiped her eyes.

      Miriam swooped down and picked her up. Emily buried her face in Miriam’s chest and cried, her thin body shaking. She was wearing an old nightgown at least three sizes too big. Her feet were bare, and she was trembling. Miriam stroked her head repeatedly, trying to calm her as they made their way back toward the ladder, but first, there were other rooms to look into.

      “We’re going home, Emily,” she whispered. We’re going home.”

      With Emily in her arms, Miriam began searching the rooms on the other side. They had obviously been occupied at one time but now were empty, and she felt a sense of overwhelming defeat. One more room, and there in the corner, she saw another girl lying on a mattress. She was dressed in tattered pajamas and would not look up when Miriam called out. Her tangled hair went all the way down her back, beyond her waist. She made no movements. One arm was chained to the wall.

      Miriam set Emily down carefully on the ground, placing the lamp next to her. “Just give me one minute, honey. We’re about to leave. Just wait here.”

      Emily curled into a ball as Miriam crept into the small chamber, where she hoped and prayed that whoever was lying on the bed was still breathing. She lightly touched the girl’s back and could feel it rising and dropping. She looked to the young girl’s wrists. They were covered in cuts and bruises from metal clamps. Miriam dug furiously through her pockets for the keys. Pulling them out, she tried each one on the padlock that connected the chain to the clamp. Emily began crying again, causing Miriam to hurry and fumble.

      By the third key, she heard a click and opened the padlock. She removed the wrist clamp, tossing the chain aside, and gently helped the girl up. She could hear faint breathing. The girl’s face was dirty. Her skin looked ghost pale. Her long hair was a knotted tangle.

      The girl groaned. Miriam spoke softly, bringing her lips close to the girl’s ear. “My name is Miriam, and we’re getting you out of here.” She could feel the girl’s rib cage. She was sickly thin and malnourished. “Can you hear me?” Miriam continued.

      “Mm-hmm,” the girl moaned.

      “What’s your name?” Miriam asked.

      The girl paused, and faint breath came from her dry, blistered lips. “Jenny…”

      An overwhelming relief swept over Miriam, almost sending her onto the ground in tears. She couldn’t believe it. Finding both girls, nothing short of a miracle.

      She picked Jenny up, cradling her long, skinny body in her arms. “We’re going home, Jenny. Hang on.”

      She faced a dilemma: two girls and one set of arms. But Jenny’s condition was ten times worse than Emily’s.

      “Emily, can you stand and walk, honey?” she asked.

      Emily nodded between sobs.

      “Strong, brave girl,” she told her. Miriam took her hand and helped her up. She then picked up the lamp and walked to the exit with Jenny in her arms and Emily at her side.

      Miriam climbed the ladder, slowly and carefully, with Jenny in one arm, balanced on her hip, and hanging onto the lamp and the ladder with the other. Emily, now the strong girl Miriam had told her she was, gathered the strength to climb by herself. Miriam was behind her, helping her along. By the time they made it to the surface, Miriam had to shield Jenny’s eyes from the blinding light of the sun. They had all made it above ground. Miriam took a knee and set Jenny down, exhausted, her muscles shaking from the strain. She explained to both girls that they only had a little more to go.

      She stood up and noticed Gowdy watching them, cradling his legs in pain. “You’re-you’re not gonna leave me out here are you?” he asked. The color was completely gone from his face.

      “No,” Miriam said. “I’m going to tell them exactly where they can find you.”

      Gowdy’s head fell back to the ground. In his moment of delirium, he wasn’t sure what would be worse: facing the consequences and losing his pose as an innocent man persecuted by the system or simply dying. Either way, Miriam left him there to ponder his fate.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Miriam and the girls arrived back on the scene to find it swarming with police cars and paramedics. Two helicopters flew overhead, circling above the auto salvage yard. Miriam rushed to the first ambulance she saw, and paramedics quickly took over, bringing gurneys, talking to the girls and reassuring them that they would soon be going home to be with their parents. But first, a short trip for a little checkup. The girls were reluctant to separate from her, but Miriam managed to convince them that she would be along in just a few minutes. The paramedics strapped them down, lifted the gurneys into the vehicle, and promised Emily and Jenny a ride like no other they had ever had, with lights whirling and sirens blasting. Even Jenny seemed to manage a faint smile.

      “I’ll be right back,” Miriam said, brushing back Emily’s hair. She then turned to Jenny. “Then we’ll all ride to the hospital together.”

      The paramedics took over from there as they set both girls down and began measuring their vital signs. Miriam saw them loading O’Leary into another ambulance as she rushed over. Lou stood by, overwhelmed by all the activity. O’Leary took one look at her dirtied face, dried with tears, and couldn’t resist a mild jab.

      “What the hell happened to you?” he said, trying to fight the pain of his gunshot wounds. They had an IV hooked into his arm and were frantically cleaning and dressing his leg.

      “I found her,” Miriam said with a breath of relief.

      Both O’Leary and Lou looked stunned.

      “The girl?” Lou said.

      “Emily Beckett and Jenny Dawson. I found them both.”

      A smile spread across O’Leary’s face. Lou clutched his side and coughed.

      “The Dawson girl too?” he said. “I can’t believe it! Where?”

      Exhausted, Miriam pointed to the forest, where for the first time she noticed the sign on the fence that claimed the land as being owned by Anderson Properties.

      “They had them in a bunker. They were the only ones I could find. Gowdy said the others were killed.”

      “Gowdy?” O’Leary said, between heavy breaths. “Where is he?”

      “Still back there. Shot him twice in the leg. I already pointed some officers in his direction.”

      Lou’s eyes widened again. O’Leary tried to follow along the best he could despite his injuries.

      “But I don’t understand,” Lou said. “Phil Anderson is the one you’re looking for. Not Gowdy.”

      Miriam’s eyes narrowed. “You mean you haven’t got him yet?”

      “He disappeared,” Lou said. “Vanished like a bat out of hell. They just raided the place, got everyone on site except Phil.”

      “How?” Miriam shouted.

      Lou backed up and held out an arm, trying to calm her. “We don’t know. He made us somehow. But this bunker. That changes everything!”

      Miriam shook her head, feeling defeated.

      Lou touched her shoulder. “Chin up there, Castillo. We got an APB on him. He won’t get far.”

      

      Miriam looked to the ambulance where Emily and Jenny were being attended to. “We need to contact their parents.”

      “Already on it,” Lou said.

      “Get me out of here,” O’Leary said, in pain, from the ambulance. Miriam and Lou turned and waved as the paramedics shut the door.

      “We’ll see you soon!” Miriam said. She then looked to Lou, her expression changed. “Find Phil Anderson. And let me know when you do.” With that, she walked away to the other ambulance and got in, taking Emily’s hand.

      Its sirens and lights went on as the ambulance roared down the road, away from Anderson country and back to civilization. Three combined county police departments had descended on the area in the largest case in Palm Dale’s history. The bunker, apparently, was just the tip of the iceberg.

      Miriam stayed with Emily and Jenny at the hospital until their parents arrived. Both the Beckett and Dawson families had come alive with joyous rapture upon learning that their daughters were alive. It was the most incredible thing Miriam had ever seen. The parents called her a hero, a godsend, but she didn’t want any of it. The girls were alive, and that was all that mattered. She stayed with both families overnight at the hospital, laughing and talking as both children recovered throughout the night. Eventually, however, it would be time to go home.

      In all of the commotion, she had forgotten to even call home. But she was certain Freddy could hold things down in her absence. The next morning, Lou himself offered her a ride back home. They took the long drive as she repeatedly tried calling Freddy and Ana. It was a weekday. Ana was at school and Freddy was probably asleep in front of the television—a little part of why they had split in the first place. She finally arrived home and found both her car and Freddy’s still in the driveway.

      “Need me to come in with you?” Lou asked.

      Miriam looked at him with tired eyes and smiled. “No thanks. I’ll be fine. Thanks for the ride.”

      Just as she opened the door, Lou stopped her with a hand on her shoulder, calling her back.

      “You know, O’Leary was right about you. You’re a hell of an asset to law enforcement.”

      Miriam waved him off. “I’m just glad we were able to find Emily in time.”

      Lou looked at her and smiled. “You did well, Sergeant Castillo. We’re all proud of you.”

      Blushing, she said no more and got out of the car. She walked to the front door, purse in hand, gym bag over her shoulder, and waved to Lou as he backed out and drove away. It was still early.

      Only a little after eleven in the morning, and she figured she would spend the rest of the day in bed. Who knew? Maybe she could convince Freddy to fix her something to eat. It would take at least a good hour to tell him the whole story. That much alone was worth a meal, she thought.

      She turned the key and entered her house. The television was on in the living room, with ongoing coverage of the Anderson bust. The news had already traveled to her neck of the woods.

      “Freddy?” she called out. She set her bag down and placed her purse on a nearby nightstand. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see him sitting at the kitchen table with his back turned toward her.

      “Freddy? Hello?” She walked over to him with a smile and then froze when she saw his face staring down, his eyes still as glass with dilated, lifeless pupils. A large gash ran across his throat from one end to the other. Blood spatter ran down his white T-shirt.

      She jumped back in shock as fear gripped her. She screamed in terror. There was no way to comprehend what had happened. Her body shook, and she was losing control. Then her eyes caught a note waiting for her on the table, written in crayon:

      You took my playmates, Miriam. Now you and your daughter are all I have left to play with. Love Phyllis.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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      Sarasota, Florida

      

      Phillip Anderson was a wanted man. Lee County Police Department had released an APB, and a statewide manhunt was just around the corner. What authorities didn’t know, however, was that he had one destination in mind. And once he got there and did what needed to be done, it would be too late.

      He had long since fled Anderson Auto Salvage in a getaway van—and had effectively evaded authorities. They had little knowledge of his frequent disguises and his overall resourcefulness and intelligence. Phillip knew that if he was going to remain free, he would need to utilize his talents like never before.

      He often wore wigs, makeup, and even dresses to fool his victims and earn their trust. It had worked every time. At six feet and two hundred and thirty pounds, he wasn’t the most convincing woman. But in the interest of his disguise, he often kept a clean shave. The concept of being someone else was something that had always intrigued him.

      After going through an Arby’s drive-through, Philip parked and applied his makeup in the rear-view mirror. He then put on a frumpy brunette wig and adjusted it accordingly. His red lipstick glistened and his light-blue eye shadow matched well with his rosy cheeks. He scarfed down his sandwich and then changed into a sleeveless light-blue dress that went down to his ankles. He put a pair of sunglasses on and smiled at himself in the mirror. Phyllis was ready.

      It was early Thursday morning when he pulled onto Miriam Castillo’s street, parking a few houses down. He knew that she wasn’t going to be home. In fact, he was counting on it. Miriam had joined the hunt for him with the other authorities. She had ruined everything and wouldpay a hefty price.

      Phillip was, however, expecting to see Miriam’s daughter, Ana, and her ex-husband, Freddy. It was a risky mission, but he needed to act before Ana went to school. A few buses had already passed him by. He grabbed his purse, stepped out of the van, and headed toward Miriam’s quaint home at the end of the cul-de-sac. His loafers brushed against the pavement as he walked across the road and onto the sidewalk, whistling along the way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Freddy was in the living room, glued to the television. The morning news detailed the raid at the Anderson Auto Salvage Yard and the subsequent hunt for their number-one suspect, Phillip Anderson. The other Anderson boys—Greg, Walter, and Jake—had been taken into custody, along with their sixty-something parents, Boone and Judith.

      Freddy was uneasy when he heard Miriam’s name on television, and then he saw a quick image of her from when she was on the police force.

      He leaned closer to the TV, mouth agape, and tried again to call her cell. It rang and rang until she finally answered, apologizing. She was on her way home. One of the detectives at the station was driving her. They’d be there in an hour by her estimate.

      “They’re talking about you on television,” Freddy said excitedly, standing up and adjusting the belt on his bathrobe.

      Ana had just woken up and walked across the hall, straight to the bathroom, closing the door behind her.

      Freddy continued. “Ana is going to get a kick out of this for sure!”

      “Don’t tell her too much,” Miriam said. “There are things about this case she doesn’t need to know.”

      Freddy paced the living room, a smile across his face. “So, you’re famous now? Congratulations!”

      Miriam laughed. “Hardly. But thank you.”

      Freddy turned and looked at the bathroom door down the hall as the toilet flushed. “I have to make breakfast for Ana. Better hurry up if you want some.”

      Miriam paused. “Will do.”

      “Drive safely, and we’ll see you soon.”

      “I will. Thanks.” She paused again. “I really appreciate your help. It means a lot to me.”

      “My pleasure,” Freddy said, turning back to the television screen. The news anchor was still discussing the story. Before hanging up, he told Miriam, “Maybe we could, uh, talk about things later?”

      Miriam sighed. “I don’t know, Freddy. I just think things are fine between us now, and let’s keep them that way.”

      Freddy walked toward the kitchen, lowering his voice. “Look. We need to talk. I need this, and I think I’ve earned it, coming here on short notice to watch Ana while you play detective.”

      “All right, Freddy. Drop it,” she said with increased agitation in her voice. “We’ll talk later. Okay?”

      Freddy smiled, victorious. “I’ll have a plate of eggs ready for you when you get here.”

      Miriam said good-bye and hung up. Freddy walked back to the living room and stood in front of the TV, cell phone in hand. The news flashed a mug shot image of Phillip Anderson. His gray hair, standing on end, and his bushy beard and sunken eyes made him look like a madman. The photo, they said, was from a DUI arrest from two years ago. Anderson had a record, and the news anchor reminded viewers that he was believed to be a dangerous and violent man.

      They mentioned Miriam again and showed her official police photo, even though she had quit the force a year ago. An energetic commentator dubbed her a “testament to vigilance.” Freddy smiled and walked to the bathroom down the hall, rapping on the door and calling.

      “Ana, hurry. Your mom’s on TV!”

      The shower turned on. Freddy got the message and walked away, setting his cell phone on a nearby coffee table. Suddenly a knock came at the front door. Surprised, he approached the door, peeking out through the living room curtains, where he saw the back side of a large woman in a Sunday dress at the door. What she wanted, he had no idea. It was pretty early for callers.

      He neared the front door and looked through the peephole. The woman stood with a purse strap on her shoulder and her hands folded at her front. She wore dark sunglasses and had on too much makeup. Her frumpy brunette hair covered her shoulders on both sides like a fur scarf. Outside of these few oddities, she looked harmless. Freddy ran his hands through his short, thick hair and opened up the door halfway as the outside light beamed into the foyer.

      “Hi, can I help you?” he asked, squinting.

      The woman smiled. “Hi there! My name is Phyllis,” she said in a perky but deep Southern accent. She extended her thick, meaty hand and Freddy shook it, introducing himself.

      “Is Miriam here?” she asked, looking over his shoulder.

      Freddy glanced behind him. “No, she’s not.”

      “Shucks. Well, I live a couple houses down and I was hoping to catch her. I heard about her on the radio and saw that her car was still here.” She folded her hands and raised them to her face. “It’s so exciting!”

      Freddy nodded. “Sure is. She’s still on the road. You can probably catch her later today.”

      The woman eyed him intently. “You’re Freddy, correct? Ana’s father?”

      “That’s me.”

      “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” she said with a subtle bow.

      Freddy nodded back again, searching for an out. Phyllis pressed on with enthusiasm and a smile. “But what I really wish I could get from you is a cup of sugar.”

      His face bunched up in confusion. “Sugar?”

      “That’s right, Sugar,” she said with a laugh as Freddy stood awkwardly holding the door.

      “Miriam and I exchange stuff all the time. My husband needs a lot of sugar in his coffee if he’s going to get up in the morning. ‘Fraid I’m all out.”

      Freddy glanced behind him again, toward the kitchen, then turned back to her. “I really don’t know where she keeps anything. I’m just here babysitting, frankly.”

      Phyllis tried to peek past him. “She keeps a big bag in the cupboard next to the fridge.”

      Freddy turned again and scratched his head, wishing she’d go away and tell her damn husband “too bad, no sugar.”

      “It will only take a minute, I promise. Thanks so much!” she said with another big smile.

      “Okay,” Freddy said reluctantly. He opened the door and stepped aside. “Come on in.”

      Phyllis thanked him and went in. They walked past the living room, where the television flashed more images of Phillip Anderson’s mug shot from at least five years ago, with the title: “Snatcher on the Loose!”

      “I can’t believe that,” Phyllis said as they entered the kitchen. She took her purse and set it on the table. “Just terrible.”

      Freddy turned slightly and then went to the cupboard, opening the one nearest the refrigerator. “Yeah, it’s really something.” His back remained to Phyllis as he searched the shelves, coming up short. He opened the next cabinet—nothing but dishes. He moved to the next and found shelves full of spices and condiments.

      

      With his back still turned, Freddy moved some cans aside in the cabinet. Phillip reached into his purse and grabbed a pair of black gloves. After putting them on, she pulled out a long hunting knife.

      “I hope they find that awful man,” he said, maintaining his womanly tone. “He looks like a monster.”

      Phillip’s eyes remained fixated on Freddy as he continued searching the cabinet.

      “Found it!” Freddy said, reaching for a half-full bag of sugar in the back.

      Phillip lunged forward, wrapped his thick arm around Freddy’s forehead, and yanked him back into her chest. Freddy’s arms flailed in the air as he screamed out in panic—his cries were cut short by the deep slice of the blade across his throat. Blood spurted from the gash right below his Adam’s apple.

      Phillip squeezed Freddy’s head back more, holding him as he choked with blood as it sprayed on the kitchen counter, running down Freddy’s chest and soaking his robe. Phillip released his grip and tossed Freddy aside like a rag doll. Blood continued to gush from his wound, forming a thick pool as he smacked face-first onto the tile floor.

      Phillip held the bloodstained blade, standing over Freddy and watching as he gasped for his few last breaths. Blood had gotten all over Phillip’s dress. He went to the sink and washed the knife under the faucet. He then wiped the knife clean with a paper towel ripped from the countertop dispenser. As he turned the faucet off, he heard the shower cease in the bathroom down the hall.

      “Ana…” he said under his breath with a smile.

      Freddy’s motionless body lay on the floor. His mouth was open. His eyes were wide and dilated. Phillip stepped over him and went to the table, where he put the knife back in his purse. He stepped around Freddy, knelt down, and lifted him up.

      With a grunt, he dragged Freddy’s body to the kitchen table, pushing a chair out with his leg. The TV continued on about the ongoing manhunt and so-called “underground dungeon” discovered on one of the Anderson properties. It was strange for Phillip to hear about himself in the third person; a new kind of fame he hadn’t counted on or desired.

      He sat Freddy upright on the chair and patted his hair. Freddy’s head slumped down as fluid leaked from his eyes, nose, and ears. Phillip grabbed the purse and went toward the living room, where he took the remote and muted the TV. Following the silence, a hairdryer turned on in the bathroom, blowing loudly.

      Phillip casually dug into his purse and pulled out a rag and a twenty-ounce bottle of chloroform. He then held the rag to the opening and tilted the bottle, holding it there. The hairdryer stopped. Phillip crept to the bathroom, bottle and rag in hand, and knocked on the door.

      “I’m almost ready. Chill!” Ana said from inside.

      Phillip knocked again.

      “What?” Ana asked, annoyed.

      Another knock. Ana swung the door open, angered. “I said—” she began, freezing up in her pink T-shirt and blue jeans. Her eyes widened as she looked up at the stranger before her.

      Phillip lunged forward, grabbed the back of Ana’s head, and shoved the rag into her face. Ana’s arms flailed and punched air. She tried to kick. She tried to scream, but she didn’t have a chance. Her cries were muffled. The rag covered her nose and mouth. Her eyes watered. Phillip shoved her face deeper into the rag.

      “There, there,” he said. “Go to sleep.”

      Ana’s arms fell, and her body went limp. Phillip scooped her up with one arm and left the bathroom. He grabbed his purse from the couch and rushed Ana out of the house, closing the door behind them.
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      Miriam arrived on her street, ready to collapse once she got home. It had been a whirlwind past couple of days, thrust back into a case she never thought she’d revisit. Lou, a friendly detective who always insisted that she call him by his first name, dropped her off at her house after a long night at the hospital, where two girls, rescued from abduction, had been taken for treatment.

      Their suspect, Phillip Anderson, had fled the scene, but Miriam was confident the police would find him. His face was all over TV and the Internet. The case had all the makings of a national crime story: a tight-knit crime family in a small Florida town who dealt in drugs, kidnapping, and murder—Anderson could run, she believed, but he’d turn up somewhere.

      Miriam took comfort in that fact as Lou pulled up into her driveway to drop her off.

      “Thanks, Lou,” she said, smiling.

      “You got it. Call me after you get some rest, and we’ll go over the case,” he said as the car idled.

      “Sure thing,” she said, opening the door.

      “Miriam…” he said as her foot hit the pavement. She stopped and turned. “Yes?”

      “Don’t worry about Anderson. He’s on the run, he’s scared, and it’s only a matter of time before he makes a mistake.”

      She nodded in understanding, bid him farewell, and stepped out of the car, closing the door. As he backed out, she walked up the driveway with a gym bag over her shoulder—her standard travel bag. She’d been away from home for three days—shorter than planned. The case had been solved, and she could go back to her normal life. There was nothing she wanted more.

      Her Tahoe sat in the driveway next to Freddy’s truck. She passed both vehicles, feeling a little better about herself and how everything turned out. She approached the front door and gave it a try. It was unlocked.

      She opened the door and walked in. Something immediately seemed off-kilter. The television was on with the sound muted. The air was still—the house silent. The blinds were drawn and the lights off. It was a little past ten in the morning, and she assumed that Ana was already at school, but it was strange not to see Freddy anywhere.

      “Freddy?” she called out, scanning the darkened living room.

      She nearly jumped to see him sitting at the kitchen table with his back to her. She set her gym bag down and went into the kitchen.

      “Freddy?”

      Her eyes glanced past him to a thick puddle of blood, extending from one end of the tile floor to the other. She called out to Freddy again. He didn’t move. She felt her body shaking, crept around to face him, and then covered her mouth, stifling a horrified gasp.

      His throat was slashed. Blood soaked his T-shirt and bathrobe. His head was tilted down, his eyes wide, pupils dilated and lifeless. Trembling, she stepped back with the urge to run, but then noticed a note on the table.

      You took my playmates, Miriam. Now you and your daughter are all I have left to play with. Love, Phyllis.

      Her legs shook as a cold chill consumed her body. The connection was clear. Anderson had found her. Her heart raced; she felt light-headed from her rapid breathing. She dropped the note and turned away. The sight of Freddy’s corpse filled her with grief. She tripped and fell back against the counter as one elbow rammed against the microwave.

      She felt vulnerable and afraid. Anderson could still be in the house, watching her. She fell to her knees. The shaking had traveled to her hands.

      “Ana,” she thought. “Oh my God, Ana!”

      She reached into her purse and pulled her 9mm Beretta and cell phone out, ready to call 9-1-1. A missed call was displayed on the screen from an unavailable number. Before she could even investigate, the phone buzzed with a call from the same unknown number.

      “Hello?” she said in a frantic voice, rising back up. She held the pistol out, crouched down, and moved slowly out of the kitchen, toward the bedrooms. There was breathing on the other end, but nothing else.

      “Who is this?” she shouted.

      Down the hall, the bathroom door was open. Miriam approached it slowly and looked inside. There were clothes piled on the floor but no sign of Ana. The person on the phone remained silent, but the breathing continued.

      Miriam rushed to Ana’s darkened room and saw her school bag on the floor next to her shoes. Ana’s cell phone sat atop her nightstand. She never went anywhere without her phone. Miriam felt a gripping pain in her stomach at the realization of what was happening. Tears welled in her eyes as she kept her phone pressed tightly against her ear.

      “Miriam?” a metallic, robotic voice said from the other end of the line.

      “What do you want?” she asked, frantic.

      The caller laughed. “Did you get my note?”

      Miriam left Ana’s room and raced to her own. The bed was made. Nothing appeared to have been touched.

      “Where is she? You son of a—” She paused and tried to contain her rage. “Please let her go. We can work this out.”

      “What’s done can’t be undone.” The voice was distorted through some kind of voice box. “You know that as well as I.”

      She ran down the hall, past the kitchen, and to the front door, yanking the door open as sunlight hit her face. “Where are you?” she asked in a demanding tone.

      “You just missed me,” he said.

      She circled the front yard, desperately searching for any sign of Anderson within range.

      “I saw you get home,” he continued. “Figured it wouldn’t be long before you saw my little surprise.”

      Miriam stopped in the middle of her yard. The neighborhood was quiet. The other homes and vehicles on her cul-de-sac were all a blur. Anderson was nowhere in sight.

      “Phyllis?” she said.

      “Yes?”

      Miriam paused, biting her lower lip. “Mr. Anderson, I know it’s you. I don’t see the need to disguise your voice.”

      “Call me cautious,” he answered.

      The most important thing for Miriam was keeping him on the line. She assured him that she hadn’t called the cops, and that she had no interest in finding him, and that all she wanted was her daughter back. She pleaded with him as she had never done with anyone before. He listened without interruption, and once she finished, he spoke.

      “Are you done?”

      “Yes. Do we have a deal?” she said, tears streaming down her cheek.

      “Deal?” He seemed flummoxed.

      “Anything you want. Every penny I have, I don’t care.”

      “Save your breath. There’s no deal.”

      “Take me, then! I’m the one you want. Leave Ana out of this. She’s only a child!”

      An elderly neighbor, Reba Henderson, was looking out from behind her blinds, startled by Miriam’s yelling.

      He continued: “And because she’s only a child, that makes her perfect,” he said.

      The desire to reach through the phone and rip his eyes out hit Miriam like a rushing current. “If you touch her, I’ll kill you. You hear me? One hair on her head and you’re dead!”

      He responded, pleased and amused. “Now this is the Sergeant Castillo I want to hear.” He laughed again.

      Miriam simmered with rage. She wiped her tears and continued pacing her lawn in a distraught circle.

      “Tell me something, Sergeant Castillo—are you still a cop? I thought you left the force after I shot your partner.”

      She ignored his efforts to push her buttons. “Bring Ana back and take me. I’m begging you.”

      “You call the police and do what you gotta do. I’ll call back soon with my demands.”

      “No, wait—”

      He hung up without another word. Miriam kept the phone at her ear, begging him to answer. There was no response. She searched the street again for any sign of him. When she reached the end of her yard, her knees locked as her legs went numb, causing her to fall onto the hard pavement of the road.

      Reba Henderson opened her screen door and came plodding outside in a flowery nightgown and flip-flops. “Goodness, Miriam. What happened?” she asked, approaching with a cup of coffee in hand.

      With both hands on the ground, Miriam pushed herself up, still clutching her pistol. Though about half her size, Reba tried her best to help Miriam back on her feet.

      Miriam began sobbing uncontrollably. “Ana…” She wiped her eyes again and looked directly into Reba’s eyes. “Did you see anyone here?”

      Reba paused, blinking behind the thick lenses of her glasses. “I don’t know. Like who?”

      Miriam grabbed Reba’s arm, pulling her closer. “A vehicle. Someone pulling into the driveway or across the street. Anything!”

      Reba looked startled and confused. “I’m sorry, Miriam. I didn’t see anything. Only just looked out the window because I heard you out here.”

      Miriam knelt down and picked up her cell phone. “It’s Ana,” she said. “She’s missing.”

      Reba gasped and covered her mouth. “Oh no!”

      Miriam didn’t yet have the heart to tell her about Freddy. A gruesome revelation like that would be too much for someone her age. But it seemed that Reba’s suspicions were already there. She squinted ahead, examining the pickup truck in the driveway as Miriam punched some numbers into her phone. Detective Lou couldn’t have gotten too far, and he was the best person Miriam could think of to call. Time was not on their side.

      Another neighbor from across the street now looked as if he were leaving. His blue Toyota Corolla was backing out of the garage and down the driveway. Miriam ran past Reba and toward the other neighbor’s car as it backed onto the street.

      “Wait!” she shouted, phone and pistol in hand. The driver, Brice Holland, a middle-aged banker, slammed his brakes and jerked his head to the side in surprise.

      “Brice, my daughter has been abducted,” Miriam said as he rolled down his window. “Did you see anything earlier? Maybe ten, twenty minutes ago?”

      He looked up, dumbfounded. He kept both hands on the steering wheel, the cuffs of his white dress shirt showing a quarter-inch at his wrist. “You call the police yet?”

      Miriam’s tone rose in anger. “She was taken right out of the house. Did you see anything?”

      “I don’t think so.” Suddenly, his eyes lit up. “Come to think of it… I did see a van drive by earlier when I went to get the paper.”

      Miriam felt hopeful. “What did it look like? Did you get a license plate?” Her gray eyes were wild and fiery. Brice flashed a nervous glance, looking at the pistol she was holding. “It was an old Dodge van. Ummm. White. A little rusty.” He held a finger up. “Couldn’t see the driver through the tinted windows, but they circled the street at least twice.”

      Concerned, Brice watched her as she walked away from his car with a cell phone pressed against her ear. “Are you calling the police?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said, turning to face him. “And thank you!”

      Reba stood awkwardly in Miriam’s yard, sipping her coffee as Brice drove away. “Where’s your husband?” she asked her flat out. “Thought I saw him with her.”

      Miriam was slightly out of earshot but heard the question just fine, choosing not to answer. Detective Lou was on the line, not sounding the least bit surprised that she had called him back.

      “What happened? Got locked out?”

      Miriam’s voice was bordering on hysterics. She could barely hold it in anymore. “Ana’s gone! Please come back!”

      There was a pause on the line followed by a much more serious tone. “Miriam… What happened?”

      “Phillip Anderson. He found me. I don’t know how, but he found me. He… he butchered Freddy and kidnapped Ana.”

      “The Snatcher? They got a statewide manhunt issued for the guy. I hardly think—”

      “He left me a note and called me. It’s him. He’s driving a white van. Old and rusty.” She could feel the tears beginning to flow. “Please just get over here before I lose my daughter forever…”

      “Have you called the police yet?” Lou asked.

      “No. I can’t even think straight right now. We-we just need to find the van.” Her voice trembled.

      “Just calm down. Listen to me. Call 9-1-1 so they can issue an AMBER Alert. I’m turning around right now. Stay cool and we’ll figure this thing out. I promise.”

      She thanked him and got off the phone. Mrs. Henderson had overheard some of the conversation and asked her again about Freddy. Miriam looked at her neighbor and tried to lie, but her face said it all. “Please. Just go inside your house,” she said. “The police will be here soon.”

      Reba looked around and shuffled back across her yard, seemingly distraught with all the news.

      The 9-1-1 dispatcher picked up on the other end, asking Miriam what her emergency was.

      “My husband has been murdered and my daughter kidnapped!” she said with urgency. They needed to deploy the National Guard, she said. She wanted every force at her disposal to help find her daughter while there was still hope, but she had to keep a clear head.

      “What’s your address?” the dispatcher asked. Miriam tried giving her information as clearly and calmly as she could, despite the emotions crippling her. The dispatcher informed her that a unit would be sent to her house immediately. He tried to assure her that everything was going to be okay, but with each passing minute, Ana began to feel farther and farther away.

      She lowered the phone and stared at her house. There were more people she could call—friends on the force. She could use them to her advantage. From the outside, the house now seemed evil and ominous. It was impossible to think that Freddy sat dead inside. Her next move was uncertain, but she did know one thing for sure—she wasn’t going back in the house.

      

      Four squad cars showed up about ten minutes later. Their sirens could be heard from a mile away, and when they arrived, their lights flashed with the sickening urgency Miriam could feel in her heart. She had called Detective O’Leary at the hospital, where he had been taken with a gunshot wound to his leg, the result of a shootout with one of Phillip’s men. The receptionist informed her that the detective was in surgery.

      She called her parents, Manuel and Elizabeth, and was met with a misplaced excitement about her name being in the news. Initially, she didn’t have the heart to tell them anything, but she got it out anyway. Horrified, they offered to fly down from Pittsburgh immediately. Miriam advised against it. “This isn’t over yet,” she said. Freddy’s parents would have to know. It would be a hard call to make. They never forgave her for divorcing their son.

      A fire truck and an ambulance pulled up, soon garnering the curious attention of the entire block. Detective Lou arrived in a hurry. His car flew to the side of the road and skidded across the pavement to a halt. Miriam hurried past a group of officers and dashed toward Lou—the only familiar face in the crowd. He got out of his car, adjusting his tie, when Miriam ran into his arms and cried against his chest.

      Taken aback, he patted her head and took the pistol out of her hand. “Remember what I said. You have to remain strong.”

      Miriam took a step back and tried to pull herself together, but her body was shaking. She felt an increasing dread, overwhelmed by the presence of so many officers and emergency personnel on the scene—their numbers having grown to more than thirty.

      “They’re here to help,” Lou reminded her. “The sooner we get this info out about the white van, the sooner we get him.”

      “He got away before. He can do it again,” Miriam said, a deep worry reflected in her eyes.

      Several officers approached, ready with questions.

      “Good morning, ma’am. Is everything okay?” a boyish deputy asked. His face reminded her of her old partner, Deputy Lang, and he flushed in embarrassment when he seemed to realize what he had asked.

      She signaled to her house and walked toward the driveway, feeling a crushing weight pulling her down. The last thing she wanted to do was to go back inside. Lou flashed his badge and told another officer to put an APB out on the white van. He followed Miriam and asked her the make.

      “Dodge,” she commented. “At least that’s what my neighbor said.”

      Halfway up the driveway, her cell phone rang. She looked at the screen, half-expecting it to be her parents again, only this time it displayed “Unavailable.”

      She answered the phone, asking, “Where are you?”

      Lou and the officers looked at her inquiringly.

      “Looks like you’ve got company?” a distorted voice said.

      One female officer was busy reeling yellow police tape from her mailbox to a post on the other side of her yard. Suspicious eyes were everywhere, looking out from neighboring homes and from the faces in her own windows. Then something occurred to Miriam. She turned away from her house and started walking back into the street. The officers stopped working and watched as Lou chased after her.

      Miriam said, “Where are you? Tell me!”

      Phillip laughed. “I assure you, I’ve long left the area.”

      “I want to talk to Ana,” Miriam said, wiping her eyes.

      Lou approached and she raised a finger, signaling for him to wait. When he saw the look on her face, he leaned in closer.

      “Is that him?” he whispered.

      Miriam nodded. “Are you still there?” she asked into the phone.

      “Seems like you’re tied up at the minute. I’ll call back later,” he answered.

      “You have to let me talk to my daughter.”

      An impatient sigh was his answer. Lou grabbed the phone out of Miriam’s hand. She spun around, upset. “What are you doing?”

      Lou held his index finger to his mouth, dug out a portable recording device from his pocket, and connected it to her phone with a cable through the headphone port.

      Miriam got the hint. He was trying to record the call. She took her phone back as Lou held onto his recording device.

      “Please,” she continued into the phone.

      “Very well,” he responded with surprising cooperation.“These are my demands. You show me that I can work with you, I’ll be more than happy to let you talk to Ana.”

      “Okay,” Miriam said, after a brief pause.

      “The Lee County Police Department have unjustly arrested my parents. My father and mother have no place in jail and no place in an interrogation room as they had nothing to do with the family’s criminal activities. See to it that they are freed and I’ll let you talk to Ana.”

      Miriam looked at Lou. He signaled at her to keep it going. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “You have twelve hours,” he said, hanging up.
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      Police and investigators alike amassed in and around Miriam’s house, sealing the area off as local news vans arrived outside. She sat on her living room sofa with Lou, surrounded by investigators, as the authorities searched her home, which had quickly become unrecognizable, as in a bad dream. All she wanted to do was to wake up.

      Her kitchen—where the murder had taken place—had been segregated by caution tape. Small yellow placards littered the floor, marking evidence to be photographed and gathered. A thick puddle of blood remained drying on the kitchen floor. Freddy’s body was placed in a body bag on top of a wheeled gurney.

      “Where are you taking him?” she asked the paramedics.

      They turned to her with uneasiness. There were so many people in the house, it was hard to tell who was who.

      “To the coroner, ma’am,” said a thin-haired paramedic, who wore a gray shirt with the words “EMT” stamped on the back.

      “No. That’s not right,” Miriam said. “I have to call his parents. They need to have the final say-so here.”

      “Those decisions normally go to the spouse,” his young female partner said, pulling out some paperwork. “Which is why we need you to sign these.”

      Miriam held her hand up. “We’re separated,” she said, catching a few questioning glances aimed in her direction.

      Her black shoulder-length hair was frazzled. Her fair-skinned face had turned red and puffy and was caked with dried tears. She had been asked the same questions for the past twenty minutes and felt as though she was getting nowhere in explaining the situation.

      One detective with a protruding gut, bald head, and thin mustache leaned against the couch, examining his notepad. He introduced himself as Detective Turner, and his line of questioning was all business. “So you got home at approximately ten this morning. Found your husband deceased and your daughter missing.” He pointed to the kitchen table across the way, where the note had been placed in a Ziploc evidence bag. “And the perpetrator left you a note and then called your cell phone.”

      “That’s correct,” Miriam said, distracted by a female paramedic approaching her. Acting as a surrogate bodyguard, Lou stood up and blocked the slightly confused young paramedic. Lou was a tall man with sideburns, a mustache, and an authoritative manner. “Here, I’ll take those. Just transport the deceased, and we’ll follow up later.”

      The paramedic nodded and handed him the papers. Other detectives were busy taking pictures of every square inch of the kitchen. One particular crime scene investigator was busy dusting the counter for prints. A news crew tried to enter the house and was blocked by an officer at the door. One pushy male reporter put up a fight but was pushed away, prompting the officer to shut the door and close the living room draperies.

      Detective Turner continued his questioning, pen in hand, his expression and tone incredulous and assertive. “So how did this person get your cell phone number? How did they know that you wouldn’t be home?”

      “I don’t know,” Miriam said. She could feel her emotions getting the best of her.

      “You don’t find that the least bit suspicious?” Turner asked.

      “What do you mean?” Miriam asked, glaring at him.

      Turner shrugged. “I don’t know.” He looked at two other detectives who were standing close by, quiet and attentive. He then looked back at Miriam. “Whole thing smells kinda fishy.”

      Miriam jumped up. Turner shifted back on his heels, surprised. “This is ridiculous!” she shouted. All heads turned to her. The room went quiet. “I told you who it is. It’s Phillip Anderson. He’s driving a rusty white Dodge van with tinted windows and he has my daughter!”

      “We have an APB on the vehicle you described,” Turner began. “In order for us to find your daughter, I have to ask some questions.”

      Miriam looked around at the blurry faces watching her. “I told you his demands. I told you what he wants. Now find him!”

      The detectives stared at her, taken aback and not happy. Lou opened his mouth to speak as Miriam stormed off down the hall to the bathroom. She slammed the door, and all eyes went on Lou.

      “Give her a moment, guys,” Lou said. “She’s been through hell and back.”

      

      Miriam gripped the sink and stared at her flushed face in the mirror. She had dark eyebrows, full lips, and straight black hair covering one side of her face—nice features, though right now she felt like a wreck. Talking resumed outside the bathroom. The Sarasota PD was setting up camp, but her daughter was still gone. She felt ready to take her car and search for Anderson herself.

      “Why not?” she said out loud. “You’ve been down this road before.”

      She felt painfully alone as her mind raced with options. An emotional blow struck—Freddy’s death, making her double over and clutch the rim of the skin. Was it her fault? She gripped the sink tighter and leaned down as her hair hung in her face. Her neck remained bent as she quietly sobbed. Had she never called him over and asked him to watch Ana, he’d still be alive. Had she never gone back to the case to begin with, none of it would have happened. Freddy would be still be alive, and Ana would be safely at school.

      What was she going to tell his parents? She needed solace, but there was none to be found. By meddling in the Anderson family’s business, she had failed Freddy and Ana. The thought crushed her. She wondered, just as Detective Turner did, how Anderson had gotten her number and address. None of it made sense. But she couldn’t quit. Not when Ana needed her.

      She turned the faucet on and washed her face. The warm water was soothing. She ran soap over her hands and held them under the water, slowly rubbing them together. Afterward, she grabbed a towel and dried her hands and face. It seemed amazing that she could do even these ordinary things. She took Ana’s brush and ran it through her hair. Her eyes met the mirror again. There would be no more doubt. No more blaming herself. No more fear. And once she found Anderson, she was going to kill him. There was no other way.

      She left the bathroom to find Lou playing the captured cell phone recording to a circle of detectives, all quietly listening.

      “See to it,” said the voice, referring to his parents, “that they are freed and brought to an undisclosed location, and I’ll let you talk to Ana.” The voice was distorted, ominous sounding.

      Lou stopped the recording. “I tried to get a trace, but came up empty-handed.”

      “I don’t get it,” Detective Turner said, interjecting. “The guy leaves a note in his own handwriting but doesn’t leave fingerprints. Calls her up but doesn’t leave a number. Tells her who he is but uses a voice box.”

      “It’s pretty simple,” Miriam said, approaching them, steely and determined. “He’s exposing only what he wants to, without leaving concrete evidence.”

      Turner turned his head away from Miriam and back to the other detectives. “What about the note?”

      “Anyone could have written that,” Lou answered.

      “We’ll see,” Turner said. “My team will look into it.”

      Miriam broke into the circle and leaned against the couch, eying everyone around her. “What are we going to do to meet his demands? The release of the Anderson parents in exchange for my being able to talk to my daughter seems more than fair to me.”

      “Not my area,” Turner said, getting up. He signaled the rest of the detectives to the kitchen. They left as Miriam looked to Lou for help. “Well?” she said. “Who do we need to talk to?”

      Lou shifted in his seat uncomfortably and sighed.

      “No,” she said, pointing at him. “Don’t tell me it can’t be done. It has to be done. It’s the only chance I have.”

      She grabbed the remote and turned on the television. It was uncanny. The local news was reporting from in front of her house, right where police had the area cordoned off. Behind the reporter, in the background, was the ambulance where the EMTs had just loaded Freddy’s body.

      “We’re standing here in front of the Castillo residence, where Miriam Castillo, the former police sergeant involved in the so-called “Snatcher case,” is in the midst of another murder investigation. Details at this point are unclear, but retribution against Ms. Castillo is rumored to have resulted in at least one death of a close family member.”

      Miriam stared at the screen, rage burning through her. The amount of utter speculation she was hearing was astounding. The well-groomed male reporter went on to say that an APB had been issued for a white Dodge van, possibly ten to twenty years old, with tinted windows. They showed a sample photo of what the real van might look like. Helicopters had been deployed, and the reporter glanced up. Then his face grew solemn and he began speaking as if he had just heard an important piece of breaking news through his earpiece.

      “We’re now reporting that an AMBER Alert has been issued for Ms. Castillo’s eleven-year-old daughter, Ana.” Strangely enough, they even had a picture of her—a school photo from the previous year—and displayed her height, weight, and hair and eye color.

      Miriam turned to Lou with anguish in her eyes. “How did they get a picture of her like that?” She stared back at the screen, eyes glazed and mouth open.

      The man concluded his report by briefly revisiting the Snatcher case and then handing the show back to the studio’s news desk anchor, who launched into a cheery look at sports highlights. Miriam tossed the remote down and headed toward the front door.

      “Whoa,” Lou said, running toward her. “Where are you going?”

      She whipped around, infuriated. “I want to know how they got a picture of my daughter.”

      Detective Turner, who had seen the commotion from the kitchen, advanced toward her, calling: “Perhaps this environment isn’t the best for you right now, Ms. Castillo.”

      Miriam did a U-turn from the front door, facing toward the kitchen with her fists balled. Again, Lou blocked her path. “Come on now. This isn’t helping!”

      “Helping?” she said, pointing at Turner’s pudgy and indifferent face. “How is any of this helping?” The room went quiet again. The entire Sarasota police force, it seemed, simply stared back at her with blank expressions.

      “We’re doing everything we can,” said a lanky detective standing nearby. He had kind eyes and a soft voice and placed a hand on her shoulder. “But in order to catch this guy, we’ve got to gather up every piece of evidence at our disposal.”

      Miriam turned away, saying nothing. She grabbed her purse and went right out the front door, toward her red Tahoe. Lou stood aside, as flabbergasted as the other officers. He nodded to the lanky detective and then went out the door, following Miriam.

      She rushed out of the door, looking down and ignoring the news crews in the distance. She looked up with dismay to find a police car parked behind her Tahoe. She stopped and sighed as two male officers from out of nowhere approached her.

      “Everything all right, ma’am?” one asked.

      “One of you is blocking me in. Could you move that car, please?” she asked.

      They looked at each other, unsure. Miriam threw her hands up. “Come on. Move it or lose it.”

      Three different local news crews moved quickly from their vans and hurried over to Miriam. The two officers turned to them and told them not to pass the driveway.

      “Ms. Castillo!” an attractive female reporter shouted. “Can you tell us what happened here?”

      “Is this the Snatcher’s revenge?” a male reporter asked.

      “Any message for the Snatcher?” an excited male reporter added.

      Miriam unlocked her Tahoe, pressing a button on her key and opened the door, ignoring them.

      Lou suddenly came around the corner to stop her from leaving. “Miriam, wait. Where are you going?”

      “To find that bastard and kill him,” she said, ducking into the driver’s seat. Lou held her door open before she could slam it. “Come on now, wait. You’re blocked in.”

      She flashed her fiery eyes at him, clearly not about to be dictated to or deterred. “Tell them to move it before I ram it out of the way.”

      Lou kept his grip on the door, not wanting to let her out of his sight. “We’ll take my car. That work for you?”

      She jammed her keys into the ignition and then, with both hands on the steering wheel, seemed to have a change of heart. She looked up at him and gave a subtle nod. “Okay, Lou.”

      She took her keys out slowly and stepped out of the car. Lou closed her door, and they stood side by side. His white Crown Victoria was parked across the street; they looked at each other, thinking the same thing: This could prove to be a little problematic.

      “What about them?” Miriam said, pointing at the news crews.

      “We walk through them. Can we keep them from putting your face on TV? No. But we don’t have to say anything.”

      “I still want to know how they got that information about Ana.” She paused and looked into Lou’s worried eyes, searching for truth. “Tell me this much: Are you going to help me secure the release of Anderson’s parents, or are we going out to chase white vans all day?”

      Lou grinned with a hint of sarcasm in his expression. “I have tell you, I think we’ll have much better luck back in Lee County.”

      “So you’ll help me?” Miriam asked.

      “As much as I can.”

      She nearly hugged him but held back. There were too many cameras everywhere. Lou told the officers in the yard that they were going for a drive. He handed them his card. As he and Miriam approached the end of the driveway, the reporters began to swarm in close.

      “Make way, please,” Lou said, creating a path for Miriam and himself, elbowing people out of the way. Video cameras were everywhere. She kept her head high and eyes forward, ignoring their questions. However, one anonymous question felt like a dagger through her heart.

      “Miriam, what happened to your husband?”

      She ignored the sting and kept walking. Lou’s car felt far away. She could hear him yelling at people, telling them to stay back. It wasn’t going to do a thing. When the news media smelled blood, there was no stopping them.

      Lou went around to the side and opened the passenger door for Miriam as questions continued to fly. He closed her door as a cameraman rushed toward him and then battled his way to the driver’s side. He jumped in and slammed the door with a breath of relief.

      “Little aggressive, aren’t they?” he asked, turning to Miriam. She looked out the window, not answering.

      “Yes they are, she said, trying to muster a smile.

      Reporters surrounded the windows on all sides in a frenzy. She didn’t understand how things had gotten out of hand so quickly. Lou flipped on his siren on and revved the engine. He gently nudged forward, and when he had enough space, he gunned it around the cul-de-sac and down the street, narrowly missing a chasing news crew. The familiar spectacle of being in the media spotlight troubled Miriam. She had seen it before, following the death of her old partner. Now things were different. Her very daughter’s life was at stake.
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      “Wake up,” a gentle, child-like voice said.

      

      Ana slowly opened her eyes to a darkened room. Her head was pounding and her throat felt dry and scratchy. Everything was hazy and she couldn’t remember how she had gotten wherever she was. She lay flat on her back on some kind of mattress. That much she knew. The air was dank and stifling and she could taste the noxious residue of alcohol in her mouth.

      “Mom?” she said faintly.

      A figure was kneeling beside her, but she couldn’t tell who it was.

      “I’m not your mom. My name is Bobby,” the person responded.

      Ana rubbed her eyes and sat up in a sort of disoriented, dream-like state. She squinted to see better but could barely make anything out. A long fluorescent bulb flickered from the ceiling in the distance. She could see stairs leading up.

      “Where am I?” was her first question.

      “You’re not going to like this,” the person said. “But you can trust me.”

      Ana felt confused—annoyed, even. She sat up some more and looked around as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. She was in a basement. It was largely barren, with only a few empty bookshelves and boxes. A potted plant lay on its side with dirt spread across the concrete floor. There were no windows but plenty of cobwebs. Wherever she was, she didn’t want to be there.

      As reality set in, it was clear enough that she wasn’t dreaming. The figure with the non-threatening voice was sitting cross-legged on the floor. He turned the knob on a battery-operated lamp sitting next to him on the floor, revealing himself not as a harmless boy, but a full-grown man.

      A vivid memory electrified Ana’s mind: the intrusion into her bathroom, the cloth over her face, and the brief glimpse of a woman. She had been taken. She recoiled and jumped back against the concrete wall next to the bed.

      “Leave me alone!” she shouted.

      The man just sat there with a puzzled expression. He was dressed strangely in child-like overalls with a long-sleeved red-and-white striped shirt underneath. His gray hair was short and tattered. He rocked back and forth playfully while watching Ana, clutching his sneakers. There were a few dolls at his feet. He picked up a plush teddy bear and held it out for Ana.

      “Don’t be scared. Here, I’ll let you hold Mr. Bongo.”

      She backed farther against the wall, quivering. “Stay away from me!”

      She looked around, desperate and afraid, for a way out. The only practical exit seemed to be the stairs. The man still held the teddy bear with a patient and knowing expression on his round face. His hair wasn’t convincing. It looked like a wig.

      “Don’t be afraid. Take the bear,” he said.

      She stood up on the thin, squeaky mattress. It was dirty, and there were no blankets on it. The man waited in anticipation as she extended her arm to grab Mr. Bongo. The man smiled as she took the bear. The doll looked old, and one of its eyes was missing.

      “There you go. That’s the ticket,” he continued.

      Bear in hand, she leaned back some, standing over him. He beckoned her to say hello to the bear. She held the raggedy doll at arm’s length and looked into its face. Still, the man continued to gaze at her, smiling. Without a second thought, she wound her arm back and launched the bear into the man’s face and leapt from the bed.

      Her sneakers hit the floor and she bolted off in a frantic attempt at escape. The man tossed the bear from his lap and rolled to his side, grabbing her ankle. The sudden yank sent her flying and landing hard on the concrete floor. The impact sent a white flash through her brain as her chin compacted and struck the floor. A terrified scream bounced off the concrete walls, floor, and stairs, which she had almost reached. The man gripped her leg hard, closing down on it like a bear trap. There was no escape. His voice was strangely desperate and pleading.

      “You can’t go up there! It’s not safe. You’re better off with me.”

      Ana struggled, trying to free her leg. She clawed at the ground as her chin dripped with blood. She could even taste a little in her mouth. “Let me go, you freak!” she shouted.

      The man kept a tight grip, impervious to her erratic movements. “Ana, I’m only trying to help you.”

      She cried out and tried to kick with her other leg. He sat up, holding it more tightly as she flailed frantically. “Shhhh,” he said, quietly. “You’re going to get us in trouble.”

      Ana reached toward the stairs, stretching her arm until it hurt. Her fingertips hovered near the first step. She screamed for help, but no one came. She could see up the stairs. The metallic door was shut. It had several deadbolts. She pulled again, trying to kick her leg free, but the man wouldn’t let go. She stopped and lay on the floor, out of breath, with pain running through her jaw.

      “You shouldn’t try to run like that,” the man said. “You’ll only get hurt.” He finally let go.

      Ana crawled to the wall near the staircase and held her knees to her chest, staring at him.

      “Why are you talking like that? Who are you?”

      The man swiveled around and sat across from her, placing his hands in his lap. “I told you. My name is Bobby.”

      “Okay, Bobby. Why am I here?” Ana asked.

      Bobby froze suddenly as if hearing something. His eyes looked up toward the ceiling with deep concern. However, Ana heard nothing from upstairs. She couldn’t make him out completely in the dim light. All she knew was that he was making her feel afraid. After a moment of hushed silence, he looked back at her.

      “You were taken here,” he answered.

      “By who?” she asked.

      He looked up again and then to Ana, speaking just above a whisper. “By a bad man. He sent me down here to be your friend. And if we become friends, I can promise that nothing bad will happen to you.”

      Ana looked up. “What does he want with me?”

      Bobby leaned in closer. “I don’t know. He won’t tell me.”

      For a moment, she felt as if she could confide in Bobby. “Can you help me get out of here?”

      His face dropped. “Oh no.” He shook his head back and forth with movements that were fast and emphatic. “No. No. No. No.”

      Ana knew she was in danger. She was trapped with a crazy man. Her eyes darted around the room, looking for a weapon of any sort. Aside from a few dusty boxes, she didn’t see anything.

      “What’s in the boxes?” she asked.

      Bobby stopped shaking his head and then turned to look. “Oh those. Just old junk. Books and stuff.”

      Her eyes saw something in the corner—a possible key to her freedom. There amidst the cobwebs was a rusty shovel. She could make it work.

      “That person who took me,” she asked. “Where is he?”

      “Who?” Bobby asked, inquisitively. He then nodded in understanding. “Oh. You mean Phyllis. Yeah. She’s not here.”

      “Why do you keep looking up?” Ana asked. “Do you know a way out?”

      Bobby crossed his arms and looked at the ground. “No…”

      “So why don’t you help me look before the bad man gets here?” she asked, standing up. Her eyes stayed locked on the shovel across the room. “How am I supposed to use the bathroom cooped up in here? How am I supposed to eat? How am I supposed to do anything?”

      Bobby shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      She breezed past him, with only escape on her mind.

      “Hey,” he said, turning around. “What are you doing?”

      Ana froze at the boxes. The shovel was ten feet away from her, barely visible. “This place is so drab,” she answered with her back to him. “We need to clear out these cobwebs.” She turned slightly to see where his attention was. He eyed her with suspicion but didn’t look prepared to stop her.

      “You shouldn’t really mess with anything here. If the bad man finds out—”

      “Who’s the bad man?” she asked. “What’s his name?”

      “I don’t know,” Bobby said. “He never told me. I just call him that because he’s bad.”

      “Is this his house?”

      Bobby looked around the basement, nodding. “One of them. Yeah.”

      Ana looked up the stairs. She had a plan and it seemed plausible when she played it out in her mind. “Can I ask you a favor, Bobby?”

      Bobby perked up. Finally, she was responding. “What is it?”

      “Can you watch the door for me while I clean?”

      He grimaced and looked down with disapproval. “That’s not a good idea.”

      “Come on. Just do it. You want to be friends, right?”

      His face suddenly brightened up. He nodded with enthusiasm.

      “Then do this one favor for me, and we can be friends.”

      Bobby pivoted around and inched his way to the bottom of the stairs, where he sat cross-legged and stared at the door, waiting. Ana thanked him and inched past the boxes, moving toward the shovel, which rested just within arm’s reach. She took one last quick look behind her as Bobby remained dutifully on watch. She crept forward, took the wooden handle of the shovel, and gently lifted it up with both hands. There was no room for mistakes.

      Bobby was three times her size and at least two hundred pounds or more. She wouldn’t stand a chance if it came down to it. She hummed innocently and held the shovel up while taking careful steps past the boxes and toward the staircase where Bobby sat.

      “You’re doing a good job, Bobby,” she said quietly as she inched toward him.

      The back of his head made a big, red target. One quick swing, and she’d have enough time to escape. She’d never hurt anyone before, but the urge to hit his head with the shovel came naturally, for survival’s sake. She raised the shovel as high as her arms could take it, gritted her teeth, and closed her eyes.

      She swung it down with all her might and was surprised by the resounding thump that echoed through the basement as the force of impact shook her arms and sprained one of her wrists. Bobby shouted in agony and hit the ground with his hands covering his head. She dropped the shovel, hearing it clank on the ground, and bolted past him up the wooden stairs.

      She had never run so fast in all her life. Her feet leapt stair after stair until she reached the top. She came to the large metal door and gripped the rough edges of the black vintage knob, turning it. The door wouldn’t budge. It was locked.

      “You little fucking bitch!” Bobby shouted out from the bottom of the stairs.

      He lay in a ball with his hands still covering his head. He hadn’t made any moves yet, but Ana could see the window of opportunity closing with every lost second. She turned back to the door and jiggled the handle again, pulling and pushing in a distraught frenzy.

      Her balled fists pounded on the door as she screamed to be let out. Below, she could hear the stairs creaking. Bobby was up and moving toward her. His boyish, mop-top wig lay on the ground. His real hair was short and gray. His previous friendly demeanor had been replaced with rage. He pushed himself up on one of the treads, keeping one hand on the railing and the other cradling his head.

      “You’re gonna get it now,” he said in a low growl. She looked past him to the shovel lying on the ground, regretting that she had dropped it so easily.

      “Stay away from me!” she shouted, pressing her back against the door. She tried the handle again, but nothing would budge. She was locked in.

      The man climbed up each step, wincing in pain and scowling at her with fury. Shaking, Ana felt truly afraid. She screamed again as tears flowed from her eyes. He grew closer, only a few steps away. She balled her fists, ready to defend herself. As he took the next step, she launched one foot forward to kick him in the head. His hand lashed out and grabbed her foot.

      “Gotcha now, baby bitch,” he said with malice.

      She grabbed the doorknob behind her with her hand but was yanked away with one wrench. Her screams were silenced with one swift smack across her face. Another white flash and she could taste even more blood in her mouth than before.

      Stunned, she tilted her head back and tried to block the next blow as it walloped her ear and sent her head ringing. A smack followed across her face—quick and brutal.

      The man then gripped her by the neck with one hand and held her up. She clawed at his hand, gasping. Her throat was getting tight and everything went blurry. She tried everything she could do to get free, kicking, trying to bite his hand, butting him with her head, but there wasn’t enough room to do it. Panic rattled her bones. He wouldn’t stop squeezing. Then suddenly she felt release.

      “You’re not getting off the hook that easily,” he said. With his hand still around her neck, he moved to the side and threw her down the stairs. She tumbled upon each hard step and hit the ground in a barely conscious heap. She could barely breathe, and every bone felt like it had been broken. Ana dared to open her eyes just a bit and saw the man staring at her silently from the top of the stairs.

      He fished into his overalls pocket and pulled out a set of keys, unlocking the door. He opened the door, still holding his head with one hand, and then looked down at her. “You get some rest now, because I’m gonna have some fun with you later.”

      His words faded as Ana saw him leave the basement and slam the door shut, locking it. The shovel lay near her—the key to an escape plan that didn’t work out. Would she ever get another chance? She had no answers. She only hoped that she could endure whatever abuse the man had in store for her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Phillip Anderson leaned against the kitchen counter while holding an ice pack against his bandaged head. The blow from the shovel hadn’t killed him, or even hurt him too badly, but Bobby was gone from his mind, never to surface again. He had changed out of his child-like suspenders and into a pair of jeans and an oil-stained windbreaker. He had managed to stop the bleeding from the gash in his head and had begun to get his thoughts together. Staring out the kitchen window of his dilapidated two-bedroom safe house, he plotted his next move.

      The drive from Sarasota had been long and difficult, as he’d been forced to change vehicles multiple times. Having his face plastered all over the local news hadn’t helped matters either. But he had help. Two men were posted outside his safe house, located deep within the rural everglades.

      Phillip was careful in most of his dealings and had long ago set up a series of getaway vehicles and safe houses that would allow him to go into hiding whenever the time might make it necessary. What the Lee County and Sarasota Police Departments didn’t know was that he’d had an escape route planned out for years. And it wasn’t long until he’d flee the country for good, never to be seen again.

      He fully expected Miriam to come through for him and secure his parents’ release. Though she showed surprising resilience, he believed he had broken her.

      His small team of highly compensated men made up his security detail. His safe house was hidden in a rural stretch of land owned under a different name. He believed that the FBI couldn’t find it no matter how hard they tried. The small, cabin-like house was concealed under a large camouflaged tarp. Everything was in order, but Phillip wasn’t done with Miriam, or her daughter, for that matter. Not by a long shot.

      He stepped outside onto the front porch, holding the bag of ice to his head in one hand and a cell phone in the other. His two men, muscular and formidable-looking, stood in the yard scanning the area. One of them was looking through a pair of binoculars. They were both wearing camouflaged clothes and had a fair amount of facial hair. They were also armed with AR-15 rifles slung around their shoulders—all supplied by their boss. Phillip walked down the front steps and into the weeds that surrounded the house. His men turned and looked at him as he approached.

      “Damn. You all right?” the one with the binoculars said.

      “Yeah,” Phillip replied, taking slow and careful steps. “Just had a little accident while trying to make some repairs around the house.”

      The two men glanced at each other and then looked back at Phillip.

      “Gotta be careful out here,” the other man added. “Ain’t no hospital for quite a ways.”

      Phillip asked them for an update and if they had seen or heard anything out of the ordinary.

      “Nothing,” they both replied.

      “No one’s coming out here,” Binoculars added.

      Phillip walked around the front to see for himself. Palm trees and brush extended into the horizon. Beyond the forest lay marshes and wetlands—much of it federal property. Phillip would have to be careful how he moved around. Everything was peaceful and serene, but he never let the obvious deceive him.

      “Can’t be here much longer,” Phillip added. “Have to keep moving on.”

      “How’s the girl?” the other man asked.

      Phillip glared at him, annoyed at the question. The man shifted the conversation quickly to Miriam. “I mean, if we’re going to make the trade with her mother.”

      “Just keep an eye out,” Phillip snapped. “I’ll handle the rest.”

      “Of course. No problem,” the man said almost apologetically.

      “I will say, since you ask, that we may need another one.”

      The man blinked, confused. “Another?”

      “Another kid,” Phillip said. “That girl is a handful. She needs someone to keep her company.”

      Both men nodded. “We’ll look into it, boss.”

      Phillip turned back toward the house and climbed the stairs, cringing at the pain in his head but trying not to show it. He sat at a small porch table and set his phone down—twice the size of any smart phone. It had been affixed with a voice box and some wiring to prevent location tracking. Phillip was no fool. He knew what he was doing. Perhaps he thought he knew more than he really did. Perhaps he even underestimated his adversaries. His throbbing head was a reminder of that. He picked up the phone and called a number over twenty digits long. It was time to get the next phase of his plan moving along. He could hear static on the other end of the line, followed by a man’s faint voice.

      “Yes?”

      Phillip leaned forward and pressed the phone against his ear. “It’s me. What’s the status?”

      “The status?”

      “Yes, the fucking status on my parents.”

      “We’re working on it.”

      Phillip balled his fist. “No, no, no. Just get everything in place. I want that cop bitch to make it happen. Where is she? Did she get to the station yet?”

      There was a pause on the other end. Phillip could hear chattering in the background.

      “FBI are here,” the man replied.

      “I don’t give a shit about the FBI. Where’s Castillo?” he barked.

      “Hold on,” the man said. There was another long pause.

      “She just walked into the station with another detective.”

      Phillip smiled. “She did?”

      “Yes.”

      “Perfect. Keep an eye on her.”

      “No problem.”

      Phillip hung up the phone and set it back down on his table. He breathed in the fresh air, feeling good about himself. Everything was going according to plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Interrogation

          

        

      

    

    
      Miriam arrived at the station with Lou at her side. It was busier than she had ever seen it. Police and investigators clogged the lobby, halls, and offices, moving with a purpose. The atmosphere was bordering on chaotic. The local media had set up camp outside ever since word got out that the entire Anderson family had been taken in.

      There was also news of the FBI being in the building somewhere. The case had drawn immediate and wide attention—the long-suspected crime family who lived on the outskirts of town was now in custody.

      The ten acres that made up Anderson Auto Salvage had been cordoned off, seized by the authorities in order to search for evidence, though little had surfaced since taking the Anderson boys—Greg, Walter, and Jake—into custody. Their parents, Boone and Judith, had been placed in a holding room separate from their sons. The police had one main concern: the whereabouts of Phillip Anderson.

      The Andersons baffled investigators. On the surface, they seemed a typical blue-collar working-class family who owned and operated their own business. They were tight-knit and proud, a loyal bunch who were distrustful of outsiders and who had a particular disdain for law enforcement. But they weren’t being held for their idiosyncrasies. Two kidnapped girls had been discovered underground on a rural stretch of land owned by the family.

      The age of the victims—between ten and twelve years old—put the case within federal jurisdiction. Out of six missing local girls, only two had been discovered. The other four, missing for years, were feared dead, though no remains had been discovered. As a result, authorities planned for a mass excavation of the Anderson salvage yard.

      The investigation would take hundreds of man-hours at a cost well beyond the town’s resources. The Anderson family was needed to give information to fill in the gaps. But so far, they weren’t talking. Formal charges hadn’t been filed. Every moment was critical. The district attorney had already contacted the sheriff’s office. Like everyone else, he wanted answers. The county was overwhelmed with all the attention and demands. The local news media were ready and waiting, eager to take the latest developments in the Snatcher case and sensationalize them.

      Miriam pushed through to the front desk to get her visitor’s badge with Lou at her elbow escorting her. She knew she had her hands full. The feds were taking over now, which would make her involvement twice as difficult. She’d not only have to convince them to play ball, she’d also have to take on the very same department she’d resigned from a year prior. The deluged desk clerk looked up, adjusting his glasses, and studied Miriam. His round, reddish face had a surprised look. He wasn’t expecting to see her again so soon.

      “Ms. Castillo. What are you doing back here?” he asked.

      “Some things never change, Officer Sherman. Could I get a visitor badge, please?”

      People filed by past her, waving their key cards into a scanner and then passing through a set of double doors leading inside where all the action was. The building was high security, but no one would know it from the number of people coming and going. Miriam looked up at a wall clock above Officer Sherman’s desk.

      It had been an hour and a half since she last heard from Phillip Anderson. If she secured the release of his parents, would he keep his word? Was the word of a child murderer worth anything? Miriam didn’t think so, but she felt as though she had no other choice. He had Ana, which meant that he had everything.

      Once she was badged, Lou escorted Miriam into the precinct only to have themselves called out from across the way by Captain Richard Porter—a stern but reasonable officer who had supervised the unit for the last five years. He was Miriam’s old boss—a constant thorn in her side, as she remembered it. Now he was at it again. However, the look of concern on his face said differently.

      “In my office now, please,” he said, signaling to them from three rooms down the hall. They sidestepped the busy homicide division to their right and moved past the hordes of plainclothes and uniformed officers. They all seemed intent on pushing to the holding rooms across the way—where the Andersons no doubt had found residence.

      Miriam sighed. Porter was meddling again, just like old times. She wanted Anderson’s parents freed, even if she had to smuggle them out of the precinct herself.

      “I don’t have the patience for this,” she said quietly to Lou.

      “Let’s just see what he wants,” he replied. “You can’t do this on your own. The sooner you get him on board, the better.”

      As they got closer to his office, Captain Porter backed into his room and cleared it out. “That’s enough, ladies and gentlemen. Start preparing that excavation team.” Ten or so uniformed officers exited the room carrying notebooks, their faces worn and tired. Porter’s thin, lightly stubbled face looked just as weary.

      Miriam hadn’t seen him in over a year. His short hair had gone from dark brown to gray. He closed the door behind them, pulled down its blinds, and pointed to a pair of green vinyl chairs in front of his desk.

      The office was quiet and the muffled commotion outside seemed to come from a different world. With their main suspect still at large, there was no room for celebration. Papers were scattered all over Captain Porter’s desk. Both his office phone and cell phone rang without interruption.

      He walked over, placed his cell phone on silent, and took his landline off the hook. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and adjusted his square-framed glasses. He pulled out his swivel chair but didn’t speak. Instead, he placed both hands flat on the surface of his mahogany desk and leaned forward.

      “First of all, I am sorry to hear about your husband and daughter.”

      Miriam had managed to hide all signs of anguish before entering the police station.

      “Word travels fast,” he continued. “The Snatcher is on the loose and he has your daughter.”

      

      She rocked back in her seat, burying her face in her hands. It took every last fiber of her being to not have a nervous breakdown in front of her former colleagues and superiors.

      Porter studied her sympathetically and cleared his throat. “I can only imagine how difficult this must be for you. That’s why you need to leave it to the professionals.”

      Miriam looked up and leaned forward. “What are you talking about?”

      Lou decided to cut in. “Let me explain—”

      Captain Porter raised a cautionary hand, waving it toward Lou. “No, let me explain. This five-year investigation goes well beyond kidnapping. The Anderson family faces at least twenty other state and federal violations. This is a great win for our department. Phillip Anderson is on the run, yes, but he won’t get far. We’ve got every lawman from Miami to Pensacola looking for him.”

      Miriam shot up from her seat, anger rising. “I am not going to rely on the same people who failed to catch a man directly under their nose for five years. Do you think I would gamble the life of my daughter in such a way?”

      Detective Lou looked at her nervously. Miriam’s face was flushed. Her heart was racing.

      Captain Porter had gotten the message, though it seemed to have little effect. After a sigh, he continued. “I understand your skepticism, and I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. However, the feds are calling the shots, and your citizen vigilantism, I’m sorry, will only interfere with the investigation.”

      Miriam pointed at her old boss with a shaky finger. “No one is going to stop me from trying to get Ana back. I don’t care if it’s the feds or the National Guard!”

      “Can I say something?” Lou asked, raising his hand for quiet. Two pairs of eyes locked on him. “Sir. Miriam did find those girls. She’s gotten us to this point, and it’s cost her greatly. This department owes her. We owe her everything.”

      Porter scratched his chin and interlocked his hands behind his back. He paced behind his desk in the silence that followed. Miriam wasn’t sure what else to say. She knew what she had to do and was on a mission—with or without the help of her former colleagues and superiors.

      “No one doubts the sacrifices she’s made,” Porter said, speaking almost as though she weren’t in the room. “And no one questions her skills as a police sergeant.” He paused. “But, Miriam, you’re a civilian now, and you need to leave the police work to the police.”

      Miriam opened her mouth to speak, but Porter cut her off. “We know all about Phillip’s demands, how he sent you here to ensure the release of his parents. We know that he’s holding the life of your daughter over your head like a bartering tool. That is why it’s important that we do everything right to get your daughter back. To capture this monster once and for all. And we can’t do that with you running around in the background with your own priorities.”

      He paused again to let his words resonate with her—or so he hoped. It was a tough sell. Miriam wasn’t one to wait for others to do the work for her. She wasn’t going to stand on the sidelines while the cabal of local, state, and federal authorities tried to figure things out. It wasn’t their daughter, it was hers. That was what they didn’t understand.

      “My advice,” he continued. “Spend time with your family. You parents and other relatives. Allow yourself some time to grieve for Freddy. Give us a couple of days and we’ll get Ana back. We promise.”

      She pondered his words. They wanted her to step back and walk away, but why? Whatever the reason, she had no plans of recusing herself. Not for all the lectures in the world. “Reinstate me,” she said.

      The captain turned to her, curious. “Excuse me?”

      “Put me back on the force, and let’s work together on this.”

      He appeared incredulous at the idea. “Miriam, I-I hardly think this is the time. You need to—”

      “I need to what?” she asked.

      Lou looked on, examining the certificates on the wall and not wanting to get involved in another potential battle of words and wills. Before Porter could respond, someone knocked loudly at his door.

      “Who is it?” he responded.

      “Agent Nettles, FBI,” a booming voice said. He didn’t wait to be invited in. Instead the knob turned and he stuck his head inside. He was a clean-cut, square-jawed man with an intense blue-eyed glare and dark hair slicked back. He took one quick look around the room and zeroed in on Miriam.

      “Is that her?” he asked, looking at Captain Porter.

      “Her? As in…”

      “The police sergeant who cracked the case?” he asked.

      Porter stalled, not wanting to concede such an assessment. The FBI, it seemed, had plans different from his. “Well, Agent Nettles. There was no one person responsible. It was a joint effort. Detective O’Leary is recovering from wounds in the hospital as we speak.”

      Nettles listened, half-interested. He opened the door fully and stepped inside as clamor from the hall entered the office with him. “Yeah, but she’s the one who found the bunker, correct?” He pointed directly at her as Porter conceded the fact.

      Porter then looked up and introduced her to Agent Nettles. Miriam turned to him and shook his hand. His tight grip and direct eye contact immediately made her feel better. Perhaps they could work together. Nettles looked outside into the hallway, then slowly closed the door. As he turned around to address them once more, Porter interjected.

      “Ms. Castillo was providing service purely in the role of adviser to Detective O’Leary. She, in fact, no longer serves in the capacity of a peace officer.”

      “Okay. So we deputize her,” Nettles said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “I don’t think she’s in any state to be assisting an investigation,” Porter said.

      “We need her.” Nettles paused, noticing the skepticism on the captain’s face. “The Andersons are lawyering up. If we don’t charge them with something soon—within the next twenty-four hours—they’ll walk.”

      “And what does that have to do with her?” Porter asked.

      “That’s who they want to speak to,” Nettles said. “Asked for her by name.”

      Porter shook his head in utter confusion. “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Nettles said, but he made his point perfectly clear: The FBI wanted Miriam. She had just been given a voice, the chance she wanted. And she wasn’t going to waste a moment.

      The captain reluctantly conceded, but decided to add a few facts he wasn’t sure Nettle was aware of. “Her daughter has been kidnapped.”

      Nettles looked at her, surprised, as Porter continued. “Kidnapped by a man who claims to be Phillip Anderson.”

      “It was Phillip Anderson,” Miriam said.

      “Her husband was also murdered,” the captain added.

      Nettles gave another surprised look, eyes even wider.

      “My husband and I were separated,” she said, looking down. Very little of what had happened had truly sunk in yet. She didn’t want to think about it now. Couldn’t, in fact. To linger on Freddy’s too-recent death would destroy her. She had to keep moving.

      The captain waved his hand as if to brush aside the whole idea of deputizing Miriam. “My concern is that Ms. Castillo isn’t in the right state of mind.” He made direct eye contact. “No one should be expected to operate in any capacity after what she’s been through.”

      Nettles placed his hands on his hips. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up. His ID badge hung in front of his red tie. “I didn’t know that.” He looked at Miriam with what seemed like real sympathy in his eyes. “I don’t want you to do anything that you’re uncomfortable with.”

      “I need to do this,” Miriam said. “Please.”

      “Does that mean that you want to be a cop again?” Lou asked.

      She looked at all three men as they waited for her answer. “Whatever it takes.”

      

      All four holding rooms were occupied. Each room had a window that could not be seen through from the other side. The Anderson brothers were separated and placed in three different rooms. Their parents shared the last room and were seated at the table together. Miriam watched them from behind the glass. They were speaking with a slim, wavy-haired man dressed in a suit. His back was turned toward the window and his briefcase rested on the table.

      “The Anderson family lawyer,” Nettles said, pointing.

      Captain Porter and Lou squeezed into the tight fitting viewing room, trying to look over Miriam’s shoulder. Nettles pressed a small button on the wall next to them. An intercom above them sounded, allowing them to hear the conversation.

      The lawyer was saying: “No one knows where Philip is. He’s on the run. But what we want to do is get you out of here. Secondly, you don’t say anything. I’ll have you out of here before sundown.”

      Captain Porter looked at Lou. “That’s all contingent on what we find after the search of their salvage yard.”

      “How many properties does the family own?” Miriam asked.

      “None,” Lou said. “Phillip owns them all. And there’s twenty of them we know of throughout South Florida.”

      “And what efforts have been made to search those properties?” she asked.

      No one answered. She turned around. “A helicopter? Something?”

      “We’re working on it,” Porter said, not wanting to elaborate any further.

      Agent Nettles crossed his arms, watching the couple through the glass. Boone was a large man, over six feet tall, with short white hair and a thin matching beard. His eyes were magnified behind thick glasses, and he looked perpetually upset. He wore a pair of old-fashioned overalls on his large frame. His wife, Judith, was about half his size, with curly gray hair and an equally perturbed expression. The lawyer continued his promise that they would be released soon.

      “Is that slime ball going to be present when she speaks to them?” Captain Porter asked Nettles.

      Nettles shrugged, not certain. “His plate is full with three other clients, but ultimately it’s up to the lovely couple in there.”

      “They did request to speak with her,” Lou added.

      Porter shook his head. “Again, I don’t understand. What’s their angle?”

      “How much is Philip Anderson worth?” Miriam asked, posing a question of her own.

      “He’s believed to have a net worth of three million dollars,” Nettles answered.

      Lou nearly gasped. Porter’s eyes widened. Miriam could hardly believe it herself. She turned and patted Lou’s back as he hacked and coughed.

      “That psychotic backwoods predator is a millionaire?” Lou said, catching his breath.

      “Yes,” Nettles said. “We’re working on freezing his assets.”

      “That’s a start,” Porter said.

      “He’s not stupid,” Nettles said. “There has been zero activity in his bank and credit accounts.”

      Miriam wondered how much the FBI knew about Philip Anderson. She wondered how much they knew about her. With the family lawyer present, it looked like the parents’ release was a foregone conclusion. What did he want with her anyway? Why had she come to Lee County when a fresh crime scene stood waiting at her own house? She pulled her phone out to check for any missed calls, even though her ringer had been fully on. The unlisted number didn’t show.

      Nettles knocked and opened the door to the interrogation room. The curly-haired lawyer stopped and turned around, exposing a youthful, clean-shaven face. He looked to be in his early forties. With the amount of wealth Philip Anderson had, Miriam was surprised that an army of lawyers hadn’t descended upon the precinct. She asked Agent Nettles to elaborate on the family’s wealth.

      “They all make a decent income, but Phillip is the loaded one,” he said. “The family business and all its wealth belongs to him.”

      That one man could have so much power over his family was strange. Whatever the scenario, Miriam could understand his parents’ reluctance to talk.

      “Yes?” the lawyer asked from the other room, waiting.

      Nettles poked his head in, speaking in a moderately sarcastic tone. “All right, your honor, I have Ms. Castillo here as requested.”

      The lawyer nodded and grabbed his briefcase. The Andersons stared ahead, stone-like and incongruously indifferent. Nettles stepped aside and let Miriam pass through. She wasn’t sure whom she was supposed to talk to or who had specifically requested her. She wondered about the lawyer. How much did he know? Was he aware of Philip’s whereabouts?

      He extended his arm and introduced himself as Michael Kershner, attorney at law. Miriam shook his clammy hand. He had on a gold watch, and his pinstriped suit looked like the real custom-made deal.

      Just as soon as he had introduced himself, Kershner excused himself from the room, leaving Miriam looking perplexed and confused. Before he left, he pulled out a chair for her to sit on. Miriam looked at Nettles, who seemed to understand the situation. He left the room as well and closed the door.

      She was on her own—though she knew they were being watched. She turned and looked at her reflection in the mirror. She then turned back to the parents. They said nothing, and their faces gave nothing away as they stared at her with two unmistakable frowns. Only Boone moved, taking his wife’s hand in his, and giving her a faint smile.

      “You wanted to speak with me?” Miriam said.

      Their silence was followed by a tense awkwardness.

      “Is there something I can help you with?” she continued.

      Judith looked away, but Boone kept his serious eyes on her, not saying a word. Miriam continued with her questions. “Do you know where your son Phillip is?”

      Again, they didn’t answer. She felt her anger resurfacing and leaned closer to them over the table. “Did you know that he kidnapped my daughter and murdered her father in cold blood? Did you know that?”

      Boone cleared his throat but didn’t speak. Miriam could feel tears welling in her eyes. However, the last thing she wanted was to let them see her upset.

      “Do you even care?” she asked. Her voice cracked. Their silence got to her, despite her best efforts to stay calm. “How about the children he kidnapped? Do you care about them?”

      If that was the case, and they did care, they didn’t show it.

      “Then what do you want from me?” she asked, pounding the table. She stopped and took a deep breath, trying to focus on the main goal: securing Ana’s release.

      She lowered her head, grimaced, and then whipped her hair back out of her face. “I see your high-priced lawyer is working diligently to release you. And I hope that happens. Just know that if anything happens to my daughter, I’m holding you and your entire family responsible.”

      At that moment, her cell phone rang, vibrating in her pocket. She pulled her phone out to see that the unidentified number was finally calling her back. Nervous, she answered, keeping her eyes on the parents.

      “Hello?”

      “Don’t say anything else. Just nod from now on,” the familiar, distorted voice told her. “Understand?”

      She nodded in response.

      “Good,” he said as though he were watching. “I know that you’re in a room with my parents now. And I want you to know that my parents are watching every move you make through the duration of this phone call. So that means you don’t speak, you don’t call the others in, you simply listen. Understand?”

      She nodded. Phillip chuckled to himself. “It is kind of weird to have a conversation like this. But rest assured, I know your rooms are miked, and I don’t want to take any chances.”

      Miriam looked up at his parents. They were watching her like hawks. The entire set-up seemed suspect. Were they all in it together? The lawyer? The parents? The brothers? How far did the conspiracy go? It would be foolish to let any of them out. But none of it mattered to her as long as she got Ana back. Thoughts of her daughter consumed her. She could sit in silence no longer.

      “Please. Let me say one thing.”

      “What did I tell you?” the voice growled.

      “I need to speak to her. Just one word!”

      “Talk again, and I’m hanging up. Got it?”

      Miriam nodded as a tear streamed down her cheek. The Anderson parents could see her vulnerability, exactly what she didn’t want them to see.

      “Good,” he continued. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Mr. Kershner is going to secure the release of my parents and my brothers. Supervised, of course. I can’t imagine the feds just letting them go. Now that I’ve exalted you to a higher position of authority, you will give these decisions for their release your complete support.”

      She resisted the urge to argue. Their supposed deal was for the parents, not for the entire family. Again, she thought of Ana and was ready to embrace whatever scheme he set forth.

      “You are not to tell anyone anything I’ve told you over the phone. You play your part, that’s all. Secure their release today and I’ll tell you where you can find Ana.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “So now I want you to nod again for yes so that my parents can see that we’re in agreement.”

      She did as she was told. “Good…” he continued. “Oh yes. And one more thing. My family and my lawyer will neither confirm nor deny knowing about any of this. Don’t push them. And remember, there will always be eyes on you.”

      With that, he hung up. She held the phone to her ear, ensuring that he was no longer there. Hands trembling, she lowered the phone and put it back in her pocket. She said nothing to the parents as she rose and left the room. Everyone was standing outside the interrogation room, having watched her from the window.

      “Well?” Captain Porter said as she walked out.

      “What the heck was that all about?” Lou added.

      Agent Nettles examined her keenly and with suspicion.

      “That was him on the phone, wasn’t it?” Lou asked. “That son of a bitch.”

      She took a deep breath and looked around. “We need to release the Anderson family today.”

      Porter’s eyes widened. “Are you out of your mind?”

      Nettles looked increasingly skeptical. “What did he tell you on that phone call?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “He’s playing a game and enjoying every minute of it. Releasing his family is the only way to get close to him.”

      “But what if we find something at the salvage yard? Some incriminating evidence?” Porter continued. “They just walk?”

      “Of course not,” Miriam said. Like clockwork, the door opened and Kershner entered the room, presumably to check on her. “Unless you have some reason to hold them here, I’m requesting that you release my clients within the next hour.”

      All eyes went to Miriam—the odd woman out. “I agree,” she said. She couldn’t believe the words as they left her mouth.

      Nettles stepped in her path with his hands on his hips, getting into the lawyer’s face. “This case is under federal jurisdiction,” he said. “We’ll hold the family here as long as we damn well please.”

      Kershner mockingly held out both hands. “Looks like we have a constitutional scholar here, ladies and gentlemen!”

      Nettles and the lawyer continued bickering as Lou leaned into her ear. “What did he say to you on that call?”

      “The same stuff he’s been saying from the beginning. He wants his family released. Those are his terms.”

      Lou touched her shoulder. “We’re going to get Ana back. I promise.”

      It was a hell of a promise to make, but she wanted to believe every word of it.
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      A preliminary search of the Anderson Auto Salvage Yard brought very little in the way of evidence. Lee County had deployed half its police department to cover the ten-acre salvage yard in an intense search for any evidence that would incriminate the family and keep them in custody. The FBI was conducting their own investigation as well throughout several of Phillip Anderson’s land purchases in the area.

      The underground bunker where undiscovered horrors had taken place over the years was an official crime scene. The investigation had rocked the small town of Palm Dale. The Andersons, spotlighted through media coverage, were officially public enemy number one, and to release them would be a violation of the public trust. Miriam knew this, as did her colleagues on the force. By the end of the day, however, she felt relieved that authorities had no choice but to release the family.

      “Are we sure this is the right call?” Lou asked as he, Miriam, and Agent Nettles convened in Captain Porter’s office.

      “We’re keeping tabs on them,” Nettles said. “Twenty-four hours a day, until that bastard comes out of hiding.”

      “How can we be sure that he hasn’t fled the country?” Porter asked from behind his desk.

      The air of a demoralized police force hung in the air. They had failed to capture the Snatcher for more than six years. Now—after finding him—they were forced to relinquish the only bargaining chip they had—his extended family.

      Nettles cut in. “At this point, it would be extremely hard for Mr. Anderson to travel any significant distance. He’s on the no-fly list, and his mug is on posters in every federal building from here to Tallahassee.”

      “The news media are going to have a field day with this,” Lou said, shaking his head.

      “Have you been watching the news?” Porter asked. “They already are.”

      Miriam hadn’t said a word yet. She was too distracted, watching her phone. She had done her part and expected the call to come at any minute. The anticipation was killing her. The sickness in her stomach—the exhaustion and headache—were all symptoms of her frantic pain and worry about Ana. Surely Anderson’s lawyer had contacted Phillip by now and informed him of his family’s pending release.

      After scrolling through his phone, Lou looked up suddenly, as if struck by a new concern. “I hate to say it, but is the department taking any measures to ensure the family’s safety?”

      Porter shot him a cockeyed glare and took a sip of bottled water. “Which family? Those Anderson scumbags?”

      Lou held his phone up for everyone to see. “You should see the comments on some of these news threads. People are out for blood.”

      Porter shook his head. “Keyboard warriors are the least of our concern right now. I’m sure the FBI will have things under control. Isn’t that right, Agent Nettles?”

      Nettles nodded while running his hands through his hair. “They’ll be under constant surveillance.” He didn’t look quite as confident as he sounded.

      Porter raised a hand, waving away the idea of any potential problems. “See. They’ll be fine.”

      Lou turned to Miriam, noticing her acute distraction. “You okay?” he asked.

      Startled, Miriam looked up from her phone. “Yes. Yes, I’m fine.”

      Nettles turned to her and folded his arms. “What did he say to you during that phone call?”

      Muffled commotion from outside Porter’s closed door made it clear that the precinct was in a frenzy upon learning about the Anderson family’s release.

      Miriam thought to herself, careful not to reveal too much. “In his phone call,” she said, “Phillip only repeated his earlier demands. Only this time, he said he wanted his whole family’s release—not just his parents.”

      “And he told you that when that happened, he’d release your daughter?” Nettles asked.

      “Yes,” Miriam said, nodding.

      Porter cut in. “And you believe him?”

      “What other choice does she have?” Lou asked, stepping in.

      “Ms. Castillo. You don’t have to do this alone. Let us help you,” Nettles said, reaching for her shoulder.

      Miriam looked up again. Their concerned faces didn’t inspire confidence. “For six years, this man was able to do what he did under the nose of law enforcement. One year ago he shot and killed my partner during a routine stop. Now… my daughter’s life.” She stopped talking but managed to keep herself together. “If anything happens to Ana, I’ll never forgive myself. Ever.”

      Lou approached her with a somber and sympathetic expression. He was about the only one in the department she trusted anymore. “We understand. But this is too much for one person to go through alone. Let us help you. Let us… do our jobs.”

      Miriam looked up at him. “Thank you.” She then excused herself from the room, saying that she had to use the bathroom.

      “Everything is going to be fine,” Porter said as Miriam opened his office door, causing her to pause.

      “I know…” she said, with her back still turned to him.

      Porter looked at his wristwatch. “Shit. I have a press conference in five minutes.” He shot up from his chair as she walked out into the crowded hall and toward the holding rooms.

      

      Miriam walked past several uniformed police officers huddled together, shaking their heads and still complaining about the news of the Andersons’ release. No one noticed her, and she only recognized a few faces. Much, it seemed, had changed since she left the force the year prior. There were a lot of new officers, but much of the old guard still ran the place.

      She couldn’t help but miss being a cop. It was a part of who she was. Her father, Manuel, was a retired police chief. Her mother, Elizabeth, was a corrections counselor. Together, they’d had high expectations of their only child.

      Fresh out of high school, she joined the Air Force, where she met Freddy. Four years later, they moved to Washington, D.C. She went to school to study criminal justice. Freddy had his sights set on a law degree but never finished school. The “pressure” made him drink, and his drinking changed everything. Miriam earned her bachelor’s and enrolled in the police academy while Freddy got a county job of his own as a bus driver.

      By twenty-six, Miriam was a newly sworn-in deputy, following in her father’s footsteps. She got pregnant with Ana and took some time off. By Ana’s first birthday, they had moved to Miami—a fresh start as a family.

      The exact circumstances that brought Miriam to Palm Dale were blurry. The relocation followed her divorce after five years of marriage. She enlisted with the Lee County Police Department as a sergeant and continued her career in law enforcement. Everything had changed, however, on the fateful day her partner was shot during a routine traffic stop. She always blamed herself and had resigned as a result. Now the shooter was in her grasp. Phillip Anderson would see justice. Deputy Lang deserved that much.

      

      She walked past the third holding room, where Anderson’s lawyer, Kershner, was standing and talking with Boone and Judith. In mid-conversation, both parents looked up as if sensing her—their feelings masked behind two wrinkled and emotionless faces. What they thought of her, Miriam didn’t know or care.

      The Anderson boys exited their holding rooms with officers on each side. They were big men with farmer’s tans and varying degrees of reddish, dirty-blond facial hair. Greg and Walter were still wearing their oil-stained mechanic jumpsuits. Jake, the youngest of the three, wore a red flannel jacket and torn jeans. Criminal masterminds they weren’t, but Miriam believed there to be much more to them than brutish appearances.

      She continued toward the restroom farther down the hall as the entire family paused to watch her. Her eyes remained forward, though she wanted them to see her. Phillip had to know that she was alone. It was only then that he seemed to call her.

      “Ms. Castillo!” an FBI man called out.

      With her purse around her shoulder, Miriam walked straight into the restroom without turning around. Inside, it looked clean and unoccupied. She took her phone out and went to the corner stall, closing the door. She held the screen up. It stared back at her, displaying two missed calls from her parents and one from her boss at East Coast Trucking. They’d have to wait.

      She leaned against the wall and held the phone in both hands. “Come on…” she said, staring down.

      The phone suddenly rang, displaying an unlisted number. “Yes. Hello?” she said, her voice wavering.

      “You’re alone. Good,” a voice said, less distorted than before.

      Miriam got to the point. “They’re releasing your family. I did my part, now let me speak to Ana.”

      “Hold on, now. Just one minute—”

      “We had a deal!” she said.

      “Enough!” he barked, sounding frustrated.

      Miriam couldn’t help herself. She was tired of the games.

      “I’ll let you speak to Ana as soon as we’re on the same page.”

      “We are,” she said. “I told the FBI that releasing your family was the only way to handle this. Whatever else you say is between only the two of us.”

      There was a long pause on the other end.

      “Gee, Miriam,” he replied. “I’m starting to take comfort in our little talks.”

      His words made her stomach tighten in knots. “Can I trust that you won’t hurt my daughter?”

      “Your daughter is fine. I mean, I don’t think she likes me all too much, but she’s fine.”

      “What… what did you do to her?” she asked in a panicked tone.

      “Nothing yet. I’m going to give you the girl, just as I promised. I got some guys, and they’re going to transport her to another location.”

      Miriam gripped the phone in her shaking hand. “You said that I could talk to her. I need to talk to her. Don’t you understand?”

      He moved on, ignoring her demands. “Write this address down: One Fifty-Fourth Street, North Homestead, Florida.”

      She searched frantically through her purse and found a pen, scribbling the address on her hand as fast as she could.

      “It’s a bit of a drive from where you’re at, so I’d get a move on if you plan to be there before nightfall.”

      He wasn’t exaggerating. Homestead, in Miami-Dade County, was at least a three-hour drive from Palm Dale. It was already five o’clock.

      “Why so far away?” she asked.

      “Because. That’s why. Stop trying to pry into my business,” he snapped.

      “Is this a house? A building?”

      “It used to be a place called The Plaza. A theater that shut down years ago.”

      “Please, Mr. Anderson. Can’t you just drop her off at the police station? I don’t want her in some abandoned—”

      Phillip cut her off. “Hey, you did me a lot of damage. You ruined my business, tarnished my family’s name, and sent me on the run. You want your daughter, you’re gonna have to work for it.”

      She scanned the address scribbled on her hand. Was he hiding in Homestead? The FBI would certainly like to know. She had the address. The question was, what to do with it? Whatever the answers, she wasn’t going to get them over the phone.

      “I understand,” she said, not pressing him further.

      “It’s simple,” he continued. “You make the drive, get your daughter, and go home. Just consider yourself lucky that I’m not doing to her what I did to your ex.”

      Miriam covered her mouth and held back her tears, silently sobbing.

      “And one more thing—travel alone. You’re not to tell anyone. Not a soul. I’ve got eyes everywhere, Miriam. Don’t fuck with me.”

      “Okay,” she said, hanging up. She lowered the phone and cried into her cupped hands—tears of grief or joy, she couldn’t tell the difference.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Captain Porter approached the podium inside the conference hall with a dozen cameras and spotlights on him. He was flanked on both sides by other officers, including the chief of police, and was there to explain to an outraged community why the police department was letting a potential crime family back onto the streets.

      Aside from due process, he had to explain, to the best of his abilities, that the Andersons would be under close surveillance until the investigation was complete. Tables and chairs had been cleared from the room, and over thirty members of the press were packed inside. To some in the media, it was nothing more than damage control.

      Snatcher Escapes Again! Crime Family Freed! County PD Blunders Six-Year Hunt for Child Predator—were just a few of the most recent Internet banner headlines.

      Lee County PD was in the midst of losing the narrative on the case. Captain Porter was trotted out to stand before the flashing cameras to try to change that. He wore his dress-blue police uniform, complete with pins and badges, and stared into the cameras with all the confidence he could muster.

      Chief Walker stood quietly to the side and gave a knowing nod to Porter before he reached the podium.“Don’t screw this up,” he mouthed.

      Porter stood directly behind the microphones on his podium and looked down at his prepared statements. He brought a fist to his mouth and cleared his throat, looking up at the cameras.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for being here tonight. There have been some developments that we will release in due time. The Lee County Police Department takes full responsibility for the way this case has been, and will continue to be, conducted. As it stands now, we are in pursuit of our number-one suspect, Phillip Anderson, owner and operator of Anderson Auto Salvage. He has been on the run following the discovery of an underground bunker on one of his properties in the Palm Dale area. Investigators believe this to be the place he imprisoned his six young victims, children he abducted with the possible aid of a local mechanic, Ray Gowdy, who is currently in custody.”

      Those listening remained quiet, hungry for information and eager for a new headline. The police officers behind Porter stared ahead—some pensive, others stoic. It was Chief Walker’s idea to have them standing behind Porter as a show of unity. Porter knew, however, that they wouldn’t be able to shield him from the barrage of questions that were to come his way after his prepared statement.
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* * *

      Greg Anderson, the third eldest son, rode home in the back of an unmarked police car with the window down, taking in the nice breeze. Whatever his brother, Phillip, did had paid off. He was a free man, though Greg knew that the damage done to their family name was irreversible.

      His wife, Barbara, worked as a teacher’s aide for the school district. Would she have to quit her job? What was to become of the salvage yard? The police and feds had taken it over and set up camp. Everything was different, all because of their older brother. A man who had singlehandedly sunk their family.

      Greg should have seen it coming. He should have stood up to Phil when he had the chance. But they were all responsible in some way. When it came to drugs, gambling, and racketeering, no one in the family had any trouble taking the money. They were all culpable.

      Phil, however, had taken it too far. The screwed-up bastard had to go after children. Greg always suspected that their parents covered for Phil. They could have stopped him. They should have. He scratched his beard in contemplation as Sergeant Lutz, his escort, kept his eyes on the road. Throughout the drive, they had said little to each other. Suddenly, however, something seemed terribly wrong.

      “Two-two-four, this is Officer Lutz. We’ve got a situation here with some local residents. Requesting immediate backup…”

      “What the hell?” the shaved-headed Lutz said.

      Greg squinted through the windshield. There was a line of cars blocking the rural road ahead. In front of the cars were at least thirty people, standing together, armed with weapons—some with baseball bats and crowbars, others with shotguns and automatics. Lutz was as perplexed as his passenger. He slowed down and turned his dashboard lights on, reminding them that the unmarked Dodge Charger approaching them was police. They didn’t seem to care.

      “Don’t slow down,” Greg said.

      The officer ignored him, further decreasing his speed. The closer they got, the more Greg could see that the roadblock was deliberate. Lutz unclipped his radio mic from the dashboard.

      “Two-two-four, this is Sergeant Lutz. Looks like we’ve got a situation here off old Route 44. Requesting backup.”

      Nervous, Greg leaned back and gripped his seat. He tried the door, but it was locked. “Hey. Hey, Sergeant Lutz!”

      “Quiet down back there,” Lutz said, holding the mic.

      “This is two-two-four, what’s your situation?” a voice asked over the radio.

      The locals were out in full force—both men and women of all ages. They looked angry and riled up. An uproar began among the crowd once the Dodge got closer, people yelling, whistling and brandishing their weapons.

      “Pedestrians intentionally blocking the road,” Lutz responded. “Failure to heed command to clear.”

      What command? Greg thought. It had yet to be given. “Turn around!” he demanded.

      Lutz slowed to a stop a fifty feet from the barricade. The mob immediately moved toward them, their eyes widened with hatred and rage.

      “Are you out of your mind? Turn the fuck around!” Greg shouted.

      “Shut up!” Lutz said, turning his head. He then spoke into his mic. “They’re surrounding the vehicle. We’re outnumbered here. Requesting immediate backup.”

      A rock smashed across the windshield, startling both passengers. The mob encircled the car, hitting the back and side windows with baseball bats, smashing out headlights, taillights, and side windows. Lutz panicked and looked around all sides of the vehicle while unfastening his pistol from its side holster.

      Greg crouched down in the back, covering his face with his arms. “I told you to back up and get us the hell out of here!”

      The officer radioed in for backup again, shifted the car into reverse, and drove backward, though the assaults kept coming. The windows on all sides were cracked and spider-webbed. The front windshield was nearly ready to let go. Some men moved out of the way behind the car, but others jumped on the hood and started to go to town on the rear window.

      Greg slumped farther down into his seat as the relentless pummeling of the windows continued. He looked up to see Lutz pointing his gun toward the back window, where two large men were riding the trunk.

      A tire iron smashed into the windshield. Lutz swerved to the left and slid into a side railing. His head whipped hard against his window. The gun flew out of his hand and into the back seat. Glass from the windshield and rear window exploded into shards. For a moment, everything was still and quiet.

      Greg opened his eyes. Shooting pains wracked his neck and back. The police radio blared with cross-chatter. Lutz snapped out of his daze and tried to shift the car into drive. The mob took no time swarming the car. There was no stopping them. They reached in through the window, unlocked Lutz’s door, swung it open, stuck a gun to his face, and yanked him out.

      Cheering, a group of men threw Lutz onto the road, holding their guns on him. He pleaded, warning them that backup was on the way. The men didn’t seem worried. Theirs was a justice that had existed outside the law for generations.

      Running out of options, Greg grabbed Lutz’s 9mm pistol from the floor and held it up. He looked behind him and saw a man climbing through the back window where it had been smashed out. He fired two shots into the man’s head. The people gasped as the man flew back, slumped over, and rolled off the car. If they were angry before, Greg had seen nothing yet.

      They smashed the remaining windows out of both doors with crowbars. From the floor, Greg tried to hold the gun steady as a bearded man yanked the door next to him open. But before he could fire, he felt an electric shock hit him, throwing him back against the seat as it surged through his body, immobilizing him.

      He screamed out in pain, realizing that a Taser clip had lodged into his chest. His pistol fell to the floor. Hands grabbed him by the ankles and pulled him out of the car in a fury, his head bouncing against the door panel on the way out, and then the ground. He screamed as they dragged him across the pavement on his back, elbows bloodied and bruised, as he tried to dig his heels in. The mob swarmed around him, beating him with sticks, bats, and whatever else they could find. The hits came fast and hard and they wouldn’t stop.

      Sergeant Lutz lay on the ground, unable to do anything but watch as they pulled Greg across the road to the grass on the other side.

      “Where are you taking me?” he shouted.

      “Child killer!” they yelled.

      “Scumbag!”

      “You’re gonna burn in hell!”

      The taunts continued as Greg thrashed and fought. They took him to an open field and propped him next to a tree to finish the job.

      “Better do this before them cops show up!” an urgent voice in the crowd warned them.

      Greg lay in a fetal ball as pain throbbed throughout his body. For a moment, no one said or did anything. He thought they might have finished with him. Then came a blow to his head with a baseball bat. Then another across his back. He screamed out, but gargled blood. A man grabbed his head by the hair and put a rope around his neck. They pulled it tighter, then dragged him by his hands and feet, and then held him upright, leaning against the tree.

      His body folded in half. “Not like this!” Greg pleaded between desperate gasps of air.

      But it was too late. They had gotten this far, and nothing was going to stop them. The faint sirens in the distance were too far away to end it. The rope was flung over his head and tightened around his neck. Someone tossed the other end over a heavy branch as the crowd cheered at a fever pitch. Several men hoisted him up and snapped his neck before he could say another word, leaving him there for all to see.
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      Captain Porter leaned into the microphone to continue his prepared remarks. The room was silent as reporters watched him with veiled skepticism. The department hadn’t had the best record, having twice missed their opportunity to arrest the Snatcher. The result was a public relations nightmare. Porter knew they had to get control of the situation and do it fast. Passing the buck to the feds would do just that.

      “We are currently working in conjunction with the FBI to locate Mr. Anderson as well as keeping his relatives under tight surveillance. And we want to emphasize that there is currently no evidence that links the rest of the Anderson family to the crimes of Phillip Anderson.”

      Chief Walker scanned the room, trying to gauge the mood. Porter was losing them. He sounded too scripted and robotic, yet there was uncertainty in his tone.

      “This man will not get far, as an official manhunt is currently underway.”

      Porter stopped and looked up into the crowd. He adjusted his glasses and pointed at the cameras. “Mark my words. He will be found. Just as our dedicated officers discovered his bunker and rescued Jenny Dawson and Emily Beckett, we will solve this case and bring this man to justice.”

      He paused and shuffled through his notes. The silence in the room was deafening. “I also want to remind you that his crimes stretched far beyond our jurisdiction. He abducted children from other counties as well, and they share the responsibility of bringing him to justice every bit as much as we do.”

      Chief Walker leaned in, put a hand on Porter’s shoulder, and whispered into his ear. The captain nodded and calmed his aggressive tone. “However, we look forward to working with the FBI and locating Mr. Anderson. If you or anyone you know has any information that could lead to the whereabouts of this man, please call the Lee County Police Department immediately.”

      Several reporters suddenly raised their hands, taking Porter by surprise. The questions came one after the other, with no time in between for answers:

      “Can the department verify the last known location of Mr. Anderson?”

      “Can you answer why former police sergeant, Miriam Castillo, was brought in on this case?”

      “Who is the detective currently undergoing surgery?”

      Porter looked around the room, trying to point, but found himself overwhelmed. Chief Walker leaned into his ear again. “Get this room under control!” he forcibly whispered.

      Porter outstretched both arms, moving his hands up and down, tamping the air, asking for quiet. “Ladies and gentlemen, please. One question at a time.”

      The room briefly went quiet. Porter pointed at a female reporter in the front. “Yes. Ms. Lopez…”

      “Captain Porter, what’s your response to the assault against Greg Anderson on Route 44?”

      Stunned, Porter blinked. His slight smile dropped. “Excuse me? What about Greg Anderson?”

      The reporter continued while looking at the screen of her smart phone. “It’s just been reported that the police vehicle escorting Greg Anderson home was attacked and Anderson himself was beaten and lynched.”

      The room gasped as the clamor grew. Porter’s face went pale. He turned and looked at the officers standing behind him. No one seemed to know anything about it. He looked to Chief Walker, whose stoic expression didn’t provide any answers. Most of the reporters were now looking at their phones. Porter leaned close to the microphone, his voice wavering as reporters began talking over each other, demanding answers. “We’re not aware of any assault at the moment.”

      A clamor of side conversations filled the room. Porter tried to take control, but it did no good. The room descended into chaos.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Miriam had been on the road for close to three hours, borrowing Lou’s car for the duration of her travel. He was reluctant to give her the keys, but with everything going on, she convinced him otherwise. “I’ll be back in a few hours,” she told him.

      Any chance that she would make it to Miami before sundown was absurd. But she had hoped that she could race against time. The thought of Ana sitting alone in some abandoned theater, or worse, filled her imagination with terror. There was a good reason for Miriam to believe that Ana wouldn’t be alone. She tried not to think about what her daughter had been through. Her father murdered. Did she know it? Had she seen it? Nothing would ever be the same again for either of them. Freddy’s death hadn’t fully sunk in yet. Nothing really had. All she could concentrate on was getting to Miami and doing whatever Phillip Anderson told her to do. Grieving, coping, and healing could wait.

      Lou had called her phone repeatedly, but she hadn’t answered. She was afraid of talking to anyone for fear that Anderson would find out. Lou had sent her a text about Greg Anderson, furthering her anxiety. The horror of it convinced her she could ignore Lou no more.

      “Where are you?” he asked on the first ring.

      “I’m on the road,” she replied.

      “Nice time to take a drive. We’ve got a major situation here.”

      “I can’t deal with any of that right now,” she said, watching the road. The Homestead exit was only two miles away.

      “They’re putting the Anderson family in protective custody. Walter Anderson’s home was vandalized. His family barely got out of there.”

      “What about the parents?” Miriam asked with urgency.

      “They’re okay. Once Greg was attacked, the squad car escorting his parents came back to the station.”

      “No!” Miriam said.

      “Look, Miriam. I know what you’re thinking. It’s time you bring the FBI in on your daughter’s abduction. You can’t do this on your own.”

      “What happened to Greg Anderson?” Miriam asked, skirting around the notion of accepting FBI assistance.

      “He’s dead,” Lou said. “Bunch of locals blocked off a road. Took Sergeant Lutz out of his car at gunpoint. They hanged Anderson from a tree.”

      Miriam covered her mouth in shock. The world, it seemed, was crumbling around her. Would Phillip retaliate against her? She was so close to Ana she could feel it. He hadn’t called her. Perhaps he didn’t know. Miriam stopped herself. Of course he knew. It was foolish not to prepare herself for the fallout.

      “I did everything he wanted me to!” she said.

      “Huh?” Lou remarked.

      “The bastard who took my daughter.”

      “Is that where you’re going? Miriam, listen to me. Don’t do this on your own. You’re putting yourself in danger and it isn’t going to help anyone.”

      “Lou…” she began. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m already here.”

      “Where?” he asked, frantically.

      “Homestead,” she replied. She couldn’t hold it in any longer. “I’m only here to get Ana, then I’m coming home.”

      “Don’t do this. You can’t trust that psychopath.”

      Miriam glanced at her dashboard. It was 8:30 p.m. She merged onto the Homestead exit. Palm trees lined the side of the road. “I don’t have a choice. Goodbye, Lou. I’ll call you once I have her. Do not tell anyone.”

      She hung up feeling that she had said too much. What was done was done, and she’d have to deal with it. Her Beretta rested in the seat next to her, fully loaded. She’d shoot one hundred men if it meant getting Ana back. The GPS attachment on her dashboard directed her to take her first right.

      The inland community of Homestead was largely agricultural and run-down in many areas. She could see why Anderson picked it. He hadn’t asked for a ransom. Maybe she had done enough to earn her daughter back. Anderson’s unstable, irrational reasoning made little sense to her—it was one of the main reasons she came to the meeting packing.

      She looked at every car driving next to her. Was she being watched? She was five miles from the theater and her heart was racing. He hadn’t called her yet. The silence wasn’t comforting. She had no way of knowing whether Ana was even at the location where she was heading. But she had made her mind up about something. If Phillip was there, she was going to shoot him. Freddy deserved that much.

      She passed a series of hotels and a shopping mall. Her eyes glanced downward at her phone every other second in the off chance that he would call. Then it occurred to her that Phillip Anderson was probably loving every minute of it. He knew that he had her on edge. He was reveling in it. She took a left at a busy intersection, too concerned with the situation at hand to pay attention to landmarks or anything outside of her GPS directions.

      She continued down a narrow road with bland, unoccupied buildings and empty parking lots, many enclosed in chain-link fences. It looked as if the area was being cleared for redevelopment. Construction company signs indicated as much. Miriam was beginning to understand why Anderson had picked this area—there was no one around.

      The GPS indicated the next building on her left. The shuttered theater. She pulled to the side of the road and slowed down, approaching a run-down building, obscured by trees, with a fence around it. The cracked pavement outside was punctuated with weeds growing in the crevices and scattered with litter. A “No Trespassing” sign hung lopsided from the fence. Plywood boarded the windows. A box office was in view below a marquee with the word “Closed” pieced together in crooked letters. There were no other vehicles in sight, and Miriam was panicky. She braked and shut off her headlights. Her cell phone screen remained blank. The Plaza looked deserted, inside and out. Beretta in hand, she took her phone and held it up, waiting.

      She turned and looked at the building, observing. There didn’t even seem to be a way in. Anderson hadn’t specified whether Ana would be inside or outside. Miriam knew nothing. She was completely blind, and if her instincts told her anything, the meet-up looked like an ambush. However, she could wait no longer. Ana needed her.

      A cool breeze hit her face when she opened the car door. Traffic sounded from the intersection down the road. Dogs barked in the distance. A plane flew overhead, its tiny lights blinking. The world was going on just as it always did. No one knew where she was, except Lou, who only had a vague concept. But whoever was in the theater with Ana knew everything, and all too well.

      She crept to the fence, gun drawn, and noticed a large realtor’s sign posted on the fence, indicating that the building was sold. To whom? She wasn’t sure, but she had an awful hunch. She stepped to the six-foot fence and looked beyond its rusty chain links. The air was quiet and still. Nothing looked disturbed or out of the ordinary. It was an abandoned theater, no different from the dilapidated former business district that surrounded it. She grabbed the fence with one hand and looked up. It was a simple enough climb, and there was no point in standing around and waiting for a red carpet.

      With the pistol wedged in her side pocket, Miriam put one foot up in between the links and began climbing the fence. It shook and rattled as she reached the top, placed one leg over, and then climbed down the other side.

      Her shoes hit the pavement and she turned around. The building remained ominously quiet and dark, but as she approached, she saw a door ajar at the side of the box office. She pulled her pistol out in one hand and looked at her phone in the other. A breeze swept through, a cold chill that pushed the creaking door closed.

      Miriam stayed low and hurried toward the building with her eyes intense and focused. As she approached the empty box office, a note taped to the window caught her eye, the handwriting eerily similar to the note left on her kitchen table.

      Miriam, come on in. The water’s fine.

      It was all the confirmation she needed. She put her cell phone in her pocket and held the pistol with both hands and backed against the concrete wall, inching closer to the door. Glass from broken beer bottles littered the ground, shards crunching with every step. The metal door hadn’t shut completely. Her hand went to the door handle and she pulled it open slightly. She peeked inside and only saw darkness.

      “Ana?” she said softly. There was no response.

      She steadied her shaking hand and tried to remain calm despite her heart’s rapid thumping. The only thing left to do was to go inside the darkened lobby. She slipped inside with her police instincts sharp and alert. Her eyes adjusted a bit to the low street light seeping inside, and she moved cautiously, but with the quickness born of experience. There was an empty snack bar across the faded green carpet. Anyone could be hiding anywhere. She backed against the wall to her left and called out for Phillip, ready to face him.

      There was no movement from behind the snack bar and no response. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she noticed a double-door entrance to the theater directly across from her. Both doors were opened a crack, and she could see a flicker of light beckoning her closer. She looked around, holding her pistol up, and then moved across the room in a swift rush.

      The crack revealed a line of candles positioned down the aisle. She pulled one door open and looked inside. There were rows of empty vinyl seats. In front was a large stage with the curtain open.

      “Who’s there?” she called out before entering.

      There was no answer.

      “Enough games already. Where’s my daughter?” she asked with as forceful a tone as she could muster. The silence was frightening. She held her Beretta tightly and moved down the aisle, alongside the candles whose flames wavered as she passed. A man dressed in black suddenly stepped out on stage left, startling her.

      He was slim, with long hair past his shoulders and empty, sunken eyes. Miriam took a step back and raised her pistol. Amused, he smiled, exposing crooked teeth.

      “’Bout time you showed up,” he said, looking at his wristwatch. It wasn’t Phillip Anderson, it was someone else. A man she had never seen before.

      “Where is she?” she asked with the pistol aimed ten feet from the stage.

      The man put his hand up in a halting gesture. “Let’s not do anything rash here. I have the girl as promised. Please lower your gun.”

      He didn’t appear to be armed, but Miriam wouldn’t put anything past them. “You work for Anderson?” she asked, searching the stage for anyone else. “Is he here?”

      “I do,” he said. “And no, he’s not here, but that’s of little concern. Now lower the gun.”

      She brought the pistol down but maintained a tight grip. “Okay.” She looked behind her, just to be sure. There were only empty seats and candles dripping wax onto both aisles. She turned back to the man. “I came here to get my daughter. That’s all I want. I’ve been more than cooperative.” In vain, she tried to keep from pleading.

      “We know that. It’s just… there have been some complications.”

      Miriam felt both rage and fear at the man’s stalling, though she thought it best to play dumb. “What complications?”

      The man smiled and rubbed his chin. “Surely you’ve heard by now. All that time on the road to yourself. You must have flipped on the radio and heard the news.”

      Miriam stared ahead with a blank expression. “I didn’t hear anything. Where is my daughter?”

      “I’m afraid there’s been a change of plans.”

      Miriam’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

      The man’s cold eyes indicated nothing beyond his demands. “Put your gun on the floor first.”

      Miriam took a few more steps back, scanning the area. “Why would I do that?”

      The man looked to his side backstage as though someone was there. He then turned back to Miriam, displaying concern. “Frankly, I don’t want to get shot. And neither does your daughter.”

      Miriam shook her head and then crouched to the ground, placing the pistol at her feet. She stood up and held her arms out with a shrug.

      “That’s better,” the man said. He turned and signaled to the backstage area. “Go ahead and bring her out!”

      Miriam’s heart stopped. She wanted to leap onto the stage, take Ana into her arms, and run out of the theater without looking back. She was close. Two armed men, dressed all in black, appeared from the shadows backstage escorting a child in between them. Miriam gasped. The child’s head was covered by a burlap sack.

      “Take that bag off her head!” she shouted.

      The man raised his arm, brushing away her protests. “Calm down. It’s only necessary.” Miriam grew incensed at the sight of the AR-15 rifles in both men’s hands. “Let her go, you bastards!”

      The two men stopped in the center of the stage near the talker, with the hooded girl between them wearing a pink Hello Kitty shirt and blue jeans.

      The talker clapped his hands together and rocked back and forth on his heels. “You’ll be reunited with your daughter soon enough, but in light of recent events, Mr. Anderson has changed the terms.”

      Miriam scowled. “I’m not interested. Enough games! I came here for one thing—”

      “He has invited you to be a guest at his safe house. Both you and Ana,” the man said.

      She shook her head in disbelief. “That’s not happening.” She looked beyond the men to where his armed buddies stood. “Ana. Come here now. We’re leaving.”

      The girl stepped forward. The men grabbed her arms and pulled her back.

      “Don’t touch her!” Miriam shouted, falling to her knees. “How much is he paying you? Don’t any of you have families? Children?”

      The talker shook his head, not responding. He turned around and signaled for the men to take the girl away. As they began to pull her, Miriam leapt to her feet.

      “Wait!” she shouted.

      The men halted, maintaining their grip on the frightened girl’s arms.

      The talker continued. “He expected that news of this new arrangement wouldn’t go over too well, but this is what you need to understand.” He stopped speaking and took a few steps forward. “His brother, Greg, was attacked by angry locals. Murdered in cold blood.”

      Miriam’s eyes widened as she maintained her bluff that all of this was news to her.

      “His parents were taken back to the station. Walter and Jake are in protective custody as well. This is not what Mr. Anderson wanted.”

      As her eyes welled up, she tried her best to hold back tears. “What does any of this have to do with me and my daughter?”

      “Mr. Anderson is very concerned. As a result, he would like to discuss his options with you. He needs an insider. Someone he can strategize with.”

      Miriam attempted to look beyond the man and get a better look at her daughter. She glanced down at the pistol at her feet. Given the right moment, she felt confident that she could take out the three men on stage without endangering Ana.

      “This is really for the best,” the talker said. “He needs you. Now step away from your gun and go ahead and come on stage. No one has to get hurt.”

      Miriam paused as the room went silent.

      “You can come willingly, or we’ll have to use force. The choice is yours,” he said.

      Miriam looked down at her feet. It was her last chance.

      “Deal?” he asked.

      Miriam did the math in her head: three men total, possibly more. The risks were numerous, but she also knew that by surrendering herself, she and Ana were probably as good as dead.

      “Yes,” she said. “But on one condition…”

      She paused. The talker put his hands on his hips, waiting.

      Miriam pointed past him. “Take that bag off her head.”

      He smiled and then turned his head slightly toward the back of the stage—just the opportunity she needed. Miriam fell on one knee, grabbed the pistol, and aimed ahead at the first armed man to Ana’s left.

      She fired one shot into his neck. The blast was loud and alarming. The first gunman hit the floor, gurgling and holding his throat as blood rushed down his black shirt.

      The long-haired talker stumbled back, wide-eyed and astonished. The moment their eyes met, Miriam fired two shots, blowing holes in his chest. He collapsed against the stage as the remaining bearded gunman pushed Ana to the ground, raised his rifle, and fired toward the auditorium.

      Miriam hit the ground as bullets zipped by over her head, turning the vinyl seats into Swiss cheese. She fell flat on her stomach and rolled to the front of the stage, out of sight.

      “You gonna die, you crazy bitch!” he shouted, stampeding toward her, firing multiple shots all around. Hunched down, Miriam could see shell casings gathered at her feet. Each blast was louder than the other. Her legs were shaking. The man was close. For one second, his firing stopped, and she knew exactly what to do.

      With the adrenaline of a locomotive, Miriam jumped up and fired one clean shot straight through his forehead. He jolted back and then hit the stage with a violent thud. Miriam spun around, looking to see if there were any more shooters. Everything was quiet except for the muffled cries of a petrified girl.

      “Ana!” Miriam said. “I’ll be right there, baby!” She climbed onto the stage and sprinted forward, past the bodies and to the center of the stage where the girl stood, frozen.

      “Everything is going to be all right. I’m here now.” She touched the girl’s shoulders and squeezed. The girl flinched, her shoulders shaking. The sack was tied at her neck. Miriam’s hands went for the string, tugging at it. “I’m going to take this off now,” said Miriam. “Don’t worry.”

      She yanked it loose and then carefully lifted the bag up. A mass of blond hair fell into the girl’s sobbing face. Confused, Miriam pulled her closer. Ana didn’t have blonde hair. Her hair was black. She parted the girl’s hair and saw a face that wasn’t her daughter’s. Miriam froze as her heart sank. The girl’s blue eyes were red with tears. Her face was dirty, and her clothes—on closer inspection—were torn and dirty. The surreal sight had Miriam at a loss, struck with disappointment and anguish. Nonetheless, she crouched down, pulled the girl close, and spoke to her gently and reassuringly.

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      She pulled back and held the girl by the shoulders, examining her. “What’s your name?”

      “Allison,” the girl said meekly.

      “Allison, I’m going to get you out of here.” She stood up and took the girl by the hand. “Follow me. We’ll get you home. Where do you live?”

      “Miami,” the girl answered with a vapid stare. They began walking as Miriam urged her not to look at the ground. Just as they passed the talker’s body, his cell phone started ringing in his suit jacket.

      Miriam stopped. “Wait one minute, honey. Just stand right here for me and don’t look at any of the men.” She turned Allison to the wall, stage right, and moved swiftly over to where the long-haired talker lay, another fresh corpse who died a pointless death. She winced as she reached into his blood-soaked pants pocket to retrieve a small flip phone. There was a number displayed—indicating a Lee County area code. It was a long shot, but she had little recourse.

      She opened the phone and held it to her ear, saying nothing.

      “What’s the story? You bring her back here yet?” a voice—ominous and familiar—asked.

      Miriam didn’t respond.

      “Cat got your tongue? Gimme an update,” he asked.

      “They’re dead,” she answered.

      A pause, and then a halting response from the other end.

      “Miriam?”

      “You lied to me,” she said. “Where is my daughter?”

      Clearly taken off guard, Phillip stumbled over his words. “How—what happened there? Where’s Milo?”

      “If this is his phone, I shot him. Who is Allison, and where’s Ana?”

      Phillip sighed. “That’s too bad. I was hoping you’d play ball.”

      “I had nothing to do with what happened to your brother. Give me Ana, and you’ll never have to deal with me again.”

      “Oh, Miriam. What kind of leverage do you think you have here?”

      “Where are you?” she asked.

      He laughed again. “You had a chance to find out, but you’d rather shoot my friends instead. There’s going to be a price to pay for that.”

      Desperate, Miriam couldn’t suppress her anguish no longer. “Give her back, you son of a bitch!”

      “Tell you what. You want Ana so bad, come and get her. I want to see what a good cop you really were. You have twenty-four hours.”

      “I wouldn’t even know where to start. Enough!” she shouted.

      “Start at the beginning, and go from there. I’ve escaped you twice, Miriam. Let’s see if you’re up for it this time.”

      An avalanche of tears rushed down her face. “Please don’t do this. I’m not…”

      “You’re not what?” he asked.

      “I’m not a good cop. I’m nobody. All I have left is Ana, and you can’t take her—”

      “You’ve ruined my life, Miriam, and it’s only fair that I repay the favor.” He stopped, letting out another sigh. “But I’m giving you a chance here. Everyone deserves a chance. Even you.”

      Miriam held the phone away from her ear and examined the number again. She then looked to Allison, who stood facing the wall. “What happens when I find you?”

      “Then we can talk about where to go from there. Who knows, maybe you’ll learn that I’m not such a bad guy after all.”

      He ended the call abruptly, without any final words or directives. The dial tone sounded. Miriam held the phone away from her ear again, examining the screen. There had to be something she was missing. She needed a clue. Some kind of hint. Lou’s words about going at it alone came back to her. He was right.

      She put the cell phone in her pocket and then knelt down next the talker, searching for a wallet or some kind of identification. He had nothing. She rose and walked over to Allison, taking her by the shoulders and turning her around to face her.

      “It’s okay now. We can go.”

      Allison looked up at her with a distant stare. Whatever she had been through, Miriam was certain that it was traumatic. She held the girl’s hand as they walked down the steps of the stage to the aisle where a few candles still burned.

      “Allison, I’m going to ask you something. Are you listening?” Miriam said.

      “Uh-huh,” she answered, nodding.

      “Did you see a girl named Ana? Wherever you were being held. Did you see her?”

      “Yeah,” the girl said.

      A rush of relief came over Miriam.

      “Okay. I need to know everything about the place you were taken. Any details.”

      “I want my mommy,” the girl replied.

      “I know, honey. And we’ll take you right to her. In the meantime, you have to tell me everything you know.”

      Allison said nothing in return. Miriam understood that it would be difficult to probe her in such a way, but there was no other choice. The key to finding Ana was there, somewhere in Allison’s recollections. And Miriam wasn’t prepared to rest until she got the answers. She was a mom and she would figure out how to do it, hopefully without causing Allison any more pain.
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      Trapped in the basement, Ana wasn’t alone for very long before another girl, close to her in age, was brought in to keep her company. Her name was Allison and she was from Miami. She had been abducted while playing in her front yard. The bad man hadn’t done it. He never left the house. He had someone else do it. Allison was nine and in the fourth grade. She was terrified, but relieved to find another girl just like her was also being held and seemed to be mostly okay.

      “What do they want with us?” she asked Ana.

      “I don’t know,” Ana said. Her face was bruised and she hesitated telling the girl how she got them. Allison looked scared enough.

      “How many people did you see?” Ana asked. It had been hours since her capture, and she had yet to see anything beyond the basement. It was all too clear why there was an empty bucket in the room. Whoever was holding her had no intention of letting them see beyond the walls.

      Allison, however, was privy to more information. Her abductor—a bearded man who smelled funny—hadn’t used any chemicals to knock her out. He simply grabbed her, threw her in a van, and tied her up.

      “The man blindfolded me,” she replied. “I couldn’t see anything.

      Ana placed a comforting hand on Allison’s. “Allison, listen to me. We have to get out of here. I don’t know who these people are or what they want, but we need to find a way out.” She stopped talking, silenced by footsteps above.

      With the dilapidated state of the basement they were being held in, and the moldering smell of earth and leaves, Ana guessed they were in some kind of cabin, likely some place in the deep woods. She could hear muffled voices talking now above them. And the footsteps were coming from multiple places, telling her that there were more people than she initially believed.

      “How did they get you?” Allison asked.

      Ana wasn’t sure where to begin. She rubbed her forehead; she felt sore all over. Her ribs throbbed with pain from the fall down the stairs. She was lucky to be alive, she assumed. It hurt to think. It hurt to breathe.

      “It’s hard to remember. I… I think this guy just came in my house and had some kind of rag that he put over my face.”

      Ana stopped and looked up at the ceiling as the footsteps continued. “Allison, have you ever heard of the Snatcher?”

      Allison gave her a funny look and shrugged. “No. Who’s that?”

      “He’s a bad man who kidnaps kids. There were like five girls he kidnapped. I think that’s who took us.”

      Allison covered her mouth in fear. “Oh no. What are we going to do?” She began to cry.

      Ana took her hand and squeezed. “We stick together, no matter what.”

      The muffled conversation got louder upstairs. Someone was angry. They froze and listened. A loud crash was followed by glass shattering.

      “What do you mean Greg’s dead?” a man’s voice shouted. “How the fuck did that happen?”

      “Mr. Anderson, please,” another voice said.

      “Where the hell are my parents?” the man asked.

      “I think they’re in protective custody right now.”

      “And my other brothers?”

      “Jake and Walter were taken back to the station.”

      Another loud crash rattled the ceiling. It seemed as though the man had just turned over a table. Allison winced and wrapped her arms around Ana, hiding her face.

      “It’s okay,” Ana said, brushing back the girl’s blonde hair. “Don’t be scared.”

      All the commotion and yelling suddenly stopped. Ana kept her head tilted up, staring at the ceiling. They remained in the corner near the mattress, with the side of the stairs in view. Upstairs, the man paced and continued talking. Ana could recognize his harsh voice as belonging to the large man who had hit her and thrown her down the stairs, and every time he talked, she got chills.

      “Okay. Take the other girl to her. This whole thing is messed up beyond belief.”

      “Then what?” another man asked.

      “Once she lets her guard down, you get that bitch and bring her to me.”

      “I don’t understand why you’re wasting your time with this broad. You have half the damn state looking for you right now.”

      “Excuse me?” the man shouted. “I’m not paying for your worldly advice, I pay you to act.”

      “All right, Phil. Damn, man. I get it.”

      Their conversation ceased as footsteps sounded outside. Ana remained still, so still she could hear her own breathing. Allison had buried herself in Ana’s side. Who were they talking about up there? What did any of it mean?

      “Next time anyone comes down here, we have to try to make a run for it,” Ana said.

      Allison looked up. “How?”

      “He’s big. We can outrun him.”

      Allison studied Ana’s bruised face and nervously broached the question. “Did he do that to you?”

      Ana paused and nodded. “Only because I hit him on the head with a shovel.”

      Ana smiled. “You did?”

      “Yep. And I almost made it out, but the door was locked.”

      There was a shared confidence between the two girls. They were complete strangers, but in that moment, Ana felt closer to her than any other girl she had ever known. Footsteps suddenly sounded. The same thumping boots Ana knew belonged to the bad man. To their immediate despair, they heard the basement door open. Allison squeezed Ana tightly and began to sniffle and cry.

      “Shhh,” Ana said. “Don’t be afraid.” It was hard advice to follow considering her own creeping terror. A pair of black boots came trudging down the stairs, followed by someone wearing sneakers and blue jeans. Ana tried to stand, but Allison was clinging to her. “Come on. We have to make a run for it.”

      Allison shook her head, her eyes clenched shut and tears rolling down her cheeks. It was too late. The man had reached the bottom of the stairs, holding a tote bag in his hands. Any signs of Bobby were gone, replaced by the man’s reddened, leering face.

      Ana looked up, making eye contact with him, against all her better instincts. For a moment he just stood there and stared, saying nothing. The top of his head was bandaged with a bloodstained cloth that ran across his graying hair, giving Ana a brief moment of satisfaction.

      He walked over to the huddled girls and tossed the tote bag onto the floor. Looking at Ana, he spoke. “I took these clothes from your room, but plans have changed.”

      Ana looked away, saying nothing as Allison buried her face into her chest.

      “You there,” the man said, pointing to Allison. “What’s your name again?”

      Allison didn’t respond beyond a few faint whimpers.

      “Her name is Allison. Now what do you want?” Ana said with as much anger as she dared to muster. It was what her mother would have told her to do: show strength.

      The man disregarded her insolence and squatted near them, knees cracking. “Allison,” he began in a calm tone. “I need you to change into the clothes in this bag.” He pulled out a Hello Kitty shirt and held it up. Ana noticed dirt stains all over it that weren’t there before.

      “What’d you do to my clothes?” she asked.

      “We have to make sure that Ana looks the part,” he responded.

      “She’s not going anywhere,” Ana said, staring him down. It was a bold move, but the man wasn’t in any mood to argue. Without hesitation, he wound his hand back and smacked Ana in the face, sending a shock through her body as she cried out and fell back against the wall. Allison screamed out and started to cry, clinging more tightly to Ana. Ana freed one of her arms and felt her face as white spots danced in front of her eyes and in the air all around her.

      “You shut your mouth,” the man said. He then tossed the shirt to Allison, followed by a pair of jeans. His knees cracked again as he stood up, towering over them.

      “Let’s go, Allison,” he said with his hand out.

      Allison held on to Ana, looking away from the man.

      “I’m not going to ask again,” he said, balling his fists.

      “Do it,” Ana said softly into her ear. “Take the chance to leave while you can.”

      The man nodded in agreement. “Now that, I can agree with. Listen to her, Allison.”

      But Allison further attached herself to Ana, refusing to leave. The man shook his head in disappointment and sighed.

      “Very well. You leave me little choice.”

      He swooped down, clutching her legs by the ankles, and then jerked her upward. Allison screamed as he yanked her away from Ana and dragged her across the cold, concrete floor.

      “You girls have to take the fun out of everything,” he moaned. He stopped and picked Allison up, throwing her over his shoulder as she screamed and cried.

      Ana stood and rushed over, hitting his legs. “Leave her alone!”

      

      He walked away and continued up the stairs, ignoring the blows.

      “Let her go!” Ana screeched at the top of her lungs.

      The man stopped in the middle of the stairs and looked down at her. “I’ll deal with you later.” His boots clomped back up the stairs as he carried a flailing Allison with one arm.

      Ana ran up the stairs, chasing after them as the door slammed shut. Allison’s faint cries from outside the room continued. Ana stared at the door, trying to conceive a plan. She thought of her parents and how worried they must be about her. Her mother would want her to fight—to do everything she could to get free. At that moment, she was more than certain that if she didn’t escape soon, she was never going to make it out alive.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Miriam fled Homestead in Lou's Crown Victoria with heightened urgency. Allison swayed in the passenger seat, clinging to her armrest. The car was going at least twenty miles over the speed limit on the interstate, but she couldn’t have cared less. Her mind bolted in a hundred directions as the paramount task of finding Ana in time sent her emotions spinning. Of course she had to return the girl to her parents—that much was clear.

      But Allison was also crucial to any chance she had in playing and winning Phillip Anderson’s game. They pulled up to a darkened rest stop off the interstate where Miriam took a deep breath and tried to get her thoughts together. She had killed three men and would have to alert the authorities.

      There was also Lou. She would need to bring him up to speed. She needed help. She needed every tool at her disposal. Through it all, she had overlooked one main element: Allison’s fragile condition. The girl needed to be admitted to the hospital, to make sure that she was okay. Allison was reticent about what had happened to her, and Miriam had yet to broach the subject in full. They parked next to a restroom, one of the few vacant spots in a lot filled with eighteen-wheel semi-trucks. She turned to Allison and began probing, her voice soft and gentle.

      “Just bear with me for a moment, Allison. There’s a lot we have to do.” She pulled out her cell phone and handed it to the girl. “But first, I want you to call your parents and tell them that you’re okay. Then let me talk to them.”

      “I don’t know her number,” Allison said with a tinge of shame. “On my phone, it’s just Mom.”

      “Okay,” Miriam said. “We need to get you to a hospital and have you checked out.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, almost too soon.

      Miriam leaned closer to her and brushed back the girl’s hair. “That’s good to hear, but we have to make sure. We’re going to catch the man who kidnapped you, and we need to make sure that no stone is left unturned.”

      “I just want to go home,” she said, looking down.

      “We will,” Miriam said. “But my daughter is still out there. Ana. You talked about her. I need to get her back from the same man who took you. You can help me with that, right?”

      Allison nodded with a sniffle. She rubbed her nose and looked at Miriam, glazed sadness in her eyes. “She tried to help me. We were going to escape.”

      “I know you were. And now we have to do everything we can to rescue her. Understand?”

      Allison nodded again.

      “Can you think of anyone to call? Any numbers?”

      Allison looked up, thinking. “I don’t know.”

      Miriam masked her disappointment and moved on. “We’ll go to Miami and find a hospital from there.” She took her phone and rested it in the middle console. Her fingers traced along the GPS screen affixed to the dashboard. “What school do you go to? I’ll look for it on here.”

      “Melrose Elementary,” she answered.

      Miriam typed it in and a location popped up, only twenty miles away. She then did a search for hospitals in the Miami-Dade area.

      “You’re doing fine, Allison,” Miriam said. “Just hang in there and we’ll find your parents.”

      She backed out of the parking space, stopped, and reached into her pocket. The Beretta was still warm there. She grabbed her phone and scrolled through the contacts, stopping at Lou. He wouldn’t believe her, not right away. And once he did, he’d simply admonish her for going into such a situation without backup. Either way, she needed him. The crisis had escalated beyond her control. They coasted back onto the interstate, headed for the Mercy Hospital in Miami-Dade, some twenty-five miles away. She called Lou and held the phone against her ear.

      Twenty-four hours, she thought to herself.

      Miriam hadn’t slept in days, it seemed, and it was certain to be a long night. Did she even have a chance? Why would Phillip Anderson make it possible to find him? Little made sense, and she was quickly losing control of the situation. Lou could help get her mind right, that was if he’d answer his phone. The call went to voicemail, and Miriam left a message.

      “Hey, I need you to call me back as soon as you get this message. It’s important. Thanks.”

      She hung up and set her phone down, wondering what he was tied up with. Palm Dale was the farthest thing from her mind. The situation there was scary—vigilante justice, in-fighting among jurisdictions, the FBI, the Andersons, and the news media.

      Though things weren’t much better at her house in Sarasota either. She had hastily fled a crime scene amid hordes of news cameras crowded outside on her lawn. Then it became clear as day: Her attempts to slip away and start a new life for the past year had failed. She was back in the spotlight again. This was also evident by the number of missed calls on her phone, many from unrecognizable numbers.

      They traveled north for about twenty minutes as Miriam scanned the radio for any recent developments. She found hip-hop, classic rock, and salsa stations, but no news. It was almost a relief to her. Allison had remained quiet for the most part, and the small talk they tried to engage in was limited and strained. She was tired. Probably hungry too. Miriam didn’t want to push her too much in her current state.

      “Hungry?” she asked finally. “We could stop at McDonalds or something if you’d like.”

      Allison stared out the window in a daze as they passed a series of gas stations and fast food restaurants on the busy highway. “Not really,” she responded.

      “You’re going to eat once we get to the hospital, okay? That’s non-negotiable.”

      Allison shrugged. Ahead, a few blocks down on their right, was a large, bright, four-story building complex with signs pointing every which way and palm trees symmetrically planted along every road. The hospital was in view. Miriam began to feel a little better. Allison could get the care she needed, and Miriam could possibly get answers. As they pulled into the busy patient lot, her cell phone rang with yet another number she didn’t recognize. This time, out of sheer curiosity, she answered it.

      “Ms. Castillo?” an eager man’s voice asked.

      “Yes?”

      “This is Agent Nettles with the FBI—”

      “How’d you get my number?” She was glad to hear from them but also highly skeptical.

      “We’re FBI, ma’am. It isn’t very hard.”

      She wanted to speak to Lou. “Where’s Detective Albini?”

      Nettles paused. She could hear a dozen other side conversations around him and didn’t envy him one bit. “Uh. He should be around here somewhere. But I didn’t call to talk about him. I’m calling to get an update from you.”

      “An update?” she asked, searching for parking.

      “No one has seen or heard from you in hours. I’m getting calls about a crime scene in Sarasota. Your face is all over the news. Greg Anderson gets beaten and hung from a tree. And the Snatcher is still loose. Ms. Castillo, we’re in a world of shit right now.”

      “I have a situation of my own here,” she responded, pulling into a space at the end of the third lane down.

      “Oh yeah?” Nettles said.

      “That’s right,” she said.

      “Are we going to have to put an APB out on you as well?” he asked.

      “Not necessary. I’m at Mercy Hospital in Miami-Dade County.”

      Apparently flummoxed, Nettles didn’t immediately respond. “What are you doing there?”

      “I’m with a young girl. Her name is Allison, and she just might be the key in getting to Phillip Anderson.”

      Nettles was demanding and pushy. “How… what is going on? What have you gotten yourself into?”

      “I need help, Agent Nettles,” she said. “I need all I can get if I ever want to see my daughter again.”
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      Miriam parked near the emergency room and then took Allison by the hand and walked through the automatic double doors. In their haste, they passed doctors, nurses, patients, and staff. She checked Allison in at the front desk, describing the matter as one of a delicate nature.

      “I’ll need the number to the sheriff’s department as well, please.”

      After getting Allison admitted, Miriam did her best to explain the situation to the front desk and subsequently, the doctors and nurses. A bald-headed Indian man with a thin mustache, a Dr. Aji Bhandari, introduced himself as the attending physician. He was dressed in a white coat and carrying a clipboard, and jotted a few notes as he talked with Miriam and a nurse checked Allison’s vitals in a closed patient’s room. Miriam explained Allison’s condition as best she could: psychological trauma and perhaps physical abuse. Dr. Bhandari nodded but showed no reaction.

      “Once the police get here, I need them to track her parents and bring them here as well.”

      “Why did you not go to the police first?” he asked. “This man, you say, is still out there.”

      Miriam signaled the doctor to the side and spoke softly. “She’s been through enough as it is. I need to get her in a relaxed setting, have her checked for injuries, and find out what she knows about the man who kidnapped her.”

      “So you’re a cop?” he asked.

      “I used to be,” she said. “This girl is part of something big that stretches far beyond this county and the next. The FBI will be here soon as well.”

      Dr. Bhandari’s eyes widened. “The FBI?”

      She looked at him with an earnest nod and spoke quietly as the nurse pumped the Velcro band wrapped tightly around Allison’s skinny arm. “We’re going to need a room where we won’t be disturbed. Some place where we can check her for injuries and let her get some rest.”

      Dr. Bhandari pressed his lips together and looked around the room. He wasn’t pleased. “Maybe you’d have better luck at the police station. We’re running a hospital here, and while I respect the situation, we simply don’t have the resources to facilitate this investigation.”

      “You’ve heard of the Snatcher, right?” Miriam asked, stopping him.

      Dr. Bhandari thought to himself. “Yes…”

      “And you may or may not have heard that there’s a manhunt for him throughout South Florida.”

      Dr. Bhandari held his hands out at his sides in a gesture of futility. “I heard of him, but did not know about any manhunt.”

      “This girl,” Miriam began, pointing to the side. “She escaped from wherever he was hiding. And she’s our only chance of finding him.”

      “I understand that, but—”

      Miriam folded her hands together. “So please… work with me here.” She held back from going into too many details involving Ana or anything else, but her intensity convinced Dr. Bhandari that she meant business.

      “Okay,” the doctor said. “We’ll assign her a room.”

      

      The hospital soon had its share of law enforcement as a dozen county sheriff’s department personnel convened in the lobby and some upstairs, responding quickly after Miriam placed the call for help. The crowd grew even larger when the FBI arrived on the scene via helicopter, followed by several Lee County investigators, including Lou.

      Then followed Allison’s parents, Jack and Shelly Clifton, who had arrived disheveled and distraught. They had filed a police report after their daughter disappeared while playing in the yard, and they looked both terrified and happy.

      Allison’s room had been cleared, leaving authorities to loiter in the brightly lit hall outside, discussing their next move, while Allison sat upright in her bed on the other side of the closed door, alone with her parents. Dr. Bhandari looked overwhelmed by the assemblage of police and FBI but attempted to stay focused and inform Miriam of Allison’s shifting condition.

      “No signs of physical damage or trauma,” he continued, reading from his clipboard. “She had an acute level of dehydration, coupled with a bad level of shock.”

      “So he never touched her?” Miriam asked.

      Dr. Bhandari looked up with a brow raised as Detective Nettles and Lou approached from the side, listening.

      “There are… no signs of physical abuse or trauma, like I said,” he continued.

      Miriam thought to herself, then asked the doctor what he recommended.

      “A good night’s sleep and plenty of liquids. Some food would be nice too…” he paused.

      “She’s not eating?” Miriam asked. She recalled Allison turning down McDonalds—almost unheard of for a child.

      Dr. Bhandari shifted impatiently as though he had a million other places to be. “Her parents are trying their best right now.”

      Miriam peeked inside Allison’s room, beyond the blinds, and could see Allison on her bed with a plate of food on a tray. Her mother held a fork and was trying to feed her. Her father stood over them both, brushing back her hair with his hand. She reluctantly opened her mouth and took a bite.

      “How long was she in captivity?” Agent Nettles asked, cutting in.

      Dr. Bhandari looked around as a nurse approached, urgently calling his name.

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Miriam said, ending their conversation, having learned what she needed to know and noticing how busy he was. He nodded and disappeared on to his next patient or issue.

      Miriam turned to Nettles. He was a young agent, maybe even younger than she was. He had an unappealing cockiness, but if he could bring the FBI effectively into the fray, she’d take whatever she could get. Lou had said little since showing up. Miriam suspected that he was still peeved at her for going it alone earlier that day. She had a lot of explaining to do.

      Miriam told him and Nettles about Allison’s abduction. “She was reported missing earlier today around 2:00 p.m., after coming home from school.”

      With a dazed, beleaguered look, Lou rubbed his hands through his hair with an exhausted sigh. “Holy crap. What day is this?”

      “Friday,” Nettles said. His eyes remained on Miriam. “Then what?”

      Miriam tugged at the ends of her jacket, growing tired of recounting the story again. But Nettles needed to hear every detail, and she was ready to work together as a team to bring down the Snatcher once and for all. “Police estimate that she was in captivity for six to seven hours. Where she was held, no one knows. She was thrown in a van and blindfolded by a man who doesn’t fit Phillip Anderson’s description.”

      “So he’s got other guys doing this for him?” Lou asked.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” Miriam said. “Ray Gowdy? Remember?”

      Moving on, Nettles leaned in closer to interrogate her. “And these men you met. They tried to kill you?”

      Miriam nodded. “I believed my life was in danger, yes.”

      Struggling, Lou scratched his head again. “I don’t get it. Why would he go through all the trouble to trot out some decoy if he was just going to kill you?”

      “He wanted to take me prisoner. Those were his new terms if I was to ever see my daughter again.”

      Nettles and Lou exchanged glances, then looked back at her.

      “So you shot all three men, just like that?”

      Miriam’s face hardened, showing no remorse. “They had that little girl wearing a bag. I thought…”

      “You thought it was Ana,” Lou said, answering for her.

      She bit her bottom lip, nodding, then clenched her eyes shut and covered her face with her hands.

      “It’s all right,” Nettles said calmly. “We’re going to find this guy. What choice do we have now? It’s a complete shit show at your station, and we’ve got a massacre at some abandoned theater and a wanted man on the loose. What’s not to love about this case?”

      Miriam smiled slightly, choking back tears.

      “You couldn’t leave one of those guys alive?” Lou asked. “You know, that would have made our jobs a lot easier.” He seemed a tad upset, and Miriam could understand. With her daughter’s life on the line, she wasn’t the easiest person to work with.

      “I didn’t mean to kill them all,” she said innocently.

      Nettles shook his head and pointed at her. “We need to get you to a shrink.”

      Lou and Miriam both laughed nervously. The hallway, recently filled with lawmen, began to clear out as the Miami-Dade officers considered their job more or less done.

      A separate FBI team had taken control of the crime scene at the theater. They had been in regular contact with Nettles and when pressed by Miriam for information, he offered a blunt assessment.

      “No ID was recovered on any of the bodies, but we’re fairly certain that they were contract men.”

      “Hired guns,” Lou added.

      “And there’s probably a lot more where those came from.”

      “I thought that his assets were frozen,” Miriam said.

      “We did too,” Nettles said. “Looks like he’d hidden at least one account beforehand. This wily wacko is on the run.”

      Lou turned to Miriam, notepad in hand and in full detective mode. “So he called you after the, uh, shoot-out?”

      Miriam reached into her jacket pocket. “Not quite.” She pulled out the ringleader’s flip phone, caked in dried blood. “He called one of the men I shot.”

      Both Lou and Nettles seemed surprised. Lou turned back to Miriam. “Evidence from a crime scene? Miriam, you should know better.”

      She handed it to him. “It’s all yours. I’m sure you can have a team extract whatever info’s on it.”

      Nettles studied them both while rolling up the sleeves of his white button-down shirt. An ID badge hung around his neck, dangling in front of his red tie. He breathed heavily, deep in thought, then touched Miriam’s arm like a concerned father.

      “This is what we’re going to do. We take you into another room and deputize you immediately—FBI assistant, sheriff’s deputy, I don’t give a shit. You’re getting in way too deep.”

      “You almost got yourself killed back there,” Lou added judgmentally.

      Miriam could do without the lecture, but personal pride was the least concerning thing on her mind. She needed them.

      “We know why you did it,” Nettles said. “But maybe Captain Porter was right when he said you need to step back from this.”

      “Get your head above the water,” Lou said, chiming in.

      “I’ve never been more focused,” Miriam said. She pointed past them to the window where Allison lay in bed with her parents sitting beside her. “That girl is the only hope we have. At this point, Phillip Anderson wouldn’t risk getting caught in order to play out his hand. Whether it’s twenty-four, forty-eight, or ninety-six hours, this is just another part of his game.”

      Lou and Nettles listened attentively, waiting for her to reach the conclusion of her thoughts.

      “But what if we tricked him?” she asked. They waited for more details, as though Miriam were calling the shots. Maybe she was. “We play along. Step by step.” She looked past Nettles and Lou, down the hall. “Where’s that lawyer? Kershner?”

      Lou huffed and cleared his throat. “He’s currently cozying up to the relatives, making sure their civil liberties are being protected,” he said with air quotes at the end.

      “We need to talk to him,” Miriam said. “For any of the plan to work.” She excused herself to use the restroom, leaving Nettles and Lou to ponder the specifics of the plan. Whatever it was, they shared the ominous premonition that more carnage was soon to follow.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They reconvened in Allison’s room as she lay in bed, resting, her two concerned parents sitting by her bed keeping careful watch. A few hours had passed, enough for her to get some sleep. Miriam stood at the end of the bed, cognizant of the parents’ watchful observation. They didn’t want Allison pushed too much—that much they made clear. They were prepared to give the authorities a brief window for questioning—not to exceed twenty minutes—and then she was to be left alone.

      Miriam agreed to the terms, along with Nettles and Lou. Everything was riding on whatever vague recollections of her experience Allison could give them. From the onset, she wasn’t much of a talker. While waiting, Miriam had taken the time to be deputized as a probationary agent.

      The FBI had kept a tight lid on the theater shooting, while all of the focus of the news media remained on the debacle in Lee County and the search for the lawless mob who had murdered Greg Anderson.

      Nettles and Lou sat near the other side of the bed, opposite the parents, with their notepads out, ready to take notes. Miriam, it was decided, would do most of the talking, as Allison was already familiar with her. One of the nurses brought ice cream for Allison and handed it to her with a smile.

      Allison had loosened up considerably over the past few hours. The presence of her parents and comfortable surroundings had changed her demeanor from catatonic to polite but reserved.

      “We want to thank you again for finding our daughter,” Shelly, Allison’s mother, said to Miriam. Sitting behind his wife, Jack put one hand over hers and looked at Miriam with gratitude through his square-framed glasses.

      “Yes. We can’t thank you enough.”

      Miriam looked at Allison, smiling. “All the credit goes to your daughter. After all, she escaped. Didn’t you, Allison?”

      The girl took a bite of ice cream and shrugged. “I guess so.”

      Miriam sat at the end of the bed and inched forward. “Remember when we talked about my daughter, Ana? You knew her, right?”

      “Yeah,” Allison said.

      “I need you to help me get her back. Can you do that for me?”

      Jack looked up, puzzled. “Your daughter has been kidnapped too?”

      Miriam turned to him. “Mr. Clifton, please.”

      From his chair, Agent Nettles leaned past Miriam’s shoulder, looking at the couple. “It’s a long story, but yes.” They hadn’t filled the parents in on all the details for fear of compromising sensitive information. The Cliftons were privy to one main detail: their daughter had possible information that could lead to the capture of her kidnapper.

      Miriam turned her attention to Allison, trying to keep her focused. “We’re going to do a little exercise here. Is that okay?”

      Allison took another bite and nodded. Rain drops began pattering across the outside windows—light and then gradually thick and louder.

      “I want you to close your eyes and take me back to the first thing you remember from today.”

      Allison gave her a puzzled look, not grasping where this was leading. “You want me to go to sleep?”

      Miriam laughed. The parents kept their watchful eyes on the proceedings. “No. Just close your eyes and think back to when you were playing in your yard.”

      Allison set her cup of ice cream on her side tray, folded her hands, and closed her eyes as instructed.

      “So what are you doing?” Miriam asked.

      “I was playing in the yard. I asked Tommy if he wanted to throw the ball, but he said no and went inside.”

      “Tommy’s her younger brother,” Jack added.

      “So you’re in the yard alone. Then what?” Miriam asked.

      Allison kept her eyes closed, reciting from memory as best she could. “I went to the garage and looked for my bike, but it had a flat. So I took Tommy’s skateboard and rode it down the driveway.” Allison paused as her brows furrowed. “Then a truck came. A dirty truck with mud all over it. It stopped right by me.” Her voice grew more nervous and shaky with every development.

      Jack looked around, upset. “I’m not sure I like this, Ms. Castillo.”

      Miriam held up her hand again. “Please. We’re close, Mr. Clifton.” She leaned forward, closer, as Nettles and Lou wrote in their pads. “Go on, Allison. What next?”

      Her voice grew more frightened as she continued. “He threw me in the truck. I didn’t even see his face.”

      “What color was the truck?” Miriam asked.

      “Red…”

      “Then what?”

      “He put a blindfold on me and tied my hands up. I was screaming and crying, and then he tied a rag around my mouth.”

      Shelly gasped, covering her own mouth. She squeezed her husband’s hand, trying to remain calm. The exercise was more challenging with the parents in the room, but they insisted on being present, and Miriam had no other choice but to comply.

      “How long did you drive for?” Miriam said. “Think about how long it took.”

      “Maybe an hour,” Allison replied, her eyes still closed. “It felt like forever and I was scared.”

      Lou and Nettles continued to write, taking note of every detail she mentioned, from the truck to the distance to the hideout.

      “They took me to a quiet place with no traffic. I heard crickets. A big boat motor. It was really loud. There were a bunch of other voices. Other men. They carried me to a house. Then they took the blindfold off.” Allison paused with a shiver.

      Miriam placed her hand on the blanket covering her leg. “It’s okay. You can do this.”

      “It’s some kind of cabin with, like, wood floors and stuff. It’s in the woods. I saw a bunch of vehicles outside the windows, but the rest was all trees. They take me to a big man. He tells me welcome. Then they made me go in the basement.”

      Miriam took note of every image Allison described. By the time she reached the part where she met Ana, Miriam could hardly contain her anguish. She quickly wiped her tears away and cleared her throat.

      “She said her name was Ana and that we should try to escape. I wasn’t down there long. I don’t know why they took me, but they did.”

      “My God, how did you escape, honey?” Jack said, astonished.

      Miriam turned to the parents, her eyes welling with tears. “They brought Allison to me, her face hidden under a hood as a ruse. I’m happy for your daughter, I really am. But now I’ve got to save mine.”

      She thanked Allison and gave her a hug. The little girl’s bravery had impressed her from the beginning. She left the family and beckoned Nettles and Lou to join her out in the hall.

      “What do you think?” Lou said first.

      Nettles examined his notes. “Red truck. Muddy. An hour’s drive to a cabin. Loud engines blaring, boat motor far away? Hmm.” He paused to think.

      “Airboats,” Miriam interjected.

      They looked at her with stunned realization. “That’s it. Airboats,” Nettles said. “He must be near the Southern Glades. It’s all wilderness out there.”

      Lou cut in, excited. “So we check into all of his land purchases around that area and zero in from there.”

      Nettles gave Lou a high-five. “Yeah! That’s the ticket. You see, the feds and county can work together just fine sometimes.”

      “You said it,” Lou remarked with a smile.

      With both their faces beaming with confidence, Miriam spoke up. “We need to speak to the family lawyer.”

      Their jubilation ceased as they looked at her.

      “What do you want to talk to that slime ball for?” Lou asked.

      “Because he’s Phillip Anderson’s eyes and ears, or at least one of them, right?” Miriam asked.

      Lou nodded with a shrug.

      “If that’s the case, we want Mr. Kershner to know everything that’s coming.”
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      They moved their operations from the hospital to the Miami-Dade Police Department. Allison needed to rest, and the hospital was no place for a dozen investigators and FBI agents to run operations. It was at the station where they met Sheriff Hopkins, a no-nonsense woman who wasn’t thrilled with their unexpected presence. Miriam and the others had gathered in the sheriff’s office, hoping to curry her favor.

      “I don’t know what you all have going on, but we have our own police work to do here,” Hopkins said right off the bat.

      Agent Nettles stepped forward. “Phillip Anderson is wanted for capital murder of a police officer, among other things. We have reason to believe that he is hiding in the area or somewhere nearby. So we would ask that your department cooperate with our efforts here.”

      “I don’t need a hundred federal agents hanging out in my building,” she said in response.

      “There’s only a few of us, Sheriff,” Nettles said. “But we need your assistance.”

      She leaned back and eyed everyone in the room: Miriam, Lou, Nettles, Detective Jade and Detective Belmont—both from Lee County—and Agent Willis from the FBI.

      “I want to catch that cop-killing monster every bit as much as you do. I just don’t want y’all moving in here, that’s all.”

      “We’re not,” Nettles said.

      “Only until we catch him,” Lou said with a smile.

      Everyone turned and looked at him, shaking their heads.

      “And that’s going to happen soon,” he added. “Promise.”

      Hopkins leaned back in her chair, brought a hand to her chin, and studied the group suspiciously. “We run a tight ship around here. Our citizens expect nothing less.”

      After some deliberation, an agreement was reached, and they were allowed to set up an operations office down the hall. Miriam looked at her phone. Three hours had passed since Anderson’s ultimatum. Twenty-one left. Would he stick to his word? She had no reason to believe it, but it was the only chance she had.

      “I’ve got the lawyer on the phone,” Lou said, holding up his cell. Nettles and his partner, Agent Willis, a curly-haired older man, were observing a detailed state map they had just put up on the wall.

      All eyes turned to her as Miriam put the phone to her ear. “Mr. Kershner, this is Miriam Castillo.”

      “Yes, Ms. Castillo. It’s my understanding that you wanted to talk to me.”

      “I’m sure you’re busy representing the Anderson family, but there are a few questions I wanted to ask you.”

      Kershner laughed. “I’m actually in the process of drawing up a wrongful death suit against the county in light of Greg Anderson’s death.” He stopped and took a deep breath. “But yes, my time is limited, and I appreciate your concern.”

      Miriam got right to the point. “I wanted to inform you that we’re closing in on your client, Phillip Anderson, so you may want to get over here soon.”

      There was silence on the other end that told her everything she needed to know.

      “Mr. Kershner, are you still there?” she asked.

      “Yes, I’m still here. Where are you?”

      “Miami-Dade County,” she said, walking to the map. “There’s an abandoned building where we know he’s hiding in. You see, your client jumped the gun. A & A Construction? I did a little research. It stands for Anderson and Anderson. He’s got a whole slew of buildings in the old business district, ready to refurbish, the Plaza Theater being one of them. But we’ve got the building he’s hiding in and are ready to close in.”

      Kershner was about to speak but stopped himself.

      “When was the last time you spoke to Mr. Anderson?” she asked.

      “Yesterday,” he replied. “When I told him to turn himself in.”

      “What did he say?” Miriam asked.

      “I can’t speak for Mr. Anderson’s decision-making process. And I have no knowledge of his whereabouts.”

      “Well, we do,” Miriam said. “I’m sure we’ll speak again soon. Thank you, Mr. Kershner.”

      She hung up the phone and looked at the others. Nettles stepped up to the wall, uncapped a marker, and circled the old business district on a second, smaller county map. The other detectives were trying their best to get up to speed.

      The flip phone belonging to the dead man at the theater was on top of the desk in a sealed evidence bag. Miriam set her own phone on the desk and waited for the call. There was no way, she felt, that Phillip Anderson could resist calling, certain that Kershner would alert him.

      Lou went to work and set up his recording device and GPS tracker, connecting it to the phone. Anderson had managed to block his number and location before, but maybe this time he would be careless. She wasn’t counting on it, but it didn’t matter anyway. They were close now and would track him.

      In the search for financial dealings and assets, the FBI discovered that the Andersons had ten acres just outside the Southern Everglades preserve. If he was indeed hiding out on his land, the call from Kershner would throw him off. He’d have no clue that they were closing in on him. At least that was the plan.

      For a moment, they just waited, staring at the phone. Miriam wanted confirmation from Anderson. She wanted to hear his cocky, assured tone. She felt closer to getting Ana than ever before. The detectives and FBI agents looked confident as well. There were two FBI helicopters outside the station ready to go.

      The Southern Glades were thirty miles south of them where they would find marsh lands and the very air boats Allison spoke of hearing. Such high-powered vessels would never be allowed on Federal Reserve land, which led Miriam to believe that Anderson’s hideout, wherever it was, was closer to the public channel, where air boats operated among fishermen and tourists.

      Her phone suddenly vibrated, displaying an unknown number. Miriam’s heart raced. She grabbed for it but stopped and let it ring a few more times.

      “It’s him,” she said. The agents stood up and gathered around the desk.

      She picked up the phone and answered it.

      “Yes?”

      “What do you think you’re up to?” a distorted voice asked.

      “Trying to find my daughter,” she answered. “And we’re getting close.”

      “Oh yeah?” he said.

      “That’s correct.”

      “Now, I don’t want to tell you how to do your job, but…”

      He paused.

      “But what?” Miriam asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Miriam felt it strange that they were both hiding something from each other, and neither of them wanted to say too much. She quickly changed the subject. “I want to speak to my daughter.”

      “She’s indisposed at the moment.”

      “Put her on,” she said forcefully.

      Lou looked at his GPS device as it continued to try to ping the location. He signaled for her to stretch it out. Anderson wasn’t playing ball.

      “I don’t have time for this. Gotta go,” he said.

      “Wait!” Miriam said.

      “What?” he asked with a sigh.

      “Why’d you call me?”

      “Are you with the police?” he asked.

      She paused and looked around the room. “Yes. But so what?” Her voice rose with the frustration in her tone. “How else am I supposed to get my daughter back?”

      “No police,” he said. “Just you.”

      “You know that that’s impossible,” she said.

      “Listen. I’m giving you a chance here. Anyone else in their right mind wouldn’t even bother. And you wanna know what I just did earlier? I brought dinner down to your daughter. How’s that for a bad guy?”

      The GPS on her phone had yet to pick up a signal. Frustrated, Lou looked to Nettles and vented under his breath. “Must be scrambling the signal again.”

      Miriam tried her most bold move yet—antagonizing him. “You want to know what I think?”

      “Not really, but go ahead,” he said.

      “I don’t believe that you have her anymore.”

      He chuckled on the other end. “Really?”

      “I don’t know what happened to her. Maybe she escaped.”

      “Or maybe I already killed her,” he added.

      The comment nearly sent her over the edge, but she maintained her cool and tried to keep her voice from wavering. “Maybe you did… Either way, that explains the decoy, Allison.”

      “You keep telling yourself that, Miriam. Maybe I’ll just go on and let you think that. But you’ll never know, will you?” He paused as his breathing became heavier. “You’ll never know!” his distorted voice shouted, crackling over the phone.

      “Either way. It’s hopeless,” she said. “Why even try to find you if she isn’t there?”

      “She’s here, all right. Maybe I’ll just have a little fun with her after this phone call.”

      Miriam balled her fist as the agents observed her stoic expression and increasingly upset tone, trying to imagine just what kind of conversation she was having. Of course, they’d listen to the recording when it was over.

      “Go ahead and make your threats. I’m done. The search is off.” Miriam held the phone away and mimed hanging it up. “Good-bye…”

      “Wait!” he shouted on the other end. “Fine. I’ll suppose I’ll let you talk to her. Just hold on.”

      She could hear his footsteps stomping off across a hardwood floor, the sound becoming fainter. A door creaked open as he attempted to muffle the phone with his hands. She heard more wood creaking. A hollow, echoing kind of sound told her he was going down the stairs. Miriam tried to visualize the place as best she could.

      “Hi there, Ana…” he said in an enthusiastic and friendly voice, adding a feminine Southern drawl. “Your mom’s on the phone and would like to speak with you.”

      The phone crackled some more as a distorted pop sounded. “You got five seconds…” a deeper, manlier voice said a short distance away from the phone. The many facets of Phillip Anderson were on eerie display.

      “Mom?” a timid and distorted voice said.

      Miriam’s eyes watered as she gasped in relief. “Ana!”

      “Mom, help me!”

      Miriam heard sounds of struggling. “Ana, where are you?”

      “A cabin!” she shouted. “Mom—”

      Then the call ended. Her bluff had worked, mostly. She set the phone down and rubbed her temples. She was sitting at her desk and feeling as if she was going to pass out. Hearing Ana had raised her spirits, but she also felt sick about bluffing and possibly jeopardizing the fate of her daughter in such a way. The conversation could have gone wrong in the worst possible way, but it was a risk that, for the most part, seemed to have paid off.

      “You okay?” Lou asked, putting a hand on her shoulder.

      “Yeah,” Miriam said, wiping her eyes. “Just need a minute.”

      Lou pressed play on his digital recorder as they stood and listened to the conversation. The GPS had not picked up a location. Anderson apparently had his own gadgets as well. After hearing the recording, Nettles, standing at the center of the table, looked around the room, ready, it seemed, to share his observations.

      “Agent Castillo did good work there. We found out quite a bit.” He held out his palm and began to count on each finger. “They’re staying in a cabin. Miriam’s daughter is being held downstairs. Probably in some kind of basement. The lawyer is in direct contact with Anderson.”

      He stopped and pointed to Agent Willis. “We need to pull the records of that call. I want to hear everything they said. And who knows, Kershner could end up in prison next to his buddy.”

      Willis nodded.

      “It’s not clear why he called, other than to verify what the lawyer had conveyed.”

      Lou stepped in. “He didn’t sound angry. He almost sounded disappointed.”

      “Some part of him wants to get caught,” Nettles said. “We see it all the time, especially with fugitives on the run.”

      Miriam joined the circle and offered her own assessment. “We can’t wait much longer. We have to strike now. He isn’t going to hurt Ana, not when he feels safe. But if he feels cornered at any point, that all changes.”

      Willis said, “Even if we find this cabin, how the heck are we going to get close enough? He’ll see us coming a mile away.”

      “We need a team to go to this abandoned building for starters,” Nettles said. His partner gave him a blank look, and he continued: “Either way, word of the raid is getting back to Anderson. That’s one hell of a distraction.”

      Miriam looked game but was quiet as she stared at the county map ahead.

      “You okay there, Agent Castillo?” Lou asked with a smile.

      “Sure,” Miriam said. “About as okay as I can get. Trust me, I’ll be able to breathe easy once this is all over with.”

      Lou touched her shoulder, offering comfort. She looked up into his eyes and touched his hand.

      Nettles jumped in. “Ah! I have something for you.” He turned his back and went to a nearby desk where an FBI bag rested. He unzipped the bag and pulled out a black leather shoulder holster. “This is for your coronation as a probationary agent,” he said, handing it to her.

      The group applauded, putting a fleeting smile on Miriam’s face. She slipped the holster on and wore it—it was a snug fit. She pulled the Beretta from her pocket and holstered it.

      For a moment, everything felt as if it was going to work out. Miriam was in good company. But she also knew there was still a long way to go and a million ways in which it could go wrong.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Phillip threw Ana against the wall the moment she shouted into the phone, knocking her out. Somehow, she always managed to bring out the worst in him, starting with the shovel incident. As she collapsed on the floor, unconscious, he raised his foot, ready to stomp on her face. But he hesitated. Killing her would be pointless. She still served a purpose, and she would find that out soon enough. Usually it just took Phillip a couple of beers; then he’d have his way with her.

      “You’re a stupid little bitch just like your mom,” he said, staring down at her.

      Her eyes were closed, and she was unresponsive. Phillip held on to his burner phone, breathing heavily, and then noticed something out of place on the floor next to her single dirty mattress. The plate of food he had brought her only hours before was missing. He saw plastic utensils sitting on a napkin, but no plate.

      Curious, he knelt down and began searching around, slipping his hands under the mattress and then stopping. There was something there. He peeled back the mattress and made an interesting discovery: her glass plate had been broken into sharp, blade-like pieces, grouped together and hidden. He placed the shards in his hand and stood up, smiling.

      “Clever…” he said, turning away.

      He walked back up the stairs and exited the basement, closing and locking the door behind him. There were five men—hired guns—in the living room of his small cabin, all lounging around on chairs and talking or messing with their phones.

      “It’s time to act, gentlemen,” he said, gaining their attention. The early morning sun was coming through the windows. The men were unshaven and dressed in green camouflaged gear. A line of AR-15 M4 rifles rested on a small table near the kitchen.

      “The FBI are closing in and closing in fast,” he said.

      One of the men jolted up from the couch, rubbing his eyes. “Here?”

      “No, on one of my properties in Homestead. I don’t know what the fuck they’re thinking, but I got a lead about the raid.”

      “Fuck ’em,” another man said, scratching his beard. “Let them go on a wild goose chase. We’ll kick it back here.”

      The other men laughed in agreement.

      “This isn’t a joke. How long do you think it’ll be before they find out about this place too?”

      The room went silent.

      Phillip looked at his watch. “Just twelve more hours, and me and my relatives will have all the documents we need to flee the country and start new lives.”

      “You should be safe,” the bearded man said. “They’ll never find the cabin in time.”

      “They’ll never find the cabin because they’ll be dead,” Phillip said, silencing the room once again.

      “What are you talking about, Mr. Anderson?” a young, disheveled man asked, leaning forward in a recliner.

      “I want two of you to load up the truck with explosives and rig the building within the next hour. Might even get a fat insurance check out of it.”

      The men looked at each other with concern. Livid, Philip walked into the room and stood in the center of a circle rug. “Need I remind you that we’ve already lost five men? Five good men! Colleagues of yours, I might add.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “That’s all there is to it!” Phillip barked. “Now you each are making, what? A million, a million and a half each? It’s the least you can do.”

      Phillip looked around the room. “Any volunteers?”

      Kershner had told him he was working on getting the Anderson family out of protective custody and then taking them to the cabin. From there, they would flee the country via private plane and start new lives. Somewhere they could start again and not have to face the risk of extradition. So far, everything was going to plan. Perhaps Phillip’s biggest mistake was giving Miriam a chance. He loathed her but also believed in leaving some things to destiny—it was one of the many paranoid facets of his personalities.

      No one was quick to raise his hand. Phillip turned around 360 degrees with his arms out, waiting, as his anger mounted. “Okay,” he said, stopping. “I’ll make it an even two million.”

      Still no one would volunteer. Phillip felt his power quickly fading. Money seemed to do little to quell the men’s fears. He stormed out of the room and told them that they were on their own.
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* * *

      Another FBI team had arrived on-site at the Miami-Dade Police Department. In the meeting room, Miriam, Nettles, and everyone on their team monitored a large, angled screen displaying satellite images of the Southern Glades area at a fifty-mile radius. They had zeroed in on the property marked as Anderson’s. It was a wide-ranging area that would take perhaps all day to search on foot.

      By air, however, it was a different story. Through the satellite imagery, Nettles was able to find what looked like two structures—cabins possibly. They were approximately ten acres apart from each other. The question remained—which one was Phillip Anderson hiding in, if any? The plan was laid out. The newly arrived FBI team would raid the office building, providing a distraction while the other team would survey the Southern Glades property and ambush each cabin.

      “We’ll be in constant communication with each other,” Nettles told both teams.

      Miriam listened to his instructions with a sense of renewed hope. They were close. She had twelve hours left, with no idea what would happen to Ana if she didn’t find her in time. Anderson was erratic. He was unpredictable. And he was insane. The meeting ended and both teams assembled outside, behind the building, out of view, where they were able to draw equipment and ammunition from an FBI van. Lou handed Miriam a heavy FBI flak vest.

      “This doesn’t feel too heavy,” he said.

      As she put it over her shoulders, she begged to differ. She filled the slots in her shoulder holster with full magazines as the other agents geared up and got ready. Nettles went over everything again and asked the teams to check their communications.

      Each member had a small earpiece connected to a high-frequency radio. Team A would take the van to the Homestead building to conduct a raid, while Team B—Nettles, Willis, Lou, and Detective Belmont—would take the helicopters. Their two FBI pilots, Cassie and Douglas, were suited up and ready.

      Nettles and Willis were going to ride in the first copter with two SWAT team members while Miriam went into the second helicopter with the other detectives and two other SWAT officers.

      With everything in motion, the teams split up and proceeded with the plan. Miriam climbed into one of the helicopters with Lou and the two Lee County detectives, who looked eager to be a part of the mission.

      “This could make us all famous,” Detective Belmont said as the helicopter’s blades began whirring. Each passenger had a helmet with a microphone on it so they could hear each other once the engine started and they were in flight. Nettles could communicate with them from the other copter as well.

      The pilot steered them up off the ground while gravity pushed them to their bench seats. Miriam couldn’t remember the last time she had been in a helicopter. Her heart raced with anticipation as they jetted past the police station and across town, headed south.

      “I want to make sure we’re all on the same page here,” Nettles’s voice said through Miriam’s headphones.

      “So first, everyone do a check, starting with Miriam—I mean Agent Castillo.”

      “Check,” Miriam said.

      Everyone followed as Nettles went down the list. The lush, green world below passed them by at twenty-five-thousand feet. They flew over dozens of large, blue bodies of water—Miriam had never realized how many lakes there were in the area. It was just past nine in the morning. The sun was out in full force, lighting the thin, transparent clouds. Then below, there was just flatland, untouched—it seemed. Acres of trees, swamps, sawgrass, and flowing water as far as the eye could see.

      “We’re about ten minutes out from his property,” Nettles said over the comm. “Everyone keep a careful eye out.”

      Lou surveyed the land below with a pair of binoculars. A crackle came over Miriam’s headset. Detective Belmont gave her a curious glance. After a pause, Nettles’s voice came over the headset. “No stone unturned, people. Time to bring a career criminal to justice.”

      An impasse. For a minute, everyone was quiet until Lou, binoculars in hand, suddenly pointed toward the ground. “Structure sighted!”

      Everyone turned to look. A small, abandoned-looking cabin was in the distance, open and exposed. Her heart jumped, but then something was strange about how easy it was to spot. There were no vehicles or people around it either.

      “Keep going,” she said to the pilot.

      “What are you doing?” Nettles said.

      “That’s not the cabin,” she said.

      “Looks like a cabin to me,” Willis said.

      “Take it down,” Nettles said.

      “You guys search that cabin, we’ll get the next one,” Miriam said.

      “Just like we planned, right?” Lou added. He looked at Miriam and shook his head, covering his mic. “Damn Feds.”

      “We heard that!” Nettles said. Miriam looked out the window as the first helicopter swooped low and touched ground. She then searched out the window for the next cabin, or something resembling it. Lou kept careful watch as they flew over a large patch of trees and brush, perfect cover. Miriam remained plastered to the window when a shiny flicker of light caught her eye.

      “There!” she said, pointing.

      Lou turned and moved to the other window, crouched down, and looked out with his binos.

      “What do you see?” Miriam asked him.

      “I don’t know. Nothing but trees.”

      “It’s there,” she said. “I know it.”

      “There’s nowhere to land,” the pilot said.

      “Find something!” Miriam said. “I saw something silver and shiny back there. You have to turn back.”

      He made a turn and they circled the forest once again. Lou finally zeroed in on whatever it was that Miriam had seen.

      “It’s a vehicle!” he said.

      Detective Belmont lifted his mic. “Agent Nettles, what’s your status?”

      Faint crackling came over their headsets, followed by Nettles’s distant voice. “Surrounding the cabin now. Doesn’t look like anyone’s here.”

      The pilot turned to Miriam and pointed to a clearing, which seemed to be as close as he could get to the area they had identified earlier. Miriam looked closer and could see what looked like an enormous camouflaged tarp hanging from the trees, obscuring the view of whatever was under it.

      Bravo Team landed with a jolt and rushed out, leaving the pilot with the copter. About one hundred feet ahead, Miriam saw an old cabin hidden under a camouflaged canopy with a vacant air to it, though she could feel Anderson’s presence. Her legs picked up steam as she rushed ahead, driven by sheer instinct.

      As the team rushed forward, Nettles reported that their cabin was clear, all but solidifying Miriam’s hunch. When they were twenty feet from the cabin, shots rang out from the inside, blasting from the windows, shattering the glass and hitting the trees all around them. Detective Jade took a shot to the leg and fell to the ground.

      “I’m hit!” he yelled.

      Miriam pushed forward, moving in between the trees with her Beretta drawn. After a brief pause, more rapid gunfire surrounded them. Lou directed the team to take cover and advance cautiously. Was Ana still inside? Miriam could hardly prevent herself from running ahead to the cabin. Just when it looked as though Bravo Team was going to be pinned down for the long haul, the shooters ran out of the house and toward a muddy Ford F-250, fleeing the scene.

      Miriam rushed forward and shot the tires out, taking cover on the side of the cabin. She didn’t know how many of them there were, but she saw three in the truck. They turned and started firing back. She dropped to her knees and took cover as wood chunks flew all around her. As soon as the engine started, she turned and fired at the truck, striking the driver in the head.

      He slumped over the wheel as the others jumped out of the truck and tried to run. She raised her gun but couldn’t bring herself to shoot them in the back. At that moment, a hail of gunfire blasted from behind her, taking the two fleeing men out. Their backs exploded as their heads jerked back and their hands flew into the air. They dropped to their stomachs, motionless and contorted. Miriam turned around, shocked, to see Detective Jade behind her with his rifle aimed.

      “What did you do that for?” she asked. Her exhausted eyes were livid with fury.

      “They shot at us!” he said defensively.

      She turned from him in disgust. “Come on,” she said running to the front porch. “We have to search the house.”

      She kicked the door open and ran inside, taking cover behind anything she could—a book case, table, and cabinets—making her way forward. As she passed the kitchen, she realized there was no one inside the room and possibly no one inside the cabin. Even Ana. It looked as though it had been abandoned in a hurry, as was clearly the case. Her feet creaked across the floorboards, and she immediately focused on the basement.

      “Miriam, where’d you go?” Lou said over the headset, frantic.

      “She’s here. I know it!” Miriam said. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Any minute her heart would explode. She approached the basement door cautiously, put her hand to the knob, and swung open the door with her pistol drawn. Below was a set of stairs, which was all she could see in the darkness, and nothing more.

      “Ana!” she shouted, wiping her eyes. She then cleared her throat and changed to a more authoritative tone. “Philip Anderson, this is Agent Castillo with the FBI. Come out with your hands up high, or I will shoot you!”

      There was no response. Too fearful to wait any longer, she stormed down the stairs and flew to the ground at the bottom on one knee. The vest weighed heavily on her shoulders, making it harder to aim, and the helmet blocked her side vision. On the mattress, not ten feet away, a girl lay motionless with her back toward Miriam. She leapt up, gasping, and ran to the bed just as footsteps clamored from upstairs.

      “Miriam!” Lou shouted.

      She dropped to the mattress and turned the girl on her side, facing her. Somewhere under the bruises and cuts on her face was Ana. She was unconscious but breathing.

      “Oh my God,” Miriam cried, cradling Ana in her arms. She kissed her face repeatedly as waves of relief rushed through her body. In the midst of her jubilation and fear of Ana’s condition, she suddenly heard a gun click.

      She whipped around and saw Phillip Anderson standing in the shadows. Her mind froze along with her body. She had been taken off guard and had no idea what to do. Her pistol lay on the bed near her knee. Both her arms were around Ana.

      Philip glanced at his watch while holding a pistol with a silencer attached to the muzzle. “Record time. I’m impressed.” He laughed and shook his head. “I really didn’t think you were going to make it.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked, fighting the fear that was consuming her body.

      “Somewhere they’ll never find me. I can assure you that.” He smiled again, and then his face suddenly dropped.

      “Now stand up and get against the wall before I put one in your head and your little girl’s.”

      Miriam released Ana and slowly rose from the bed. Her own pistol was in view. The minute her eyes glanced at it, Phillip spoke.

      “Not happening. One wrong move and you’re fuckin’ history. Understand?”

      Miriam looked away from her pistol and rose up from the mattress, keeping a careful distance from Ana with her safety in mind.

      “We had a deal,” she said.

      Phillip’s eyes remained on her, unblinking. “Tell that to my guys. Some of them had families too, you know. They were strapped for cash and trying to make ends meet. And none of them deserved to die.”

      “They were criminals,” she said. “Now, please. I don’t care what you do to me, just let my daughter go.”

      Phillip smiled. “Maybe I want to take her with me.”

      “Miriam, where are you?” Lou shouted from upstairs. Bravo Team’s footsteps could be heard continuing their search of the cabin.

      In that split second, Miriam lunged for her pistol. “No!” she screamed.

      Phillip shot two shots into her chest without hesitation while his pistol barely made a sound. Miriam hit the ground, smacking hard against the pavement. As she collapsed, Phillip ran to Ana but froze halfway. The footsteps upstairs were close. They’d be down the stairs in second.

      Phillip turned around and ran to the opposite corner of the room where a large bookcase sat. He heaved with all his strength and pushed it to the side, revealing a crawlspace that led to an underground tunnel. Hurried footsteps scrambled down the steps just as Phillip ducked inside. He pulled a rope, sealing the trap door shut, followed by an automatic pulley that moved the bookshelf back against the wall.

      Lou was the first to reach the bottom, with Detective Jade behind him.

      “Miriam!” he shouted.

      He rushed to her as Jade went to Ana.

      Lou crouched down and picked Miriam up, holding her. Her face was pale and she wasn’t breathing.

      “Talk to me, Miriam.”

      He shook her as her head bobbed and her eyes closed.

      “Miriam, come back!”
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      An intricate underground tunnel stretched a mile beyond the cabin, leading to a riverbank, then past the sawgrass prairie and into the tropical wetlands of the Southern Glades. The challenge was much harder than Phillip Anderson had anticipated. On his belly, he inched forward. With each movement, one elbow dug into the unforgiving cement and thrust him forward, followed by the other.

      His body was sore and exhausted. He crawled for over half a mile before stopping to catch his breath in the tightly confined cement tunnel. In one hand he held a flashlight, in the other, his radio.

      Everything else he had to leave behind. His bodyguards had been killed—his hideout cabin exposed—and he was on the run again. And through it all, he didn't have Miriam to accompany him, as he had planned. She would pay, soon enough, more than she already had.

      The darkened tunnel was cramped and stuffy—a nightmare to wade and crawl through. With each tiring push forward, Phillip was on the verge of collapse. At six feet, two inches, and two hundred and twenty pounds, he was a big man and could barely fit through.

      If not for Miriam, he wouldn't be desperately seeking escape from the feds. With about a quarter-mile left to go, he stopped, sweaty and gasping for breath. Somehow, he had to escape. They were undoubtedly closing in on him now from all directions.

      His hiking boots scarped against the hard surface, pushing him forward. The sandy concrete tore against his faded Levis. He dragged along a satchel with some emergency cash and his silencer pistol tied to his ankle by a rope. His beige Anderson Auto Salvage T-shirt was drenched in sweat. He had never felt so afraid, and yet there was a certain exhilaration to it. But there were also no guarantees that his escape plan was going to work.

      Phillip was a man who seldom liked to take chances. In addition to the escape tunnel, he had a boat waiting for him—a small, unassuming fishing boat. He had a guy keeping watch, patrolling the waters, and ready to take off as soon as Phillip resurfaced—a welder named Joe who used to work at the salvage yard. Phillip could very well operate the boat on his own, but he needed someone there and ready in the wait.

      Phillip had recruited Joe, like many of the others, at a hefty price. The others—Ed, Dusty, Mike, Chuck, Ken, Dale—were either captured by the feds or dead. Phillip was on his own.

      He stopped for a moment, panting. The journey ahead seemed impossible. At thirty-nine, he couldn't move like he used to. Down here in the tunnel, he could barely see straight from exhaustion and dizziness. He dropped his flashlight as its beam paused and flickered and grunted. Awkwardly, he reached into his side pocket and pulled out a handheld radio.

      “I'm almost at the end!” he spat into the radio between breaths, clutching it. “You ready yet?”

      Nothing came through the speaker but some static and a few crackles. He kept the radio close and held up his flashlight. The end of the tunnel was close. He could feel it. He pushed himself forward, gaining momentum as the tunnel curved slightly to the right. He shined the flashlight ahead, breathing rapidly, and looked ahead as stinging sweat dripped into his eyes.

      Twenty feet ahead, there was a crawlspace which led out of the tunnel—an exit hidden within a thick, shaded patch of sawgrass near the riverbank, surrounded by trees. Even if the authorities had found the tunnel and crawled through it, the hatch would be locked and Phillip had the only key dangling around his neck.

      He clenched his teeth, dug his elbows in, and pushed himself forward, reaching the escape hatch with barely an ounce of energy left. He climbed up and unlocked the padlock holding it shut. Frantic, he pushed up on the hatch as fresh air blew inside, providing instant relief. Phillip climbed out and fell to the side, rolling onto the grass and looking up into the trees.

      Beyond the needled branches of the pine trees, he could see a clear, blue sky above. For a moment, everything seemed peaceful and reassuring in the shade. He pulled his satchel to him and took out his silencer, ready to move. His head pounded from heat exhaustion. His throat was sandpaper dry. He pulled a one-quart canteen from his satchel and downed the entire bit as water ran down his stubbled cheeks.

      Feeling better in the fresh air, he spun around, crawled back to the hatch exit, and slammed it shut. He locked it with the same padlock and then crawled to the base of a nearby tree, peeking around in the direction of his cabin. In the distance, he could see a line of federal agents moving through the weeds, combing the area. The rumble of helicopters was getting louder. He had even less time to escape than he had imagined.

      Phillip looked inside his satchel just to ensure that his passport and two thousand dollars cash money were still there. It was enough, he hoped, to buy his way out of the country for good. He looked up in a panic upon hearing dogs bark. The K-9s were loose.

      He stood up hunched over as the shouts of the feds grew. He held his radio close and spoke. “I'm out now. Meet me at the east bank!” he said with urgency.

      A voice finally came over the radio, much to Phillip's relief. “I'm already there. Hurry up. They got helicopters out now!” Joe said back.

      Phillip wasted no time answering. He sprinted off, zigzag style, through the woods, steadily approaching the riverbank. Even with the helicopters deployed, he wasn't too worried. There were plenty of other boats along the Southern Glade trail, but his small window of escape was narrowly closing.

      As he ran alongside palmetto bushes and heavy vines hanging from cypress trees, he felt cautiously optimistic. He reached the riverbank at the edge of the calm, green everglades and headed east where his boat awaited. On the boat were a variety of emergency items: food kits, weapons and ammo, and some disguises for good measure. His boots dug into the ground with each hurried step, and he called into his handheld once again.

      “Where the hell are you? I don't see anything.”

      “I'm right where I said I am. East bank right over the divider,” Joe said, referring to a four-foot wired fence separating Phillip's property from the other land.

      “Damn it,” Phillip said, frustrated. “They’re right on my tail. Move it up.”

      “I’m not moving from here. Hurry up!” Joe argued back.

      Phillip wanted to kill him for the insolence. Maybe he would later. After all, Joe was just a welder. Nothing special. Phillip continued his frantic journey, sloshing along the riverbank, when he stopped dead in his tracks. There was a man standing under a tree, fishing. He looked to be in his fifties, wearing a fisherman's hat, glasses, and a pair of overalls. He turned his head to Phillip and waved.

      “Howdy, there.”

      Phillip stood frozen, covered in dirt and sweat.

      The man lowered his arm slowly as his smile faded. “Everything all right?” he asked, concerned.

      Phillip didn't answer. Instead he got right to the point. “You do know this is private property, right?”

      The man blinked, confused. “Uh. Not entirely, no. I was just following the bank. You know, I never did care for that fishing port off the state road. This is much better.”

      Phillip turned slightly toward the faint barking behind him. The man seemed to take a sudden interest in the approaching noise.

      “Hell of a commotion going on over there, don't ya think?” Without waiting for a response, he grabbed his bucket and pole and waved at Phillip. “Sorry I wandered on your property. You have a nice day.”

      “Wait!” Phillip said nervously.

      Startled, the man turned around.

      Phillip approached him immediately with his hand out. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to chase you off. Let me introduce myself.

      Phillip suddenly drew his pistol, placed it against the man's forehead, and fired. With a muffled thump, the back of his brains sprayed into the grass. The man collapsed on his back like a rag doll, with a stunned, wide-eyed expression that showed he hadn't seen it coming.

      Phillip jammed the barrel back into his jeans pocket, crouched down, and pushed the man's body toward the water's edge. The body rolled into a pond, disturbing calm waters while floating on the surface. The man was covered by enough weeds and lily pads to keep him out of sight for the time being.

      The dividing fence was ten short feet ahead. A large cypress tree branch stretched over the water, covered in hanging moss. The boat was directly below it. Ecstatic, Philip ran to the fence and hopped over—awkwardly—but with fervent urgency. The ground was spongy, and the sawgrass went up to his waist. The sound of the helicopters was dangerously close.

      “I'm right around the corner. Start the fucking boat!” he said into the handheld.

      “You got it,” Joe said.

      A few yanks on the cord and the engine started—not nearly as loud as Phillip had feared. It had a low hum, noticeable but low-key enough to buy them some time. He ran the rest of the way to the boat, right into the water, splashing everywhere, his clothes soaking wet. The K-9s seemed as though they were right at his heels. Standing in the four-passenger boat, Joe looked down at Phillip and seemed about to make a comment, but then decided against it.

      “How about a hand here?” Phillip said with his hand out, waist-deep in swamp water.

      With the motor humming, Joe heaved and pulled all two hundred and twenty soggy pounds of Phillip into the boat as it tilted and rocked. As they regained their balance, Joe made his way to the stern. Phillip took at seat up front and told him to gun it.

      The boat raced out from its concealed hideout, its bow rising, and traveled further east to where the other fishing boats convened. Waves tossed the boat up and then down into a shallow trough as an unexpectedly strong breeze, beat against their faces. The sound of both the K-9s and the helicopters grew fainter. To Phillip, it began to feel as though they might actually make it.

      “Where are the others?” Joe called out, his hand on the tiller steering the boat toward the other fishers.

      Not answering, Phillip felt his mood lift with relief. They'd blend in soon enough. Joe asked the question again, louder. Phillip grimaced. “Oh,” he said. “Feds got ’em.”

      “Dead or captured?”

      Phillip shrugged. “Dead, I think. A lot was going on. It was an ambush.”

      “You should keep better track of your people,” Joe said. The wind pushed his bushy beard to the side. The ends of the blue bandana tied around his head flapped in the breeze, making a soft tapping sound. His skin was tan and reddened as though he had been on the boat all day.

      Phillip narrowed his eyes. “I'm not in the mood.”

      They sped past the first two boats, approaching others, Joe looking for a spot where they could fit in without intruding. There were no police in sight. The river, it seemed, was theirs. The plan was to head south toward Manatee Bay and then hit Key Largo. From Key Largo, it was to the airport and then—refuge. Joe, however, seemed intent on souring the mood.

      “You know, Phillip, you talked a big game about taking care of us boys. You talked about helping us pay our bills. Making us rich and all that jazz. Now look. Everyone's dead, 'cept me and you. What are we gonna do? Take off to Key West together? Sip margaritas on the beach?”

      Phillip leaned forward, sneering at his snarky underling. “Why don't you shut your trap, Joe?” He leaned against the front railing of the boat and crossed his arms. “That is, if you know what's good for ya?”

      Suddenly, Joe slowed the boat. Its engine downshifted as waves smacked the side. Phillip looked around, confused.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Not saying a word, Joe stood up as the boat drifted, unmanned. Phillip looked around nervously at the attention they were getting from the other fisherman in the channel.

      “Now’s not the time,” he said, seething.

      Joe reached into his pocket and pulled out a remote control, the size of a brick. “That's where you're wrong,” he said to Phillip. “The timing is perfect. Been waiting for this moment for a while now.”

      Phillip pointed his gun at Joe. “Drive the boat, Joe, or I'll shoot you right in the gut.” He leaned forward, taunting him with the gun. “You ever been shot in the gut before, Joe? It's about the most painful area to be shot in other than yer dick. Now drive.”

      They continued to drift, aimless, as Joe furrowed his brow and stared at Phillip, unwavering. “Your older brother was a good man.”

      “Yeah?” Phillip said, as though it was common knowledge.

      “And we were good friends. Some might even say best friends.”

      “Okay?” Phillip said with a shrug. His pistol remained aimed but he was hesitant to make a scene and draw more attention. On top of everything else, the familiar helicopter sound rumbled through the air.

      “I know you had it in for Greg. We all did. So when Greg came up dead in some car accident, I didn't doubt your involvement for one second.”

      Phillip stood up, infuriated. “Are you out of your mind? We're about to get locked up for the rest of our lives and you're moaning on about the past.” He took a step forward and sat on the middle bench.

      “I didn't come out here to help you, Phillip. I signed up to even the score.” He raised the controller in his hand. “I got about twenty pounds of explosives right under your seat.”

      Phillip's eyes darted toward the decking in a second.

      “So who's in charge of now?” Joe yelled.

      Phillip calmly took a step back, taking his aim off Joe. “Okay. I get it. Greg was your friend. Well, he was my brother. And I loved him. And for you to even suggest—”

      “You killed him!” Joe shouted. “His wife and his kids—”

      Thrump! Thrump! Phillip shot two holes into Joe's chest without a moment’s further hesitation. Joe seized up, clutched the controller, and stumbled back. The second he fell over the railing, Phillip could see his chubby digits going for the button on the controller.

      Phillip spun around, placed one foot on the front of the boat, and leapt off just as a loud explosion blew against his eardrums, followed by a searing heat engulfing him in flames.
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      Miriam lay on the ground after being shot in the chest by two slugs from a silenced Glock 9mm. Her bulletproof vest absorbed most of the shock, but the impact had launched her against the wall and onto the floor, where she lay gasping. Her head had smacked against the cold pavement. One intense, brief flash, followed by the gradual loss of consciousness and then Detective Lou’s muffled voice calling to her as he shook her in his arms.

      “Miriam, come back!”

      Footsteps hammered down the stairs leading to the basement, many more lawmen than before. Lou swung Miriam onto the bed and eased her down. Her eyes flickered open as blurred faces surrounded her.

      “Where is he?” Detective Clark shouted as newly arrived police officers poured into the basement. “Search the room. He couldn’t have gotten far.”

      “We’ve got an officer down,” Lou said, turning to face them. “Need immediate medevac.” It was the last thing she remembered before everything went black.

      

      Several agents dispersed throughout the basement, tearing it apart for signs of Phillip. They tossed chairs. They pushed over a bookcase. They moved aside box after box underneath the staircase. They felt along the walls. They searched every last inch of the basement, coming up short—save for two empty 9mm shells.

      Clark tended the unconscious and badly beaten girl on the bed, presumed to be Miriam’s daughter, Ana.

      “What’s her condition?” Lou asked.

      Clark felt her pulse and put his ear close to her face. “She’s breathing,” he answered. “Has a steady pulse.” He then pointed at Miriam as she lay back, knocked out, with a nasty cut on her forehead. “What the hell happened to her?”

      “She’s been shot,” Lou said, surprised that Clark would even ask. There were two holes in her shirt—one in the stomach and one by her upper rib—but no blood. Lou lifted her black overshirt, exposing a bulletproof vest. “Thank God,” he said. Her vest was torn and punctured, but it had done its job.

      Miriam’s eyes suddenly opened and she swung up with a panicked gasp. Lou gripped her shoulders and tried to calm her as her eyes darted around the room in confusion.

      “Miriam, listen to me. Everything is going to be okay.” One of the agents handed Lou a wet cloth which he gently pressed against the cut on Miriam’s head.

      She flinched and squirmed back. “Ana? Where’s Ana?” she asked, too disoriented to see that her daughter was lying next to her. There were maybe ten other people in the room, flipping it in a desperate search for the culprit. When it became clear he was nowhere to be found, several of the agents ran upstairs to resume the hunt.

      “Ana is going to be okay,” Lou said, holding Miriam at arm’s length by her shoulders. “You have to tell me what happened. Where did he go?”

      Miriam held the warm cloth against her head, hesitating. Nothing was going to come easy.

      “Please, Miriam. Time is critical here.”

      “I don’t know,” she said, drifting off. The bump on her head had done a number. She sat up from the mattress, pushing against it and trying to stand. “Where is she?”

      Agent Landis stood up, holding Ana in his arms. “She’s okay, Ms. Castillo.”

      One look at her daughter’s battered face, and Miriam jumped into high gear, charging past Lou and toward Clark in a fury. But so much heightened emotion, coming so fast had its effects. Miriam stopped inches from her daughter, and held her head as dizziness consumed her. She collapsed to the floor as Lou ran to her aid.

      “We need to get both of them to the nearest hospital immediately!” Throughout all the commotion, there was no sign of Phillip Anderson. The Snatcher had vanished again, leaving a few of the agents on the ground to wonder if he even existed.

      

      A second helicopter landed outside the cabin, with Agent Nettles and his team rushing out. They had just cleared the other hideout cabin—vacant and most likely a decoy—and rushed to the scene to assist in the raid of the second cabin. Nettles’s partner, Agent Willis, hopped out from the helicopter as its circling blades blew gusts of wind across the tall grass, flattening all the vegetation within the area.

      Nettles and Willis charged toward the cabin with their pistols out as the rest of their team followed—five men in all. The helicopter wound down as more could be heard approaching from a far distance.

      They advanced from the rear of the cabin, and as they got closer, they could see Detective Landis from Bravo Team, sitting against a tree with his left leg wrapped in red-stained bandages. His face was pale and drenched and sweaty. He looked up at them warily with a sigh and held up his badge.

      “I know who you are, Landis,” Agent Nettles said. “Now what the hell happened here?”

      Exhausted, Landis leaned slightly to his side and pointed beyond the house. The agents looked up and could see all the back windows shattered. Shards of glass and bullet shells littered the ground. “They… they started shooting. The rest of Bravo… they went inside. I think they got him.”

      Agent Willis pointed to his injured leg. “What happened? You get shot?”

      “Sure did.” Landis stopped talking and winced in agony. “Did this little bandage job myself.” He tried to laugh but was in too much pain.

      Agent Nettles turned to face two men from his team. “Patski. Roberson. Evacuate Detective Landis to the helicopter and get him to the medical ASAP.”

      The two detectives nodded and ran toward the helicopter to grab a stretcher. Nettles slapped Willis on the shoulder and signaled ahead. “Let’s move.”

      They pushed forward, past the side of the small cabin, carefully concealed by a camouflaged tarp that stretched above the cabin from two parallel trees on one side, to two parallel trees on the other. As they reached the side of the cabin, moving quickly but quietly, Nettles signaled the men to halt.

      He backed against the house and held his pistol up, glancing out, around the corner. A large pickup truck not fifty feet away had its smashed front end lodged in a tree.

      Two bodies lay on the ground outside the truck, riddled with bullets, their muscles and organs and blood clearly visible. One man was on his back, the other on his stomach. The driver’s face was buried in the steering wheel, covered in blood with a hole in the side of his head. He and his friends were dead. They all matched in their blue jeans and camouflaged jackets.

      Faint smoke rose from the obstructed front end of the pickup. The woods beyond the carnage were undisturbed and quiet. Nettles could see a body of water far ahead past cypresses, palm trees, hanging vines, and thick underbrush. Bird calls rang out. A second county police helicopter had arrived and landed next to Bravo Team’s FBI helicopter. It was quickly becoming a very busy crime scene.

      Agent Nettles stayed low, proceeding to the front door with Willis covering his back. Both agents stopped at the steps leading to the front deck and listened for sounds of movement. When the coast looked clear, Nettles signaled Willis to cover him as he ran up the stairs.

      Nettles swung his leg back and, with one powerful thrust, kicked the front door open with the split of its frame. Nettles stormed into the room with Willis close behind. They stopped for a moment to survey the broken glass and tossed furniture all around them in the living room. They could hear movement in the basement—footsteps coming up the stairs fast.

      Detective Clark suddenly entered the room with an unconscious young girl in his arms. Nettles lowered his gun, sighing in frustration.

      “Holy shit, Clark. Where’s everyone else?”

      “Yeah,” Willis added. “We’ve been calling you on the radio for the past five minutes.”

      Not responding, Clark carried Ana to the living room and set her down. He then turned to the two agents, with a slightly rattled. “Castillo’s been hit.”

      “What?” Nettles said. “Where is she?”

      “They’re bringing her up,” Clark said, pointing down to the basement.

      Nettles heard more footsteps. Lou entered the room, holding a barely conscious Miriam at his side with help from another officer. “She’s going to be okay,” he announced to the room. “Anderson shot her in the vest.”

      “Where is that sorry sack of shit?” Nettles asked, stepping forward.

      More FBI agents entered the house—new arrivals on the scene. Pretty soon the place would be crawling with feds. Lou continued past Nettles, searching for a place where Miriam could lie down.

      “Let’s go ahead and get them out of there,” Nettles said.

      “I’m on it,” Lou said. He then pointed to Ana as Agent Clark picked her up. “I’m more concerned about her daughter, but they both need immediate medical attention.”

      Nettles nodded as other agents swarmed the room. “We’ve got one of yours in the helicopter already. Landis. Just load them up and get them to the nearest hospital. Whatever it takes.”

      “Sound like a plan,” Lou said, walking out.

      

      Not long after the helicopter flew off with its three injured, the FBI continued their search for South Florida’s most wanted man. Nettles was confident they would find Anderson. He was hiding somewhere, and they would find him soon as they brought the other half of the Bureau out to conduct a search, Anderson would run out of places to hide.

      “You find out what she knows!” he shouted to Lou as they loaded Miriam and her daughter into the chopper. The blades began to turn, picking up steam while tossing debris in the air. Pine trees swayed and arched as the helicopter rose with steady precision and then flew off, back toward civilization.

      

      The day continued without any sign of Phillip Anderson. Agent Nettles took charge as roughly twenty FBI agents descended on the area, ready to conduct an extensive search. A K-9 unit had also arrived in two armored trucks, ready to go to work. The county and the feds worked in conjunction, determined to do whatever they could to find the man who had plagued South Florida for so long.

      Willis’s team emerged from the cabin, ten men in all, coming up short, while three separate search teams had begun their excursion through the ten-acre river of grass that made up Anderson’s secret compound. Leading one of the foot teams, Nettles listened closely to the helicopter transmissions from the two that circled the area overhead. He pressed against the ear piece trying to hear a status. “Nothing sighted yet,” they said.

      “Damn it,” Nettles said, shaking his head. “He’s not far. He must have had some kind of hidden escape out of the cabin basement. You see anything that looks like a door or passageway out, you let me know.”

      “Roger,” one of the pilots said.

      Nettles looked up into the sky, where the two FBI helicopters had just crossed paths. It was late afternoon and the sun was rapidly sinking below the clouds. He could hear the sounds of airboats in the distance—loud and abrasive—and immediately had a thought. He signaled to the K-9 team nearby and shouted to them, waving an arm in the air. “Trail the river!”

      The handlers released the dogs—five in all—as they bolted off in an instant along the river. Nettles then called his team to pick up the pace. “He’s down here, I know it!”

      The teams got into gear and assembled behind the cabin in one mass movement toward the wetlands, where the channel flowed all the way to Key Largo. The sense of urgency and danger heightened the closer they got.

      “Just found some rope!” an agent yelled out as they reached a shaded area, drastically different from the open plains that comprised most of Anderson’s compound. Nettles sprinted toward the agent, who held a piece of rope—at least six feet long—examining it.

      Ahead, the dogs barked in the distance with fierce intensity. Nettles turned. They were closing in. He could feel it in his gut. The team advanced, readying to strike, when a loud explosion rocked the area, sending out tremors for at least a mile. Nettles could see flames bursting up from behind the trees. Boaters nearby screamed. The ground shook. Black smoke billowed in the air. And then, for one moment, silence.
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      Miriam sat beside Ana’s hospital bed, finally reunited. The soft-hued pastel walls of the Miami-Dade hospital were familiar to Miriam. It was her second visit in the past two days. Allison, the young girl she had rescued from Anderson’s men, had been checked out and gone home with her parents. Now it was Ana’s turn.

      She lay in bed, sleeping, with an IV needle inserted into her right wrist. Her shoulder-length black hair was tied back and her face was covered in gauze patches from forehead to chin on one side of her face.

      Phillip Anderson had done a number on her. And her injuries extended to a pair of bruised ribs. She also had a ruptured disc and a sprained ankle. Her medical assessment disclosed that she had endured relentless physical trauma at the hands of her captor. She had been punched, slapped, and thrown against the walls. For Miriam, anyone capable of such abuse wasn’t human. Anderson was a monster. Something, she believed, akin to the lowest evil.

      The sight of Ana’s face devastated her. She couldn’t take her eyes away from it. In the dimly-lit, one-bed hospital room, she watched her daughter sleep, without a care for whatever else was going on in the world. Her own forehead had been bandaged as well. The knock to her head had left a mark. She held an icepack to her chest, which still ached from being shot twice by Phillip. The vest had saved her. She was lucky.

      The doctors insisted that Miriam lie down and rest, but she couldn’t. Not until Ana was up and walking. She felt a little better now, after a shower and some fresh clothes, but there was no denying an acute pounding in her head—even with the Ibuprofen they gave her.

      It was nighttime. The room was silent save for Ana’s quiet breathing. Miriam was wrought with concern. A knock came at the door. Miriam’s tired eyes shot open, and she looked up just as Dr. Bhandari—another familiar face—walked into the room with a file attached to his clipboard. He was a polite, bald Indian man with a thin mustache, circular-framed glasses, and a long white coat.

      “How are we doing?” he asked, looking down at his notes.

      Miriam got to the point. “Doctor, shouldn’t she be awake by now?” She stood up, holding her sides. “Something isn’t right. I just wish I could talk to her.”

      Dr. Bhandari walked to the end of Ana’s bed and stopped, lowering his clipboard. “Her vital signs are good. No abnormalities.”

      “There could be hemorrhaging. She could be slipping into a coma for all we know.” Miriam began pacing the room, lost in her own anxiety. Getting Ana back was all she wanted, and she couldn’t fathom the thought of her slipping into a coma. Ana belonged back home.

      Then it suddenly occurred to Miriam that they had no home. She certainly wasn’t going to stay at the house where Freddy, her ex-husband, had been murdered and where Ana had been kidnapped. That wasn’t going to happen. They were going to move—far from Florida and out of the media spotlight and away from anything having to do with the Anderson family. Though she still wanted Phillip dead. And if there was any way of making it happen, she would see to it.

      “Please, Ms. Castillo,” Dr. Bhandari said. “All this moving around and worry are not good for you.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, turning to the nearest window and biting her nails. Her black hair was tucked behind her ears, still damp from her shower, and her face was free of makeup.

      She peeked through the blinds to the parking lot below their room. There were three police cars parked near the entrance, with their lights silently flashing as the lights reflected on her face.

      A knock suddenly came at the door. It opened and another familiar face peeked in, Detective Lou.

      “There you are. We’ve been looking everywhere for you,” he said to Miriam.

      He looked exhausted. His red hair was matted down and sweaty. His boots were encased in dried mud and his slacks were stained with dirt up to his hips. A walkie-talkie stuck out from his jacket pocket, and the blue windbreaker, opened to the sides, revealed a white button-down shirt stained with mud and grass. He was a mess, though Miriam didn’t feel so hot herself.

      Uniformed police officers waited in the hall as he approached Ana’s bed, looked to Miriam and spoke quietly. “How’s she doing?”

      “She’s going to be okay,” the doctor said before Miriam could answer.

      “Poor kid’s been through a lot,” Lou said, shaking his head. He turned to the door to see the officers standing in the hall through the window blinds. “Miriam, I don’t have a lot of time…”

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Dr. Bhandari said, inching toward the door with clipboard in hand.

      “Yes, of course,” Lou said, making way for him to pass. “I have to get back to Palm Dale, for starters. There’s a lot of paperwork waiting for me.”

      Miriam got right to the point. “Did you find him?”

      “There was an explosion,” Lou said. “A boat explosion. Right there off the Everglades trail. About a mile and a half from the cabin. We don’t know what happened.”

      Miriam remained silent. Her sullen expression said little beyond the emotional distress she was already grappling with.

      “We’re about ninety percent sure that it was his boat,” Lou said.

      “And his body?” Miriam asked without a second thought.

      “He’s dead, Miriam. Of that, we’re fairly certain,” Lou’s eyes glanced downward then back at her with reassurance.

      “Not good enough,” she said.

      Lou dug his hands into his pockets and shifted back on his heels. “We recovered several from the explosion, and we’re trying to get the remains identified as soon as possible.”

      Miriam spun around, angered. “How did this happen?”

      “Boat was rigged with explosives,” Lou said. “By the range of the blast and the field of debris, we’re looking at twenty to thirty pounds of explosives.”

      Miriam began pacing again—eyes were closed and head down, as she shook in disbelief.

      Lou clapped his hands together. “Our theory is that he had every intention of blowing up that boat, probably to throw us off his tracks. However, we think that he triggered it prematurely and… well, you see how that turned out.”

      “How many bodies?” Miriam asked.

      “Four. Some of them other boaters. Wrong place, wrong time.”

      Miriam came to her chair and plopped down. Lou inched toward the door as though he had said his piece and was anxious to get away. She sank her face into her hands and sighed. “Just tell me that he’s dead…”

      “We believe so, yes,” he said flatly.

      Miriam looked up with a matter-of-fact smile. “I have to tell you, Lou. Your tone doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.”

      Lou looked up defensively. “No one could have survived a blast like that. Not possible. He’s dead, okay?”

      Miriam nodded. “If you say so.” She looked back to Ana and then spoke in a softer tone. “I hope that’s the case.”

      

      Lou left as quickly as he had come in and closed the door behind him. The room went quiet again. Miriam wiped a tear from under one eye—from grief or joy, she couldn’t tell. She made her way back to her Ana-watching chair and sat down.

      Ana lay in deep slumber, with no change or indication of when she would wake again. As Miriam stared at the faded blue wall ahead of her, she pondered their next step. Both of their lives had dramatically changed, and it was time to start over. If such a thing were possible anymore. No matter the outcome, Miriam felt a sense of dread. There was something she faced along with a fear second only to Ana not waking up: telling her only daughter that her father was dead.

      

      By morning, Miriam awoke in her chair right next to the bed to find Ana awake and dazed. She jumped up and sat next to Ana immediately, carefully brushing back her hair.

      “Oh, honey. I’m so glad you’re awake,” she said.

      Ana looked around the room with an air of uncertainty.

      “How are you feeling?” Miriam asked as a tear streamed down her cheek.

      “Okay,” Ana said in a dry voice.

      Miriam grabbed a cup of water on a tray next to Ana and handed it to her.

      “Drink this,” she said.

      Ana reluctantly took the bottle and sipped it.

      “Where’s dad?” were the first words out of her mouth.

      Miriam’s smile dropped. She paused, thinking of the right words to say. She had hoped that there would be time to build up to the question, but clearly Ana knew otherwise.

      “Your father…” Miriam began. “Freddy… Dad. I-I don’t know what to say.” She then hugged Ana tightly, pushing the young girl against her. “I’m just so glad you’re okay. I love you so much. You mean everything to me.”

      “Mom…” Ana said, eyes watering. “I had a dream. And in my dream, Dad died.”

      Miriam released her and sat against the bed, exhausted but prepared to tell Ana what she needed to know.

      “Your dad isn’t with us anymore. I’m sorry.” She clutched Ana again and held her tight with no desire to let go. “I’m so sorry…”
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* * *

      Freddy’s memorial service was held not far from the Miami-Dade hospital Miriam had become so well acquainted with. Cuban descendants, his parents Julio and Tessa lived within the Little Havana community in Miami, where Freddy had been born and raised.

      As she stood among Freddy’s friends and family, peering at a closed casket resting above a hidden open grave, the reality of his unexpected death finally started to sink in. None of it had seemed real. But there was no denying the name on the marble headstone: Fredrick Ernesto Chapman.

      Dressed in black, despite his parents’ urging her to wear spring colors, Miriam lowered her head as she held Ana’s shoulders, squeezing. Ana matched her mother in mood and style—though she was considerably smaller. A priest delivered a stirring eulogy and last blessings as the somber crowd stood under a large canopy that provided shade and privacy among the hundreds of other tombstones.

      Quiet sobbing could be heard throughout the crowd, with one group at the head of the casket and another group at the foot. Miriam was in the first row facing the end. Her own parents were in attendance too, standing next to her and holding back tears. Freddy’s mother cried into her considerably taller husband’s chest.

      Feelings of guilt and anguish all began to rush through Miriam once again. There had been plenty of support from her family and Freddy’s in everything she and Ana had been through. But when she looked up into the crowd across from her, comprised entirely of Freddy’s extended family, she couldn’t help but sense judgment from behind their eyes.

      She believed that they blamed her. Why wouldn’t they? Her involvement in the Snatcher case had led to his death. They had to understand that. She felt sick and paranoid, and she just wanted the service to end. After a prayer and a final tribute for Freddy, they lowered his coffin into the ground. On top rested several bouquets of spring flowers and a rosary. Without a dry eye in the crowd, the service ended as guests slowly dispersed, offering hugs and comfort to one another.

      Now everything had come to an end, and all that remained for Miriam were tears and heartache. Ana cried silently as Miriam took her hand and squeezed. As they stood there watching the coffin being lowered on automatic railings, Freddy’s parents approached them and stood next to Miriam, surprising her. Light organ music played over outside speakers, as side conversations, muted and respectful, hummed behind them.

      Miriam was too nervous to look at them. Even if they didn’t blame her, part of her blamed herself. Knowing that most of it was in her head didn’t make things any easier. She had no idea what Ana thought or felt. Losing a father at a young age was something she knew nothing about.

      She squeezed Ana’s hand just as Tessa, Freddy’s mother, touched Miriam’s shoulder. Startled, Miriam turned to see Tessa looking directly at her, unblinking. There was no blame in her distraught, pleading eyes—just sadness. She pulled Miriam closer and threw her arms around her, crying. Ana joined their circle as did Julio. From across the way, Miriam’s parents came to join in the embrace as other mourners looked in their direction—parents and in-laws sharing their collective sorrow.
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      Moving to Arizona had made sense to Miriam. Her Aunt Teresa lived in Phoenix—a lifeline for Miriam’s hasty relocation. She had visited her aunt and uncle in the city with her parents when she was a child. Back then, she didn’t think that she’d ever be moving back there in her thirties, but a lot had happened that she hadn’t ever accounted for.

      Miriam moved to the city of Chandler, twenty-five miles outside of Phoenix, in Maricopa County. Her relocation was about a lot of things—starting over being one of them. But it was primarily about safety.

      Detective Lou had described it as “going dark”—a strangely common practice for law enforcement personnel embroiled in media coverage. The Snatcher saga had put Miriam’s face at the forefront of the highly publicized case. She’d had little recourse but to get away from it all.

      One thing she couldn’t turn her back on, however, was being a cop. She applied for a position at the Maricopa County Police Department and enlisted as a sergeant. Back patrolling the streets, Miriam felt content—much as she had before her fateful encounter with the Snatcher.

      Ana was just beginning eighth grade at Bogle Junior High. Before they left Florida, Miriam knew the adjustment wasn’t going to be easy for her daughter. But any objections Ana had were largely kept to herself.

      Ana’s recovery was going to take time, and the pain of losing her father was certain to plague her for some time. But with counseling and support, Miriam was convinced Ana could find relative normalcy after the trauma. She had truly believed that it was possible.

      

      Miriam guided a county-issued Dodge Charger down Boston Street, lined with tall palm trees and green bushy Sonoran palms. Her surroundings were eerily reminiscent of Palm Dale on a hot summer day. Though in the distance, beyond the buildings and skyscrapers, a line of mountains encompassed the city like a protective barrier, faintly concealed by thin, transparent clouds.

      Over the past few months, she had become familiar with the beat and what to look for—drugs, gang activity, and public intoxication, among other things. Phoenix, only a few cities over, was currently considered the kidnapping capital of the U.S., primarily due to Mexican drug cartels’ activity spreading across the border.

      She was now a detective with the Chandler Police Department, out for a stroll with her partner, Detective Keely. Miriam’s main job was to investigate homicides, not protect the borders, but she found herself deeply concerned about the reported number of kidnappings in the area.

      “They cartels are spilling over into here because the Mexican government has failed to contain them,” Detective Keely said while watching the streets from the passenger seat through the lenses of his sleek Oakley sunglasses.

      Keely was in his early forties and married with children. His record was squeaky clean as his boyish face and trim crew cut. In the month Miriam had been partnered with him, she couldn’t recall him even cussing.

      “When was the last kidnapping?” Miriam asked.

      Keely pressed his lips together as he thought back. “Hmm. About two years ago?”

      “Cartels related?” she asked.

      He reached for the Big Gulp resting in a drink holder on and took a sip. “Nah, nothing from them in a while. Last case we had was an infant abduction.”

      Miriam’s mouth dropped.

      “Suspect was a female. In her thirties. She stole a newborn from the hospital, right out of the maternity ward.” He slowed as they hit a red light at a busy intersection downtown.

      “Did they catch the woman and get the baby back?” Miriam asked.

      “Sure did,” Keely said. “Lady didn’t get far, baby went back with its mother, everyone was happy.”

      The light turned green and Miriam took a left as she sighed with relief. “It’s nice to hear a story with a happy ending.”

      Keely’s eyes shot to the right lane along the busy downtown street. A skinny, shirtless vagrant was walking in the middle of the lane wearing flip-flops and blue jeans, his skin bronze from the sun. He had his head tilted far back, shouting into the sky like a wild animal. Miriam slowed down instinctively and pulled from the left lane toward the curb on their right. It wasn’t exactly there area of expertise, but Keely was game.

      Dressed in slacks, a button-down long-sleeved shirt, and a red tie, with a gun and badge at his belt, he opened his door and placed one shoe on the curb. He stopped and turned to Miriam as chatter buzzed over the police radio.

      “Sometimes you just have to remind them to stick to the sidewalks, you know?” he said.

      “Need my help?” she asked, talking over the shouting going on near the hood of their car. The bearded man pivoted to the side and glared at them. He looked wild and manic, as though the sun itself had driven him mad.

      “I got this,” Keely said, taking a bottle of water from the car. She watched as he approached the man with caution. They exchanged some words as he handed the vagrant a fresh bottle of water and beckoned him to get out of the road and into the shade of a nearby shop. The man waved his arms around, rambling. Miriam looked on in amusement.

      A few times, she had wondered if she had made the right decision moving out here—moving Ana out here. But after six months in Chandler, she was beginning to feel at home. Crime existed everywhere, and it was her job to deal with it.

      The vagrant calmed down and took the water. Keely kept a careful distance, his hands on his hips, as their street dweller got off the road and onto the sidewalk as asked. Keely turned to Miriam and gave her a thumbs-up with a smile. She smiled back and ran a hand through her ponytail. Crisis averted.

      It was a little past noon and Miriam could already feel her stomach growl. She had a sandwich in the back, in her zipped lunch tote. They’d probably head back and check in at the station first. Keely walked to the car, opened the door, and got back in, wiping the thin layer of sweat from his forehead. There was no cooler place to be than inside the patrol car, where Miriam had the air conditioning blasting.

      “How about that, Sergeant Sandoval?” he asked her, brushing his hands together. “No lip this time.”

      Miriam had dropped the Castillo—Freddy’s surname—as a part of her relocation and resumed using her maiden name. She hoped it would make it harder for people from the media to find her. But she knew how persistent those people could be. Her anonymous life was, for the most part, working out.

      “You wanna head back to the station?” Keely asked as they pulled out.

      “You read my mind,” she answered.

      Their mutual smiles were cut short by a loud, inescapable beeping coming over the police radio.

      The laptop in the center console flashed as both Miriam’s and Keely’s cell phones buzzed with an automated tone blaring from the radio.

      Miriam glanced at the laptop screen as Keely dug into his pocket for his cell phone. It was a missing persons report—an AMBER Alert, designed to alert authorities and civilians alike to a child abduction. The screen displayed information that sent chills down Miriam’s spine.

      

      EMERGENCY ALERT:

      Bynes, Sarah

      Female Age 11

      Brown hair & eyes

      LOOK FOR:

      2006 Blue GMC Van

      

      Keely looked at his phone as the police radio made the very announcement Miriam read on the laptop screen. She looked up as they stopped at another intersection. Every vehicle around them looked suspicious to Miriam. She glanced in the rearview mirror to see a pickup truck and two motorcycles idling behind her. Her eyes scanned each side of the intersection, the cars passing by, and any and all vehicles parked on the street.

      “Wow,” Keely said. “And we were just talking about this.”

      Miriam was too caught in the moment to respond. In the midst of her frantic search, she caught a glimpse of a blue van passing by.

      “That’s him!” she said, flipping on the lights. She maneuvered around the car in front of them and gunned it into the intersection, siren blaring.

      “Slow it down,” Keely said, gripping the armrest.

      His request went unanswered as their tires screeched against the hot pavement with her sudden acceleration. The line of cars crossing the intersection slammed on their brakes to make way for Miriam’s sudden intrusion into their path. She turned down the road and raced ahead as vehicles struggled to move out of the way. The blue van was about three car lengths ahead.

      They were gaining. A two-door Honda Civic panicked as Miriam approached—inches from their rear bumper. The Honda screeched to the center median and tore a street sign from the concrete upon impact. As the car smoked behind them, Keely whipped his head around to admonish Miriam for her dangerous pursuit.

      “Detective Sandoval, you’ve got to be careful around here. It’s a narrow street.” His tone was stern but slightly nervous.

      As they roared down East Boston Street, past the fire department and community center, Miriam could see the blue van ahead preparing to turn right. The remaining two cars behind it moved to the curb to make way for the flashing police cruiser descending on them like a hungry shark. Miriam zoomed past. Keely said nothing to further discourage her. Instead, he grabbed the hand microphone and called the station.

      “Currently in pursuit of a van matching description of AMBER Alert.” He lowered the mike and squinted, trying to make out the license plate. With its blinker flashing, the van nonchalantly turned right.

      “What’s the plate say?” another officer asked over the radio.

      “Trying to read it,” Keely said.

      Miriam took a sharp right, cutting off a clueless Volvo driver trying to cross. The tires screeched again, leaving skid marks etched across the pavement and a trail of exhaust and burnt rubber in the air. The blue van was back in sight with its right turn signal still blinking. On the right was a Safeway supermarket.

      “No you don’t,” Miriam said under her breath. She floored the gas pedal and shuttled forward, closing in just as the van turned into the parking lot. Without slowing, she nailed the median to their right and launched right into the parking lot. Sparks hit the ground. Keely flew up, nearly smacking his head on the ceiling.

      “Damn it! Slow down!”

      Miriam’s eyes didn’t leave the van ahead as it looked for a parking space. The closer she got to the van, the stranger it seemed that the driver was making no attempts to escape. But Miriam had been through this scenario before. Her motto: trust no one.

      She drove past the van and spun around, blocking it off. Their cruiser came to an abrupt stop as she slammed on the brakes. Keely held his head and shot her a surprised, angry look.

      “What the heck has gotten into you? There’s no excuse for that kind of reckless driving!”

      Miriam reached to her hip holster and pulled out her pistol.

      Keely looked at her, wide-eyed. “Now what are you doing?”

      The van was stopped at an angle in a parking spot, with the police cruiser blocking the driver’s side and angled across two formerly empty parking spots. She had just boxed the van in and they were already drawing notice from cart-pushing onlookers. All she could see through the driver’s window was a silhouette behind tinted glass.

      “Cover me,” she said to Keely, who looked frazzled and upset about the pursuit.

      “Wait!” he protested with a hand up. “Let’s look up the license plate before you go out guns blazing.”

      Miriam lowered her pistol while keeping an eye on the driver. She studied the Arizona license plate and read it back to him. “RJUC12K.”

      Keely typed in the plate number and ran a check.

      Keely huffed and shifted with a sigh. “Barbara Robinson. Sixty-two years old. No prior record.”

      The entire scenario was too similar to the horrifying ordeal she had endured two and a half years ago with the loss of her partner in Palm Dale. Vivid memories flashed through her, and for a moment she felt like she was back there, only moments from when Deputy Lang was shot by the unidentified driver in a blue station wagon who fled the scene.

      Miriam opened her door. “I’m not taking any chances. Are you going to cover me or not?”

      Keely grabbed the mike. “Let me call for backup first.” He spoke while examining the van. “We’ve got a van blocked in the Safeway parking lot. Make and model match the AMBER Alert description. License plate…” He paused, turned to the laptop and began typing. “Barbara Robinson, 117 Antelope…” He looked over toward Miriam, expecting to see her, but the seat was empty. His head whipped to look out the windshield, where he saw Miriam inching toward the driver’s door with her back against the van and her pistol in the air.

      “Damn it!” Keely said. He opened his door and hopped out, grabbing his own pistol from the side. “How about you not dive into anything on your own? Think you can do that for me?”

      Miriam stopped and glared at him, putting a momentary halt to her take-no-prisoners plan. Keely nodded in mocking appreciation. He then walked around to the other side of the police cruiser as its lights flashed silently. He opened Miriam’s door, held his pistol out, and took cover, yelling: “Driver of the vehicle, open the door and step out with your hands up!”

      Both he and Miriam waited. The silhouette behind the tinted glass made no movement.

      “I repeat,” Keely continued. “Step out of your vehicle with your hands up or we will use force.”

      They waited again. Miriam looked at him—her face consumed with urgency and what looked like hidden anger. He had never seen this side of her before. She was almost another person.

      “I’m going in,” she mouthed, signaling to the driver’s door.

      Keely shook his head. “No…” he mouthed back.

      Before he could dissuade her, she leapt forward, swung the door open, and yanked the driver out, tossing her to the ground. When the elderly woman hit the ground, Miriam looked more shocked than either the woman or Keely.

      “Detective Sandoval, stop!” he said.

      Miriam froze as she could feel herself shaking as everything began to rush back to her. The elderly woman lay flat on her stomach, a tangled shawl around her neck, afraid to move. Her purse had flown from her arms and sat open ahead of her with its contents spilled on the asphalt.

      “What has gotten into you?” Keely said, stunned beyond words.

      Miriam snapped out of her daze, holstered her pistol, and knelt beside the woman, helping her up. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

      Keely holstered his weapon as well and lent a hand. They helped the frazzled woman to her feet as she brushed her shoulder-length gray hair out of her face.

      “Goodness. What did you do that for?” she asked, dusting off her red blouse.

      Still in detective mode, Miriam looked at Keely. “Search the van while I deal with her.”

      Keely stood back, hesitant. “Umm. I kind of think we need permission for that.”

      “Just look in the windows,” she replied in a frustrated tone. Keely walked away, not wanting to argue, as Miriam tended to the elderly woman. She introduced herself as Barbara. Miriam knelt down and put all the belongings back in her purse.

      “Again, I’m very sorry,” she said, handing the purse to Barbara. “Are you okay?”

      Barbara took the purse and stood as if everything was fine. She didn’t have any noticeable marks and seemed to be coherent. “I’m fine, I guess.”

      Miriam looked around the parking lot for witnesses. If anyone had their phone out recording this, she was certain that it would be problematic. Miriam offered to take Barbara to the hospital to get checked out, but she refused.

      “Nonsense. I just need to go grocery shopping.” She turned to see Sergeant Keely looking through the windows of her van on the other side.

      “Excuse me, what is he doing?”

      Miriam gently touched the sleeve of Barbara’s jacket to put her at ease. “Your van matched the exact description of an AMBER Alert.”

      Barbara covered her mouth in surprise. “Oh no!”

      “Sarah Bynes is the girl’s name. She’s eleven years old.”

      “When did this happen?” Barbara asked.

      “Just now,” Miriam said.

      Keely came back and reported nothing out of the ordinary. Miriam looked at Barbara and spoke as politely as she could. “Do you think we could have a look through your van?”

      Confused, Barbara looked around. “I-I don’t know. You don’t think I have anything to do with this, do you?”

      Keely nudged Miriam. “Let it go,” he said under his breath. “This department does not need a lawsuit.”

      Miriam could remember all the deception—the disguises that Phillip Anderson had worn. The wigs he donned to get young girls to come closer to his vehicle. Even on her best day, she couldn’t avoid thinking about him at least once. It was her own personal curse.

      Barbara shuffled off to do her shopping, leaving them behind. Miriam pushed her no further. Keely was right—mostly. The license plate didn’t match and a petite elderly woman hardly fit the bill for a child predator. And the more time they stood around questioning Barbara, the more time the real culprit had to get away.

      “All right,” Miriam said, tossing Keely the keys. “Let’s sweep the area, see what we can come up with.” Their backup still hadn’t arrived, and Keely thought it a good time to call them off.

      “Three Six, ixnay on the backup. False alarm. Still looking for that van.”

      “They have an APB out on it yet?” Miriam asked. Normally that was the protocol with AMBER Alerts, but Miriam wanted to be sure.

      An officer cut in over the radio. “Twenty-Two, that’s a copy. We have all units currently looking for blue van, Arizona license plate…”

      Keely pulled out of the parking lot, seemingly in better spirits now that he was behind the wheel. Strange looks from customers pushing shopping carts past met Miriam’s gaze. But all she cared about was finding the right van.

      Anything that slightly resembled a van caught her eye. They continued west toward Interstate 10. Their culprit may have already gotten on the highway headed toward California, Colorado, or New Mexico. If the culprit didn’t flee, that would make their job that much easier.

      Miriam grabbed the hand mike and called the station to request aerial support to widen their search. A few helicopters would do the trick, she thought. The dispatcher told her that such support was currently unable.

      “Will send request up the channels,” he said.

      “Negative. Time is critical here. We need that support now,” Miriam said, defiantly.

      Suddenly another voice cracked in. “Detective Keely. Need you both at the station ASAP.”

      They looked at each other, curious, but it was all too clear who it was: Investigations Officer Lieutenant Vargas. “Copy that,” Miriam said, hanging the mike on its dashboard hook. She noticed Keely turn on his right blinker at the approaching intersection, heading to the station.

      “No. Let’s search some more. Vargas can wait,” she said, placing her hand on the dashboard.

      Keely glanced at her and then back to the road, turning his blinker off. “You know, you’re going to get me in trouble one of these days.”

      He continued past the light, going straight. Miriam scanned the downtown area as they drove through. They passed vehicle after vehicle parallel parked in front of shops and businesses. They passed the county library—a large, dome-shaped building—which Miriam loved to frequent when she had the time. Still no blue van in sight.

      Or any van for that matter. Pedestrians were out in droves, walking along the sidewalks—the lunchtime rush was in full effect. Miriam’s mind was on overdrive. Every person, every movement was suspect. Suddenly, a white van passed them in the opposite lane.

      “Turn around,” she told Keely.

      His eyes glanced into the rearview mirror, watching the van pass. “It’s white.”

      “So what?” Miriam said. “These alerts aren’t always accurate, you know.”

      Keely held a hand up in protest. “I can’t turn around and chase every van on the road. Let’s stick with blue van and go from there.”

      Miriam said no more. As they continued heading east, she could feel momentum fading. For her partner, it might have been just another AMBER Alert, but for her, it was something entirely different. Thoughts of Anderson reemerged in her consciousness. Had he found her again? What kind of sick game was she involved in now? They never had recovered a body.

      Lee County investigators reported that the blast had decimated Phillip, but without leaving verifiable physical evidence behind. It was possible, but Miriam had her doubts. Now six months later, in a new state, a new city, she was facing another child kidnapping. Were they dealing with a child predator or something else altogether? Miriam was well aware of possible cartel activity, but an eleven-year-old girl? If that was the case, she was sure that a ransom demand was soon to follow.

      Keely turned down a couple of back roads and alleyways, driving through the shadier parts of town—their go-to spots following any APB. There were questionable types of all sizes, men mostly, who squatted under building canopies or loitering behind store dumpsters, not showing the slightest interest as the cruiser passed them.

      Miriam told Keely to slow down when they entered one particularly crowded alleyway. Most of the men dispersed, but a few remained behind. Miriam swung her door open and stepped out, just as Keely parked. She approached two Hispanic men who leaned against the wall with blank, indifferent expressions on their face.

      “Habla usted Inglés?” she asked.

      “Si,” the man on the right said. He was short, with a black goatee, dark eyes, and a scar across one cheek. He wore a beige ball cap and baggy, mismatched clothes. His counterpart, a taller, heavier-set man, had run off the minute Miriam mentioned a blue van.

      The other man shrugged in response, not implying whether he had seen the van or not. She pulled a twenty from her wallet. His eyes widened as though he was staring at the Lady Madonna. “Listen, Pedro,” she said in a serious tone. “I don’t hand out money for cheap talk. We have a little girl missing. Eleven years old. Now, have you seen a blue van around here or not?”

      “No, but I know who may have,” he said with a Spanish accent—Mexican, Miriam believed.

      “Good,” she said, taking him by the arm. Miriam had little patience for stalling—as everyone she had encountered her so far that day had found out. She opened the back passenger door and beckoned the man to get in. As he hesitated, she slapped the cash into his hand, pushed him inside the car, and closed the door. Once she sat down in her seat, she noticed Keely staring at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      Keely looked into the back seat then at her. “Right now, I don’t even want to know. Let’s go to the station.”

      Miriam nodded in agreement as he gunned the car forward, leaving a trail of exhaust in their wake.
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      They arrived at the station with their passenger in the back seat humming to himself. Though Miriam had called him Pedro, his name was actually Guillermo—a drifter and who had been living on the streets for some time. He claimed to be a man who knew and saw things—the kind of man who had info for a price. But he was also a careful and cautious man who insisted on sitting low in the car, out of sight.

      “It’s best that I keep our time together to a minimum,” he said as they parked. “I hope you understand.”

      “You give us what we need and you can leave at any time,” Miriam said, making her intentions clear.

      Detective Keely shut off the ignition and turned, placing his arm over his seat. “You know, if you want, we can put you in handcuffs and make this thing look authentic.”

      Guillermo looked around confused. “What’s he talking about?” he asked Miriam.

      She told him that the Keely was just joking… sort of.

      “Ah,” Guillermo said. “Very funny.”

      Miriam leaned against the passenger window and studied their reluctant guest. She was out of patience and wanted to learn something of substance—every minute counted while Sarah Bynes was still out there. “What exactly do you know, Guillermo?” she asked.

      He smiled, exposing a chipped front tooth. “Call me G.”

      “G…” she said, slowly. “What can you tell us?”

      He scratched his chin, seeming amused with all the attention. It was best to get something out of him ahead of time, before parading him into the lieutenant’s office, and risking the chance he would bottle up and play around with them.

      “You looking for a blue van, si?”

      “Si,” Miriam said.

      G thought to himself again. “Let me see who I know who has a blue van.” He looked to Miriam as though he’d just remembered but then shook his head. “Not personally. I know I seen one though.”

      Miriam continued to probe him, feeling as though they were slowly getting somewhere. “Can you think of a face? A name? Anything?”

      G nodded. “He’s a big man. Grande hombre. Bald.”

      Miriam stopped. “Bald?”

      “Si. I remember. He come down the street. Ask about action.”

      “Action?”

      “Yeah. Real pervertido. Wanted young niña. He don’t talk to me. I just hear him talk to Ricky.”

      Miriam pulled a pen and pocket-notebook out, flipping it open. “Who’s Ricky?”

      G’s eyes lowered as he tensed up. “Nobody. He has nothing to do with this.”

      She didn’t press him further. His story sounded convincing—at least most of it. If they could get him inside to do an artist’s sketch, that would be a great first step.

      Miriam and Keely both stepped out of the car and shut their doors. She then opened G’s door and guided him out by the arm. He looked at the station, marveling at the building as though he couldn’t believe what he had gotten himself into. Miriam and Keely proceeded down the walkway with G between them toward the Maricopa County Crime Investigative Division. Once inside, Miriam wanted to go straight to the sketch artist, but Keely reminded her of their current priorities.

      “Best to see the lieutenant and get that out of the way before he harasses us.”

      “Very well,” she conceded. “But he better make it quick,” she said, but her feelings didn’t match the confidence in her words. They received glances from police officers passing by. Apparently G had a reputation around the department—to them, it was amazing that he wasn’t in cuffs this time. Miriam turned and spoke softly.

      “Stay close. We’ll make this worth your while in the end.”

      “You mean like a bottle of tequila?” he said, laughing.

      Miriam winced. “Sure thing.”

      They continued walking down the long hall. All seemed quiet. Maybe too quiet. If Miriam’s gut told her anything, there was trouble in the air. She wondered why child abductions seemed to follow her. Was it her fate? Or was there something more sinister at hand?

      

      They approached Lieutenant Vargas’s office, where they could see two other detectives sitting, Detectives Summerson and Wright. Summerson, a black female, was new to the force and a few years younger than Miriam. What she lacked in experience she made up for in eager tenacity. She hated unsolved cases, and Miriam could relate, remembering far too well how that felt when she first joined the Palm Dale PD as a patrol officer.

      Detective Wright, an astute Asian man, had been the force for years. He had a calm, comforting aura about him which always made Miriam feel a little better. He and Summerson sat across from the lieutenant as he talked on the phone. Miriam poked her head in and knocked on the door. Summerson and Wright turned around and nodded.

      Lieutenant Vargas—a large Hispanic man with a booming voice and dark, slicked-back hair—talked rapidly into his phone as they waited.

      “Yes, it’s a real alert. The girl is missing. Last seen getting into a blue GMC van.” He paused as his anger rose. “Well, if you already know this, why the hell are you asking me?” He paused and calmed himself, squeezing the bridge of his nose. “Look… Sergeant. I want all hands on deck. This girl. Let’s just say that her parents have influence.” He nodded and told the sergeant on the phone to get to work. “Get ‘em out there and find this girl before it’s too late.”

      He hung up the phone and looked up as Miriam and Keely entered the office and stood near the seated detectives. They had left Guillermo in the interview room with a soda and bag of chips, hoping that would suffice. Miriam wasn’t sure if G could really help them, or if he was just taking them for a ride, and she wasn’t going to spend all day trying to find out.

      “Sir, we have someone. A man who claims to know something,” she said.

      Vargas looked up, intrigued. “Who is he?”

      “Guillermo Gomez,” Keely answered. “Slick character. We don’t know his angle, or if he has one.”

      “Gomez?” Vargas leaned back in his creaking leather swivel chair. “Sounds familiar. Homeless guy?”

      “We believe so,” Miriam said. “Certainly not a millionaire.”

      Vargas looked less than convinced. “You guys should know by now that most of these vagrants are just looking for a handout. They’ll say anything to string you along.”

      “They’re also the ones who see what goes on in this city,” Miriam said.

      Vargas sighed, as though he had been through a similar song and dance with Miriam before. “You wanna put him on payroll?”

      Summerson and Wright looked at each other and laughed quietly.

      Miriam was unamused. “Someone tells me the color of a van before I do, I tend to think he may know something.”

      Vargas leaned forward and his blue tie swung forward with him, coming to rest on the round of his gut. “Could have been a lucky guess.” He put both his hands up as Miriam opened her mouth to respond. “Enough. Just listen. This is big, people. I want all ears.” He stopped and pointed to the door behind Miriam. “Could you close that, please?”

      She did as asked, eager as everyone to hear what the lieutenant had to say. His eyes were on the window of his office, where staff could be seen through the partially closed blinds. He then spoke in a hushed tone. “I asked you all to meet with me because I need your full attention on this case. This girl, Sarah Bynes, her father is a congressman.”

      Intrigued, Summerson leaned forward with a question that was clearly on everyone’s mind. “Cartel kidnapping?”

      “We don’t know,” Vargas replied. “It’s been two hours since her disappearance, and no ransom has been demanded or phone call made to the family.” He glanced at each detective. “We certainly can’t rule it out.”

      Wright cut in. “If it was, things are going to start getting really heated up around here.”

      “You can count on that,” Keely added.

      “This is a sensitive case,” Vargas said. “I haven’t talked to Congressman Bynes yet, but he has contacted the sheriff’s department. We need all resources out on the street right now to try to find this van.”

      Miriam stepped forward, slightly perturbed. “I have to say, sir, this conference seems a little counterproductive.” Keely suddenly shot a look at her, telling her to drop it. Vargas, however, seemed interested. He clasped his hands together and nodded.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Detective Keely and I were on the road, actively pursuing the suspect, chasing whatever leads we could muster and were called back here just to be told that we need to get on the road.”

      “As I said before, this is a sensitive case,” Vargas repeated, not missing a beat.

      “I asked for aerial support and was denied,” Miriam said as her tone grew angrier.

      “Who do you think we are, the Air Force?” he asked, causing Wright and Summerson to smile.

      “Are you telling me we can’t get a single helicopter out there to search for a van?” Miriam said, her arms stretched out in protest. “News stations have them up there all the time for traffic reports, but we can’t ask them to help us search for a missing girl?”

      Vargas maintained his quiet tone. “Calm down, Detective. A pilot arrived not too long ago.” He held up his index finger, pointing it toward her. “We currently have one helicopter and one pilot. Unfortunately, we’re going to have to pick up the slack on our end. The police chief issued an ‘all hands on deck’ for his department, and I’m tasked with issuing the same with mine.”

      Wright gave Vargas an inquisitive look followed by his normally calm tone. “What do we know so far? Where was she abducted? Where are our witnesses?”

      Summerson nodded in support of Wright’s questions. “Some answers would definitely be a good start.”

      “Fair enough,” Vargas said, leaning back again. Miriam eyed the mahogany bookcase behind him. One shelf was loaded with books and another dedicated to framed pictures and memorabilia. He had a big family, as evident from the many pictures of children and an attractive wife, whom he looked happy with.

      Vargas cleared his throat and continued. “Sarah Bynes was waiting for her mother to pick her up outside the pick-up loop at her private school.”

      Miriam tensed up. The back of her neck tingled. The circumstances were oddly similar to those of a case she would never forget, or the name of the girl: Jenny Dawson.

      Vargas paused, seeming to search for the right words. “Girl feels ill and wants to go home. School calls mother. Mother comes to pick her up. Girl vanishes.” Vargas paused. “Now this is where it gets a little hazy. Sarah was supposed to wait for her mother in the front office. However, her mother was running late. Front desk recalls seeing Sarah looking frustrated and pacing around. School security footage shows her standing outside as a blue van pulls up. She enters the van on her own. Strange thing is, there’s no license plate on the van.”

      An image of Phillip Anderson’s escape truck entered Miriam’s mind. Her gut told her that he was somehow involved, even though it seemed an impossibility. He was presumed dead, for starters, and the idea of his traveling all the way to Arizona to start kidnapping children seemed about as plausible as Miriam running for president.

      “Perhaps the abductor removed his plates prior to entering the school grounds,” Summerson said.

      “Good point,” Wright added.

      “It’s absurd to think he drove around for very long without plates,” Vargas said.

      Keely stepped forward, lost in his own thoughts. “Given that, it looks like the driver knew exactly what they were doing.”

      The room went quiet as everyone considered the possibilities. Feeling as though she’d been down this road before, Miriam spoke up first. “He was either staking out the school and convinced the girl to get in his van, or we’re dealing with someone who knew her.”

      “He?” Vargas said.

      “That’s right. Our kidnapper is a man, thirty to fifty years old.”

      Detective Wright turned around and looked up at Miriam, snapping his fingers. “You dealt with a similar case like this. I remember reading about it. The Snatcher case. Boat explosion, wasn’t it?”

      She didn’t even know where to start. “Yes. He was killed… evading the authorities.”

      Vargas clapped his hands together. “All right, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get out there. Leave no stone unturned. We want to keep this as quiet as we can. Especially if the cartels are involved.”

      “That’d be my guess,” Wright said, rising from his vinyl-upholstered chair. Summerson followed his lead. Miriam opened the office door as Keely turned back to speak to the lieutenant. “You want to say anything to Guillermo before we get started?”

      Vargas rose from his chair and stretched. “Yeah, be a good citizen and tell us everything you know.”

      Keely laughed as Vargas picked up his ringing phone, signaling him to close the door as they left. The detectives walked outside where the tension in the hallway was already evident. Police and detectives alike were moving around, from office to office, gearing up for something big.

      “All wound up with nowhere to go,” Wright said.

      “What are you two planning to do?” Keely asked.

      Wright and Summerson looked at each other and then at Keely.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Summerson said.

      “Oh come on,” Keely said. “We need to be working together.”

      Wright stepped past them and continued down the hall with Summerson. He turned and offered his parting words. “You bring us something worthwhile, and we’ll do the same with you.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” Keely said.

      Wright shrugged. “Competition often yields some of the best results, Detective.”

      Keely leaned closer to Miriam as the other two turned at the end of the hall and walked toward the building exit. With the exception of a few ringing office phones, everything was quiet.

      “Guillermo better not be wasting our time with his story,” he said.

      Miriam looked up at him but didn’t respond, her mind lost in thought. She snapped out of it and offered her take on the matter. “Only one way to find out.” She walked in the opposite direction toward the row of interview rooms, determined to get to the bottom of everything.

      

      Keely and Miriam entered the small, windowless room to find Guillermo sitting at the rectangular table, munching on the last of his vending-machine-sized bag of potato chips.

      “You guys gone a while,” he said, taking a swig of his soda.

      Keely approached the table and pulled out a chair. He turned it backwards and sat with his elbows on the backrest. “We’re very busy out there.”

      Miriam remained standing, across the table from Guillermo, studying him, with her notepad and pen in hand. She leaned against the table and spoke. “So I think we’ve delayed long enough. There’s a young girl’s life at stake. What can you tell us, G, about this blue van?”

      G chewed the chips in his mouth and swallowed. Then he crumpled the bag into a ball with both hands, deliberately slow. Miriam could see that the info he supposedly had wasn’t going to come easy.

      Keely wasn’t up for it. He set his cell phone on the table, swiped at the screen, and pressed a record icon. “You told us you knew something, so get to it already.”

      Amused, G laughed quietly to himself under the two long fluorescent ceiling bulbs above. “Well… seems like if this was so important to you, you’d maybe take some of those things off my record.”

      Miriam’s eyes narrowed. “What things?”

      G took off his dirty ball cap and ran his fingers through his shaggy, black hair. “You know. Shoplifting. Public… uh drunkenness.”

      “What the heck are we talking about here?” Keely said, frustrated. “Can we stay on topic, please?”

      G shot him an offended cockeyed glare. “Hey, hombre. Why do you think I live on the streets? Ain’t no one will hire me. Not when they look at my record.”

      “Please. Detective Keely is right,” Miriam said. “Maybe we can work something out with records, but for now we need to know what you know. Everything from start to finish.”

      Silence followed. She could see in his eyes that he was considering it. There wasn’t much else for him to barter. That was clear enough. “I don’t know who he is, but I seen him. He came to the alley one time.”

      He paused and took a deep breath. Whatever he knew, he was taking his time getting to it.

      Miriam scribbled in her pad and looked up. She chose not to press him. Keely leaned forward in anticipation. “What did he look like?”

      He continued, ignoring Keely’s question. “There’s a couple pimps I see. They hang out around the Thirteenth Street. I seen a man. Big, fat, bald gringo.” He paused again, running through his thoughts. “I see two of these pimps, Diego and Gus. They kick the fat gringo. Chase him off. I see the fat gringo get into a big blue van and drive away. Diego tells Bobby and Bobby tells me that the fat gringo argued with Diego.” He stopped and took a slow sip of soda, finishing off the bottle. After that, he said nothing.

      Keely held his arms out, surprised and waiting for more as Miriam scribbled. “What did they argue about?”

      G balled the crumpled potato chip bag between his hands. “They argue because fat gringo says that Diego’s girls are too old. Wants younger.”

      Miriam was intrigued and disgusted. The man who G had described could have very well be Phillip Anderson. Perhaps he had gained more weight and shaved his head. From what she knew about the lengths he had gone to in the past to change his appearance, anything was possible.

      “It was the second time fat gringo ask Diego for young girl. Diego get mad because he have a young daughter of his own back in Mexico.” G stopped and laughed softly. “Gringo is lucky he didn’t get killed.”

      Keely rocked back in the chair, not completely satisfied with the story. “You have a name for this fat gringo?”

      G laughed again. “Sorry, I didn’t get his name.”

      “What about this Diego and Gus? Do your pimp friends know the guy’s name?”

      “They wouldn’t talk to you,” he answered. “Besides, I haven’t seen them in weeks.”

      Miriam shuffled through her notepad. “When did this happen?”

      G looked up, thinking. “Three weeks ago. I think.”

      “And he drove a blue van? You’re sure of that?” Keely asked and pushed his cell phone closer to Mr. G.

      “Si. Blue van.”

      Keely stood up, brimming with frustration. “So we got a fat bald pervert driving a blue van? I’ve got to admit, Mr. Gomez, we probably could have come up with that one on our own.”

      Miriam cut in, reserved. “I don’t see this as a coincidence. There’s a real link here.” She looked squarely at G. “But there are other people in the area we can ask, right?”

      G shrugged. “Sure. I guess.”

      “Any marks on this guy? Scars? Tattoos?” Keely asked.

      G froze. For a moment, he just stared ahead, blankly and then began laughing to himself. Miriam and Keely looked at each other, confused.

      “What’s so funny?” Keely asked.

      “What is it?” Miriam asked. Her impatience was beginning to show.

      G took a deep breath and addressed both of them. “He wears all clothes.”

      “What do you mean?” Keely asked.

      G thought to himself, trying to think of the right words. “He wears, like, long sleeves, a hood. Likes to cover his face.”

      “Why?” Keely asked, interrupting.

      “Because his face is burned.”

      The room went silent save for the air conditioning unit spilling out cold air.

      G looked around again, trying to gauge their reactions. Miriam stood stone faced. Keely looked lost in thought. “You understand, right?” G asked. “He is burnt from head to toe. That’s what they say.”

      Miriam clutched the table, feeling lightheaded. A sick coincidence. There was no way. It was a sick coincidence and nothing more. Her knees felt weak as her legs began to shake. Keely noticed how pale she looked and asked if she was okay.

      “Yeah…” she said, holding herself up over the table. “Just give me a minute.”

      If anything G was saying was true, the entire case had just gotten a lot more dangerous.
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      With Keely at the wheel, they resumed the search with only Guillermo’s scant details of who and what he might have seen to help guide them. Miriam couldn’t shake the ominous presence of the “burned man” Guillermo had described. Their next moves had to be careful and calculated, not impulsive, which was tempting, with the many options at hand.

      They could check the county registry for all GMC vans and narrow down the search. They could screen others who may have seen the same man G described, get a corroborating statement, and issue an official police sketch. Store owners, shopkeepers, bartenders, mail carriers—somebody had to know something.

      The city was crawling with police on nearly every block. A manhunt was underway, leaving civilian drivers and pedestrians curious about the presence of law enforcement everywhere. Contrary to what Lieutenant Vargas had claimed, two police helicopters hovered above, scanning the city.

      The police radio was alive with reports of other vans, false alarms, and various descriptions of the suspect. With the majority of the department’s resources unleashed, perhaps Sarah Bynes had a chance. Miriam wanted nothing more than her safe return. She also wanted to be the one to do it.

      Another missing girl case. There had to be a rhyme or reason to it. There were no coincidences, she believed. It was late afternoon as they passed a public park, brimming with school children oblivious to the threat beyond the gates.

      Vargas had been careful to stress the urgency of finding the girl before her congressman father went in front of the TV cameras for the 5:00 p.m. news. Sarah had been missing for three, maybe four hours—hardly enough to even qualify as a missing person’s case.

      “She could in another state by now,” Keely said with a hint of defeat as they approached three lanes of heavy traffic at a red light. They were headed downtown, off East Chandler Boulevard, to drop Guillermo off. He’d insisted on being taken to the same shady alleyway where they had found him.

      “Why don’t you stay at a shelter? Reorganize things from there,” Miriam said, turning to him as they sat in bumper-to-bumper traffic. Keely sighed and leaned forward to turn on the police siren—revealing that their gray four-door Dodge Charger was not just another vehicle on the road.

      Guillermo looked out past the park, into the distant mountain ridge beyond the city. “The shelter is no place for me. Don’t worry, señorita. Things are going to pick up, real soon.” He made his claim with an air of confidence that bordered on delusional.

      “The streets are no place for anyone,” Miriam said. “Be a man and get your life together.” She turned, done with the advice, and grabbed her cell phone. The burned man had re-entered her head—his image constructed from visual fragments of Phillip Anderson’s menacing face, seen in the shadowy basement light just before he’d shot her. She searched for Detective Lou’s number, swiping down.

      Keely glanced into the rearview mirror, surprised by Miriam’s lecture. Guillermo looked indifferent as he stared out the window, lost in his own thoughts. Keely flipped on the siren switch from a panel above the window. Lights above the dashboard flashed wildly as the police siren wailed.

      The traffic ahead had little to work with as drivers made an attempt to move to the side and make a path for the Dodge Charger to push through. He gunned it through the next intersection as cars stopped in their tracks and others swerved to get out of the way.

      Additional sirens could be heard from several blocks away. The hunt was bordering on a frenzy. With all the commotion, Keely was wary of too many cooks in the kitchen. In his experience, that wasn’t always a good thing.

      Miriam held the phone close to her ear as it rang. She needed Lou to answer. She needed reassurance that Anderson was dead. If she had any hope of keeping a clear head, Anderson couldn’t remain in her thoughts—where his presence had thrived since he’d shot her partner, Deputy Lang, nearly two years before.

      Why had their paths crossed? And why did it seem like the game was far from over? Lou finally answered his phone, sounding startled by the unexpected call.

      “Miriam?” he said.

      “Yes, Lou. How are you?”

      She could hear shuffling on the other end. “Oh. I’m fine. Just packing things up at the office tonight. How about you?”

      “I’m okay,” she said.

      “Gosh, I haven’t heard from you in…”

      “Six months,” she answered.

      “Yeah, that sounds about right. How’s Arizona?”

      “It’s been great so far,” she said. “A real nice change.”

      “That’s good to hear,” he said, sounding busy.

      “I don’t want to take up too much of your time—” she began.

      “No, no,” Lou said. “I always have time for my favorite detective.”

      Miriam smiled and then got right to the point. “I’m on a case right now. Missing girl.”

      There was a pause on the other end. She’d obviously taken him by surprise. “You’re kidding…”

      “I wish I was, Lou. Some really freaky stuff. Turns out she’s the daughter of a congressman.”

      Another pause and then Lou spoke. “They looking for a payday?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” she said, looking ahead as Keely maneuvered around stopped traffic with deft precision.

      “What’s the ransom?” Lou asked.

      “I don’t know,” Miriam said.

      Her phone suddenly vibrated. Miriam held it down and saw a text from Ana, asking if she could go to Tina’s house after school. Tina was her new friend from school. She wanted Ana to make all the friends she could and step outside her box. It was important for her emotional rehabilitation, and the trauma she lived through. Counseling and therapy couldn’t do all the work. Some of it was up to Ana herself.

      Miriam typed back with Lou on speaker, telling Ana that it was okay and to be home by eight. She returned to Lou, who of course had questions. “So what are you looking at then? A gang? Terrorists? Or just some loner trying to make a quick buck?”

      “Consider for a moment that money isn’t even an issue here,” Miriam said. “What if that wasn’t even the reason she was targeted?”

      Keely glanced at her as the conversation continued, curious about who the Lou character on the phone was.

      “Okay. Money’s not an issue,” Lou said. “What then? A kiddie-stalker?”

      “I don’t know,” Miriam said. “What I wanted to ask you—what I need to ask—is this… Do you believe that Phillip Anderson could still be alive?”

      Another pause, longer than the others. “You still there?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I’m thinking,” Lou said. He took a deep breath and continued. “If you could have seen that boat. There was just nothing left of it. Three nearby boaters died who just happened to be too close. I don’t honestly see how it’s possible.”

      Miriam took the phone off speaker and held it to her ear as Lou continued. “They never recovered the body. Four bodies total, but not one whose DNA matched Anderson’s.”

      Lou sounded as though he was defending his own detective work. “They found some articles of clothing. Some DNA. Even some teeth that all matched Anderson’s. He’s dead.”

      Miriam remained unconvinced. “I’d like to believe you, Lou. But I’m going to have to trust my instinct on this one.”

      “What are you suggesting? That Anderson is involved in this latest kidnapping?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered, sounding exhausted.

      “So what do you need from me?” Lou asked.

      Miriam thought to herself. She needed reassurance—proof that he had died in the boat explosion. “Can you just look into it again? If you have the time, that is.”

      He sighed softly. “I’ll see what I can do about re-opening the case. How’s Ana?”

      “Good,” Miriam said. “She’s… good. Has a long way to go, but she’s getting there.”

      “All the best to both of you.”

      “Thanks, Lou. I’ll keep you posted on what we find out here.”

      “You better. Take care, Miriam.”

      Miriam hung up and just held onto the phone, thinking. Keely had just pulled into a shaded side street, parking near a fire hydrant, where Guillermo’s hangout was in view. It had all the necessary conveniences, a pawn shop and a liquor store, both with bars on the windows. They received some noticeably suspicious looks from group of tattooed men, loitering around.

      “Here we are,” Keely said, coming to a stop.

      Guillermo had nodded off, and his head jerked up. He looked around, uneasily while rubbing his eyes. “You were supposed to drop me off down there,” he said, pointing in the opposite direction. “What is this?”

      “Calm down, G,” Miriam said. “We’re going to have a little walk around the area and ask some questions.”

      Guillermo stuck his hand out. “You give me another twenty, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Keely turned around and smirked. “Time to hit the road, G. We’ll be talking to you again.”

      Guillermo turned to Miriam, hoping to fare better with her.

      She shook her head. “I already gave you a twenty. I think we’re good here.”

      Guillermo looked around nervously. All eyes outside were on the car, peering through the windows. “How about you take me out of the car and rough me up some? Need to build my cred.”

      “No deal,” Keely said. “We’ll see you around.”

      “Thanks for your help,” Miriam said, ending their meeting.

      He looked around, frustrated, then reluctantly opened the door and stepped out onto the curb, putting on a show for whomever was watching. “Don’t come hassle me again. You hear me? I got rights!”

      Multiple police sirens could be heard in the distance combined with the rumbling of helicopters. The hunt was on. G slammed the door and walked off angrily, disappearing into the nearest alleyway.

      “Are you ready to do this?” Keely asked.

      “Sure am,” Miriam said, putting on a blue ball cap. The police cross chatter on the radio continued until Keely turned it off. They stepped out of the car and headed down the sidewalk, toward the liquor store where the group of loitering young men saw them and quickly dispersed.

      “We’re looking for someone, and we could really use your help,” she said, trying to ease their worry, but they had scattered like the wind.

      “Well… you tried,” Keely said. They stopped at a corner near the liquor store as locals walked past them, not making eye contact, or crossed to the other side. Miriam looked at all the small shops across the street as traffic inched by in both lanes. Ahead of them was a thrift store, a cigar store, and a book store.

      “What are you thinking?” Keely asked, inching toward her.

      “I say we keep asking around. See what we come up with.”

      Miriam scanned some more of the stores past the crosswalk and farther down on their side of the street. A glowing, yellow sign reading “SeXstasy” possibly represented the shadiest of storefront sex shops in the area. She approached the store, ready to go in as Keely followed.

      “So this guy was looking for action but got turned away,” she said. “Where does a pent-up, sexually frustrated man go next?”

      Keely looked up, narrowing his eyes at the sign. “Looks like they go to SeXstasy.”

      “Exactly,” Miriam said. “Though, I’m sure there’s no shortage of characters who frequent this place.”

      Its window was filled with magazines and DVDs displayed with the more risqué or explicit images blocked. The impression was clear though. In the age of Internet pornography, the store was a relic. A chalkboard sign outside advertised their latest specials: Buy One Get One Free and Summer Madness Sale.

      A bell rang as Keely pulled the door open. He held it open and gestured inside with his free hand, smiling. “After you, madam.”

      Miriam stepped in, laughing to herself. “Such a gentleman.”

      The store was cramped from the get-go. Once past the entry, she was met with row upon row of shelves filled with erotic books, lingerie, movies, fetish items, and plenty of other X-rated paraphernalia. Just standing in the store made her feel grubby and out of place.

      Classic rock music played through the speakers of an outdated boom box on the shop counter where a man sat on a stool reading The Wall Street Journal. The glass display below him was stocked with every last-minute impulse item possible: lubricants, condoms, rolling papers, pipes, bongs, and a variety of magazines. With his pudgy bulldog face, his stained muscle shirt, and his round gut pressed against the counter, he looked quite the charmer.

      He wore a big gold watch and had a gold necklace hanging over his chest. A cigar sat burning in an ashtray next to him. He briefly looked up from his magazine, noticing the potential customers, then looked back down. It was his store, and he didn’t move for anyone. Apparently a greeting wasn’t in the cards either.

      Keely stood beside Miriam and spoke softly as he peeked behind the shelves. “Think we found our fat gringo.”

      She covered her mouth and tried to hold back her laughter. They decided to go straight to the counter. The man—in his fifties and balding—looked up again. His voice was gruff and his speech laden with an Italian accent. “What can I help you with today? We gotta lotta stuff that can spruce up things in the bedroom.” He smiled and gave them a wink.

      Miriam politely set the record straight. “I’m afraid that’s not what we’re here for.”

      His smile faded. “Oh. I see….”

      “We’re here on official business,” Keely added.

      Avoiding further confusion, they pulled their badges out and introduced themselves.

      The man’s playful demeanor dropped. He sat up straight and set his newspaper on the counter. “And what can I help you with, detectives?”

      “Are you the owner of… this establishment?” Keely asked, looking around.

      “Yes I am,” the man said.

      Keely flipped open a notepad with pencil in hand. “And what’s your name?”

      The man looked around nervously while growing more agitated by the minute. “Hey… what is this? You guys got a warrant or something?”

      Miriam set her hands down on the glass counter in front of him. “Why would we need a warrant, sir? We just want to talk to you.”

      The man stood up. His stool scraped against the floor as he pushed it back. “I don’t say nothin’ to no cops. I got a lawyer. Best in town.” He then put both hands on the counter and leaned closer to Miriam in a game of chicken. A thin line of smoke trailed from his cigar, still burning in the ashtray. The salsa music cheerfully continued in the background.

      “There’s no reason to get defensive, Mr…”

      “D’Alessandro,” he said, still guarded.

      “Mr. D’Alessandro, we’re only here to ask for your help.”

      The man laughed with a snort and went for his cigar, blowing out a big puff in their direction. “Why would I want to do a thing like that?”

      Miriam waved the smoke out of her eyes and coughed as Keely stepped forward, angered. “Because there’s a little girl missing, that’s why.” Keely stepped to the counter beside Miriam and stared at D’Alessandro, daring him to give them more lip. “Think you can break away from the smut peddling and help us out?” he asked.

      D’Alessandro jerked his head back, as if offended. “Well, la-di-da, Mr. Morality. Thanks for the lecture.”

      Miriam slapped her hand down on the counter, weary of their bickering. “Her name’s Sarah Bynes. She was abducted from school in a blue van earlier today.”

      The man took another puff and blew it up at the ceiling, avoiding further insult. His eyes narrowed as he chomped on the end of the cigar. “Whatta ya want me to do about it?”

      “Help us identify him,” Miriam said. “We think it could be one of your customers.”

      Another silence fell between them as D’Alessandro thought about it. He set his cigar down slowly and snuffed it out in the ashtray. His face began to lose color as he shuffled around behind the counter, rearranging things, clearing it off.

      “Blue van, you say?” he asked in a more serious and cooperative tone.

      “Yes,” Keely said. “GMC. Older model. Little banged up. Rusted.”

      D’Alessandro leaned down behind the counter, disappearing from view for a moment, and rose up with a large blue binder in hand. He plopped it down on the counter and looked up at the detectives. “I keep a registry here. Sales, receipts… customers. Stuff like that.”

      Miriam nodded. “We have a description of the suspect, if that’d help.”

      “The blue van seems to have struck a nerve with you,” Keely said. “What can you tell us about that?”

      The man backed up in a defensive posture. “Just why in the hell do you think that I would know about some kiddie-diddling pervert?”

      “Because he was last seen soliciting in this area for underage girls. A few blocks from here,” Keely answered.

      Miriam cut in. “And our theory is that perhaps this same man entered your… establishment and may have inquired about the same sort of thing.”

      D’Alessandro shifted uncomfortably. “What? Like kiddie porn? You think I’d have anything to do with that garbage? Jesus. I want you both out of my store right now.” His thick, hairy arm rose up and pointed to the door.

      Miriam raised her hand to calm him. “Not at all, sir. All we’re trying to find out is if you might have seen him, if he might have made an inquiry.”

      “Look, we know he’s been cruising the area. He could very well have come in this store to buy who knows what,” Keely said.

      D’Alessandro lowered his arm, slightly calmer, but still suspicious of their intentions. “You have a name?”

      “We have a description,” Miriam answered.

      He leaned forward, conceding to a point. “Okay. Shoot.”

      Miriam and Keely exchanged glances, deciding how to convey their so-called description. She took the reins and turned to D’Alessandro. “He’s a large man. Obese, perhaps. Bald. Glasses.”

      “I don’t remember anything about glasses,” Keely added.

      Miriam stopped. “Oh, sorry. I guess my imagination—”

      D’Alessandro raised an arm with one finger pressing against his temple. “No, wait! I think I remember.”

      They waited patiently as he thought to himself. Miriam wanted to get to the burn marks. That, she felt, was the most important detail. Part of her needed to know more than anything that the man they were pursuing wasn’t who she feared it was.

      “Eddie…” D’Alessandro said under his breath.

      With notepad in hand, Keely interjected. “Eddie? Eddie who?”

      D’Alessandro went to his notebook and opened it. The heavy cover smacked against the counter as he rifled through the pages, scanning a list with his finger. “Got a guy…” he began, with his head down, searching. “Last time he came in here was like six months ago… He used to come in all the time. Bought movies and shit. Quiet guy, and big, like you say.” He raised his head and traced his index finger across his chin. “Think he drove a blue van. If I’m not mistaken.”

      “What about burn marks?” Miriam said. “All over his body.”

      D’Alessandro shook his head. “Nah. This guy was pasty white. No marks.”

      Miriam looked at Keely, disappointed. Keely, then offered his own theory.

      “It’s been six months. A lot could have happened in that time.”

      D’Alessandro flipped through the thick binder, page by tobacco-stained page. “Eddie…” he said to himself. “What was his last name?”

      “Did this gentlemen ask for anything out of the ordinary?” Keely asked, leaning against the counter.

      D’Alessandro raised one eyebrow as he looked up. “There you go again. I told you, I run a legitimate business.”

      “We’re not suggesting otherwise,” Miriam cut in. “But you can at least remember if any such requests were made, can’t you.”

      He straightened up, his hands holding the binder on both ends. Miriam waited for an answer, and looked around the shop, making mental notes. She noticed a small television she hadn’t seen before, behind the counter toward the back, sitting high upon a shelf, just below the ceiling. The signal was a little grainy, but she could see the local news on the screen, the sound muted.

      “Please, she said to the man. “Anything you remember could save this girl’s life.”

      D’Alessandro dropped both arms, frustrated. “I’m trying. You know a lot of people come in here. Some decent folks, some scumbags, I can’t attest to ‘em all.”

      “Just give us a name, if you can,” Keely said. He placed his hands on his hips, impatient now.

      Their frazzled would-be informant stammered and shifted around in place. He closed his eyes, repeating names to himself. “Sal… Salva… Silo…” He opened his eyes, looked at the detectives, and slammed one hand down on the table, looking pleased with himself. “Silva! That’s it… I think.” He flipped through the binder and stopped on a page, scrolling with his finger until he found something. His eyes widened and he grabbed the already mashed cigar and put the end back into his mouth. “I fuckin’ knew it,” he said, staring down at a name.

      “What is it?” Keely asked as he leaned forward trying to read the ledger.

      “Eddie Silva. I’m pretty sure that was his name,” said D’Alessandro, his focus still on the page. He looked up, noticing the relief on both detectives’ faces. “Yeah, he came in here a lot.” He raised a finger in defense. “He never asked for anything illegal! It was just the comments he made.”

      Keely scribbled wildly in his notepad. “Like what?”

      D’Alessandro held his hands out, shaking his head, short of words. “I… You know, just inappropriate stuff.”

      Keely cocked an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, inappropriate even for here!” D’Alessandro protested. “He said something about girls today. How he liked them young. A big fan of the first-time, eighteen-year-old stuff.”

      “Interesting…” Keely said while writing. “Big Internet fan, was he?”

      D’Alessandro scoffed. “I don’t fucking know. I’m just telling you what I remember.” He pressed his big finger onto one solitary spot on the page. “There he is. All renters have to provide an address. You trying to find this creep, take this down.”

      Excited, Miriam pulled out her notepad as well and began scrolling.

      “Twenty-five, twelve, South Cooper Road. At least that’s what I got written here.”

      Miriam jammed the notepad back into her pocket, ready to go.

      “You got a phone number listed on there?” Keely asked, pointing his pen at the binder.

      “Nope. Just a name and address. Now, are we done here? I’m not one to give out information on customers, so let’s just call this a one-time deal.” He closed the binder, knelt down, and put it back under the counter.

      “Fair enough,” Keely said. Miriam’s gaze went back to the television, where an unusual sight seized her attention. Her eyes froze on the screen above. Keely turned to her, satisfied, and was about to speak when he noticed her distracted gaze. His eyes shifted up as he froze in place.

      There was an ongoing press conference on screen. A silver-haired well-groomed man in a suit and tie stood at a podium with a sharply-dressed woman at his side. Both seemed to be in dire straits. The woman had tears in her eyes. The podium had at least five microphones attached. Behind the couple rested a blown-up, poster-sized school picture of a smiling brown-haired girl with freckles. The caption on the screen read: Congressman Bynes speaks about daughter’s kidnapping.

      “He didn’t…” Keely said, shaking his head in disbelief.

      Miriam glanced at D’Alessandro with disbelief in her eyes. “Turn up the television, please.”

      He turned and looked up at the screen, unaware of the significance of what was happening. After a shrug, he grabbed a remote near the cash register and turned up the volume. The congressman continued speaking in a wavering voice, full of panic and sadness.

      “I can only say that at or around 11:30, our precious daughter, Sarah, was abducted from school property in a rusty blue van, as evident by the security footage.” He stopped and cleared his throat as the woman in the red dress to his right, rubbed her leaking eyes. “My wife, Jacelyn and I, are facing every parent’s worst nightmare. And, as parents, we implore the community to do all that you can to help us locate this individual in the blue van and find our girl before it’s too late.”

      “Son of a bitch…” Keely said under his breath. Miriam looked at him surprised. She hadn’t known him to curse twice in one day.

      With one arm resting on the counter, D’Alessandro turned to them and pointed at the television. “That the girl?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Miriam said with her eyes still frozen on the screen.

      “Good luck finding her,” D’Alessandro said. “I’d start with that address, and go from there.”

      The two detectives snapped out of their daze and turned toward the exit, thanking him. He waved as the bell rang and the door shut. He then muted the television, sat on his stool, and went back to his newspaper as classic rock music played on.
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      Keely tore down the city street as fast as the Dodge would go—weaving through traffic with their windshield lights flashing and engine roaring at top decibel. They raced through another intersection, then headed toward South Cooper Road, only five blocks away.

      It was hard to believe that their suspect would be so easy to catch, but sometimes a case just worked out like that—or so they hoped. Miriam had deep reservations. Something seemed off kilter about the whole thing.

      The burned man reentered her mind. He had what she imagined would be the mottled face of Phillip Anderson—burned flesh, but with his cold, steely eyes still intact. Whoever Eddie Silva was, Miriam thought it unlikely that he was their man, unless by some strange coincidence the stars had aligned to guide them directly to where Sarah Bynes was being held.

      Keely slammed the steering wheel, frustrated, as they slowed down behind two dump trucks blocking both lanes. The impeding traffic wasn’t the only thing that had him upset.

      “I can’t believe Bynes did that. Went on TV like that. What is he trying to do?”

      Miriam gripped the side armrest as Keely braked too hard, trying to swerve around the dump trucks. “He’s the girl’s father,” she said. “I’m sure he’s doing what any concerned parent would.”

      “By messing with our case?” Keely said with his face reddening. “Now every freaking nut job in the city is going to be calling our offices, claiming to be the kidnapper!”

      “It could broaden the search. Maybe help her chances,” Miriam said.

      Keely turned his head and looked at her shocked, as though she had been supplanted with someone else. “Do you hear yourself?” he asked. “That congressman was supposed to give us time to look into this. The girl hasn’t even been missing twenty-four hours and he’s already holding a press conference?”

      Miriam paused, not wanting to argue. She could understand Keely’s anger. Too many people on the force were already stepping over each other to find the girl. With the general population knowing, it would either help or greatly hinder the investigation.

      She’d been in the congressman’s before, with Ana. Parents fearing the loss of their child didn’t act rationally.

      “He jumped the gun,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “But we have to push on in spite of it.”

      Keely gripped the steering wheel with both hands and swerved into the middle turn lane, bypassing both dump trucks, whose drivers remained oblivious to their urgent quest. Miriam turned up the police radio, listening in on the reports.

      The helicopters hovered in the distance, continuing their search above the late-afternoon rush-hour traffic. A dozen different officers radioed in with descriptions of other vans that might or might not have fit the bill. The eagerness of every lawman could be felt in the radio reports. With officers spread all over the city, someone was going to find something. It was only a matter of time.

      “Thoughts on backup?” Keely asked.

      Miriam shook her head. “We don’t know how this’ll play out. Wait until we get on location.”

      The Dodge thrust forward as Keely gunned it—cars parted like waves. South Cooper Road was an easy drive until a clueless driver careened into their lane, trying to avoid the long line of traffic. Miriam’s hand instinctively clutched the dashboard as Keely slammed the brakes and the car screeched across the pavement. A close call.

      “Shit!” Keely shouted, surprising Miriam.

      Their heads jerked forward as the driver in the Buick ahead, startled at what was coming at him, gunned it forward as smoke trailed from his exhaust. “Let it go,” said Miriam. They proceeded on. Miriam thought her heart rate had increased twofold—either from the near collision or the fact that they were so close to the suspect’s house.

      She often thought about what she would do if Anderson crossed her path again. She’d like to think that she wouldn’t hesitate to shoot him—ridding the world of one more evil soul. But her penchant for vengeance wasn’t something she was proud of. She certainly didn’t want Ana to grow up feeling the same way.

      Keely took a deep breath and sighed, running a hand over his face. “I’ll tell ya’, this job might just give me a heart attack someday.”

      “Goes with the territory,” Miriam said. “Didn’t you catch that in the detective manual?”

      “Har, har,” Keely said while merging into a left turn lane onto South Cooper Road. The alarmed Buick driver raced on ahead, most likely relieved to see that the flashing, unmarked vehicle was no longer following him.

      They took a sharp left and continued down South Cooper, which became a two-lane street with a line of cars parked along the curb. The street was aligned with several identical two-story duplexes and one-car garages. The dashboard GPS indicated the address as three blocks ahead.

      “Blue van,” Keely said. “That’s all we need to find and then this guy’s ours.”

      Miriam reached for her pistol and pulled it out from the side holster at her hip. Keely glanced at her as she pulled the slide back, chambering a round.

      “Little anxious, aren’t we?” he said.

      “Not taking any chances.”

      The Dodge slowed, since they had little chance of passing the line of cars ahead of them. The opposite lane was just as full. Keely shut off the flashing lights and coasted along with the rest of the traffic to avoid attracting attention to themselves.

      If Eddie Silva was indeed home, they wanted to catch him by surprise. They could be dealing with a foolish, impulsive criminal too confident in his ability to leave town. Miriam took at least a smidgen of comfort in believing that Sarah’s disappearance wasn’t tied to a drug cartel.

      A mail box was up ahead with the numbers displayed clear as day: 2512. It was a particularly run-down two-story duplex, tightly wedged between others similar in size and in their faded brown color. There was no vehicle in the oil-stained driveway, which looked barely large enough for a compact car, let alone a big blue van. The wooden garage door was closed, but the ramshackle structure also looked small. Keely slowed the Dodge and pulled to the side of the road, parking about two houses down.

      “Best to go on foot from here,” he said.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Miriam responded.

      As they parked, Keely turned up the police radio below the dashboard to listen for any developments. Nothing new seemed to be coming in, though there was noticeable anger expressed at the congressman in many of the calls for delivering his unexpected press conference.

      “Someone tell the congressman to let us do our job,” one officer said.

      “You got that right,” another chimed in.

      Keely grabbed the hand-mike to talk into it but hesitated.

      “You really want to do that?” Miriam asked.

      Keely thought to himself and clicked the talk button. “This is twenty-two, approaching suspect’s house. Will report status in five.”

      He hung the hand-mike up and noticed Miriam looking at him with a hint of disapproval in her eyes. “What?” he said, shrugging.

      “That’s fine. You did the right thing,” she conceded.

      She opened her door and stepped out onto the curb as he exited the car. Vehicles continued to pass by. The house ahead remained undisturbed—all blinds closed as though no one was home. They met on the sidewalk and continued on. A woman was standing at the window of one of the side-street homes they passed, gazing into nothing.

      The sky had shifted from a vibrant blue to murky gray in the past hour. They stopped within a few feet of the house, standing in front of the small driveway of the one next door—safely out of sight. Their outfits were a clear giveaway to anyone who knew better that they were law enforcement. And for a brief moment, they discussed strategy.

      Keely pointed to a tall wooden fence between the two homes. “You want me to go around back, hop over, and see what I can find?”

      “That’d probably be our best bet in case he tries to run,” Miriam answered.

      Keely looked around, examining the slightly dilapidated house before them. Its tiny yard was overgrown with weeds interspersed with patches of bare dirt—oddly enough, surrounded by a small fence about four feet high. “Wonder if anyone is even home?” he asked.

      Miriam stepped forward with confidence toward the walkway leading to the front porch steps. “Only one way to find out.”

      Suddenly a familiar voice emerged from behind them. “I guess great minds think alike.”

      Miriam and Keely whipped around, surprised to see Detectives Summerson and Wright approaching them from down the sidewalk.

      Keely grabbed his chest. “Whoa! Don’t sneak up on us like that.”

      Wright smiled wryly. Summerson, much shorter than he, with braids tied back in a bun, strode toward the house as though they were in charge.

      “What are you two doing here?” Miriam asked suspiciously.

      “Same thing could be asked of you,” Summerson said as she stepped up closer. She stopped within a foot of Keely and Miriam, examining the house proudly with Wright at her side.

      “We’re following a lead,” Miriam said.

      “Now it’s your turn to answer,” Keely said, annoyed.

      Wright placed a hand on his partner’s shoulder, boasting, “Detective Summerson has a knack for getting information out of people, especially some of these street rats.”

      She nodded with a big smile on her face, exposing perfect white teeth surrounded by heavy red lipstick. “Couple boys downtown fingered this house belonging to a real creep by the name of Edwin Silva. Seems like Silva has his big toe dipped into some kinda shit.”

      “Like what?” Keely asked, though the expression on his face told them that he already knew the answer.

      “Same thing that brought you two here,” she responded.

      Miriam leaned forward and edged closer to Summerson. “Detective Keely and I were just about to approach the house. Why don’t you guys provide us some cover?”

      Amused, Summerson shook her head. “Nah, doll face. We made it this far. I think we’ll join ya’.”

      “This isn’t a game,” Keely snapped.

      Wright quickly attempted to mediate. “Everyone just calm down. I’m sure we can work together to check the place out. But it certainly does us no good to stand out here and chat all day.”

      With the roar of an engine, a blue van suddenly smashed through the garage door and sped down the driveway, shattering the door into broken planks. The explosive shattering of wood left a giant hole in the garage and startled the four officers, who shouted and cursed in surprise and panic. Miriam and Keely jumped to the side as Summerson and Wright froze in complete shock.

      The van roared into the street, screeching, and sped off like a rocket propelled from its launch pad. Miriam fell to the ground on her knees as smoke and exhaust engulfed then. Other vehicles swerved to the side, crashing into nearby mailboxes or parked cars. It continued down the road unabated, and growing more distant by the second.

      Keely reached down and helped Miriam to her feet as exhaust from the van rushed over them.

      “Let’s go!” he shouted.

      Their heightened instincts kicked. They turned and ran past a dazed Summerson and Wright and continued to their Dodge Charger parked nearby.

      Summerson pulled her pistol from her side holster and sprinted off in the direction of the van, jumping over planks of wood lying in the driveway.

      Wright stood by and cupped his mouth. “Where are you going? You’ll never catch him on foot!”

      “Watch me!” she yelled back.

      Frustrated, Wright ran back to his car, a few houses down the road. Miriam and Keely jumped into theirs. Keely jammed the keys in the ignition, turned, and revved on the gas pedal. Miriam grabbed the radio hand-mike. “Pursuit of suspect in a blue van. We need immediate backup and air support!”

      Keely peeled out and tore down the road like a drag racer with his lights flashing and engine revving. Engaging in a high-speed pursuit on a narrow two-lane road wasn’t the safest endeavor, or encouraged in most circumstances in their code of conduct. But they had a high-value suspect in their midst and couldn’t risk letting him get away. Miriam urged him on as the blue van ahead barreled down the street with little regard for anything in its path.

      “He’s getting away,” she said. “Step on it!”

      Keely floored it. The RPM needle on the dashboard vaulted to the right and started quavering. With his own lights flashing, Detective Wright was behind them, gaining. They passed Summerson as she ran down the sidewalk as fast as her legs could take her. Wright swerved around a pickup truck that had sideswiped a Mini Cooper. Miriam gripped her armrest as Wright dodged a collision involving a Corolla and a Volkswagen in the left lane. The van had left a path of destruction in its wake and they kept its small red taillights in view up ahead just as it took a sharp left at the next intersection, right through a red light.

      “Damn, he’s going for the highway,” Keely said.

      “Stay on him,” Miriam said. She called for backup once more on the radio. They needed to block him off. Create a barrier and box their suspect in so that more drivers wouldn’t be at risk.

      Wright managed to stay right on their heels as the Dodge careened from lane to lane, avoiding stopped vehicles that had little room to go anywhere to get out of the way.

      For Miriam, the chase was both frightening and exhilarating. She wished it was her behind the wheel. They neared the next intersection.

      “He’s taken a left at South Gilbert,” Miriam said into the radio. “All present teams please pursue.”

      Traffic in all lanes slowed and parted as drivers did the best they could to make way. Once Keely turned onto South Gilbert, tires screeching, they could see the blue van swerving into a back street to avoid an incoming barrage of police cruisers headed in its direction. Backup had finally arrived.

      Whoever was driving the blue van wasn’t going to get far—that Miriam was sure of. She was fraught with anticipation. Wright gunned it forward as they turned onto the four-lane street, racing past gas stations, fast food restaurants, and onlookers with stunned, open-mouthed expressions. Miriam could hear the rumbling of a helicopter approaching in the distance.

      Keely veered into the right lane and jerked the wheel to make a sharp turn down a back road, sending the engine rattling. The blue van was ahead, sparking from the rear tire that seemed to have popped. Thick smoke billowed from the van as it pressed down the narrow road, flanked by dumpsters on both sides.

      Keely maintained their pursuit, despite the smoke and exhaust engulfing the windshield and obstructing their view. The driver was clearly pushing the van beyond its modest capacity. Another rush of black smoke and then they heard a loud crash as the van crashed into a large green metal dumpster. Keely slammed the brakes, coming to a sudden, neck-jerking halt. A parade of police cruisers, lights flashing and in wild pursuit, all made abrupt stops that sent them skidding within inches of parked cars and each other.

      The Charger screeched to the side of the road just past the collision, which had left the van smoking, its front end smashed in and the dumpster tilted on its side. Miriam opened the door and jumped out before they came to a complete stop. Keely yelled after her and swung open his door. Police cars surrounded the dumpster, kicking up dust in the air that, combined with the van’s blanket of smoke swelling into the air, created a veritable sand storm.

      Miriam ran to the passenger side with her pistol aimed. The windows were tinted beyond any legal measure, and it was near impossible to see inside. “Hands up!” she shouted. “Come on out now.” There was no response.

      She hoped within all her heart that the missing girl wasn’t in the van. It would be a tragic outcome in a long line of such outcomes that had afflicted her in the past few years. She didn’t think she could take any more. Wright had circled the driver’s side with a few other officers. All had their guns out, ready to engage.

      “Out of the van, now!” he shouted.

      Miriam came around to the smashed front-end of the van, trying to see inside. The entire windshield was cracked and nothing could be seen beyond its spider web patterns. The driver’s door creaked as it suddenly swung open. All officers stepped forward, shouting demands. Steam and exhaust flowed out of the van. A moment later, a large man dressed in sweatpants and a blood-stained T-shirt tumbled out. Coughing and gasping for air, he limped away, dazed and seeming in shock.

      He was bleeding from a gash on his bald forehead. His watery eyes were looking up into nothing. Six police officers surrounded him, guns drawn, with Detective Wright in the middle.

      “Down on the ground!” a red-faced officer shouted. They weren’t playing around.

      The man stumbled to the side and continued walking, looking disoriented and in pain. He held his head and crept hunched over just as one of the burly officers rushed him and threw him to the ground. A circle of police descended on the man, surrounding him. The man cried out just as the officer knelt on his back, burying his face into the dirt, and locking his wrists behind his back with handcuffs.

      “Let’s get an ambulance here ASAP,” a female officer shouted out.

      “EMT on its way,” another officer added.

      Miriam was on a mission all her own. She swung the passenger side door open and pointed her gun inside. No one was inside and the back of the van didn’t have any windows. She climbed inside, swatting away the exhaust and smoke that wafted in her face.

      “Sarah!” she called out.

      There was no response. She looked into the back of the van, which was free of seats and littered with all kinds of tools and trash. The collision had spilled the contents of several tool boxes all over the floor. If there was a girl anywhere in the van, she was completely hidden. But something wasn’t right.

      Miriam thought of the house they had almost entered at 24 South Cooper, and the giant gaping hole in the garage door. He didn’t take her, she thought. She has to still be there.

      She jumped outside the van and ran over to where they had the driver cuffed and on the ground. His appearance immediately piqued her interest. He was a big man, but beyond a few tattoos on his arms, she didn’t see noticeable burns. His face rose, dirty, with a string of drool falling from his mouth.

      “Let me go! I’m innocent!” he cried as his chubby cheeks trembled and his left eye twitched. His face was reddened all the up to the light stubble on his bald, sweaty head. He was a quivering mound of fear who in no way resembled Phillip Anderson. Miriam sighed with relief. They pulled the man up onto his feet as he screamed in pain.

      “I’m hurt here! Go easy!”

      An ambulance pulled up along with about four police cruisers. The scene had become a hornet’s nest of activity. Detective Wright joined up with them as well, surveying the scene with intense scrutiny.

      “Hell of a way to end a pursuit.”

      “You said it,” Keely said.

      Two officers escorted the large, defeated man to the ambulance as he hobbled along almost theatrically.

      “What do you think, Detective Castillo?” Keely asked.

      She stared ahead, unblinking, as smoke drifted past her face. “I say we go back to his house this instant and find that Sarah.”
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      The police surrounded the man’s house, cordoning off the front yard and the demolished garage as neighbors stood outside watching with curiosity. The entire residential street was blocked off on both sides. Damaged vehicles were still in the process of being towed away. A news helicopter hovered overhead, and eager members of the media were kept at a careful distance behind several barricades.

      The homeowner and man in question was one Edwin Silva, a thirty-four-year-old gas station attendant with no prior record. Miriam and Keely led an intensive search of the man’s two-bedroom, sparsely furnished home and found no evidence of child abduction—and, most disheartening of all, no Sarah.

      In his cramped home, authorities found copious numbers of video games, trading cards, collectibles, and other items that would be of interest to a teenager but nothing that directly linked him to Sarah’s abduction.

      Keely and Miriam paced his living room as investigators searched the house. Keely stopped and looked around, shaking his head. “If there’s nothing here, than why’d he run?”

      “I agree,” Miriam said. “He has to have her somewhere.” She walked toward the sliding glass door and opened it. The backyard was small with sporadic patches of grass over dirt surrounded by a picket fence.

      Miriam walked outside, examining the hardened ground as a breeze kicked up a cloud of thin dust around her feet. A helicopter hovered high above. At first, Miriam thought it was one of theirs but then noticed FOUR NEWS SKYCOPTER on its side. The media were persistent in their hunt for developments and eager for a story. It came with the territory.

      Keely opened the sliding glass door and stuck his head outside. “Hey, they’ve got Silva downtown at the Regional Medical. Paramedics said that he should be okay.”

      Miriam turned to head back inside. “We need to get down there. I’ve seen enough here.”

      “Perhaps another look around?” Keely asked.

      She walked past him with a shrug. “Seems that there’s enough investigators here to do that.”

      “But, Sarah…” he said, stopping her in the living room.

      “She’s not here,” Miriam said. “He must be holding her somewhere. Trust me, I know a lot about this.”

      Investigators passed by, taking multiple pictures of the modest dwelling space, searching every inch of it with gloved hands. Before leaving, however, Keely and Miriam did one last search of Silva’s bedroom.

      They followed the hall to a room littered with dirty clothes, comic books, and discarded pizza boxes. Miriam observed the medieval fantasy posters on the wall: scantily clad, buxom women wielding swords and fighting dragons.

      A team of investigators in the corner placed a dozen different notebooks into evidence boxes. Two others unplugged a PC tower, bagged it, and placed it in another evidence box.

      “Okay,” Miriam said. “It’s time to have some words with Mr. Silva.” She stopped and turned to Keely. “Sarah doesn’t have much time.”

      They left the scene in haste and walked outside the front door as a county clean-up crew was cleaning up the shambled garage door, lying in pieces. A horde of reporters stood at the end of the street behind the barricades, calling out as Miriam and Keely went to their car.

      “Did you find the girl?”

      “Where’s Sarah?”

      “Who do you have in custody?”

      Miriam ignored them, eyes down, and opened the passenger door as Keely went around to the other side. Once inside, he revved up the Charger and drove the opposite direction, away from the reporters and in between a set of barricades.

      “Is Ana going to be okay?” Keely asked.

      She glanced at him. “What’s up?”

      “I was asking you if Ana was going to be okay. You had mentioned getting home to see her earlier… before all of this.”

      Miriam had completely forgotten. Sarah’s disappearance had consumed her. “I’ll call her,” she answered. Keely pulled out onto the main road and headed toward Chandler Regional Hospital.

      Miriam was beginning to convince herself that the string of abductions that followed her from career to career was no longer tied to just one man. There seemed to be more to it. She was meant to find them, to recover the missing. It was a gift or a curse, depending on how she looked at it.

      

      They arrived at the hospital, eager to probe Edwin Silva on Sarah’s whereabouts. But they were going to have to take a number. A slew of other investigators with the department were already there. Congressman Bynes had gotten word of Silva’s capture and had arrived moments before with his wife and security detail in tow.

      Keely turned to Miriam, considering her proposal. “We came this far. Might as well see what we can do.”

      They exited the car and walked toward the hospital entrance, noticing an abundance of police cruisers and unmarked vehicles. Keely then turned to Miriam. “We came this far. Might as well see what we can do.”

      

      As they entered the lobby they could already see the commotion building. Twenty uniformed officers were assembled in the lobby, looking as though they were attending a convention. Miriam and Keely walked past the group and presented their badges at the front desk.

      “Sheesh, there’s a lot of you here,” the dazed receptionist said. “Wish I knew what was going on.”

      “One of your patients is responsible for evading authorities in a high-speed chase,” Miriam answered. “That’s about all we know.”

      She walked past the front desk to the elevator. Silva was being held on the second floor, room 234. As the elevator pinged open, they walked out, only to see a hallway packed with more police.

      They walked down the bright and tiled hall, not garnering much notice. Miriam searched for their lieutenant, and as they approached the room, her eyes narrowed with displeasure. Summerson and Wright stood by, chatting with some uniformed officers. Their heads turned to Miriam as she reached the door.

      “Can’t go in there yet,” Summerson said.

      Miriam refrained from an eye roll. Instead, Keely offered a light jab. “Impressive moves back there, Summerson. Did you end up catching whoever you were running after?”

      She flashed him a middle finger. “Why don’t you go crash into another dumpster?”

      “Actually, that wasn’t us.” Keely pointed to the room. “That lump of garbage in there is responsible for that.”

      Wright cut in. “You’re not too bad behind the wheel, Detective Keely.”

      “And you’re not too bad at following,” Keely said. “But then again, I’m used to seeing you in my rear-view mirror.”

      “All right, guys,” Miriam said, stepping between them. “What’s going on with Silva? We need to find out where Sarah Bynes is before it’s too late.”

      “You and everyone else,” Summerson said, giving her a tinge of attitude.

      “Who found his house first?” Keely asked.

      Miriam crossed her arms. “Enough of this competitive nonsense. Sarah is still missing.” They all stopped talking.

      There was no window into Silva’s room, and the door was closed, with a uniformed officer on each side of the door, staring ahead.

      Wright offered the first bit of useful information yet. “A doctor is examining Silva now, seeing if and when we can transfer him. Sheriff Bork is in there with Lieutenant Vargas as well.”

      “And his lawyer,” Summerson added.

      “Already?” Keely asked.

      “First thing he asked for,” she said.

      Curious, Miriam and Keely exchanged glances. Chatter between other officers continued in the hall as hospital staff—everyone from nurses to janitors—passed through trying to go about their business.

      Miriam, tired of the wait, began knocking. The clean-faced uniformed officer to her left was quick to step in.

      “Sorry, ma’am. They are not to be disturbed right now.”

      She held up her badge. “I’m investigating this case. It’s very time-sensitive and I need to be in that room.”

      Keely came up behind her. “It’s okay, our lieutenant is in there, and asked us to report immediately.”

      The guard studied them both and then opened the door, popping his head in to verify. From inside, Vargas told him that it was fine. He stepped aside to let Miriam go in first.

      As they entered, both Vargas and Sheriff Bork turned to look, but stayed where they were, standing in front of the bed.

      Bork was an older, skinny man in his late fifties with a bronze tan and white eyebrows so thin that he didn’t look as though he had any. A male doctor stood to the side with a clipboard. Another man in a rumpled, bluish suit and thick hair parted toward the center sat by the bed—presumably the lawyer.

      On the bed lay Silva, with his bloated, red face bandaged at the forehead and a brace around his neck. He had an IV bag stuck in his wrist and wore a green hospital gown. His other hand was handcuffed to the side railing—a clear sign that their suspect wasn’t going anywhere.

      Vargas looked at Miriam, drained and distracted. “What can we help you with, Detectives?”

      “Yes, sir. I need to speak with Mr. Silva immediately,” Miriam said.

      Sheriff Bork stepped forward, defensive. “We’re talking with the suspect right now. All further inquiries need to wait until we’ve conducted our interview.”

      Miriam shut the door. It was clear that she wasn’t going to go away that easily. “Forensics just did a sweep of the house and found no signs of the girl.” Her words piqued the interest of the lawyer who shot up from his chair and glared at her.

      “Mr. Silva has denounced all accusations of kidnapping being levied by this department. Unless you have any evidence to the contrary, this has to stop right now.”

      “Why did he run?” Miriam asked. She stepped forward, just out of reach of Keely’s hand as he tried to hold her back.

      “My client felt threatened. He did not know that it was law enforcement who were surrounding his house. There have been break-ins in the area, and he did not know who he was dealing with.”

      Miriam scoffed and looked at Silva in disgust. “That’s ridiculous. How can he possibly expect us to believe—”

      She suddenly stopped and leaned against Silva’s bedframe. “Where’s Sarah? Tell us now, or so help me God.”

      Vargas turned to Miriam, livid. “That is enough, Detective.”

      Miriam knew that she was pushing it. Her emotions had gotten the best of her. She apologized and stepped away from his bed. Silva’s wasn’t going to willingly offer information, not until it was approved by his lawyer.

      The pudgy middle-aged doctor then tried to steer the conversation back to what he felt pertinent. “As I was saying, Sheriff. We have Mr. Silva’s condition listed as stable. However, I’d still like to keep him here overnight. X-rays show some bruised ribs, a fractured collarbone, and possible concussion.”

      With everyone’s attention on the doctor, Miriam rushed to the open side of Silva’s bed without warning. His eyes widened in surprise and fear. She gripped the guardrail next to the bed where his handcuff was latched, swooped down and got within inches of his sweaty face. “Tell me where she is!”

      Keely rushed over and pulled her away for the sake of the case and her career. The lawyer watched in shock as both the Sheriff and Vargas stood wide-eyed in disbelief.

      “He knows!” she shouted as Keely held her back.

      “Keep her away from my client,” the lawyer said. “Unless this department wants a lawsuit so big it’ll make your head spin.”

      “Miriam, enough!” Vargas said, stepping forward.

      Once she calmed down, Keely let her go. The lawyer stood to the side, shaking his head. The doctor held his clipboard tight against his chest, like a shield, looking around the room awkwardly.

      Silva’s gaze shot around the room like a man lost in a vortex. He looked desperate and afraid as if this were just a taste of everything that was to come. “For the last time,” he began slowly, “I didn’t kidnap any girl.” He paused, glaring at Miriam. “If there’s a girl missing out there, you got the wrong guy.”

      Miriam remained undeterred. “Her name is Sarah. She’s the congressman’s daughter, and you’re telling me that you know nothing about it?”

      Vargas and the sheriff stood back, watching their feisty new detective in action. The lawyer looked around as though everyone had gone insane. “You don’t have to answer any of her questions. Understand?” he told Silva.

      Silva’s bloodshot eyes welled with tears. Whatever he knew, he couldn’t hold it in any longer.

      “It’s on my computer, okay? All of it.” He sat up, slightly, burying his face in his hands. “I thought you were the FBI. That you knew everything. The things I said on the chat rooms. The pictures I downloaded. I know how the NSA works, and I know that you have it all!”

      Miriam backed up, silent, and examined Silva with caution. She wasn’t sure what to say.

      “I didn’t hurt nobody. It was just role playing. Fantasy stuff. I-I got spooked… so I ran.” He wound one plump hand back and slapped himself in the head repeatedly. The doctor stepped forward, face stricken with concern.

      “Mr. Silva, stop that!”

      “I knew that when my van got stolen and returned… I knew that you were following me then. I tried to delete the files, but then I remembered that the NSA stores everything.” Sobbing, he threw himself against the backboard and the bed shook and trembled.

      The lawyer got as close as he could to Silva without muzzling himself. “Mr. Silva, I implore you not to say anything else. You must stop—”

      Silva raised his head as tears streamed down his cheeks. “What does it matter? They have me now. All because of one stupid fucking weakness. I just couldn’t help myself!” He turned and looked back and forth between the sheriff and Vargas desperation. “Lock me up so I’ll stop. Just do it already!”

      The revelation silenced everyone in the room except the sobbing Silva. Keely continued taking notes.

      “What are we talking about, Mr. Silva?” Miriam asked, closing in.

      “Don’t say anything!” the lawyer snapped.

      “What do you think?” Silva said, disregarding counsel. “I did what every dirt bag does on-line. I chatted with people I shouldn’t have been chatting with. Talking about things I shouldn’t have been talking about. Lookin’ at pictures I shouldn’t be looking at.” He buried his face in his hands again, defeated. “I’m sure you’ll find what you need on my computer.”

      Miriam leaned closer, her voice full of intensity. “What was this about your van being stolen?”

      Silva wouldn’t look up. Instead he just waved her away. “That’s all I’m saying. No more.” He looked up at the doctor. “I want them to leave. That’s all for today.”

      

      Miriam and Keely stood at the end of the hall, out of earshot of the other authorities. Sheriff Bork and Vargas had been called away for a private meeting with Congressman Bynes, who had put the department on notice with his press conference. Miriam knew that she was in trouble. The look on Vargas’s face had told her that much.

      “We’re going to have a little talk later,” Vargas had said to her before storming away. Miriam tried not to be bothered. Her focus wasn’t on police decorum, snide lawyers, or politics. But with Silva’s bizarre confession, she didn’t know what to think.

      “What if that was a ruse?” Keely asked her, leaning against the wall, sipping coffee from a small foam cup. He rocked back on his heels, trying to come up with something that made sense.

      “His confession?” Miriam asked.

      “Yeah. Something to throw us off Sarah’s trail? What do you think?”

      “He mentioned his van being stolen.”

      Keely nodded. “I nearly fell over.”

      “That’s something we need to look into,” she said. “Right now.”

      Suddenly the elevator near them opened and the congressman came out, flanked by two security men. He looked angry. Vargas and Sheriff Bork trailed behind him as they blasted past Miriam.

      “Congressman, we have to wait,” Bork protested. “Nothing coherent is coming out of him at the moment.”

      Bynes ignored their pleas and went to the hospital room door, pounding on it, just as Miriam had. The two police officers denied him entry. The congressman argued with them, but they wouldn’t budge. Perhaps Miriam was the only exception for that day. Or, they had learned a lesson from it.

      There were too many conversations going on at once. Too much being said, planned, or theorized. The entire scene was chaotic. Keely leaned closer and quietly summarized what he was thinking.

      “Look, we know that Silva was into some unsavory things, but kidnapping? He lacks the fortitude and competency to keep something like that under wraps.”

      “I don’t know what to think right now. But we better come up with something fast,” Miriam said.

      The congressman began shouting threats against the entire police department. He accused them of screwing the case up. Of failing to find his daughter. He promised to have their jobs. Despite his outbursts, nothing was getting him into that room.

      He turned and darted for the elevator with an enraged, offended look plastered across his face. Miriam was certain that criticism of Maricopa County was on the agenda for his next appearance in front of the cameras. Bork and Vargas looked too preoccupied to look at her or Keely as they breezed by. And the more Miriam thought about it, the less likely it seemed that Edwin Silva was their man.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket. Expecting Ana, she pulled it up and looked at the touch screen, not recognizing the number. She hoped to God that it wasn’t a reporter. She stepped away from Keely and answered.

      For a moment, there was silence on the other end. Then came static, followed by a faint voice.

      “Seńorita Castillo?”

      “Yes?”

      Keely flashed her an inquiring look. The expression on her face said enough: she had no idea who she was talking to.

      “It’s G.”

      “G?”

      “Guillermo. We spoke today? You haven’t forgot me already, have you?”

      “No. Yes, G. of course not. What’s up? How did you get my number?”

      He paused. “You gave me your card. You don’t remember that either?”

      Miriam shook her head. “I’m sorry. Please, go on.”

      “I have some new info for you.”

      “New info? About the missing girl?”

      “Who do you think? Si, the missing girl. You have the wrong man.”

      Miriam turned to face Keely and then held his hands out for her to tell him what was going on. Miriam turned back toward the phone. “How do you know?”

      “I told you, fat gringo in blue van, yes?”

      “You did.”

      “Well there’s more than one blue van in this town. If you want to know more, meet me off Chandler Heights. There’s an old park there.”

      “You want to meet?” she asked.

      “Si. Only you. I don’t trust any of those conyos in your department.”

      “Mr. Gomez. If you have information, we’d be happy to get you and take you to the station. You’ll be safe there.”

      He cut in, quick to set the record straight. “No deal. You want info, you come out to meet me. And you come alone. I be there.”

      With that he hung up, offering nothing else. Miriam held the phone to her ear for a moment, deciding what to tell Keely. He was sure to insist on coming along. He would never let her go alone. And he’d probably be right. The last time Miriam had decided to engage in a secret meeting without her partner, she nearly ended up dead.

      But to go against Guillermo was to risk Sarah’s life. She slowly placed her phone in her pocket and approached Keely—who was quick to want answers.

      “What was that all about?”

      Miriam shrugged with a hint of nonchalance. “It’s no big deal. I have to go pick up Ana now.”

      Keely eyed her suspiciously. “Sounded like police business on the phone there.”

      She took a step back, feigning indignation. “Were you eavesdropping on my call?”

      “Not at all. I was reading your body language.”

      “Cute,” she said smiling. She stopped and looked around. “We’ll pick up on this later. Duty calls.”

      “What about Sarah? I mean, we can’t very well sleep on this, can we?”

      Miriam looked into his eyes. She could tell his concern for the girl matched her own, and hated having to leave him. But what was necessary was necessary.

      “I think we both need to step away from this for a few hours,” she said with a hand on his shoulder. “We need to clear our heads.”

      Keely looked away, disappointed and surprised by her new attitude.

      “Trust me,” she continued. “I wouldn’t even suggest it if I didn’t think it was absolutely necessary.”

      He nodded and handed her the keys. “You go ahead and take it. I’ll get a ride back to the station from one of the guys.”

      She thanked him, said good-bye, and headed toward the elevator, walking at a normal pace that she hoped wouldn’t arouse suspicion. By the time the elevator pinged from the fourth floor and the doors opened up, she was ready to jump inside and sprint as fast as she could to the car.

      She reached the first floor and saw the congressman just leaving with his security detail. His wife was standing by the drop-off circle next to a shiny SUV, crying. Sheriff Bork and Vargas were circling back through the lobby, heading in Miriam’s direction. She stopped and threw her back against the nearest pillar, hiding. They walked right past her without taking notice. She breathed a sigh of relief and fled outside, avoiding contact with anyone who looked her way.

      

      As she pulled out of the parking lot, it dawned on her that she needed to check in with Ana before moving on to anything else. She placed a call while turning out of the hospital lot and onto East Riggs Road, which led right to Chandler Heights—a mainly desolate area where few occupied homes or businesses remained.

      Any suspicions she had of Guillermo’s intentions subsided when she thought about the fact that she was armed and ready for anything. Just the thought that he could provide information about Sarah’s abductor propelled her forward.

      “Mom?” Ana said on the phone.

      “Hey, honey,” Miriam said, holding the phone up on speaker. “How’s it going? Are you at Jessica’s house?”

      “Her name’s, Tina, Mom. Geez.”

      “I’m sorry,” Miriam said, laughing.

      “Yes, I’m at Tina’s. Her mom’s going to make dinner soon. You still want me home by eight?”

      Miriam thought to herself. “Better just make it nine. If her mother doesn’t mind, of course.”

      She could feel the excitement in Ana’s voice. “Cool! No, they don’t mind.”

      Miriam arched a brow. “You sure about that?”

      “Yes, Mom. Okay?”

      “I love you, honey, and I’ll see you soon.”

      “All right, Mom. Love you, bye!”

      Ana hung up, and Miriam set the phone on the middle console. She turned the police radio up a tad to hear the latest. There was some chatter about their suspect at the hospital, but no new reports about Sarah. Miriam looked at the two street signs ahead as she continued down the long, largely rural road, entering desert country.

      Guillermo had earned a modicum of trust from her, but she still had her suspicious. With one hand on the wheel, she grabbed her purse and searched for her wallet. His information was most likely going to come with some additional costs.

      She turned right onto Chandler Heights, a long, barren stretch of road that seemed to go on to infinity. She passed a closed-down gas station with old-fashioned pumps. The windows were barred. The empty parking lot had weeds growing out of every crack.

      The Mobil sign looked faded, and if that wasn’t enough, the pumps had yellow bags over them. She looked ahead, scanning for any kind of park. A quarter mile farther, she came upon a poorly maintained baseball field surrounded by a chain-link fence. She was close. Past the baseball field, in the distance, there was an empty dirt lot with an unoccupied playground and a nearby run-down restroom building.

      She slowed to a halt on the side of the road and picked up her cell phone, calling G’s number. Beyond the dirt lot, a crooked sign hanging on the fence read Heights Park. There was an old slide, swing set, and merry-go-round in view. Her Beretta fit snugly in her side holster, and she was prepared to use it if anything seemed out of the ordinary. The phone rang a few times before G finally answered.

      “Are you here?” she asked.

      “Si. You alone?” he asked. His voice sounded distant, as though he were a million miles away.

      “Yes,” she said. “Are you?”

      “I am,” he said.

      “How did you get out here?”

      Exhaust spewed from the back of her idling car as she waited, fully prepared to flee at a moment’s notice. Already something didn’t seem right about the meet-up.

      “I have my ways. And I’m not here to play games.”

      “I want to believe you, Guillermo, but this whole thing seems shady.” Her need for answers had blinded her, but just when she was ready to put the car in drive, she saw G walk out from behind the small building and toward the swing set, holding a cell phone.

      “You see me?”

      “I do. But I need assurances that you’re alone.”

      He sat on the first swing and rocked back and forth, watching her from about a hundred feet away. “You come here to ask the same questions, or you want to talk about the girl?”

      “I need more than ultimatums. How about you meet me in my car and we talk?”

      “Trust is a two-way street. If you can’t trust me, then our conversation is done here,” he said flatly. He hung up on her, calling her bluff. With the cell phone in hand, he continued to swing, beckoning her to get out of the car as if he was dangling a carrot.

      Angered, Miriam shifted into drive but didn’t press the gas. Sarah entered her mind again. She called G back, but he wouldn’t answer. A few words came to mind, asshole being one of them. She put her head down and shifted back into park, turning the ignition off. Whatever game he was playing, she hoped that it would be worth it.

      She got out of the car and immediately went for her pistol. Rusty swing chains squeaked as G swayed back and forth. Miriam scanned the area around her and kept a careful eye on her man. Dust collected on her shoes as she walked across the dirt lot, nearing the swing set.

      “Heck of a place to meet,” she said, approaching the fence that divided the lot from the playground. He would lure her no farther. He remained on the swing in an act of defiance.

      “What do you have for me?” she asked.

      He stopped swinging and gestured to the empty swing next to him.

      “This is where we meet halfway,” she replied. “You familiar with that concept?” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a twenty dollar bill, waving it from behind the fence.

      G looked rolled his eyes. “That supposed to get me running over there? Thought you had more respect for me.”

      She pushed the twenty back into her pocket and gripped the fence with her hand. “What I don’t have is time for this. You said you have some information. I came. I’m only offering something for your time.”

      “Women always look at me like I’m a piece of dirt. I see the same look in your eyes now.”

      “What are you talking about? Guillermo, you called me. Remember that. It’s very clear why I came.”

      “You want to hear about the girl?” he asked, shifting gears.

      “Yes,” she responded.

      He hopped off the swing. His knees creaked as his shoes dug into the dirt. “You have the wrong man,” he said, dusting himself off and approaching her.

      “You said that on the phone,” she said.

      “I know. Lots of people on the streets are talking about it.”

      “You had mentioned a man with burns. Is that the guy?”

      “Could be,” he said. “You should have listened to me the first time.” He stopped inches away from her.

      “I’m listening now. Tell me who it is,” she said, her eagerness getting the upper hand.

      He glanced behind her. “He’s right here. You can meet him yourself.”

      She whipped around with her gun pointed as two bean-bag rounds launched into her chest like rockets, throwing her into the fence and knocking the air completely out of her. She collapsed to the ground with intense pain shooting through her body. She couldn’t breathe. She could barely move.

      Standing in the dirt only a few feet away, she saw a pair of boots that began casually walking toward her. She lifted her head as tears streamed down her cheeks. A man in a black robe strolled closer, holding a shotgun pointed in her direction.

      Air entered her lungs. She screamed out in pain, struggling to regain her balance. The dual blast had immobilized her.

      “Sorry, señorita,” G said from behind her. “You just got a little too close to the flame.”

      She couldn’t muster the strength to turn around. Her pistol lay just out of reach. She held her arm out, but the effort caused excruciating pain. Her fingers trembled inches from the pistol handle. A boot came down in front of her face and kicked the pistol away.

      She cried out again, looking up to see the man pointing his shotgun in her face. A gloved hand went up to the hood, which hid his face. When he pulled it down, he exposed deeply burned features so scarred it was hard to look at him. Nothing about him looked familiar except his startling blue eyes.

      “Hello, Miriam. Nice to see you again,” he said with a twisted smile.
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      Miriam woke in a darkened room, lying on a single, bare mattress. The air was stale, and there wasn’t a window or any light except from a dim, battery-operated lantern sitting in the far corner across from her. Her chest throbbed with pain. Her left arm felt heavy, and when she moved it, she felt a metal clamp around her wrist and a heavy chain hooked into the wall.

      She had little memory of what had happened or how she had gotten there. But a sickened feeling in her gut told her that she was in the worst kind of trouble.

      It still hurt to move. Then a rush of memory came back to her. She had been shot, and for a moment, she wondered if she was dead. She felt her chest. Her ribs were sore and her breasts hurt, but she wasn’t bleeding.

      There were no gunshot wounds—amazing when she recalled feeling the pelt of a shotgun blast. Whoever was behind the trigger must have used bean bag rounds. She was familiar with those types of rounds, which were traditionally used in riot control.

      Suddenly a voice spoke to her from the shadows.

      “The problem today is that it’s hard to find someone to trust.”

      “Who’s there?” she said in a hoarse, desperate voice.

      The man continued. “But something I’ve learned from experience is that everyone has a price.”

      The man got up and approached her from the corner, then came into view—bald and stripped of his eyebrows and facial hair. His pinkish face was leathery and scarred. He wore a black robe with the hood tossed back. Phillip Anderson stood before her, disfigured, but recognizable enough. His mere presence shocked her.

      “So, that’s my question to you, Miriam. What’s your price?” he continued.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked between labored breaths.

      “I’m the man you’re looking for,” he answered. “The one Guillermo told you about.”

      She yanked on her chain and tried to sit up, but the pain was too much. “And you have Sarah?” she asked, eyes darting around the room.

      “I do. The congressman’s daughter will make a nice addition to my collection.”

      Miriam gasped in fear. Her desire to find the kidnapping madman had led her straight to Phillip Anderson and back into the recurring nightmare she could not wake up from.

      “What collection?” she asked, not fully prepared to find out.

      “I’m glad you asked,” Phillip said, kneeling down next to a single bucket in the otherwise empty room. He reached inside and pulled out a decapitated head.

      Miriam gasped at the horror of it. She squinted, trying to see more clearly in the darkened room. When her eyes adjusted a bit more, she could see that it was not the head of just any man—it was Guillermo.

      She recoiled against the wall and closed her eyes as Phillip stepped forward, dangling the head in the air close to her face, taunting her.

      “I’m surprised at you, Miriam. I thought you’d be happy. He betrayed you, so I decided to repay the favor.”

      She opened her eyes and stared back at him with absolute contempt. “I always knew you were a sick man, but a full-blown psychopath?”

      “Not entirely. I’ve been very patient.” He lowered the head back into the bucket, where it emitted a stomach-churning dunking sound. Miriam was relieved that she didn’t have to look at it anymore.

      “You followed me here? All the way to Arizona?” she asked, stunned.

      “Of course,” he answered. He sauntered in her direction in the same laid-back, casual stroll he had exhibited after shooting her with the bean bag rounds.

      “You must be in some real pain right now,” he continued, pointing to her chest. “But I had no choice. I know you’re a quick draw, and I had to immobilize you somehow.” He tilted his mutilated face back and laughed. “That would be the second time I got the drop on you. Imagine that.”

      He reached into his robe near his chest and pulled out a Magnum .45 revolver—the size of a cannon, it seemed. Miriam curled into a ball and pressed her back against the cold concrete wall as he extended his arm toward her, pointing the gun at her head.

      “Shall we go for a third time?” he asked, exposing blackened teeth in a sinister grin.

      Miriam wanted to tell him to just do it and get it over with but then thought of Ana. She couldn’t leave her daughter. That was out of the question. Detective Keely’s words came back to haunt her. She shouldn’t have gone alone. She’d gotten too eager. But with any luck, they would search for her. Her colleagues were good detectives, and the closer they got to Miriam, the greater the chance, she believed, they could rescue Sarah.

      Phillip found amusement in Miriam’s wincing as she shielded her face with her hands. Satisfied enough, he lowered the revolver and stuck it back into his robe. “Your time hasn’t come yet,” he said. “Soon, but not yet.”

      He pulled a stool from the shadows, dragging it across the ground, and set it right next to Miriam’s single mattress. He sat atop it and looked down on her. “This must all look familiar to you. The set up, I mean. This is exactly how I had your little Ana. No chain though. Wasn’t necessary.” He sighed and cracked his knuckles. “Maybe I’ll pay her a visit too.”

      Miriam glared at him with her teeth clenched. “You stay away from her, you sick, twisted son of a bitch!”

      Another crooked smile flashed across his scarred face. “I sure know how to push your buttons.” He crossed one leg over the other and leaned closer to her. “Miraculous that I survived an explosion that killed five other people. Even crazier that everyone thinks I’m dead. And best of all, my assets went to my parents.” He paused and lowered his head in sadness. “Real shame, though. They passed a few months ago. Everything that had happened to them and their business, it was just too much. Dad had a heart attack. Mom followed with a stroke. I think losing him did that to her.”

      He lifted his head, which had a brighter expression now. “You see, my parents were old fashioned. They worked for every penny, and built Anderson Auto out of nothing. I wanted to help them, show them that we could have even more. So I took the initiative. Cut corners. Started new endeavors. Drug distribution. Gambling. Money laundering. Racketeering. You know, like how the mob stayed in business after the end of prohibition. And before the feds could take all of what we had built together, my parents took every cent I gave them and buried it. And only my younger brother, Walter, knew where it was.”

      As his story progressed, Miriam’s examined the room in desperate search for a way to escape.

      “See, Walter kind of had this crazy idea that I brought down our entire family,” Phillip continued. “When I came to see him, looking like this, he told me to get out of his life.” Phillip suddenly turned solemn. “Told me that he wished that I was dead. Wouldn’t even tell me where all the money was. My money. So I had to add him to my collection.”

      Miriam gasped and covered her mouth as he stared at her with cold, steely eyes.

      “You see, I believe that I did die in that explosion… but then I reemerged. I was… reborn. I serve a higher power now. And for every head I collect, I get that much closer to immortality.”

      Miriam was beside herself listening to his horrific ramblings. “What in the hell are you talking about?” she shouted, clutching her chest.

      “There was a reason I came back—to inflict as much pain and damage on this world as possible.”

      Miriam tugged on her chain, mustering all the strength she could. Phillip leaned back on his stool with his arms crossed, observing her like a studious professor.

      “What are you going to do? Pull the chain out of the wall?” He laughed again. His gravelly chuckle sent shivers down her spine. “I’d like to see that,” he continued.

      She didn’t see any point in pleading with him. Her desperation would just generate more amusement. Instead, she decided to engage him while continuing her search for any possible way out.

      “Why did you have Guillermo tell me about you? Why the blue van?”

      He replied seamlessly. “Because you’re a good detective, but you’ve grown content. Bored even. I wanted to give you a case—something to make things interesting. A challenge.” He stood up and kicked the stool back onto the hard floor. “Then I wanted to take it all away from you.”

      Miriam searched her mind for something to dampen his confidence. “My partner knows where I went. He knows everything. They’ll be searching for me, so it’s only a matter of time.”

      Phillip took a long pause while caressing the blistered scars on his face. “That’s interesting. But do you want to know something even more interesting?”

      Miriam didn’t answer as her eyes looked beyond him, trying to make out the size and scope of the room she was being held in.

      He leaned down and pulled Guillermo’s head from the bucket again. The eyes were rolled upward and the emotionless mouth open, frozen like a statue. Phillip pointed to the head as he clutched it by the hair. “I kidnap a congressman’s daughter and the entire city goes crazy. I murder a low-life miscreant, and it doesn’t even make the eleven o’clock news. No one will probably ever know. Where’s the justice in that? Why is the girl so much more important than this man?”

      His fingers released the head as it dropped back into the bucket with a sound that made Miriam’s stomach plunge with sickness.

      “What do you want from me?” she asked as though there was an answer.

      He thought to himself, nodding. “Before I reemerged from the explosion, I couldn’t shake this feeling that I was someone else. Many different people, actually. Nonetheless, I had a weakness. Children. Young girls. I want to be their friend. Maybe my need for acceptance started when Betsy Claremont screamed and turned away from me in second grade when I tried to kiss her. The urge only grew as I got older. I took those girls and kept them in an underground lair, as you well know.”

      Miriam couldn’t take any more of his poisonous words. She covered her ears with her hands and clenched her eyes shut. “Enough, you sick bastard! I don’t want to hear any more.”

      Phillip stopped and placed a gloved hand over his chest, feigning shock and offense. “I’m only trying to answer your questions.”

      “I didn’t ask you about your disgusting lair or anything else. What do you want from me?”

      “I want you to experience what they experienced. To give you insight into being a victim, knowledge that you could never discover in a million years of detective work.” He stepped forward, glaring at her. “That’s why you’re fucking here. Got it?” Spit flew from between his teeth as his voice rose.

      She didn’t know what else to say. Her only hope was to escape.

      “I want to see Sarah,” she said.

      “In time,” he responded, turning away. His voice drifted as he slunk back into the shadows, opening an unseen door. “Until then, stay comfortable.” The sound of a heavy, creaking door echoed throughout the room. He slammed it shut, offering nothing more. Miriam lay in the dimness of her new cell, praying for an impossible outcome. She had to survive. There was no other option. And in order to survive, she had to escape.
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* * *

      Before Phillip Anderson could flee from the feds, the boat explosion had thrown his body a hundred feet in the air and into a nearby sawgrass marsh enclosed by looming mangrove trees that stretched out from the shore’s shallow tidal sediment. For the first hour, Phillip just lay there, floating on his back unconscious in a shallow pool, horribly burnt from his head down.

      The authorities tended to the aftermath of the explosion as Phillip lay there semiconscious. Somehow, in all the searching and patrolling of the South channel, they missed the one submerged spot where he lay submerged within lily pads and weeds.

      A black water moccasin swam past Phillip’s body, slithering against the current and toward deeper waters. Coast Guard boats trailed past the marsh, headed farther down the channel. Meanwhile, federal agents walked the shoreline with dogs, in pursuit of Anderson, on the off-chance that he had survived.

      His red and blackened body blended in with the thick marsh foliage as though it was a branch or log. The trees further concealed his appearance from afar. After the search parties moved on, Anderson came to, gasping in a horrible fit of pain with no recollection of where he was or how he gotten there.

      The moon was a bluish orb in the night sky and the swamp echoed with a deep symphony of crickets and frogs and night birds. His vision was blurred; his movements were slow and labored. He had floated ashore, finding himself caught in mud and weeds. But he could feel nothing. The third-degree burns had singed his nerves and blood vessels.

      Layers of skin had been reduced to pulp, reddened blisters and blackened flesh. As he sat up slowly, the fogginess faded as details of the incident became clearer. Phillip recalled being on the boat. Something had happened. There was an explosion, and either he was already dead or he was destined to live the rest of his years with the mangled visage of a burn victim.

      He had no hair. He face was covered in blisters. He struggled to move but was too weak and sick with shock. His body had sunk into the thick mud. He trembled as a helicopter flew overhead with its spotlight flashing, searching the mangroves and the water. In the far distance, he could hear boats. He was still being hunted.

      With one leg up, he attempted to stand and walk, but could only crawl. His pants, shredded in the blast, gave little protection. Both his legs dragged, and he could barely keep his arms up. He felt crippled. Debilitated. Helpless. But he knew that he needed to keep moving.

      He crawled through the weeds and up the muddy banks, going as far as he could—about fifty feet before collapsing. He rose again, gritting his blackened teeth, and crawled another fifty feet, then fell again. His lungs felt as charred as his skin, with every breath pulsating and burning and sending an intense stinging pain that spread throughout his lower abdomen. Perhaps it was time to turn himself in. Either that or face the vast wilderness of the Everglades. But Phillip would not give up.

      As he lay under the night sky on his stomach, with only a few tattered patches of jeans remaining, he had a vision, intensified by his frenzied delirium. An unseen, malevolent force stood and spoke not with a voice, but with its mind, feeding Phillip its thoughts—explaining why he had been spared. His job wasn’t done yet. There was still much to be done. And Miriam was to be his for eternity, the voice told him. The mysterious apparition vanished as quickly as it had appeared, leaving Phillip with a renewed sense of energy.

      He had lain in a field throughout the night as unseen insects crawled over his nerveless flesh. By dawn, he could stand. As he rose on wobbly legs, he got a fair look at the condition of his body. His chest was festered with reddish and white bulging blisters. The skin on his arms and legs was ravaged. He could feel nothing in his crotch and was too terrified to look.

      His skin looked stretched and folded, with a series of spidery welts and blisters covering his front and back. Lack of physical sensation was a blessing in disguise. Luckily, his shoes were somewhat intact, but barely holding together. He continued, walking across chest-high sawgrass, as the sun peeked out from the clouds above and shined down from above.

      The ground was moist and spongy. He constantly found himself sloshing through puddles. Directionless and without clear purpose, Phillip walked for what felt like hours, badly dehydrated and in need of serious medical attention. Any other man, he believed, would have been dead miles back. He felt indestructible, driven nearly entirely by vengeance.

      He saw a boat ahead near the Everglades coastline with a small canopy attached to it—a fishing boat trolling the waters with two men sitting aboard with their poles in hand.

      Phillip hunched down like a wild animal and moved through the weeds nearing the water. A portable radio played classic rock tunes from the boat as Phillip neared. A man with a white beard and tropical shirt manned the outboard engine in the stern while his buddy, a lanky man with a boonie cap, sat in the bow casting his line. The boat slowed and then drifted without the engine running as the men found their spot.

      Phillip kept a careful eye on them from behind a patch of palmetto bushes. They looked to have drifted about fifty feet out from where he hid. His twitching eyes followed them as they came closer to a canal, closer to land. On the boat, he saw an Igloo cooler, which caused him to lick his dry, blistering lips.

      He wanted the cooler. He wanted the boat. And he was ready to take it all. He stayed low and moved along the shore, causing only a minimal rustle in the brush. The men seemed too wrapped up in their own conversation to pay attention.

      Phillip knelt behind some palmettos and looked out again. The boat was only a short swim away. He looked around at the weedy ground for a weapon, something that would give him an advantage. There were two men in the boat and no matter how confident Phillip felt, he wasn’t invincible, especially not now.

      A flash of something bright caught his eyes. He looked down and saw an empty bottle buried halfway into the mud—another sign of what he had to do. The bottle made a tight suction sound as he pulled it from the mud. He crept over to a low hanging cypress covered in low-hanging moss.

      The fishermen drifted closer as a gentle breeze pushed the boat along the bank. The light slapping of waves against the aluminum surface of the four-seater motorboat added another helpful sound. Phillip waited patiently, listening to the men chat as country music played from the portable radio.

      “I’ll tell ya, there ain’t nothing like the Glades in the morning,” the bearded man said, looking beyond the canopy and admiring the blue sky.

      “You said it, Jules,” his lanky companion said. “Although it’d be nice to catch something already.”

      Jules, the bearded man, looked at his friend, surprised. “Come on now, Ed. This is the spot. You gotta trust me on this.”

      “So close to shore?” Ed asked.

      Jules nodded. “Damn right.”

      They drifted close as Phillip leapt from the shore and right into the boat, howling like a madman. The boat shook as he landed in the middle, horrifying both men. Before they could react, Phillip smashed the bottle against the side of the boat, breaking it in half.

      “What the—?” Jules managed to say before Phillip lunged at him, driving the jagged bottle into his throat repeatedly to the sound of gargled, anguished screams.

      Ed stood in shock, unable to even process what was happening to his friend. “Oh my God!”

      Phillip turned away from Jules and then to Ed as Ed reached for an orange-handled filet knife. Gagging, Jules covered his neck with his hands in a desperate attempt to close the wound and stop the blood, which sprayed from between his fingers and turned his beard red.

      Ed took a defensive posture, gripping his knife as Phillip charged forward and tackled him, sending them both to the deck with a resounding thud.

      The boat shook. Phillip grabbed Ed’s arm, stopping the blade inches from his side, and then drove the end of the bloody bottle into Ed’s neck and face, jabbing him relentlessly.

      Ed screamed out with each successive blow, his face awash in thick, red blood. Phillip stabbed and stabbed until both of Ed’s arms lay at his side, motionless.

      The knife dropped to the floor. Both men’s fishing poles had fallen over. The radio floated into a puddle of water under the bench and shorted out. Phillip stood over Ed with the broken bottle still in his hand, panting like a wild dog.

      He tossed the bottle into the water and looked around. Ed was dead. He then turned to examine Jules. The bearded man lay with his still hand over his bloody throat and his mouth agape. His eyes were shielded by a pair of lightly tinted aviator sunglasses. Nearly naked, Phillip examined Jules’s build. It was similar to his own.

      Phillip leaned down and pulled off Jules’s shirt and pants, leaving a pasty-white corpse in nothing but his underwear. He then lifted Jules up as close to the side of the boat as he could and rolled him into the water, over the side. Next came Ed. Their bodies floated on the surface for a moment and then sank into the blackness.

      Phillip sat at the rear and started the motor with a single yank of the cord. He looked around, not seeing a single soul. The air was quiet and still. It was time to move on. Phillip coasted down the channel, headed south where he could regroup. He knew the exact place.
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* * *

      By her estimate, Miriam had been kept in captivity for a little over two weeks. The monotony had been hellish. She was trapped with her own thoughts and the fear that she would never escape.

      She wished she had done things differently. Wished she had taken Ana and started a new life somewhere with different names—completely anonymous. No more law enforcement work. Some place where Phillip Anderson could never have found her. Instead, she had walked right into his trap.

      The chain never left her arm, and she could go no farther than ten feet from the mattress without the insufferable rattling of rusty links against concrete wall. Eventually, she could stand and move despite the throbbing pain and bruising from the beanbag rounds. Phillip fed her once a day—mainly packaged snacks that looked like they came from a gas station—chips, sweets, fiber bars.

      For waste, she was given a bucket and nothing else. This, Phillip explained, was how his victims had lived. Jenny Dawson, for instance, had been in captivity for a year before Miriam had rescued her.

      Miriam’s bare surroundings inflicted a deepened sense of isolation. She felt her situation hopeless. As the days passed, Phillip had said little to her, as though he had become bored with his own verbal taunts. He was always preoccupied with something—distracted even. Gone were the mind games, insults, and threats. Some days he was like a different person. Then she remembered who she was dealing with. Phillip Anderson had several personalities masked behind his melted face. His moods were largely unpredictable.

      Each day of captivity she was determined to move around to maintain her strength. With the lack of food and range of movement, Anderson was undoubtedly trying to weaken her and wear her down. His overall plan, however, he had kept hidden.

      There had been no meeting with Sarah as promised. He ignored her pleas, refused to listen to her, and did little beyond throwing food in or emptying her bucket. And in that time, the possibility of escape seemed to fade with each passing day.

      The thought of Ana, afraid and alone, terrified Miriam. She would do anything to return home to see her daughter once more. Hatred for Anderson swelled in her, reaching a height she would never have thought possible. He was the man responsible for the death of her partner, her ex-husband, and the young victims he claimed as his own. For her, he was proof that evil existed in the world. But hatred wasn’t going to free her. She had to remain calm and devise a plan before it was too late.

      As she sat in deep contemplation, the door creaked open and Phillip walked in wearing an Auto Salvage jumpsuit with long sleeves. Had he been back to his old home? His hands were always gloved and his face was the only part of him ever exposed. He strolled into the room, pistol in hand, with a familiar look of indifference, carrying a bowl and setting it on the ground, two feet in front of her.

      “Canned beets. I think you’ll like ‘em.” He glanced up at her. “Supplies are gettin’ a little scarce.”

      “I need to talk to my daughter,” she said, stepping toward him. The chain clinked and rattled from its base.

      He examined her from head to toe. Her clothes were dirty. Her face sunken. Her hair stringy. She looked like nothing more than a hermit.

      “Not yet.”

      She fell to her knees, nearly broken, linking her hands together. “Please! It’s all I ask. I don’t care. Keep me down here for eternity. One phone call, it’s all I ask.”

      Anderson shook his head. “You ask for a lot of things, and you’ll take what I decide to give you.”

      Despite feeling as though she had spilled every last tear possible, Miriam’s eyes watered. “What is it, Anderson? You have me locked up for a reason. What happens after you kill me? Who will you have then?”

      His mouth twisted upward in a crooked smile. “Plenty of other fish in the sea.”

      Miriam lowered her arms, feeling another overwhelming sense of defeat. And just when she thought all hope was lost, Phillip offered her a proposition.

      “I’ve been giving it some thought. You’ve shown some real resilience. I admire that. I figured that you could do two weeks in here no problem.”

      “Yes. And now I must speak to my daughter. If not…” she paused and wrapped the chain around her own neck. “I’ll end it all right here, and you’ll have nothing.”

      Phillip laughed. “That’ll be the day.”

      “I’m serious,” she said, tightening the chain. “I’ll do it. Just to end this nightmare once and for all.”

      He looked at her, curious. “What about Ana? She’d be devastated.”

      “I can’t save her any more than I can save myself.” She pulled the chain with both hands, as tight around her neck as it would go. She began to gasp as her face reddened.

      Phillip stepped forward. He looked panicked and unsure. “Okay! I’ll give you the call to your daughter on one condition.”

      The chain fell away and hung around her neck as her grip loosened. “What is then?” she asked in a strained voice.

      “You leave this place with me and never look back.”

      Miriam had no response to his insane proposition, but Phillip wasn’t finished.

      “I’ll even release the congressman’s daughter.”

      “You would?” she asked, wanting more than ever to believe him.

      “She’s not much use to me anymore. I only took her to get to you. And now with us running low on food, it’s either release or kill her.”

      “I’ll do it,” Miriam said. She couldn’t recognize her own voice or understand why she was so quick to agree, but it seemed the only option. Of course, she had no intention of acting out an idea so absurd. Even he had to realize that.

      Phillip looked surprised and a tad skeptical. “That’s nice to hear. But understand that it’s going to take a lot more than words.”

      She took a step back, looking disgusted. Phillip seemed to understand what had repulsed her and smiled. “Don’t worry, Miriam. I couldn’t do that if I wanted to. My parts down there are… nonfunctional.” His face suddenly became more serious and stern. “I’m talking about your devotion. You will leave this place with me and submit to my every wish. It’s going to take a while, I understand that. You’re a fighter, but a deal is a deal.”

      Miriam thought of charging him, wrapping the chain around his throat, strangling him until his head popped off. But she couldn’t even get within five feet of him.

      “Do we have a deal?” he asked, gazing into her eyes with anticipation.

      At the moment, she didn’t see any other way. “Yes. It’s a deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            Purgatory

          

        

      

    

    
      After killing the two fishermen, Phillip Anderson steered the stolen boat down the Southern Everglades channel toward Key Largo where he had a private plane with a pilot waiting. With the huge setback of the boat explosions, Phillip knew he was at the eleventh hour, but the pilot had been paid to remain in wait for at least forty-eight hours.

      There were problems, however: the fishing boat he had stolen, and murdering both its occupants. He did not have enough fuel to make a trip down as far as the Keys. He would have to find more gas and lots of it or a different boat altogether.

      Dressed in Jules’s tropical shirt, cargo shorts, and boonie cap, Phillip saw such a boat not far away—a fancy, twin-engine speed boat, anchored in the water, with a man and a woman sunbathing on the sizable front deck.

      He trolled closer to the anchored boat, twice the size of his own, and waved. An attractive blonde in a purple bikini looked up, apparently hearing his rattling motor. She lay on a towel next to her shirtless and sleeping male companion. He slowed and turned off the engine, nearly bumping into the much larger boat with the pointy prow of his aluminum carrier.

      “Wonder if you’d have some fuel that you could spare. I drifted a bit off course,” Philip called, trying his best to keep his appearance concealed under the shadow of his canopy.

      The woman looked immediately on edge the moment she took off her sunglasses. She tapped her male companion, and he awoke, annoyed.

      “What is it, Kate?” he said, rising.

      Phillip went into action, knowing he had little time to make a move. With Ed’s fishing knife in hand, he hoisted himself up over the stern of the boat onto the front deck, exposing his hideously burned appearance and rushing toward the couple with rage in his sunken eyes.

      The woman screamed. The man scrambled and tried to get up but slipped and fell. Phillip went at him first, tackling him to the slippery deck and stabbing him repeatedly in the chest. The woman was frozen, terrified, and too confused to intervene. As her senses returned, she tried to run, but it was too late. Phillip lunged at her and grabbed her small white ankle with his reddened hand. She fell and hit her head on the deck, knocking herself unconscious. Phillip simply pushed her over the side as she splashed into the water.

      He then grabbed the man’s body by both ankles and dragged him to the side, flipping him off the railing and into the water. Catching his breath, Phillip watched the water waves as they slapped against the side of the boat. He then walked into the cabin, studied the controls for a moment, and started the boat.

      

      Phillip reached Key Largo a day later, and found his pilot close to leaving. The last few minutes of their forty-eight-hour agreement had neared. The pilot, a Hispanic man named, Alejandro, was tense and annoyed and ready to call off the entire arrangement.

      “Thought you had died!” he said as Phillip approached the small plane, which was already detached from the tie-down block and sitting on the empty runway. Phillip wore a hat, long-sleeve shirt and pants, entering the plane and taking off his sunglasses.

      One look at his face sent Alejandro for the exit. Phillip clutched his shoulders and held him in place, glaring into his frightened eyes.

      “You will fly me to Palm Dale, and you’ll do it now. Got it?”

      Alejandro backed up as far as he could, his dark, curly locks dangling in his face. “But, señor. The deal was Costa Rica. The Caymans. Some place safe.”

      “Palm Dale!” Philip shouted. “Do it, or I’ll leave you here and fly the damn plane myself. Then you get nothing. Not a dime!”

      Alejandro lowered his head, conceding. “Si, señor.”

      He quietly went back to the cockpit as Phillip turned to look out the windows in search of anyone approaching. The abandoned runway had been chosen due to its seclusion, but once they got in the air, there was always a chance that the authorities wouldn’t be far behind.

      Phillip didn’t care. He had to go back. There was too much unfinished business. Fleeing was no longer the goal. He wanted to return with a vengeance and find a way to leave a trail of new victims, particularly Miriam. He knew that she was wearing a vest when he shot her. Only the next time, she wouldn’t be so lucky.

      The plane taxied down the runway, building up speed, then took off over the Atlantic with the Florida coastline in view, looking serene and beautiful, as though nothing bad could happen in such a place. Phillip sat in the passenger seat, with a notebook and pen, scribbling and plotting his next moves. Alejandro remained quiet at the controls, still startled by Phillip’s appearance.

      Palm Dale was two hundred miles away, but once they arrived, Phillip was confident that there were enough open fields where they could land and not draw too much attention to themselves. He supposed that for Alejandro, the sooner he got Phillip out of his plane, the better.

      

      Walter Anderson lay across his couch surrounded by empty liquor bottles. His cushy three-bedroom house, located along a rural dirt road, was vacant except for him. His wife had packed her things and left, taking his two boys with her, without so much as a word about when they would return. The entire investigation of his family had been too much for her.

      She had said the words, “It’s over,” with a level of finality that sent him reeling.

      She had gone to stay at her mother’s house in Tampa. She wouldn’t answer his calls, and threatened to call the police if he came within a hundred miles of the house.

      It had been three months since the collapse of the family business. Three months since the death of his brother, Gary, by an angry mob, three months since the disappearance and presumed death of his brother, Phillip, and two months since the death of his parents, Judith and Boone.

      Over time, he had taken to drinking heavily. In the midst of his stupor, amid the clutter of his unkempt home, a knock came at the door, startling him. His head jerked up from the sofa’s pillow, and he felt a moment of elation that struck him like a bolt of lightning. Maybe it was Emily returning with the boys. He stumbled to the door, setting his bottle on the floor.

      The knocking was loud and incessant. Walter opened the door, smoothing the gray mess of hair on his head, and tugging down his stained T-shirt. He was surprised and disappointed to see a man standing there, dressed in a black suit with matching black fedora and dark sunglasses completely concealing his eyes. Almost immediately, Walter noticed something off about the man, but couldn’t pinpoint it in his drunken state.

      “Walter, it’s me, Phillip,” the man at the door said.

      Walter froze in place, speechless.

      The man continued. “Your brother?”

      Phillip wasted no time, pushing his way into the house. Walter followed in deep confusion as the intruder paced around the living room, looking at the empty bottles and clothes strewn around the room. He put his gloved hands on his hips and turned to Walter, shaking his head.

      “Well… this place looks like shit.”

      Walter wondered where he had put his pistol. He had held it to his head only hours before, but couldn’t remember what he had done with it. “What do you want? I thought you was dead,” he said in a haggard voice.

      “I was,” Phillip responded. “For a brief while.” He then took his hat and sunglasses off, exposing a burnt, disfigured face and head with eyelids seemingly missing from above his piercing blue eyes.

      “Jesus. What happened to you?” Walter asked, shocked.

      “Boat explosion,” Phillip said. “And something tells me that you might have had a little hand in it.”

      “The fuck you talking about?” Walter snapped. His baggy T-shirt and blue jeans were covered in stains and cigarette ash. Gray facial hair sprouted from his jowls and chin, and he looked like he hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep in ages.

      “You see, Joe was your friend,” Phillip said. “And he tried to kill me. He said it was revenge for Dustin.” Phillip stopped and leaned closer toward Walter. “Now who on earth gave him that idea?”

      Walter stared back, balling his fist and breathing heavily. For a moment, nothing was said between the brothers. Then Phillip pulled a pistol with a silencer from his jacket and pointed it at Walter. “I think it was for you.”

      Nervous, Walter swallowed and decided to let his brother have it, all of his anger and resentment. “Emily left me because of you. She took the boys. She took everything. Mom and Pops died because of you. Gary died, hell, Dustin died—they all died because of you!”

      “Where’s the money, Walter?” Phillip asked, disregarding his rant and keeping a steady aim.

      “You’ve destroyed everything we worked so hard to build!” Walter shouted. “And you don’t deserve one cent of that money!”

      “Last chance to talk,” Phillip added. “I’m guessin’ they buried it not far from the ol’ acorn tree in their backyard. And I’m guessin’ that you’ve been too drunk to get it.”

      “Get out of my house,” Walter said, seething. He swung his thick arm toward the front door, pointing. “You stink of evil, and you look like something that’s crawled from hell!”

      Phillip fired four shots at Walter in quick succession, sending him to the floor. Walter gagged, flat on his back with his bloated chest rapidly shifting up and down, with four holes gushing blood. Phillip stood directly over his dying brother and pointed the gun at his face. “It is under the acorn tree, isn’t it?” Phillip asked.

      Walter gasped for life, and Phillip saw in his pale face not just fear of death but fear that Phillip had guessed right. It was all the confirmation he needed. He fired one quick and fatal shot in the face, and slipped out of the house as quickly as he had barged in.

      

      Jake, the youngest Anderson brother, was playing his acoustic guitar by the fire pit in front of his mobile home when he saw the headlights. Not expecting a visitor, he set down his guitar and walked to the front to see a 1973 two-door El Camino, brown with wood paneling, idling in his driveway. The headlights shut off, and a man got out and walked toward Jake, struggling to carry a giant duffel bag over his shoulder, clearly visible in the fire pit’s light.

      “Who’s there?” he asked in a demanding tone. A stranger driving up at night without warning made him uneasy.

      The man continued his leisurely pace up the driveway, coming closer to Jake, with his face concealed by darkness.

      “It’s your brother,” the man said.

      Jake squinted his eyes. “Walter?”

      The man stopped within a few feet of Jake, pulled the bag off his shoulder and tossed it at Jake’s feet, kicking up a cloud of dust. “No. It’s me, Phillip. And I’ve got your half of everything right there.”

      Jake stared at the bag and then brushed back his shaggy, blond hair. He looked up at his brother in extreme bewilderment. “Phillip? Well, hell. I thought you was—”

      “Walter set it up,” Phillip said. “He tried to have me killed, but I survived.” He took a step closer, removing his black fedora and exposed the burnt flesh that was once his face. Jake gasped and couldn’t help but avert his eyes. Phillip told him, “He was holding out on you, Jake. He was holding out on all of us.”

      Jake shook his head, too stunned to put together the words. “I don’t… I just don’t get it. Where’s Walter?”

      “He’s dead,” Phillip said. “That makes it just you and me. And I have another duffel bag with your name on it if you can do one thing for me.”

      Jake eyed Phillip with suspicion. He and Phillip had always gotten along, but he also knew his older brother to be ruthless, cunning, and seriously deranged. In a way he felt sorry for Phillip. In other ways, he feared him.

      “What happened to your face?” Jake asked.

      “Well, surely you heard about the boat explosion, right?”

      “Yeah. You, Joe, and like four other people,” Jake answered.

      “Yep. Except, not me. I’m back now, and I have a mission for you.”

      Eager to get the money and get as far away from his brother as possible, Jake asked him what the mission entailed.

      “You still know people, right?” Phillip asked.

      Jake nodded, understanding what his brother meant by “people.”

      “Good. All my people are dead,” Phillip said.

      He then reached into his jacket and pulled out a woman’s photo and displayed it for Jake. He squinted and studied it closely, seeing a pretty woman with black hair tied in a bun and a police officer’s uniform. He knew the face well. It was Sergeant Miriam Castillo, the cop who went after Phillip. He always said that she had framed him, and that the case against him was a witch hunt, but Jake knew enough to believe that at least half of the charges against Phillip were true.

      “I need you to find her,” Phillip said. “She’s disappeared from the area completely.”

      Jake took a step back, placing his hands in his pockets with a sigh.

      Phillip lashed out with anger at his brother’s hesitance. “I can’t move freely like I used to anymore. Look at me!” He then calmed himself and placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder, stroking the soft flannel material. “She shouldn’t be hard to find. And once you do, the money is yours, and I’ll be out of your life for good.”

      Jake looked down, ashamed. “Well, I ain’t trying to say that…”

      Phillip raised a finger, silencing him. “No. It’s for the best. I’m no good, and you know it. The whole family knew it. But I have to find this woman if it’s the last thing that I do.”

      Jake bit his bottom lip and looked up at Phillip, nodding. “I’ll try my best.”
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* * *

      Miriam awoke to an empty room, expecting that Phillip would enter at any moment with her daughter on the phone. But it had been days since that agreement and she hadn’t seen him. He had been avoiding her.

      As little as she had allowed herself to sleep each day, he had managed to slip in when she dozed off and leave bits of food and bottles of water for her. He was up to something. She didn’t trust him, but the anticipation of hearing her daughter’s voice kept her going each day. Somewhere, Ana was sitting around just as worried about her.

      If the waiting game was some kind of new torture Anderson had devised, it was working. She rose from her bed and pulled at her chain again, noticing some dust falling from the plate where it was mounted where it had been mounted. She readied herself to scream for him, demanding the call with Ana, when she suddenly stopped. She tugged on the chain again and saw more dust. The plate, it seemed, was loosening.

      She froze, hearing the door unlock. The LED light in the far corner of the room flickered as the door opened, revealing Phillip with a tray of food. The aroma of ham and mashed potatoes, an unexpected treat, had her stomach growling. He grabbed a stool with one hand and dragged it across the floor, setting the tray on top of it.

      “Today is an important day,” he said, clapping his gloved hands together.

      Miriam stared at him with only one thing on her mind.

      “This is the day that everything happens,” he continued with a smile. “Here’s what’s going to happen: you get to talk to your daughter, I set the congressman’s daughter free, and then you and I leave this place for good.” He reached into his black robe and pulled out a pair of handcuffs, dangling them in front of her. “You’ll be trading your chains for this.”

      Miriam’s eyes narrowed as she stared back at him enraged. Her intense scowl did not go unnoticed.

      “Relax, Miriam. It’s just for the time being. I know what you think of me. But I’m confident that you’ll come around soon enough.”

      “Why have you waited so long?” Miriam asked. “It’s been days since you told me I could speak to her.”

      Phillip gestured, waving his hand defensively, brushing her complaint away. “While you’ve been lying around in here, I’ve been out there making things happen. There were a lot of arrangements to be made.”

      “Like what?” She blew away a strand of long, stringy hair that had fallen in her face.

      Phillip turned away, ignoring her, and headed toward the door.

      “Like what?” she shouted.

      “One moment,” Phillip said, opening the door. “Eat your food, and I’ll be back in one moment.”

      The door creaked shut and locked as she looked down at the steaming ham and potatoes before her eyes. It almost looked like some kind of royal banquet. But what caught her eye wasn’t the food—it was the silver utensils on the side of the plate.

      It was the first time he had given her actual silverware to eat with. There was a dinner knife and a fork. As much as every part of her wanted to eat, a troubling thought entered her mind. If they were supposed to leave soon, he would no doubt have tainted the food with some kind of sedative. It was the only thing that made sense to her.

      She looked around the darkened room, grabbed the knife, and went over to the wall near her mattress, dragging her chain along. The four-inch plate that bolted the chain into the wall looked secure enough, but she wanted to give it a shot. She placed the knife flat against the wall and slipped it under the plate as far in as it would go and began to twist it. To her elation, the plate moved slightly. It was attached by four long screws, and with each movement of the knife, she could feel it coming loose.

      The door unlocked again. Her head jerked to the side and she ran back to the tray shaking. Her best bet was to get rid of the tempting and potentially tainted food as fast as she could. She grabbed the plate, just as the door began to open, and flew to her knees in front of the mattress. She lifted it up at the bottom and dumped the entire plate underneath, dropping the mattress onto a moist mound of ham and potatoes.

      She vaulted up and placed the plate back on the tray while Phillip approached proudly, with an electronic tablet in hand.

      He stopped in his tracks noticing the empty plate. Miriam wiped her mouth, playing along. “My God. You really were hungry,” he said, eyes widened.

      Miriam said nothing as his expression changed to one of near disappointment. “I was hoping you could have waited,” he said. “At least until you saw this.”

      He swiped the screen and displayed a local news report already in progress. She watched the screen from a few feet away, chain dangling on her arm. A female news anchor was reporting from the field, while a news ticker scrolled across the bottom of the screen, reading “Kidnapper Demands Ransom.”

      Phillip smiled and muted the sound. “Just wanted to give you a glimpse of what has been happening in the world since you’ve been in here.”

      He unmuted the tablet as the news anchor continued.

      “The kidnapper called Congressman Bynes’s office two days ago demanding one million dollars for the safe return of his daughter, Sarah. The man who made the call insisted that he is not a part of any cartel and is acting alone. However, he said that if his demands aren’t met in the next five hours, he will, and I quote, ‘eliminate the problem.’”

      Phillip muted the video again, clearly pleased with himself. “Pretty cool, huh?” he said.

      Miriam stared back at him with contempt. “My daughter…” was all she said.

      He tossed the tablet on the ground where the screen shattered, cracking the screen. “Don’t you know what this means?” he asked. His arms were outstretched, almost as if he were pleading for her approval. “With what I’ve already got, we’ll have enough money to get the hell out of here and live royally for good. And I did it all for you!”

      Miriam said nothing, much to Phillip’s displeasure. He swung around, pivoting on the heel of one boot, then stomping back toward the door. “Fine, I’ll get the phone for you, but five minutes is all you get!”

      He slammed the door and locked it. Miriam picked up the knife and rushed back to the plate on the wall, jamming it from underneath.

      There was some give, minuscule, but enough to keep her motivated. She scraped the knife against the wall, twisting it, pounding it with the heel of her hand as nervous sweat poured down her forehead, stinging her eyes. She could see the dust falling, and the screws pulling out a micro-mil at a time.

      Her head whipped back and forth from the plate to the door, keeping watch. Like an alarm bell, she heard the door unlock again, causing her to run from the wall back to the food tray where she hid the dusty knife in her pocket. Phillip stomped back into the room, holding a flip phone in the air. He got within inches of her and tossed it past her onto the bed.

      He then knocked the tray over, watching it crash onto the ground. He then sat down on the stool and watched Miriam as she scrambled for the phone. Her heart was beating hard against the wall of her chest.

      Was he really keeping his word? She flipped the phone open and turned to him, half expecting some kind of trick.

      He held one arm up, touching his wrist watch. “Three minutes,” starting now.

      “I thought you said five.”

      “Fine. Two minutes,” he said. “Keep complaining, and it will be one, or maybe none.”

      She hated him more than anything at that moment, but had no choice but to start dialing as he set his timer.
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      Phillip Anderson traveled to Arizona with all the information he needed to find Miriam. His youngest and only surviving brother, Jake, had come through for him. The information hadn’t come cheap, and he hoped it was worth it.

      Miriam had changed her last name to Sandoval, and moved across the country to the city of Chandler, Arizona, for reasons unclear to Phillip. She had joined the Chandler City Police Department as a detective. Phillip wasn’t surprised. He knew she couldn’t help it. Law enforcement was in her blood.

      As he crossed the state line from New Mexico in his ‘73 El Camino, the arid climate was immediately noticeable, slightly more intense than his journey through El Paso. It made his skin even more dry and leathery.

      He drove the speed limit and stayed as inconspicuous as possible, every part of his body covered with the exception of his face. Just the right clothing for the desert, but he had no choice. His boonie cap and sunglasses helped conceal the burns, but he was not invisible—though he felt as much during his two-day, two-thousand-mile journey.

      It had been four months since they had last met. They were both survivors, Phillip believed, each bearing scars of his own. He thought about the prospect of facial reconstructive surgery but didn’t have the time to pursue it. In a way, his burns were a blessing. He could feel nothing on the outside—not a single physical sensation.

      He had arranged for the purchase of a small ranch on a dusty patch of land located on the outskirts of town—Tumbleweed County as it was often referred to. The seclusion was perfect. The dilapidated ranch house had one main selling point—a downstairs 500-square-foot cellar.

      When Phillip looked at the pictures of the place online, the last concern he had was storing wine. He had purchased the ranch cash, leaving just enough to get by for the next few months. A new plan to get more cash was also in the works.

      

      Phillip needed a patsy. He did some research around town, frequenting the back alleys, talking to street dwellers, and offering cash for information. He had a tablet and a smart phone and searched public databases for known sex offenders in the area but decided against approaching them. Known sex offenders were too easy. They’d be the first suspects in any missing child investigation. He wanted someone without a record, and he found such a man in Edwin Silva.

      While strolling the aisles of SeXstasy, Phillip first saw Edwin when he walked in nervously, approaching the counter. With sizable girth, shaved head, thick glasses, and funny walk, he looked comical. And to Phillip, he was perfect.

      Edwin asked the overweight clerk for movies with young girls. The clerk laughed, telling him that he was better off searching the Internet.

      “Yeah, but what I’m looking for, you can’t be caught watching on the Internet,” Edwin replied.

      The clerk raised a brow, picking up Edwin’s hint without any further explanation.

      “Get out of my store,” he said, with a faint accent.

      Edwin stood there, shocked.

      “You hear, me? Get out! I seen you in here before. I got your name. Now get out of here before I put that name to a face and make some calls!”

      Edwin backed away, stumbling. He ran into a rack of magazines behind him, nearly tripping. He regained his balance and walked quickly out of the store with his head down. Phillip looked on from the aisle as Edwin left, and the bell above the door jingled. He followed Edwin out while the clerk cursed to himself in Italian.

      Phillip jogged to catch up as Edwin stood at the corner of the street waiting to cross. Edwin turned and looked unsettled at the sight of Phillip in his long, dark-green duster, black fedora, and sunglasses, and remembered seeing him in the store. Was he going to beat him up?

      “Excuse me, sir,” Phillip said with a smile. “I couldn’t help but notice that scene back there.”

      Edwin’s large, double-chinned face flushed, and he eyed Phillip suspiciously. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He looked ahead, desperate for the walk sign to flash.

      Phillip placed a gloved hand on Edwin’s shoulder. “Of course you do, and I can help.”

      The walk sign flashed, and Edwin crossed without looking back. Phillip chased after him.

      “Look, I’m not a cop, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “Stay away from me,” Edwin demanded.

      Phillip ran in front of him, stopping as he pulled his sunglasses off. Edwin halted as Phillip’s steely eyes stared him down. “Listen to me. I get it, okay. You and I, we’re not too different. I’m just a little more discreet.”

      Edwin’s expression changed from resistant to curious. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about getting you what you need. At a very reasonable price. And all I’ll need is your van for the day.”

      Edwin stood in place, uncertain and conflicted. He looked ready to push past Edwin, but his weaknesses got the best of him. “What happened to your face?”

      Phillip smiled and put his sunglasses back on. “I’d be happy to tell you all about it, if you’ll sit down and have a cup of coffee with me.” He signaled to the coffee place two shops ahead of them on the busy street.

      Edwin looked around, trying to make up his mind.

      “Last chance,” Phillip said. “This is an opportunity you don’t want to miss out on.”

      Edwin nodded in agreement and followed Phillip to the coffee shop. The nervous look hadn’t left his face since storming out of SeXtasy.

      The duo entered the small, bohemian coffee shop and found a booth in the back where Phillip proceeded to lay everything out. He needed a van, Edwin’s van. Phillip had a pickup to make. Highly sensitive products. Exactly the kind of thing Edwin was looking for.

      In exchange, Phillip would lend Edwin his car. Edwin remained skeptical, but after a second doughnut, and the prospect of receiving a copious amount of illegal child pornography costing next to nothing, the exchange was impossible to resist. The deal was made after only a little convincing on Phillip’s part. He would get Edwin what he desired. All he needed was his van for two hours tops.

      

      Sarah Bynes was at the top of Phillip’s list of potential candidates. Not only was her father a congressman, but he also had money. But as one of the wealthiest representatives in congress, Jacob Bynes surprisingly took little precaution in providing security for his young daughter. This surprised Phillip the most.

      After days of tracking the family’s routine, Phillip learned that Sarah was dropped off daily at a posh private school. On the day of the planned kidnapping, Phillip swapped vehicles with Edwin, as they had agreed.

      “Two hours tops, right?” Edwin asked, standing nervous and sweaty in his driveway with the keys in hand.

      Phillip looked up, thinking. “Actually, it’s going to take a little longer.”

      “Ah, come on!” Edwin said, placing his hands on his hips. “I have to go to work soon. They’re gonna get suspicious if they see me pull up in a different car.” Edwin worked the afternoon shift as a gas station attendant.

      “Don’t worry,” Phillip said. “Trust me. It’ll all be worth it in the end.”

      Edwin shuffled and then reluctantly handed the keys over. Phillip left in a hurry, promising a great reward when he returned. Edwin seemed content enough. Still worried but content.

      Within the next hour, Phillip sat in a parking lot across the street from La Petite Academy, Sarah’s junior high school, where she attended sixth grade. The experience reminded him of one of his last victims, Jenny Dawson—the girl Miriam had rescued. He’d never let something like that happen again.

      

      Early that morning, Phillip had watched Sarah’s mother drop her off in a shiny black Lexus, checking to see if anyone in the strip parking lot was watching him. He was checking to see what Sarah was wearing, and making sure she was there. He was driving his own car then, making sure to stay out of view of any cameras, and only stayed a few minutes.

      Normally, at the end of the day, Sarah waited five to ten minutes for her mom, never longer. There were other children around, but Sarah seemed to be a bit of a loner, an outsider, and often sat on the steps by herself waiting. Phillip was confident he could coax her into the van, despite the huge risk he was taking.

      That particular day, he saw Sarah much sooner than he had expected. He looked into his binoculars just to make sure. There was no mistaking who it was. He adjusted his wig of curly blond hair in the mirror and examined the thin latex mask he wore to conceal the burns on his face. He resembled a living mannequin—eerie but not nearly as bad looking as his real face.

      As he started the engine, Phillip started to feel like his old self again. He pulled out of the parking lot and crossed the road and pulled into the school driveway, past the unmanned gate. The guard was nowhere to be seen. Everything was working out in his favor.

      He pulled into the pick-up loop, wasting no time, and slowed to halt, idling close to Sarah. She looked upset. Her arms were crossed and her head down.

      “Sarah?” Phillip said, in his most delicate female tone.

      She looked up, suspicious.

      “Your mom sent me to pick you up. Said you weren’t feeling well.” It was the luckiest break he had in a long time.

      For a moment, Sarah just stood in place, looking around with uncertainty. Phillip promised her ice cream. He promised her new clothes. He promised her whatever he could to get her into the van. When she looked her most hesitant, Phillip told her that she must either come with him or go back to class. She reluctantly pulled the squeaky van door open and got in. He didn’t even have to use the chloroform.

      He tore out of the parking lot with Sarah in tow and the license plate missing from the rear of the van. He was keenly aware of the abundance of security cameras in the area and didn’t want to set Edwin up—not yet, anyway. What Phillip would bring him would keep Edwin happy enough to keep his mouth shut. As they passed Sarah’s block, she immediately grew more distrustful, examining Phillip’s face with doubt and intense fear. But he was already pulling into the driveway of a closed fast-food restaurant, unzipping a bag containing the chloroformed rag and ready to strike.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Miriam dialed Ana’s number on Phillip’s archaic flip-top phone as Philip checked the timer on his watch. Two minutes was all he was prepared to give. There was a heavy static on the line and she could barely even hear it ringing.

      Please, please, pick up, she said to herself.

      Once Ana answered, she hoped for a police trace on the line—anything that might give her a chance. She had been isolated for so long that she didn’t know what to think. The four concrete walls surrounding her were all she knew.

      Phillip continued to look at his watch, and Miriam was losing precious seconds. Finally, someone picked up—the faint voice of a little girl, unmistakably Ana. Miriam could feel the instant rush of water works, ready to consume her.

      “Hello? Who’s there?” Ana said with both sadness and anxiety in her voice.

      “Ana, honey…” Miriam paused, holding the phone close and turning from Phillip to the corner of the room. The static increased but even the faint sound of Ana’s voice was better than nothing. “It’s Mom.”

      There was a great silence, and Miriam pictured her daughter, standing there, somewhere, unable for a moment to speak. “Mom? Mom? Oh my God. Where are you?” she shouted.

      Miriam sniffled and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m okay. Honey, listen to me.”

      Ana began crying. It was all too much for her. To have her mother disappear for weeks and hear nothing, and then without warning to hear her voice. Miriam knew it was going to be difficult to reassure her in just two minutes.

      Phillip shouted out from the other side of the room, “That’s thirty seconds!”

      She tried her best to ignore him and continue with Ana.

      “What happened to you?” Ana asked between sobs. “Why aren’t you home?”

      “I’m okay. Don’t worry. Everything is going to be okay,” Miriam said.

      “You disappeared! How can that be okay? I want you home!” The anguish in Ana’s voice was almost too much for Miriam to bear.

      “I need you to listen very carefully. Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes…” Ana said, weeping.

      “Where are you staying?”

      “Tina’s house. I’ve been here since you never came home.”

      Miriam couldn’t believe it. She would have to thank the family later. That was, if things turned out in her favor. And thanks would never be enough. “Where are the police?”

      “They were at the house. They’re looking everywhere for you. They wanted me to stay with Grandma and Grandpa, but I can’t leave. Not with you gone.”

      “I’ll see you soon, I promise,” Miriam said. She tugged at her chain again, wanting to believe her own promise more than anything.

      “One minute!” Phillip shouted, reminding her.

      More static came through as Ana’s voice faded in and out, demanding to know where her mother was.

      “I’m being held somewhere. On a secret mission. I’m so sorry for not telling you.”

      “What?” Ana shouted, incredulous.

      “But I’ll be home soon. I just don’t want you to worry anymore.”

      “No!” Ana cried. “I want you to come home now! Why are you doing this to me?” Her sobs became uncontrollable.

      Miriam rubbed her eyes as tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m sorry. Everything will be okay. I promise.”

      “Why do you keep saying that?” Ana shouted.

      “I love you,” Miriam said.

      “Thirty seconds left!” Phillip yelled, approaching her.

      Miriam hurried to the corner in a panic. “Tell them I’m with the man who has Sarah. Tell them to look underground. We’re underground—”

      Phillip’s arm came out of nowhere and grabbed the phone from Miriam’s hand. He yanked it away and then struck Miriam with all the force he could muster with a backhand, sending her spiraling against the wall as her chain rattled and clicked.

      “What the fuck were you saying to her?” he asked, staring down at her, wild-eyed.

      Miriam fell to her knees, covering her face with her hands as every bone in her head throbbed in pain.

      “Don’t screw with me now, Miriam. You’re not going to like it.”

      His decimated nostrils flared with anger as his eyes narrowed with all the evil and malice she knew him to be capable of. She backed against the wall, holding her knees and preparing for another blow.

      He walked closer to her, phone in hand, and leaned down as his robe folded itself in layers. “For any of this to work, I have to be able to trust you.” He held two gloved fingers an inch apart. “Even if just this much. You try something like that again, I’ll keep you down here another a couple of weeks. Maybe a few months. Hell, we could try for a year.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping a thin trail of blood from her nose.

      Phillip shook his head. “I don’t know if you’re ready yet. I can’t have the old Miriam coming back now. That’s just not going to work.”

      She closed her eyes and let out a deep breath. “I’ll be good. I promise. Now release Sarah.”

      Phillip remained kneeling down, eyeing Miriam, not saying anything and filling her with fear. He then rose, knees cracking, and began walking away. Halfway across the room, he suddenly stopped and turned around, facing Miriam.

      “I’ll bring her in here. You say goodbye. The girl leaves. I come back with the money, then you come with me wherever I go. Got it?”

      Miriam nodded.

      “Because if you do one thing to piss me off…” He stopped and shook his head, smiling. “You’ll never see the light of day again. And as you rot down here, I’ll find your daughter and add her to my collection. Then I’ll bring her little head down here in a bucket, just for you to see.”

      The very thought twisted Miriam’s stomach into knots. She leaned over, gagging, and started to dry heave. Phillip recoiled in disgust and then nudged the waste bucket toward her with his foot.

      “Don’t go dirtying up the floor.”

      Miriam fell back against the wall, exhausted and out of breath. By the time she opened her eyes, Phillip was gone again.

      She immediately rose from the ground as though nothing was wrong with her and went right to the bed, lifting up the mattress, where the food from days ago still lay in a mushy, spoiled pile.

      Next to the mess lay the chipped kitchen knife. Phillip, in all his carefulness, had never noticed its absence. She grabbed the knife and went to work on the chain plate, pressing against it and pushing the long screws farther out nudge by tiny nudge. She only had so much time. If Phillip got the ransom pickup, he would be back later that evening, ready to go. She didn’t know what lay in store for her after that. The best thing she could do was to play the part.

      In the midst of her rushed chiseling, she heard the door bolt unlock. And by then, she knew the drill. She rushed to the mattress, hid the knife, and fell back to the floor, holding her knees against her chest in submissive desperation. The door opened like a rusty iron drawbridge, revealing Phillip leading a young girl inside with a burlap sack tied over her head.

      “Right this way, Sarah,” he said with a friendly tone. “I want you to meet someone.”

      Miriam’s heart skipped a beat. Sarah was alive. Her clothes were torn and dirty, and she walked with a noticeable limp as Phillip carefully led her along, but she was alive.

      Miriam stayed on the floor, fighting her instincts to try to rush Phillip, strangle him and somehow storm out of the room with the girl in her arms. But that was impossible. They got within ten feet before Phillip jerked Sarah’s arm, pulling her back. Then he lifted the bag off her head, and for a moment, all that Miriam could see was a mess of long, stringy hair.

      When she lifted her head, her face looked bruised. She was pale and dirty. Her round blue eyes had deep shadows underneath. She stared ahead, quiet and dazed like a zombie. Miriam felt an instant connection with Sarah but wasn’t sure what horrors had been inflicted upon her during her own captivity.

      Phillip touched the Sarah’s shoulder and pointed to Miriam. “Her name is Miriam, and she agreed to take your place. Can you say, thank you, Miriam?”

      Sarah slowly nodded as Miriam gave her a reassuring smile.

      “It’s okay, Sarah,” Miriam said, trying to smile naturally. “You just get home and be happy.”

      The girl mouthed the words, thank you, but nothing came out. In an instant, Phillip brought the bag over her head again, pulled it down, and tightened the laces at her neck. Sarah’s cries were muffled and soft.

      He then glared at Miriam, daring her to say something. Submission was the key. Phillip was testing every instinct she had. When he seemed satisfied, he turned and pushed Sarah toward the door. From the door, he stopped to offer Miriam some food for thought.

      “That’s what I like to see. You play along, everything is going to be just fine. No more playing hero or super mom. You’re all mine now. And when I return in an hour with the money, we’re going to start a new life together, free of all this noise.”

      She stared ahead, unresponsive. Catatonic was the best state to be in around him.

      “Understand?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said softly and appeared as defeated as possible.

      He left the room with Sarah, and before he closed the door, she noticed the bottom of a staircase, confirming that she was being held in some underground cellar. He slammed the door and locked it. She waited for a moment, relieved that Sarah was being released. But if Phillip thought that Miriam was simply going to play along with his plans, he had another think coming.
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* * *

      The instructions were clear. The money, one million dollars in cash, was supposed to be dropped at a location disclosed by a series of notes, like a scavenger hunt, or in this case, Phillip’s treasure hunt. Congressman Bynes was directed to pick up the notes, leading him from one part of town to the next.

      Phillip sat in his car in a largely barren field near a recently vacated golf and country club whose owners could not keep up with the expenses of maintenance and keeping the greens watered, especially during the last county water shortage and the corresponding rise in prices.

      He expected to see the congressman alone and waving a white shirt from his car within the hour. He was not to be followed. He was not to tell anyone where he was going. He was not to have a phone on him. Those were the conditions if he ever expected to find his daughter alive.

      Phillip felt confident as he waited with Sarah, bound at the wrists in the backseat. The hood was no longer necessary, he thought. The girl was confused enough. Half the time she saw him, he wore the wig and mask she had become accustomed to.

      Besides, Phillip Anderson was presumed dead. And by the time the authorities put anything together, he would be long gone with Miriam at his side. He couldn’t understand his feelings for her. It was strange. Perhaps the suffering they had both endured throughout their lives brought them closer to each other. That’s what he thought, but maybe he was just insane. He smiled. Either way, he was determined to make it happen.

      A silver, four-door Lincoln Town and Country minivan approached from a distance, driving down the dirt road with its headlights flickering in the night air. Phillip had his pistol at his side. Politicians were a dishonest bunch, and he believed Bynes to be no different from the others. Money and power were all they cared about. Phillip could relate, and he often wondered why he’d never thought to pursue a career in politics. The minivan approached slowly.

      Phillip brought his binoculars to his eyes and noticed a white T-shirt flapping in the air from the driver’s side. He then turned around to place the bag over Sarah’s head. She made little movement, as if she were conditioned to the routine.

      The van slowed about fifty feet away as Phillip flashed his headlights, a signal to stop. He opened his door and stepped out into the dust as the driver of the van did the same.

      “Place the money ten feet from my car and go back to your van,” Phillip said loudly, his voice muffled by the latex mask.

      The congressman, disheveled and exhausted with his sleeves rolled up and red tie flapping in the wind, leaned against his door and cupped his mouth. “Where’s my daughter?”

      “Just do what I say!” Phillip said. “She’s right here. I’ve got no use for her once I get the money.”

      Bynes looked around nervously. “I-I want to see her first.”

      Phillip shifted in the sand, growing frustrated. His blond wig blew off in the desert breeze. “You have thirty seconds to drop the money, or the deal’s off!”

      Bynes nodded and opened the passenger side door, pulling out a large black duffel, hoisting it over his shoulder with a grunt.

      “That’s the ticket,” Phillip said.

      A few steps closer to the car, Bynes tossed the bag on the ground. Phillip immediately came from behind his door with his pistol aimed, startling the congressman. “Good. Now go back to your car while I check this out.”

      Bynes stared at Phillip’s strange appearance. “It’s all there. You can trust me,” he said.

      “Get the fuck back to your car!” Phillip shouted under his mask.

      Bynes jumped back and scurried to his car, leaning against the hood with his arms crossed.

      Phillip unzipped the bag, revealing stacks of cash wrapped in bundles. There was no feasible way to count it, but he was satisfied enough. It looked to be a million dollars, of that much he was pretty certain. He zipped the bag, picked it up, and pointed to Bynes. “One penny short, and I’ll come back to collect. Do you see my face?”

      Bynes stared back from afar, not sure what to say.

      “Well? Do you?” Phillip asked.

      “No?” Bynes answered, confused.

      “Exactly,” Phillip said. He walked back to his El Camino with the bag over his shoulder and tossed it into the trunk. He then went to Sarah’s door, opened it and carefully guided her out of the car.

      “All right, Sarah,” he said and pulled the bag from her head. “Our time here is done. Go back to your family. And remember to tell them about the nice lady who replaced you.”

      Sarah nodded in a daze as Phillip nudged her toward her father, her hands still tied at the wrists with duct tape. The moment her father saw her he sprinted over, shouting her name.

      Phillip got in his car and started it just in time to see Bynes pick up his daughter and pull her to him, squeezing her and crying with relief. It was as sentimental a scene as Phillip could stomach. He backed out and gunned it forward, past the reunited father and daughter, leaving them in the rear-view mirror with a cloud of dust raining over them.
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* * *

      Phillip entered the darkened cellar to find Miriam lying on her side on the mattress, apparently sleeping. It was an unusual sight. He had expected to see her trying to do anything to escape. The sight amused him more than anything. He proudly waltzed in with the duffel bag still over his shoulder and flopped it down in the middle of the floor, waking Miriam. She sat up to see him proudly standing over the bag, dressed in a black jacket, minus the wig and mask. This time his face was fully exposed, his scalp hairless and burnt.

      “It worked. I got the money,” he said. “Now we can go.”

      Miriam tugged on her chain, with a helpless, vulnerable expression. Lifting her arms she asked, “What about this?”

      Phillip smiled, looking at her as though she were a child. “Obviously you won’t have to wear that chain.” He stopped and sighed. “But I’m afraid I don’t trust you completely just yet. He pulled out two pairs of handcuffs and tossed them on the mattress. “There. One’s for your wrists. The other’s for your ankles. Matching!” He laughed. “Put those on and I’ll take the chain off.”

      Miriam looked at the clamp around her wrist, where heavy bruises and cuts were visible. “How will I walk?” she asked, dumbfounded.

      “Very carefully,” he responded. “Now hurry up. We haven’t got all night. Johnny Law will be searching the area soon enough.”

      The thought of it brought a moment’s relief to Miriam. But she also knew the chances of finding her in time were slim at best. Phillip approached with the familiar fiendish look flashing in his eyes. He was waiting for her to put the cuffs on and wasn’t going to leave until she did it.

      “How about we take a moment to celebrate?” she asked, taking him by surprise.

      He narrowed his eyes, not completely buying it. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ve been in this room long enough to figure out that it used to be some kind of wine cellar. Do you have any wine? Some way we can commemorate our new beginning?”

      Phillip stopped and thought to himself, looking around. It was clear that he was unprepared for such a request.

      “You talk about trust,” Miriam continued. “How can we both work on that trust without a cheer and a glass of wine?”

      “Not much of a drinker,” Phillip replied, putting the plan to rest.

      “You have your demands of me. All I ask is this,” she said.

      Angered, he stepped close to her, inches from her worn shoes. She could smell his poisonous aura.

      “I completely fulfilled your demands of me. The way I see it, we’re dead fucking even.” He stopped and then pointed at the cuffs. “Now put those on before I do it for you.”

      She reached forward and touched his pant leg near his ankle with a gentle caress. “Don’t you care about me? Don’t you want us to be together? This would mark our first great step.”

      He looked down into her eyes and could only read sincerity. Her pleading was nothing short of convincing. He turned away, annoyed, but compliant. “Damn it, Miriam. No.” Despite what he said, he began walking toward the door, muttering he believed there to be a bottle of wine in the kitchen, overlooked and left there by the previous owner. “But if it ain’t there,” he said, turning at the door, “you drop this nonsense and get ready to go.” He slammed the door without another word.

      Knowing her time was short, Miriam jumped from the bed and dug the bent and dulled knife behind the plate once again, nearly getting it loose. The long screws were exposed almost to the very ends. Her heart leaped. With one final jerk, she pulled on the chain and the plate came free, so suddenly that the momentum sent her backwards, almost falling, as it came free from the wall and fell onto the mattress in a cloud of dust. Elated, Miriam fell to the bed and grabbed the end of the chain. Now, for the first time in a long while, she had a weapon. But the timing had to be right. She quickly picked up the plate, pushed it back into the wall, and waited.

      The door unlocked. Phillip entered, holding two plastic cups, one of which she was sure was laced with a sedative. She knew how his mind worked. He was every bit as paranoid as she was. His face looked brighter, almost happy.

      “You find something good?” she asked, sitting on the bed as before.

      “Sure did,” he replied, handing her the cup. She smelled it, rising from the bed as he held out his cup for a cheers.

      “Why don’t you go ahead?” he asked. “I was never good at toasts.”

      She thought to herself and raised the glass. “To new beginnings,” she said.

      They clinked cups, and she brought it to her mouth, pausing. He took the first sip, and she knew that the moment had finally arrived. The wine hit his face in a violent splash as she tossed it at him, cup and all. Phillip recoiled and dropped his cup to the floor. His face was a combination of anger and shock, complete disbelief at what had just happened.

      But it didn’t take him long to come to his senses, and he reached inside his jacket for his pistol. Miriam grabbed the chain with her free hand and yanked it as hard as she could, ripping the plate out of the wall.

      Phillip stood there dumbfounded for a second, pistol in hand, then raised his arm to fire. She swung the chain in a half circle, smacking his face with a loud crack and sending him to the ground. As he fell, she screamed out in impassioned rage and swung the chain at him over and over again like a whip as he covered his head and tried to crawl away.

      “You son of a bitch!” she shouted.

      The chain struck him, blow after blow, all over his body as she swung it with all her might. He fumbled with his pistol and tried to stand, but as he did, she reeled the chain back and swung it full force across his skull, knocking the pistol out of his hand and sending it flying across the floor.

      “I’m sending you to hell where you belong!” she screamed out in a rage.

      She thrashed the chain across his burnt body until she couldn’t swing it any more. As he lay there on the ground, beaten to a pulp, she stopped and yanked the chain back over to herself. His hand suddenly shot up and grabbed the links, pulling her toward him.

      Miriam panicked and slipped as he pulled with both hands with thunderous force. She flew to the ground and landed on his chest as one of his gloved fists pummeled her in the face. She squirmed and moved away the best she could as white spots fluttered in front of her eyes. She felt dizzy and lightheaded when another blow came, followed by a white flash.

      “You first!” he said, spitting blood between his gritted teeth.

      She ended up flat on her back, and just as Phillip tried to get up, she grabbed the chain with her free hand, laid it across his neck, and pulled with both arms, squeezing and squeezing as he thrashed in desperate panic. The chain locked around his windpipe, pulled tighter and tighter as he struggled and wheezed.

      She wrapped both of her thin, muscular legs around his waist and held him there until she could feel the life leaving his body. For a moment, she just went still and all was silent. Phillip’s arms went limp. His burnt face was a discolored blue and covered in blood.

      She released the chain and crawled out from under him, rising to her feet and hyperventilating as she struggled to breathe. One look at his still body and wide-open eyes, and she knew that he was finally dead. She took the gun lying next to his body and fired one shot into his head, just to make sure.

      The silencer on the pistol muffled the shot, but its powerful kick split his head open and released a geyser of blood and brain. Without a second look, she turned and walked out of the room, dragging the chain behind her. She was free. The darkened staircase, which had seemed a million miles away from her mattress, was finally at her feet. She turned to look at the room one last time. Phillip’s still body lay there, a pool of blood under his head. It was over. Her legs wobbled up the creaky wooden stairs. She looked up to see a door at the top, approached it and turned its squeaky handle.

      She pushed it open and saw a room, a kitchen, with hardwood floors, dusty and vacant. A table sat near the empty counters with three chairs. She limped past the kitchen and entered a living room without a single piece of furniture in it. Beyond the windows was the night sky, filled with tiny specks of light. She approached the front door, dragging her chain along, and opened it while completely bypassing the two bedrooms without a glance inside.

      The fresh, desert air hit her face and she felt a rush of relief, gratitude and something close to happiness. She stepped out onto the porch and walked down the steps, which led to a sandy patch of yard. She looked around; a pale moon hid behind the clouds and darkness surrounded her as far as the eye could see. An El Camino was parked not fifty feet ahead of her. She was free. And all she had to do was find her way home.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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      Keisha’s fingers danced across the ivory keys with swift, surgical precision. She threw back her head and shut her almond eyes, giving herself to the music. Coplin’s Waltz was her song tonight. A personal favorite she replayed for the twelfth time since Carnegie Hall. The young pianist allowed emotion to guide the melody. With each session, the song became more unique, more distinctively her own.

      From the chairs of the small opera house, the patrons ogled the eleven-year-old soloist. Her melody stole their hearts. Her mastery captivated their mind. In the front row, Avery and Trisha Rines held each other’s hand. They watched their daughter, still amazed at her talent after dozens of shows across the world’s greatest venues. Mr. Rines gave his wife’s hand a squeeze. She turned to him with glassy eyes and a sly, relief-inspired smile. He repaid it in kind, knowing tonight would be good.

      The show came to a close and the crowd stood from their seats. Dressed in their finest, ladies and gentlemen clapped their hands and whistled. Keisha slid off the piano bench, pressed down her silky purple dress, and bowed. Her slinky, chocolate-brown curls bounced at the movement. Two tiny hair bells jingled and glistened in the spotlight. Keisha smiled wide and white, just as her father had taught her. Makeup painted her brown cheeks. It had been applied perfectly to keep her both elegant and innocent. Now that the concert had concluded, she wanted it off her face.

      Keisha slipped into the backstage doorway, waving a final time at the applauding audience. Most of them were older white men and their wives. They loved her more than a fresh slice of cake. When she was safe from their gazes, Keisha let her falsified smile fade. She took a deep breath, absorbing the stench of body odor in the actor’s corridor. It perplexed her how bad most of the grandiose venues smelled behind the stage. As she stretched her scrawny arms far above her head, Mom and Dad waltzed into the barren backstage area.

      Avery Rines leaned in and picked up his daughter below the armpits. “There’s my little starlet!”

      “Dad!” Keisha giggled as her father spun her in the air.

      Avery kissed her forehead and put her back on the floor. He placed his hands on his hips and sighed in accomplishment. “I thought it was a great show.”

      Trisha knelt down in front of Keisha and fixed the sleeves of the expensive purple dress. “Me too. You were fantastic, Keisha.”

      The eleven year old shrugged off the compliment. “You always say that.”

      “Well,” Avery started. “She was a bit off in the second measure.”

      “Avery,” Trisha gawked at him. “She’s tired.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little constructive criticism,” Avery defended himself. “I already made note of it. We’ll work out the kinks tomorrow. ”

      “But we practice every day,” Keisha replied.

      “Yes, darling,” her father said. “We don’t want you to go dull.”

      Keisha frowned. “The tour is over.”

      “That doesn’t mean you stop playing,” Avery stated. “Now let’s go socialize. I want to be out of here by eleven.”

      A few dozen patrons gathered outside the old opera house. Main Street was lively this Saturday night. Pedestrians rubbernecked at the semi-exclusive event. In Van Buren, Arkansas, there wasn’t much diversity among the people or new attractions. When the African American eleven-year-old soloist and her parents walked out onto the sidewalk, a few brows were raised.

      The patrons greeted the Rines with more praise. Keisha stood sentry beside her parents as they boasted about her accomplishments, laughed at unfunny jokes, and nodded agreeably whenever someone brought up their skin color. There was always one at every venue, and Keisha noticed that the comment created discomfort in most of the other Caucasians.

      “I was unsure if we’d see you again,” a man with a spade-shaped white beard, blue eyes, and form tux said.

      “Leave Van Buren behind? That’s crazy talk,” Avery joked.

      “It’s a big world. I’m sure there are more enticing places,” the bearded man replied.

      “There’s no place like home, Sheriff,” Trisha complimented as she fixed Avery’s bowtie.

      Keisha blocked out the rest of the conversation, intrigued by the closed funeral home and lively coffee shop across the street. Leaning on a distant light post, a tall man watched her as he slid his cell phone into his pocket. A cap shielded his eyes. A brown goatee circled his thin lips. Keisha felt his gaze on her. She stared back. The mysterious man crushed his cigarette butt under the heel of his boot. Sticking his hands in his tight pockets, he wandered in the opposite direction, vanishing into the Saturday night crowd.  

      Keisha grew restless in her heels. She bounced from foot to foot, eager to take off the uncomfortable shoes. Her parents chatted forever. It was always politics or news, never anything interesting. She tugged at her mother’s black dress, but Trisha waved her off, laughing loudly with one of the patrons. Keisha studied her mother’s black heels, believing she had superpowers to wear them all the time.

      Eventually, they crossed the street and headed up the sidewalk, entering a large parking lot behind the adjacent strip mall. Straggling patrons followed behind them and climbed into their classy cars. About a quarter way through the lot, a plump, homely woman stopped the Rines.

      “Isn’t she just darling,” the woman exclaimed.

      “Oh, she is,” Trisha replied.

      The woman pinched Keisha’s cheek. “You are straight out of an American Girl catalogue. Isn’t she? Straight out of a catalogue.”

      “The bells. The dress. The look doesn’t work on everyone. She has the right structure for it,” Trisha said proudly. “You can thank Avery.”

      The woman’s eyes went wide. A smile filled her round face as she looked at Trisha. “She gets it from you, honey.”

      Keisha sighed. Here we go again.

      The BMW wasn’t far. She tugged on Avery. Her father looked down at her with piercing brown eyes rife with annoyance.

      “Can I sit in the car?” Keisha begged with puppy dog eyes.

      Avery fished the keys from his pocket. “We’ll be there soon.”

      Keisha smiled at her victory. She snatched the keys from his grasp and practically skipped to the vehicle. Her parents returned to their conversation. Keisha unlocked the door, relieved to escape the monotonous back-and-forth. Sore, she slid off her heels, feeling the cool asphalt against the soles of her feet. Keisha wiggled her toes. She turned her eyes to the not-so-far train track built on a grassy mound. Cloaked in a shadow, a figure watched her.

      

      Trisha wished the kind woman a good night and smiled until she left. Once they were alone, Trisha yawned and leaned against Avery. “What time is it?”

      Avery wrapped his arm around her, checking his watch on the opposite wrist. “Almost one.”

      Trisha snuggled up against her husband. He was a strong, tall man with clear contacts and a definitive bone structure.

      “Perhaps we should move to that townhouse in Baltimore,” Avery broke the silence as they walked to the car.

      “I thought you loved the small town,” Trisha said, surprised.

      “Maybe,” Avery said with pause. “I’m thinking of Kei. It’s already August. She’s only been back at school for one week, but I feel like she’s above her peers here. An academy more her caliber would be very beneficial.”

      Trisha froze.

      “I meant no offense to you or your hometown,” Avery stopped himself.

      A monotone ding leaked from the BMW’s open back door. Light spilled on the asphalt and shimmered across their daughter’s abandoned purple heels.

      Trisha ripped herself from Avery’s grasp and ran to their car. “Keisha?”

      She leaned into the backseat.

      Empty.

      “Keisha, baby. Come out!”

      Avery was slow to catch on, but then it hit him. He spun around, scanning the parking lot for his daughter. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know,” Trisha shouted back, and ran across the parking lot, checking beneath a nearby stationary car.

      “Come on, Keisha,” Avery marched to the other end of the parking lot. “This isn’t a game!”

      They fanned out, searching up and down the parking lot in a frantic tizzy. The sidewalks were devoid of people. It was only them and few other vehicles. Panting, Trisha rejoined with her husband back at the car. Wide-eyed, Avery shook his head. Trisha’s world spun.

      “She’s gone,” Trisha said in disbelief. “Our baby’s gone.”
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      Anna Dedrick sped down the country road in her black Chevy Silverado. With a wide smile, she turned the volume dial and let the sweet Southern blues rock her cabby. Clean Arkansas air ruffled her brunette hair as the sun bounced off her tinted aviators. It felt good being back in the country. The Beckham murders, the Dade County human trafficking case, and all the other grime from Miami was miles behind and Anna couldn’t be freer.

      Her belongings cramped the back seat and stacked tall in the truck’s bed. I-40 carried her most of the way but, as she neared Van Buren, the thirty-four-year-old woman diverged into the back roads of her youth. She drove past flat farmland, single-story brick homes with Christian iconography, and old oak trees rife with history. Eventually, she turned into a thin, single-lane street.

      The Silverado bumped off-road. It rolled over rocks and down a forested path, slowing to a stop next to a maroon red 1995 Chevy Bronco. She kept the vehicle running as she scanned the sparkling emerald waters of Lee Creek. A single boat bobbed in its center.

      Dressed in a khaki fishing vest, Richard cast another line from the padded swivel chair speared into the back end of the boat. Gray hair curled from under his frilled-brim fishing hat while a slightly crazed smile curved above his scruffy square jaw. The line went taut. After letting the reel zip loudly, Richard tugged back the fishing rod. He leapt from his seat and planted his feet at the edge of the boat. With an arched back, he pulled. The large bass jumped from the water. Tongue sticking out the side of his mouth, Richard reeled the fish to the body of the boat. He scoured the floor with his eyes and snatched the net at his feet, using it to scoop up the largemouth bass.

      “Big fella,” he said with a victorious grin as he hoisted the catch up to eye level. He paused, letting his eyes gloss over.

      Anna stood at the edge of the water. She crossed her arms over her cobalt button-up tucked fashionably into her jeans.

      Removing pliers from his vest, Richard quickly pried the hook from the fish’s lip and tossed the fish back into the water. Wasting no more time, he rowed to Anna. The plastic bass boat rammed into the thin coast, bulldozing the mud with its flat nose.

      Anna looked over the man with a cocky grin. “We could’ve eaten that, you know.”

      Richard scrambled out of the boat, almost slipping on the rim, and greeted the tall woman with a strong, reciprocating hug. After enjoying a warm moment, he pulled himself away. “How did you find me?”

      “It’s Sunday afternoon,” Anna said matter-of-factly. “Where else would you be?”

      Smiling giddily, he looked her up and down. “Wow.”

      “What?” Anna put her hands on her hips.

      “You got a tan,” Richard replied. “You look like one of those sexy South Beach girls.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” Anna raised her brow, pleased her father’s humor hadn’t changed.

      Richard took off his hat and flattened his disheveled gray hair with his hand. “What am I saying? You must be starving. Big Jake’s?”

      “Big Jake’s.”

      Anna helped drag the boat up the bank and lift it on the trailer frame hitched to Richard’s truck. She would’ve lectured him on fishing alone this far away from the town, but the old man had heard it a thousand times. When Richard set his mind on something, Anna would have better luck negotiating with a deaf mule.

      Richard insisted on leading the caravan to Big Jake’s Cattle Co., and they pulled into the atmospheric restaurant at sunset. The exterior had a black, dry wood look about it and a rectangular shape akin to an old Western saloon. The font and glowing red lettering matched that of a casino, and it bore the sigil of a horned bull’s skull.

      Boring locals dressed in their Sunday clothes filled the booths and square tables of the dimly lit but homely establishment. Most drove in from the many Pentecostal churches around town and, like Communion, Big Jake’s was a Sunday ritual. Nonetheless, Anna remembered the place to be packed all seven days of the week. After getting a few off-kilter gazes from the locals, the waiter seated Anna and her father by the window. For dinner, Richard ordered the almond-crusted catfish covered with squeezed lemon juice while Anna got the county-style cheeseburger. She took a joyful bite, glad that some things never changed.  

      “So what’s next for the famous Anna Dedrick?” Richard said with a toothy grin.

      Anna shifted in her seat. “I’m staying here.”

      Her father’s eyes went big, and he looked back and forth at the other patrons with Christmas morning excitement. “Where are you going stay? Do you have a home? Do we need to find you one?”

      Anna fidgeted under the table. “I’m staying with you.”

      Richard crinkled his brow and cocked his head slightly.

      Anna put down her burger. “We talked about this over the phone.”

      Her father nodded slowly with a confused expression on his face. “Right, yeah, I remember.”

      He didn’t, Anna knew. She munched on a fry, making a mental note to remind her father about the conversational journal they’d discussed. Richard’s memory started going a few years back. The beginnings of early-onset Alzheimer's, the doctors said. Sad because he was only sixty-four, fit as a fiddle, and used to be a helluva detective.  

      “I got a phone number and website set up. Rented an office space down on 7th, too.” Anna said with a mouthful. “I was wondering if you could give me a hand setting it up?”

      “Absolutely. When?” Richard asked.

      “Tomorrow.” Anna pushed her finished plate aside. “If you’re up for it, I wouldn’t mind visiting Mom.”

      Richard’s welcoming blue eyes watered. “She’d like that.”

      When the check came, Richard insisted on paying and left behind a fat tip for the pretty waitress. They caravanned down western Arkansas's flat roads and came to a stop at the cemetery parking lot. Anna grabbed a flashlight from the dashboard console and rejoined her father at the graveyard’s gate. Catching a gust of cool autumn wind, they walked among the tombs. Ashley Dedrick’s headstone was a simple stone slab amidst a row of fading gravestones. Anna held the light on the engraved name. Fourteen years ago, and her passing still felt like it happened yesterday. After a moment of silence, they were ready to go.

      “She’d be proud of you,” Richard said when they reached the parking lot. “You were her favorite.”

      Evan came to mind. Anna hadn’t seen her brother for many years. She chose to avoid that topic tonight. No use shattering her father’s mood.

      Anna followed Richard back to his simple house at the outskirts of town. The building was a single story with a short dirt driveway and a grassy front yard a few weeks un-mowed. Upon entering, Richard sank into his worn recliner and flipped on the classic movie channel. Anna went to the last bedroom at the end of the hall. The posters from her youth were still tacked on the walls. School yearbooks and required reading filled her bookshelves. Even the sheets were the same color as they had been in her early twenties. Struggling to get over the surreal feeling, Anna unpacked a few suitcases and filled the drawers with her folded clothes.

      Richard was snoring when she filled a glass of water at the kitchen sink. She took a sip, glancing at the family photos magnetized to the refrigerator. With a mouthful of braces and crooked teeth, Anna’s eleven-year-old self held up a tiny bluegill dangling from a hook. Evan, seven at the time with a mop of brown hair and dressed in a faded Mickey Mouse t-shirt, stood beside her and smiled at something off camera. It was a good night of fishing, Anna remembered. One of the last times Evan smiled.

      After a hearty yawn, Anna showered, brushed her teeth, and returned to bed. She rolled on her back, looking at the glow-in-the-dark stars that speckled the ceiling. Puffing up her pillow, she fell asleep and revisited the same nightmares that plagued her.

      The smell of bacon got her up in the morning. Anna grabbed some pants from her suitcase and put on a clean shirt. After freshening up in the bathroom, she found her father cooking breakfast. He pulled out a tray of bacon from the oven and let the grease pour into a tin can. The toaster dinged. He put down the bacon tray and hastily plucked the steamy toast onto a plate next to sunny-side up eggs. With a wide smile, he put the plate in front of Anna and wiped his fingers on his favorite classic muscle car apron.

      “Just how you like them.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.” Anna took a seat as she combed her wet hair.

      Richard hastily sat down next to her and watched her take the first bite. “And?”

      The hot food burned Anna’s tongue. She nodded, fighting the heat. “Good.”

      Richard’s face lit up.

      “Did you make some for yourself?” Anna asked.

      Her father shook his head. “I don’t have an appetite with the medication they put me on.”

      “Go ahead and eat something.” Anna sliced the egg with her fork. “I’ll wait.”

      Richard smiled at her. “You sound like your mother.”

      Anna gave him the eye.

      “Alright, alright.” Richard stood from his seat and cracked a few more eggs. “I won’t be getting away with much with you around, will I?” he joked.

      Maybe he wasn’t as stubborn as she remembered. Once they finished eating, they hopped into the Silverado. It was weird to see Van Buren in the daytime. Most of the residents were either at work or at home, so the streets were almost vacant. Compared to what Anna dealt with in Miami, she welcomed the change in pace. As they drove to the office, Richard fished out his handicapped tag from his pocket and dangled it on the rearview mirror. “It’s so we get a good spot.”

      “No, Dad,” Anna pulled the tag off. “That’s yours.”

      Richard put it back in place. “All I do is watch TV and sleep. You need it a lot more than I do.”

      “You also fish and go to church.”

      “Blah,” Richard grunted disgustedly.

      Anna jaw dropped. “But you love going to church.”

      “Your mother liked going to church.”

      Shocked, Anna turned to him.

      Richard shrugged and looked sadly at his lap. “I don’t feel it anymore, what else is there to say?”

      They pulled into the front of the small office building located on a strip mall. It was a tiny place, once used by a small-time attorney. Richard helped her move file boxes and the disassembled parts of the desk inside. Dust lingered in the rectangular room, dancing and twisting in the light. The tan shutters on the back wall window cast an orange-ish hue across the brown-carpeted floor.

      “It’s…” Richard struggled to find the word. “Nice.”

      Anna put down her box, pushing it against the far wall. “It’s definitely something else.”

      Her Miami office had been separated from the rest of the large bullpen. It boasted a wide city view and smelled of natural air fresheners. Her old desk had a modern glass design and held a sleek computer monitor and a bonsai tree gifted to her by her boss to help with the office’s feng shui. The dingy place she stood in had all the charm of the cheap, crooked lawyer who owned it before her. The desk she would build was stained black wood and maybe a tier above IKEA.

      “Anna Dedrick: Private Investigator.” Richard read from the copper-nickel door sign and turned it to Anna. “You’re not transferring into the police station? I’m sure Garrett can get you set up.”

      “Nah,” Anna said. “Too much of a hassle.”

      Also, not much money, Anna wanted to say but didn’t want to offend her father. Not that finance was all Anna cared about, but the Van Buren PD and Sheriff’s Department held on to every penny with a clenched fist.

      Richard put the sign back in the box. “Most of your cases in Van Buren will probably be pretty bland compared to Miami.”

      “That’s the point,” Anna said honestly. “I’ve done enough of that for three lifetimes.”

      “If it makes you happy,” her father said with a sweet smile. “I just don’t want my angel’s talents going to waste.”

      Anna grinned back at him. “Thanks, Dad. But I want this, truly.”

      Her father pulled out another box and took out a few dusty photos. “These are from when you and Evan were kids. The camping trip!”

      “It’s been a lifetime since I’ve been through them,” Anna admitted. “We can do it together if you’d like. That might be fun.”

      A jingle played in Anna’s back pocket. With an inquisitive expression, she pulled out her cell phone.

      “Who is it?” Richard asked.

      Not recognizing the number, Anna accepted the call and placed the phone up to her ear. “Hello?”

      “Is this Anna Dedrick?” a frantic woman said on the other end of the line.

      “Yes.”

      “Thank God,” the woman said with tear-filled relief. “My name is Trisha Rines. I saw your ad online and would like to speak with you. Are you available now?”

      “Uh… sure.” Anna looked around her disheveled office and the piles of boxes. With a big corny smile, Richard gave her a thumb’s up.

      Anna waved him off. “Can I ask what this is about, Mrs. Rines?”

      “My daughter. Someone took my daughter.”

      

      The pen tapped anxiously on the yellow legal pad, leaving behind little black specks on the page. Silhouettes appeared on the other side of the fogged glass door window. A man and woman, Anna surmised by their heights and postures. She put the pen down on the black desk and leaned forward on the leather-rolling chair.

      The door handle rattled and the Rines stepped inside the dimly lit office. Anna rose from her seat. “Please, come in. I apologize for the mess. I’m still getting organized after the move.”

      The couple glanced at the stacked boxes tucked in the back corner as they wandered over the two chairs facing Anna’s desk.

      Mr. Rines was a handsome black man with a well-structured face. Standing over six feet, he wore a white button-up under a steel blazer and walked with obvious skepticism. By the dingy look of her office, Anna didn’t blame him for his doubt.

      Eyes puffy from tears, Mrs. Rines smiled politely to herself. She was a five-foot four black woman with a soft face, alluring eyes, and highlighted shoulder-length hair. The waves and curls gave it a classy, elegant aesthetic. She wore an expensive dark blue dress and extended her oily hand. Anna took it and shook, feeling underdressed in her collared blue button down with sleeves rolled to her elbows and black slacks. “Good to see you, Mrs. Rines.”

      “Call me Trisha,” the woman said in her soft voice. “This is my husband, Avery.”

      Mr. Rines shook Anna’s hand. “You can find our daughter?”

      Straight to the point. Anna liked that. They sat down. “We’ll see.”

      The couple exchanged relieved looks and squeezed each other’s hand. Anna picked up her pen. “Before we get started, I must tell you that I mostly deal with civil investigations.”

      “No need to be humble, Ms. Dedrick,” Avery said. “We know about your reputation. You took down one of the nation’s biggest prostitution rings when you worked with Miami PD. That type of achievement doesn’t go unnoticed, especially after you caught the monster that killed the Beckham family.”

      They did their research. Still, it was information anyone could find with a simple Google search.

      “The spotlight loves you, Anna,” Trisha said with a small smile. “That’s a rare attribute in your line of work.”

      “Thank you,” Anna replied, hoping that in some alternative universe, the media hadn’t bolstered her into some super figure with a perfect mind, work ethic, and body who never makes mistakes and lives up to an impossible standard. Just when she thought she’d escaped Miami…

      “Tell me about your daughter.”

      “Her name is Keisha Rines,” Avery replied. “She turned eleven this year.”

      Anna’s brows rose. “The Keisha Rines?”

      Trisha crossed her hands on her lap. “Yes. She was playing at King’s Opera House to end her six-month tour three nights ago. We wanted to do something special. Purely exclusive. After all, Van Buren is my hometown.”

      “The theatre is small,” Avery explained. “We only invited close friends, donors, and upstanding patrons in the music field. Before you ask, yes, we had background done on all of them. None of them had a criminal record. Nothing major, at least.”

      “We’re not sure if we suspect them yet,” Trisha added. “We were the last ones to leave. When we walked to the car, we found the back door to be open. Keisha was gone. Only her heels remained. No witnesses either.”

      “Have the police been looking into it?”

      “Yes,” Trisha said, sniffling. “But they move too slow.”

      “You say she was kidnapped? Any particular reason you suspect that? Was there a ransom letter?”

      The Rines traded looks. “Nothing,” Trisha said. “We just… feel it.”

      Anna jotted down a note. “Tell me about more about Keisha. Her personality?”

      “She’s a beautiful girl. High IQ. Very talented.” Avery chuckled with frustrated sadness. “Didn’t deserve to be taken.”

      “Did she like it?” Anna asked.

      “What?”

      “Playing the piano.”

      A confused expression flooded over Avery’s face. “Of course she did. She loved it. We practice almost every day.”

      Anna nodded intently. “Would you say she is rebellious?”

      “All kids have a rebellious side,” Avery said, getting frustrated.

      This might be getting somewhere. “How would you describe her after her shows?”

      “Tired. She’s eleven, and it’s not easy performing in front of a crowd.”

      Anna took down another note. “How about before her shows?”

      Avery got defensive. “What are you getting at?”

      Anna placed down the legal pad. “Van Buren has a higher national average in terms of crime rate than most communities in the US. That said, it’s definitely not among the greatest. We’re talking property thefts, house burglaries, and the occasional domestic assault. True, children have gone missing before, but in a small town like this, they are more likely to run away.”

      “Are you saying…?”

      “I’m not ruling out that she wasn’t kidnapped, but there’s a possibility--”

      Avery shook his head. “No. Not our Kei. Never.”

      Anna directed her gaze at Mrs. Rines. “Trisha?”

      The woman was silent. She looked at her lap. “There were times when I felt she doesn’t love the piano. She has an adventurous spirit. The stage provides that outlet, but I don’t think it fully scratched that itch.”

      “Has she ever run away before?”

      Trisha’s lip quivered. “Once. Only for a few hours. To play, she said.”

      “We told you what we know,” Avery stated. “Are you willing to help us?”

      Anna always had a soft spot for children. In Miami, she went through hell and high water to save the Dade County girls. Three of them around the age of fourteen. They were chained to a pipe under a man’s sink for days at a time, only taken out to be beaten or used. Disgust lodged in Anna’s throat. The office suddenly turned hot and stuffy.

      “I want to help, but the police are probably your best bet,” Anna explained. “They have more resources and manpower than me. My father used to work with them. I can vouch for their competence.”

      Trisha unbuttoned her expensive black snakeskin purse and pulled out a checkbook and pen. She put it on the table and opened it. Her tired eyes locked on Anna. “If we only wanted the police’s help, we wouldn’t have come to you.”

      Avery nodded to himself. “Just name your price, Ms. Dedrick. No cost is too high for my daughter’s life.”
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      The Rines house was east of Van Buren, tucked little ways behind a suburban neighborhood. Brick and white wood made up the two-story building. Trees spotted the trimmed grass and short hedges sprouted out beneath the windowsill. With the money Avery and Trisha were making, they could’ve gone much bigger. Nonetheless, the residence could accommodate a successful doctor’s summer needs.

      Following behind them, Anna walked the flagstone path to their small porch and entered inside. Family portraits decorated the main hall. The smooth sideboard surfaces and wood floor glistened under a crystalline chandelier.   

      “We were gone most of the summer,” Avery explained as they strutted through the hall. “Keisha’s tour took us from New York to Seattle. Overseas as well. We pay a young lady to house sit for us while we’re away.”

      Anna studied a large framed portrait. On a silky white backdrop, Avery and Trisha flanked Keisha from each side. They all had perfect smiles and perfect clothes. The prodigy had two silver bells in her slinky black hair.

      “Mind if I take pictures?” Anna asked.

      “As long as they are deleted after she’s found.”

      Anna removed her phone from her pocket. “Keisha didn’t come home too often, I’m guessing.” She snapped a photo.

      “No time for that,” Avery said. “Here’s her practice room.”

      Anna peeked inside the spacious white room. A grand piano rested near the room’s center. Large windows filled the area with natural sunlight.

      “We like to minimize the distractions.” Avery explained. “It keeps Kei focused.”

      Anna approached the glass trophy case erected in the main hall. She studied the assortment of Keisha’s awards and achievements on multi-tiered glass shelves. “Impressive. How long has she been playing?”

      “We started when she was four so… seven years.”

      “Three professionally.” Trisha added.

      “How long does she practice a day?”

      “A few hours every morning,” Trisha said, almost whimsically. Her dark eyes studied trophies with subtle regret.

      “Five to be precise,” Avery corrected. “Come on. I’ll show you her room.”

      Grabbing the handrail, Avery led them up the stairs. Anna took photos of portraits hanging on the adjacent wall. They were mostly of Avery, Trisha, and Keisha in front of different elegant backdrops. Occasionally, another family member would be involved. They either had the happiest family on earth or lived the perfect illusion. Anna’s skeptic side chose the latter.

      “Keisha an only child?” she asked as they reached the upstairs.

      “Correct.” Avery took a breath. “One and done, that’s what Trisha said.”

      Mrs. Rines smiled softly to herself, not denying nor confirming her husband’s statement.

      The prodigy's room had a pink hue with a memory foam bed that boasted a choir of stuffed animals. A wall-mounted shelf ran around the room’s top, supporting a plethora of expensive dolls. Some were still in their pristine packages.

      “You mind?” Anna asked as she stepped into the room.

      “Take all the time you need.”

      With an uncomfortable expression, the Rines stepped out, leaving the door cracked.

      Anna started underneath the bed. She pulled out the long plastic boxes stuffed with old Barbies and other neglected toys. Removing a coat of dust with the palm of her hand, she opened it and dug inside. Nothing out of the ordinary or anything missing. Sliding them under the bed, she shoved her hand in between the mattresses, feeling paper. She retrieved a teen’s fashion magazine regarding the latest boy bands. Anna put it back. She opened a door, entering a closet fit for a queen. Dresses and shirts of all shades and designs hung perfectly on two adjacent racks. At their foot, dozens of cubbies held dozens of shoes and heels. It could be any eleven-year-old girl’s dream, but was it Keisha’s? Anna took pictures.

      All the heels were accounted for but one pair: the purple ones Mrs. Rines spoke of. The police had filed them into evidence by now. By the heels filling the boarding cubbies, Anna conjured a mental picture of the ones missing: high, gorgeous, and uncomfortable. She scooted aside sections of dresses and knocked on the wood, listening for any hollow planks. Nothing. Standing on her toes, she reached for a high shelf and pulled down a few empty shoeboxes. One made her raise a brow. Gray sneakers.

      She lowered down and studied all the shoes in the cubbies. Stroking her chin, she spotted a cubby with black sneakers and a cubby with white. Anna took the box with her, doing a final preliminary check of the closet.

      “Trisha?”

      The woman entered. “Finished?”

      “Not quite. What do you know about these?” Anna held up the empty shoebox.

      Trisha studied it for a moment. “Oh, those. Keisha loved them, but they got scuffed a few weeks back. I--this will sound horrible--I threw them out.” Trisha blushed. “In hindsight, I should’ve taken them to the Salvation Army.”

      “When I was Keisha’s age, I loved heels but I hated how they felt. Is there any chance she could’ve fished her sneakers out of the trash?”

      “It’s possible,” Trisha said with uncertainty. “May I ask why it matters?”

      “Your daughter left her heels behind when she vanished. I’m thinking she might have had a backup pair of comfy shoes. She came home before the Saturday night show, right?”

      “Yes. But she wouldn’t run away in the middle of the night.”

      “It’s just a theory.”

      Anna proceeded to search the dresser and TV stand. She discovered a number of handheld video games but no portable console. “Does Keisha play a lot of games?”

      “An hour a day and during car rides,” Avery explained from the hallway. “Otherwise, we can’t get her away from the darn thing.”

      Anna knelt before the bookshelf. She ran her finger across the books, collecting a fine layer of dust. Housekeeper has been slacking off. She stopped at Bunnicula. No dust. Read recently. With a finger, she pulled the book forth and removed it and the ones beside it from the shelf. She reached in and pulled out a small pink notebook. Anna flipped through the pages. Dates, complaints, and song lyrics. A diary. Exactly what she was looking for.

      “Is that…?” Avery asked. “Can I--”

      “Let her read it,” Trisha interrupted.

      Reluctant, Avery gestured for Anna to read on. “If there’s anything condemning in there, you’ll tell me, right?”

      Anna smiled slyly at him, knowing that the joke was backed by truth. As an avid reader, she burned through the doodle-covered pages within moments, seeking out recurring themes. Keisha loved the simple things in life: nature, chocolate, and animals. She complained about rigorous piano practice and harbored some insecurity that “Mom and Dad won’t understand.” She wrote about a boy she liked from school, Joshua--Anna took note of that name--and about visiting her grandmother. The only one she claimed to understand her.

      Anna looked up from the notebook. “Does Trisha’s grandmother live nearby?”

      “Yeah, she lives on Prospect,” Avery said with slight annoyance. “But I’d rather not get her involved in this. She’s very… opinionated. She doesn’t even attend Kei’s shows.”

      Prospect Street was northwest of here. Anna knew a quick way to get there. “Do you mind if I hang on to the notebook?”

      “If it helps,” Trisha said. “Is there anything inside that we should be concerned about?”

      “Nothing life-changing. Once I scan the pages, I’ll let you have it back.”

      Anna pocketed the notebook, planning on running it through her state-of-the-art keyword software for any hidden gems or cryptography.

      She did a final check up on the bathroom, kitchen, and backyard, filling her phone’s memory bank with dozens of phones. Thanking the Rines for their time, Anna climbed into her truck.

      “Oh,” Anna said before leaving the driveway. “You said the back door of your BMW was open?”

      “Yes,” Avery replied.

      “Did the police check for fingerprints?”

      “They’re on it.”

      Anna nodded, thanked them again, and drove off. In the rearview mirror, Avery wrapped his arm around Trisha’s shoulder and watched Anna leave.

      Her truck bumped down the road and headed to King’s Opera House. She passed through Van Buren’s historical downtown. On both sides, red brick Victorian-style buildings seamlessly coupled together, preserving the old rough-and-tumble river town aesthetic. Anna caught glimpses of her childhood, from enjoying the local cuisine stocked by the Arkansas River only blocks away to exploring the various antique shops with her father. She even skipped class once or twice to smooch Ronald Greenbell, the sheriff’s son, by the train tracks. Anna shook her head at the corniness of the whole situation.

      Looking more like an old general store than a theatre, King’s Opera House came up on her right. It was a small, well-preserved venue that was condemned to show the same historical town plays until the end of time. Until Keisha Rines, that is. The Opera House connected with a similar two-story brick building that had seen better days. It faced a coffee shop and funeral home along with a few mom-and-pop shops.

      Anna parked in front and stepped out, shielding her eyes with her hand. At three in the afternoon, she didn’t see many locals on the sidewalks. She opened the Chevy’s backdoor and pulled out the large black ruggedized case from the backseat’s foot gutter. A tape strip labeled “Anna’s Toy Box” stamped the outside.

      Wind tugged at a Missing Persons poster stuck on a lamppost. From the white page, Keisha smiled at the world. Anna chewed her gum as she studied the photo. Child prodigy vanishes one night. No witness, no demands, and no clues apart from a pair of purple heels.

      Anna crossed the street and entered the large parking lot behind the adjacent strip mall. The Rines said they rented it out to accommodate the visiting patrons because the Opera House’s lot was little more than grass and gravel. Law enforcement swept both sites a little over twenty-four hours ago when Trisha called them around 1 a.m. Saturday. Nonetheless, Anna brought her “Toy Box.” It was a trusty portable forensics lab fit with a Toughbook evidence laptop, swabs, paper bags, tubes, and all sorts of other gizmos she’d bought off her good old friend Allen--a slightly sketchy forensic scientist back in Miami.

      Going to the far end where the Rines had parked, Anna rested her hand on her hip and looked around. Sixth Street was to the east. The potential abductor could’ve driven in that way, grabbed the girl, and sped into the night. Unlikely, Anna thought as she looked to the sidewalk to where Avery and Trisha had spoken to the enthusiastic patron. They would’ve seen their daughter and any potential abductor.

      Anna turned to the west. Across the street and connecting to the Opera House was an abandoned building and beside it, most curiously, the Crawford County Sheriff’s Office. If she went that far, the police would’ve caught her on their security cameras. Southwest was the Opera House, and directly south was the bland rear of the pharmacy and strip mall. They had parking lot cameras too. Anna wondered why the Rines didn’t mention that. She faced directly north, to the train tracks running across a large mound, passing over a rusty metal road bridge and trailing into the distance.

      She hiked up the grassy bank and walked along the tracks. Trees and a few suburban backyards were visible down the other side. It had to be this way. She pulled out her phone, snapping a few pictures of each direction, and emailed them to herself. She researched the train times on their website. It stopped running hours before the “abduction.” Today, it stopped around noon.  

      Using her foot, Anna swept the gravel between each wooden slat of the track. She started east as it was easiest route for the abductor to take. After an hour of monotony and a practice in patience, she went west. Passing by the Opera House and police station, she entered into a wooded area of the tracks. The surrounding buildings were barely visible through the tree line and whatever cameras they had wouldn’t see this far out. As Anna contemplated her distance, she heard the jingle. Kneeling down, she spotted the dusty silver bell pressed into the gravel.

      Anna’s eyes went wide. She searched her phone for the pictures taken at the Rines’s house. Zooming in on the family portrait, Keisha wore two silver bells in her hair. More than coincidence. Flipping open her kit, she removed a set of gloves and gingerly lifted the bell into the sunlight, catching a glimpse of something inside. With her fingernails, she removed a long gray hair. Things just got interesting.

      Popping open a long evidence tube, Anna carefully guided the hair inside. It was too long to be from anywhere but the scalp. She sealed the capsule and slid it into its designated holder within her Toy Box. Closing up the latches on the black box, Anna rose to her feet and swept the dust off her slacks. Feeling her heart race, she followed the tracks all the way to the Arkansas River. Finding no other clues, she returned to the Opera House, knowing one thing for sure. Keisha hadn’t been on her own the night she vanished.

      

      The King’s Opera House smelled of clove. The foyer was largely open with two doors leading into the theatre, bathrooms, and a receptionist desk. Anna entered. In the cool air-conditioned room, she realized how sweaty the walk had made her.

      Judging by his acne and faint mustache, the boy behind the desk was around sixteen or seventeen. He glanced up from his phone to check out Anna walking in and returned to his texting.

      Anna stopped at the desk and flipped open her wallet, showing off her P.I. license within. “I was wondering if I might see the video footage from Saturday night?”

      It would have a better view of the train tracks than the parking lot. The pharmacy camera revealed the Rines talking to the woman, but the BMW was at the edge of screen, hiding the driver’s side and Keisha’s door. Anna wasn’t surprised. If it revealed everything, the Rines wouldn’t have needed her.

      The boy lowered his phone and eyed her suspiciously. “You a cop?”

      “No.” Anna closed her wallet. “Private investigator.”

      “You're looking for the girl? Is it true she’s been kidnapped?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. The footage will help.”

      The boy scratched the back of his head. “About that… we had some trouble Friday and Saturday night. The camera’s cut off. Some hardware glitch, I’m guessing. We gave the surviving video to the sheriff.”

      No camera, no witness. If not for the bell, it would be the perfect storm. The Rines might be right. Anna didn’t like that thought, but she kept an open mind. Jumping to hard conclusions was a slippery slope in her line of work. “Do you know anyone who could have tampered with the cameras?”

      The boy thought for a moment. “Not that I can think of. The place looks good, but there’s always stuff breaking.”

      Anna sought out the building manager, janitor, and a few of the aspiring actors. They backed up the boy’s story: the cameras were junk, but having them break on the night of the abduction felt too coincidental. The sheriff’s office had footage for the last couple of days but even with her father’s influence, they wouldn’t grant her access to the investigation property unless she hopped on as a consultant. Anna jotted down a note and stepped outside.

      She noticed the funeral home across the street. Long shot.

      The mortician was a solitary man with gaunt cheeks and ghoulish eyes that made him surprisingly fitting for his occupation. His face lit up when he saw Anna. “Dedrick. My gosh, has it been a long time.”

      Anna smiled at him. Fourteen years ago, he had helped with her mother’s funeral arrangements and witnessed her brother Evan walk away to never return. They didn’t talk about it, and they wouldn’t talk about it now. “Hey, Pete.”

      “You’re back from Miami?”

      “Came back last night. I’m working as a P.I. now.”

      “The regular Sherlock Holmes. What can I do for you?” Pete’s eyes went soft and sympathetic as mourners did. “Is it your father?”

      “No, Peter, and hopefully not anytime soon.”

      “Right, sorry. Most of the people passing by are, well, dealing with the loss of their loved ones.”

      “I’m wondering if you noticed anything strange Saturday night?”

      “Keisha Rines was in town. That girl can play a piano. I hear she’s missing.”

      Anna nodded. “Last seen at the back of the Opera House. I was wondering if I could look at your camera footage from that night?”

      “Of course. Yeah. Come on back.”

      Pete led her past the room of display caskets and into the cramped security office. The mortician took a seat and shuffled through the VHS tapes. “It’s been ten years since I replaced this thing. I need to go digital.”

      “It helps,” Anna said. “How’s business?”

      Pete made a straight face. “Killer.” Then smiled.

      “That was bad, even by your standards.”

      Pete shrugged. “You can be a deadbeat in my line of work.”

      “Please, lord, stop.”

      “You opened that door. It’s all on you.” With a cheeky grin, the tall man removed the tape labeled Saturday and put it into the VHS. “What time?”

      “8p.m.”

      The tape fast-forwarded on the old monitor. Time lapsed at the front doors of the Opera House until it was night and patrons were filing into the venue.

      “Speed up,” Anna asked.

      The patrons buzzed into the doors at comically fast speeds. A few people lingered outside, enjoying a smoke. The screen reflected in Anna’s eyes. “Stop.”

      Pete pressed pause.

      “Rewind.”

      Anna’s eye bounced back and forth. “Pause it.”

      She leaned over his shoulder and squinted. Her fingernail tapped the screen. “There.”

      Pete focused on the spot. “I don’t…”

      Pulling out her phone, Anna checked her pictures from the Rines’s house. She stopped swiping at a family photo of Keisha and her grandmother. The same frizzled-haired woman on the television before her. “Tell me they are not the same person.”

      Pete studied Anna’s phone and the screen. “Sure are.” He looked up at Anna with his cool steel eyes. “You think grandma took the little starlet?”

      Anna’s gaze lingered on the TV. She clicked play on the remote in Pete’s hand. Dressed in black, the plump old woman shifted her head both ways before peeking into the Opera House window. She turned back to the road, hopped into her old brown Buick, and drove north on 5th Street.

      “I intend to find out.” She gave Pete a quick hug and bustled out of the funeral home.

      “Be careful,” Anna heard Pete shout before the door closed behind her.

      She could see the headline now: Grandma kidnaps child prodigy to save her from a life of fame and fortune. Looking both ways, she crossed the street and climbed into her truck. She turned the ignition and froze.

      Down the street, a figure watched her from within an early nineties muddy-orange Corvette. The car revved. Its tires spun, screamed, and set the vehicle speeding in the opposite direction. Anna eyed it as it vanished. As a P.I., she wasn’t legally allowed to run plates without reason, but she jotted them down anyway. It might be something to look into later.

      Avery and Trisha didn’t want her to bother family, but they’d thank her if she found a lead. Pulling up Yellow Pages on her phone, Anna input Trisha’s maiden name, Santos, and let the search engine do the rest. Within seconds, she had the address.

      Prospect Street was only a mile from the King’s Opera House. It was a back road inches out of reach from the historic downtown. Anna hiked up the porch to the single-story house with fading yellow paint, worn shingled roof, and an overgrown lawn. The place didn’t follow the train tracks, but it was on the same trajectory as the silver bell.

      Anna knocked. The woman answered, giving her the eye through the screen door. Mrs. Santos wore a bright colored dress that bloomed out down her short body. She had frizzy gray hair still dark at the root and thick glasses. “Can I help you?”

      Anna showed her the P.I. license. Santos glared at it with scrutiny. “My name is Anna Dedrick. I’m looking for your granddaughter.”

      “It’s about damn time.” The woman turned back and walked into the dark house. “Waiting on Christmas?”

      Taking that as an invitation, Anna opened the door. “Thank you.”

      The house was simply designed with a kitchen, living room, and master and guest bedrooms. The wallpaper could use some touching up but apart from that, the place was fairly clean.

      “There’s a couch in the den. Have a seat.” Santos said from the kitchen. “I’ll put on some tea.”

      Anna strolled around the living room, looking for anything out of the ordinary. A handheld gaming system caught her eye. She remembered the game cartridges found in Keisha’s room. While Mrs. Santos boiled water, Anna explored the shelves and peeked under the couch nearby. Tucked behind a few dust bunnies and loose change was a child’s sock.

      After a moment, the elderly woman entered the den with two steamy mugs. Anna was sitting on the couch with her hands resting innocently on her lap. She accepted one of the mugs. “Smells great.”

      The woman plopped down on the recliner, taking a sip. “I told them. I told them. I told them. Putting that sweet child on stage would be nothing but trouble. They don’t listen, not when it comes to their cash cow.”

      “I take it you didn’t approve of Keisha’s career choice.” Anna blew on the tea.

      “Career choice? She’s eleven years old! Now, I’ll support my granddaughter until the day I die, but parading her on stage and dressing her up like harlot, that’s an invitation to the devil. I’m honestly surprised she didn’t vanish sooner. I blame that man of Trisha’s. Handsome as sin. Ambitious. Works the girl until her little fingers bleed. I’d give him a piece of my mind if he’d be man enough to show his face. You know, you’re the first one to see me since Kei went missing? Trisha gave me a call, but that ain’t nothing. Not even the sheriff stopped by.”

      “Does Keisha spend a lot of time here?”

      Mrs. Santos nodded. “Some. Trisha would drop her off from school. I let her run around, play her little video game. Let her be a kid for five minutes. There’s times when she don’t want to leave, begging me to keep her with her pretty puppy dog eyes.”

      Anna sipped from her mug, enjoying the chamomile taste. “You ever attend her shows?”

      “When she’s praising the Lord at church, I’m the first in the building.” Mrs Santos sat back. “But I don’t support that stage. Lord have mercy, there are too many boys and girls that get big fake smiles and little rotten hearts. My Keisha deserves better than that.”

      “How about Saturday?” Anna asked, treading lightly. “She was practically right next door.”

      Mrs. Santos stared at her for a moment. “Trisha invited me, but I had to take a stand. I would be lying to say it didn’t hurt. At one point, I overcame to the temptation and peeked inside. I was only able to see the foyer. I felt like a fool.”

      “Did you ever come back after the show was finished?”

      The old woman furrowed her brow. “Am I a suspect?”

      “I’m just going through the motions, ma’am,” Anna apologized.

      “Well, keep going. I was out late with my bingo buddies. Before you get angsty, we start late and we play late. I got pictures to prove it.” She grabbed her flip phone and gave it to Anna. Albeit out of focus, the pictures and time stamps were there. “You know,” Mrs. Santos continued. “I didn’t even know she was missing until after Sunday church? Can you believe that? My own daughter didn’t tell me for over twelve hours.”

      Tears welled in Mrs. Santos eyes. Suddenly, she lurched over. Her round face scrunched together while tears streamed down her cheeks. “Oh Lord, why did you have to take such an innocent child? She didn’t do no wrong.”

      Taken aback by the unexpected emotional outburst, Anna grabbed the tissue box from the side table and handed them to the woman. She blew her nose, sniffled, and took Anna’s hand. Her teary eyes locked on the private investigator. “You find the monster that took her and you get my granddaughter back. Promise me. Promise this ol’ bag of bones.”

      “I’ll get her back,” Anna assured her. “I’ll get Keisha back.”

      It was night when Anna neared her father’s house. Almost forty-eight hours had passed since Keisha Rines had vanished. The percentile of finding her would drop considerably by morning. In a case of this caliber, the press would get involved too. Anna squeezed the steering wheel, remembering the flashing camera strobes on her bloody body as she carried the skeletal fourteen-year-old girl from the Dade County townhouse. The past stays in the past. It was the biggest lie she ever told herself.

      As she neared the driveway, Anna spotted a sedan parked next to her father’s maroon red truck. Her dashboard clock read 10:02 p.m. The house was dark apart from the greeting light above the front door. With a suspicious look, Anna parked her Chevy next to her father’s truck and stepped out, grabbing her forensics kit from the backseat.

      She jiggled the door handle, finding it unlocked. She entered. “Dad?”

      No reply.

      She stepped farther into the living room. Her father’s recliner had been set back fully. Her hand crept across the wall, finding the light switch. She flipped it on. With his mouth agape and eyes closed, Richard rested on the recliner. He snored.

      Anna took a breath.

      There was a noise in the kitchen.

      She placed her kit on the floor and proceeded forward with silent steps. She entered the tiled-floor kitchen, expecting one of her father’s lady friends. On the counter, the junky coffee maker rumbled and spit black sludge into the pot. The open refrigerator door obscured the man bent over behind it. Glass clinked against glass. The man mumbled something.

      Anna turned on the light.

      The man pulled himself from the icebox, letting the cold tumble around his feet like graveyard mist. Beneath haunted brown eyes, the stranger had a goatee and a curved scar on his left cheek. “Hey sis.”
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      Bewildered, Anna took a step back. Hundreds of memories and emotions hit her like a train.

      The man closed the refrigerator. He tilted the bottle of whiskey in his hand to Anna. “Dad’s been holding out on us.”

      “Evan?” Anna said, unsure if she should hug him, shake his hand, or punch him across the jaw. She stared instead. The familiar stranger wore faded Levi’s and a weathered lumberjack’s flannel over his fit body that Anna remembered to be scrawny and frail.

      “You like coffee?” Evan asked as he fetched two black mugs from the cupboard. “I’m making Irish.”

      Not waiting for her response, he filled them with scalding hot coffee and poured in two shots worth of whisky in each.

      “What are you…” Anna’s eyes watered. “It’s been fourteen years.”

      Evan extended the hot mug, handle side out. “Drink up.”

      Anna accepted it and accidentally brushed her finger against the outer mug. She winced at the heat. “Where did you go? Where have you been all this time?”

      Evan leaned against the countertop and sipped his beverage. “All over. Washington. Nevada. Tennessee. Got them all but Hawaii.”

      “But why?” Anna asked.

      Evan gazed at the tile floor. “After Mom died, I went looking for something… I’m guessing you did, too. That why you went to Miami and became a big shot detective? To find answers?”

      “Answers to what?” Anna didn’t follow. Her mother’s suicide was just that.

      Evan gestured to the kitchen. “Life. Loneliness. Some sort of meaning on this dying rock. I can’t be the only one who’s ever thought about this.”

      “No. You’re not,” Anna scooted close to him and looked at his scarred cheek. “Jesus, Evan. We thought you were gone.”

      Evan looked her in the eyes. Crow’s feet grew out of his own as he smiled pitifully. “I was, Anna, but now I am back.”

      Anna opened her mouth to speak, but her little brother interrupted her. “We can talk more tomorrow. I made enough noise as is and don’t want to wake Dad.”

      Flushed with anger, Anna grabbed his arm as he turned. “You can’t do that. Just show up for five minutes, say something cryptic, and leave like nothing happened. I love you, Evan, but you have to agree that’s messed up.”

      “You’re right.” Evan put down his mug and spoke with conviction. “Mom’s death wasn’t the only reason I left.”

      “Look at this couple of troublemakers,” Richard said from the doorframe, sleep still obviously holding him. “It’s good to see my kids getting along.”

      “Evening, Pops,” said Evan.

      Anna crossed her arms. “Hey, Dad.”

      “No need to stop talking on my account,” Richard said, sensing the mood.

      Evan picked up his mug. “We were just finishing up.” He headed toward the door.  

      Richard landed his hand on his shoulder on his way out. The old man’s eyes went soft. “Glad to have you back, son.”

      Evan smiled at him hauntedly and slipped into the dark living room.

      “How long has he been back?” Anna questioned after her brother was out of earshot.

      Richard shrugged. “He said he’s staying a few days. I was planning on telling you, but you’ve been busy and Evan comes and goes whenever he pleases.”  

      Anna glared at him.

      Her father’s eyes glossed over. “You aren't mad at me, right?”

      Anna reminded herself of her father’s condition and sighed. “No, Dad.”

      Taking her mug, Anna said goodnight to Richard and hid away in her room. She stopped before opening her door and turned back to Evan’s. Rock and roll seeped out through the doorway. She knocked. No reply. Anna frowned and went to her room. She’d finish their conversation tomorrow.

      Sitting cross-legged, she laid out her portable forensics kit on the floor. She placed a metal desk lamp next to it and removed her laptop and other evidence, setting it up neatly on the dingy carpet. Light shone through the vial containing the strand of gray hair.

      After undergoing the proper tests, it could reveal the perpetrator’s ethnicity and whatever chemicals it may have absorbed. If the perp was a marijuana toker or a house cleaner, she’d know. Unfortunately, that was about the extent of it. Mitochondrial DNA could not be used for identification. Another drawback was the testing time. Five to seven days of lab work, and only if the lab wasn’t backed up till next July. Nonetheless, she would drop it off at the Van Buren police station tomorrow. They’ll probably send it to the lab in Fort Smith and maybe learn something. As equipped as her Toy Box was, she couldn’t run those sorts of test.

      Anna took a drink of her brother’s concoction and winced. Way too strong. She lifted up the baggie containing the silver bell. It was bent on one side. Someone stepped on it. The dirt and gravel from the railroad made it virtually impossible to lift a fingerprint. Anna would have to find Keisha the old-fashioned away: keep casting until a fish bites. She got out the girl’s diary and placed it face first on her portable scanner. Within thirty minutes, her desktop was crammed with a hundred plus diary pages. She copied the files into her keyword processor and let the software work.

      Evan’s drink tasted better by the time all was said and done. Anna sifted through the poems and shoddy grammar, spending a healthy amount of time on every page. Nature, animals, performance fatigue… nothing useful. Anna rubbed her forehead but the headache didn’t subside. She went through page after page until her eyes were bloodshot and blurry. Then she saw it. “I made a friend at the school yard. He said nice things.”

      Anna highlighted a portion. The other boy, Joshua, was mentioned a page back. This was someone new.

      Headlights streamed through her curtain. The clock read 2 a.m. Anna pulled herself up and slowly approached the window. Brushing aside the curtains, she used her hand to shield her eyes from the sedan’s lights. It reversed out of the driveway and sped down the road. Where are you going now, Evan?

      Her brother didn’t return that night.

      After a hearty egg and bacon breakfast, Anna parked in a guest spot in front of the Hikers Elementary fit for six hundred students. A flagpole jutted out from a grass circle in the middle of the roundabout. Hanging her aviators at the neck of her button up, she headed to the principal’s office. She walked across the cold, smooth concrete floors and past the white and yellow painted walls of her childhood. Lots of old memories. Some good. Others… a flashback of a rainy day came to the forefront of Anna’s mind. The walls twisted and her legs became light. Focus. She rested her hand on the wall to balance herself and entered the front office.

      Principal Gutsy was long retired and had been replaced by the quirky Principal Darlyn Axel. The fluffy-haired woman beckoned Anna inside the office. “It’s a mighty shame that Keisha hasn’t been found.”

      “I hope to change that,” Anna replied. “Do you mind if I see a list of her classmates? Specifically, one named Joshua?”

      Axel rolled to-and-fro in her cushioned office hair to the rhythm of her low volume Christian radio. Her finger clicked the mouse. She turned the box monitor to Anna. “There you have it. Joshua Jacobs. He’s in recess.”

      “Thanks. Mind if I speak to him?”

      Axel smiled from ear to ear, obviously excited to help out with the case. “Go right ahead, sweetie.”

      Anna turned to leave the office when Axel stopped her. “Oh, Mr. and Mrs. Rines are planning a town-wide search after school. All the students are getting involved. I hope you can make it.”

      “I’ll think on it.” Anna thanked her and headed for the playground at the back of the school. Like most of Van Buren, it was largely flat and spotted with a few rusty relics. Mrs. Bakers--Keisha’s teacher-- pointed out Joshua. He kicked a ball near the chain-link fence that bordered the yard.

      “Hey,” Anna said to the boy. “May I ask you some questions about Keisha?”

      The pale skin, sandy-haired boy turned his alert blue eyes to Anna. “She missed class yesterday.”

      Anna nodded. “I know. I was hoping you could help me find her.”

      “You don’t need my help,” Frowning, the boy kicked the ball across the grass.

      “Why’s that?” Anna asked kindly.

      “Because she is out with her new friend. He’s cool.”

      Anna knelt down to the boy’s height. “He a classmate of yours?”

      “No. He told Kei a secret. Like this.” The boy leaned into Anna’s ear and whispered pst pst pst.

      With a crinkled brow, Anna pulled away. “Where was that at?”

      Joshua pointed to a portion of the chain-link fence. A single-lane road ran down on the other end. Past the road was the face of a forest. “It was Friday when he came by. Keisha wanted to talk to him instead of me. He must have a lot of cool secrets.”

      The boy kicked a rock.

      “This is important, Joshua. What did he look like?”

      The boy shrugged. “He wore a hat… and sunglasses! A beard, I think. He only wanted to talk to Kei.”

      “Have you told anyone about this?”

      Joshua shook his head.

      Anna pointed to the teacher. “Go tell Mrs. Bakers everything you told me right now. It will be a big help.”

      The boy skulked away. Anna approached the fence. A cold chill ran up her spine as she imagined the stranger talking to the little girl. Only rusted metal separated prey from predator. A sickening feeling pitted in her stomach. The girl needed to be found, and quickly. She’d need to consult with the police. The quicker they were on the same page, the more likely they would be able to find the girl.

      Anna turned back, taken off guard by Mrs. Bakers. The short forty-something-year-old woman had a large blonde perm and rectangular glasses over her makeup-caked eyes. “Joshua told me--”

      “Did you see anyone on Friday or the days before interacting with the students? A parent or someone out of place? Anyone.”

      “Um…” The woman’s voice trailed off. “Not that I recollect.”

      “Are you sure?”

      The frazzled teacher ignored the question. “Was Keisha…”

      “Mrs. Bakers, please.” Anna asked the lady.

      “None that I noticed. If I knew I was supposed to be looking for someone, I would’ve been more attentive. I’m not at fault. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Anna rubbed her hand up her scalp. Perfect. She’s a bimbo.

      “Is he still around?” Mrs. Bakers asked in a scared whisper. “Is he watching us right now?”

      “No.”

      Dread overtook the woman’s expression. “Oh my God, he is.”

      Anna wanted to face palm. “Mrs. Bakers, calm down.”

      The teacher twiddled her thumbs and looked around nervously. “Yes. You’re absolutely right. No use freaking out about it. What good has that ever done?”

      Anna didn’t trust that response. She went directly back to Principal Axel, demanding the playground footage from Friday’s recess. Discombobulated, the woman rushed off to the security room. Anna tapped her foot anxiously. Finally, the case was going somewhere. The perpetrator wiped the footage at the Opera House, but did he have access to the school? If it was revealing enough, the police would take over and Anna would discuss with the Rines about her continual involvement.  

      A TV was wheeled out. Axel plugged in the RGB cables. The faculty members gathered around the screen. Anna fast-forwarded to Friday morning recess. With racing hearts, they watched the silent, colorless video. Anna’s eyes focused on the road behind the chain-link fence. In the yard, Keisha and Joshua punted the kickball to one another. They giggled and chased one another in a sweet moment disrupted by movement in the adjacent woods.

      One of the teachers gasped.

      The ill lighting masked the silhouette's features. From the tree line, he beckoned Keisha closer with a gesture. The eleven-year-old girl gave Joshua the ball, telling him to stay back.

      Keisha curled her fingers through the fence’s grate. Her back turned to the camera, making it impossible to read her lips or reaction.

      The figure said something. The woods still obscured him.

      Anna took a step to the television.

      “Closer. Come closer,” she mumbled to herself.

      The figure stepped out of the woods, looked both ways, and cut across the street. He was a Caucasian adult with average height but nice build. He wore a white t-shirt, long pants, and camouflage hunting boots. A ball cap shielded his eyes, but not the goatee. He whispered into Keisha’s ear. The girl stepped back and retorted something. The stranger grinned. He waved her off and returned to the woods.

      The school faculty stood in silence, watching Keisha and Joshua return to the kickball.

      Eyes glued to the screen, Principal Axel’s face turned stark white. She cleared her throat. “Now, we don’t know the contents of the discussion so before we jump to conclusions--”

      “That monster took her right out from under our noses,” the balding gym teacher exclaimed. “That’s finite proof, right there.”

      “I’m…” Mrs. Bakers pulled out her phone. “I’m calling the police.”

      Anna paused the video on the stranger. She squinted, trying to make heads or tails of him. Leaving the teachers to their bickering, Anna exited the school and climbed into her truck.

      Zipping through town, she landed at the police station in minutes. Taking her portable forensics kit with her, she headed inside. The bullpen was visible from the receptionist desk, and the building smelled sterile and chemically cleaned. Anna introduced herself to the buzzed cut, burly man at the desk.

      “I’m working on the Keisha Rines case. There’s something you should see.”

      The man looked at her. “We’ve already received the call about the school yard.”

      Anna flipped open the kit, presenting the bell and hair sample. “I found this at the crime scene.”

      

      Sheriff Greenbell faced Anna from the other side of the table. Officers bustled back and forth on the other side of the conference room’s blinds. Though he looked young for his age, Greenbell’s beard and hair were whiter than snow. He watched Anna with his piercing blue eyes. “You’re back in town for a few days and the whole place is all riled up.”

      “What can I say,” Anna replied. “I’m my father’s daughter.”

      Greenbell wasn’t amused. Anna wondered who peed in his Cheerios but thought it best not to ask.

      The door opened and Police Sergeant Mathis slipped inside. He quickly shut the door, muting the noise of the bullpen. “The APB is out. Search parties, too. Glad to have you working with us, detective.”

      Anna greeted him with a handshake. “It’s private investigator now.”

      “Glad either way. With my accountant on my back and a million other problems regarding improper protocols with a few of the boys, it will be good to have an extra set of eyes and hands at the station. Especially with a case of this caliber.” Mathis pulled out a chair and plopped down. He was a big man with a bald head and a no-BS personality. “We’ve sent the bell, hair, and car door fingerprint samples to our forensics guy, but I’m not optimistic.”

      “I agree,” Anna said. “Now that the town suspects a kidnapper, I’m afraid he’ll try to run. Time is short.”

      “We’ve set up extra patrol cars around the town’s borders with orders to pull over any suspicious party,” Mathis explained.

      “With the police department and sheriff’s office working together, we should make quick work of it,” Greenbell added.

      “It seems like you’re bringing out the big guns,” Anna pointed out.

      “Have to,” Mathis said. “The Rines are big donors and their kid means a lot to this town.”

      “Did you find anything at the abduction point?” Anna asked.

      The two men shook their heads.

      “Not a lick,” Greenbell said. “There weren’t even signs of a struggle.”

      “Makes sense. Keisha had some rapport with the guy. It may be a relative or friend of the Rines. Perhaps someone she met on tour.”

      Mathis’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out, held his index finger to Anna and Greenbell, and stepped out, closing the door behind him.

      Anna stroked her chin with her thumb and finger, contemplating the new information.

      “You’ve done a fine job, Anna.” Greenbell took her out of the moment. “We’ve got it from here though.”

      Anna studied him. “I feel like we need all hands on deck for this one.”

      “Eh,” Greenbell replied. “You know what they say about too many cooks.”

      Anna glared at the man who used to be her father’s friend. “What’s your angle, Garrett?”

      “My angle?” he chuckled. “I want everything to run smoothly and as your family friend, I want you to know that we have it from here. I’m sure Mr. Rines will reward you for the evidence you’ve acquired.”

      “They already paid me,” Anna replied, not pleased with Greenbell’s pushiness. “If it’s fame you want, Garrett, I’m sure this will be all over the news now. Honestly, it’s better you than me, but I’m not leaving the case. I’ve promised someone I’d find Keisha, and I will.”

      Garrett smiled angrily. “Suit yourself.”

      Anna smiled back in kind. What the hell did I do to him?

      

      Trisha Rines had been crying all day and her face showed it. Her legs were tired and her clothes were glued to her sweaty skin. She turned on the faucet and splashed herself with cold water.

      “There’s always tomorrow,” she weakly reminded her reflection.

      She left the bathroom and found Avery in the study. He sat with his leg sprawled out over the recliner’s arm. A book rested on his lap, but he stared lifelessly at the main hall and the practice room beyond.

      “You were right.” He turned a crazed gaze to her. “Someone took our daughter.”

      Stopping in the doorway of the study, Trisha’s face sank. “I didn’t want to be right. Besides, there’s still no solid proof.”

      Avery took his leg down and turned to face her. Dark circles curved under his restless eyes. “A man followed our daughter to the school. Stalked her, talked to her, and stole her away not thirty feet from us. What more proof is there? He’s probably halfway across the country by now and using our daughter as some--”

      Trisha shook her head. “Don’t say that. Don’t you say it.”

      Avery’s voice filled with fire. “It’s the truth and you know it.”

      Trisha looked at her toes and sniffled. The little control she had over the world was crumbling before her. There must be an escape; some way to step away from the horror and be something outside herself. She sheepishly looked up to her husband and softly approached him. The back of her fingers gently stroked down his cheek, just the way he always liked.

      “Join me in the shower,” she whispered, desperate and seductive.

      Avery grabbed her hand and pushed it away with little hesitation. “Our daughter is out there with some freak and you want to do that? No, Trisha. This is not the time.”

      Trisha stumbled back. She felt a tear slide down her cheek but quickly wiped it away. Look at me! She wanted to scream, but instead she headed to the stairs. She stopped on the first step. “You going to stay out here again?”

      Avery picked up his book, pretending to read it. “Someone has to stay on guard if she comes home. Rest up now. You’ll need your energy for tomorrow’s search.”

      He didn’t need to remind her. If it was anything like today, she was already dreading it. Endless walking and talking and no results. She climbed into the shower and let the water wash away the stress. It didn’t help. She slipped into a nightgown and curled up in the bed, facing the crack of the door, praying Avery would come in and give her some comfort.

      Her clock read four when she got up. Avery wasn’t beside her. She checked outside, noticing the starry sky. She frowned.

      With bare feet stepping softly, she walked down the cold wooden stairs and into the hall. In the nearby study, Avery slept in the recliner with an open book resting on his chest. Trisha headed for the kitchen and removed a bottle of wine from her refrigerator. She poured half a glass… a whole glass, and sat her rump on the island. As big as the kitchen was, the walls constricted her. As clean as the air was, she had trouble breathing.

      Fed up, she headed to the front door. It swung open slowly. The early morning breeze kissed her skin. She closed her eyes, sipped her glass, and imagined her daughter’s smile. Trisha wouldn’t take Keisha for granted again, if she did take her for granted. She didn’t know.

      Avery mumbled in his sleep, and Trisha almost jumped. She turned back to the dark hallway and looked at her wine glass, tempted to chug it down. She looked to the starry sky, took a much-needed breath of air, and got ready to tip the glass into the yard when she noticed it.

      A small, red velvet box.

      Her eyes got wide and she looked both ways, unable to see anything but her front yard and driveway. Slowly, she grabbed the box and lifted it to her eyes. It was for a ring, but why was it here? She placed her glass down and popped open the box. Her face scrunched up in confusion and then she screamed.

      Falling out of his seat, Avery bolted down the hallway, baseball bat in hand. “Trish!”

      He slowed next to his wife at the doorway. With pure horror written across her face and a shaky finger, she pointed at the box.

      Avery froze. The bat went limp in his hand.

      Resting on the flagstone was an open ring box. Inside was a little black pinky finger.
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      The phone call woke Anna and sent terror down her spine. Flashing blue and red lights echoed through the woods before the Rines’s house came into view. Squad cars swarmed the premises. A forensic photographer snapped photos of the front door and flagstone path while police officers walked the lawn. Standing off to the side, Avery rested a large coat on Trisha’s shoulders. The distraught woman wore a crimson nightgown and chewed on her thumbnail. Her caffeinated eyes switched between the uniformed strangers bombarding her home. She flinched at every flashing light. Avery stood beside her, listening to Sheriff Greenbell’s condolences but not hearing a word.

      Anna parked across the street, studied the scene, and took a breath. An unexpected chilly breeze prompted her to grab her jacket from the backseat. It was a quarter after five, and the stars and moon lit the black sky. She jogged across the street with her eyes on the Rines and her mind in a thousand different places.

      A beefy officer obscured her path. “Ma’am, you need to step back.”

      Anna fished out her wallet and flashed the P.I. license. “I’m working for Mrs. Rines,” she said, wasting no time.

      “Wait here.” The officer marched to Trisha.

      Anna tapped her foot anxiously. The annoying limited access made her miss being lead detective in Miami. As a consultant, she had some benefits i.e. interviewing witness and suspects, reviewing evidence, etc. Not always visiting the scene of a crime.

      Hearing the officer’s words, Trisha looked up slowly. Confusion left her mouth agape as she studied Anna. It didn’t take a psychologist to see she was hit hard. She doesn’t remember calling me.  

      Trisha nodded and the brawny officer allowed Anna to enter. Slipping through the crowd, she landed in front of Trisha and Avery.

      Greenbell gave her a curt nod. “Anna.”

      “They found…” Trisha’s voice trailed.

      “You told me,” Anna finished, feeling queasy but staying strong for her sake.

      “She’ll never play again,” Avery mumbled as if a curtain had just been torn out from under his world.

      “Was there anything else in the ring box?” Anna asked directly.

      Trisha shook her head. “Only the…”

      Greenbell stepped up and, with a sympathetic tone, said, “You’ve been through a lot. Take some time to gather your thoughts and we’ll talk more in a few hours. I know of a few homely hotels not far from here if you’d--”

      “We’ll stay with my mother,” Trisha interrupted.  

      Avery mumbled a few indistinguishable words, none of which were kind.

      The sheriff sent them off with a pat on the back. Anna crossed her arms as she watched the Rines climb into their BMW.

      “I wasn’t done talking to them,” Anna growled at Greenbell.

      His ocean blue eyes followed the car out the driveway. “The poor lady could barely finish a sentence.”

      “There’s a little girl missing, Garrett, and it was no accident her pinky finger was left at their front door. Every hour we waste could mean another severed appendage.”

      Greenbell glared at her. “You want to help out? Work at my pace or back off.”

      Anna clenched her teeth. She’d never seen her father’s friend treat her so poorly. Feelings aside, she needed to act. “Was there a ransom letter or any list of demands included in the box?”

      “Nothing. All we know is that the Rines turned in around 9 p.m. and the finger was found at 4 a.m. By the looks of it, the perp expected they would discover it in the morning.”

      “How fresh was it?”

      “We’re looking into that now, but our initial overview marks it within the last few hours.”

      Keisha wasn’t far, Anna knew, and neither was her abductor. The information narrowed the geological profile, but that still left dozens of miles to canvas. From the Ozark Mountains to the north to the muddy Arkansas River westward, Anna’s confidence dwindled. She needed a plan and quickly.

      Anna turned to the road leading to the Rines. It twisted and turned in a rural sprawl. A commercial hub was a few miles back and could provide some much needed insight. Anna wiped the sweat from her palms on her slacks. “Find the nearest road cam, traffic or otherwise, and see what cars passed by within the last few hours. You know this town. Make calls, and let’s get some volunteers plastering Keisha’s face on lampposts and social media. With all the attention, the guy will either have to show his cards or fold. If he takes the bait, we even might get a ransom letter.

      “I’ll ask Avery for an extensive list of the Opera House patrons and start crossing off names. Any local sex offenders within two hundred miles will be added to list along with those affiliated with any nearby extremist groups: Neo-Nazis, New Age cults, whoever would desire to hurt an eleven-year-old black girl. This is Charles Manson level-twisted. We flip enough stones and we might find ourselves a snake.”

      Greenbell looked at her for a moment, slightly dumbfounded and with wounded pride. “I’ll get started,” he said and folded into the chaos of the crime scene.

      The chilly breeze returned. Anna rubbed her hands together. She was in it now.

      Sheriff Greenbell and the Van Buren Police Department followed Anna’s direction and got the town searching. Parties of twelve or more would branch out, searching fields and woods all through the morning. Churches of varied ethnicities and ideological stances congregated together for the first time and hosted prayer vigils and neighborhood watches. The Internet and local news networks blasted Keisha’s sympathetic little smile. Greenbell even managed to coax Trisha and Avery to appear on television, pleading with every mother and father to help their cause and for the abductor to make himself known. Their emotions were raw and real and acted as dual-edged sword.

      Anna witnessed the panic from her dingy office. Gaggles of people pulled their children from school and locked them away inside. Workplaces let out early, and restaurants offered discounted food to volunteers. It seemed like the whole world stopped for the recently maimed pianist. Anna had never seen anything like it. Not even in Miami, where missing children were a dime a dozen.

      She made another call. Most of the patrons from the Saturday night showing had the same response: went to bed after enjoying a glass of wine. Some Anna had spoken to the day prior to the finger’s appearance, but she did a secondary check-up anyway. Nibbling on her pen, she reviewed her list comprised of three columns: Alibi, No Alibi, and Failed to Pick-Up. The names with No Alibis quickly changed columns after Anna did further research of their homes in proximity of the abduction site. If they were more than two hours from the train tracks behind the Opera house, it probably wasn’t them.

      Periodically throughout the day, Greenbell would email her names and photos of local shady figures fitting the description of a Caucasian male with facial hair. There were thousands. She also got a copy of the school’s security footage and replayed it on loop, trying to match face with face and getting dismal results. One after another, she made phone calls and house visits. They hated cops and when she explained she was a private investigator, they suddenly hated them, too.

      Anna had gotten to those with the last name starting with D before she returned to her office and brewed more coffee. It was her fourth batch today, and everything she ate now tasted bitter and dry. A jiggle. She withdrew her cell phone and answered.

      “We need you down at the station,” the sheriff said with urgency.

      Anna shut her eyes, waiting for the bad news. “What’s up?”

      “Just hurry up, Anna. As a family friend, I’d rather do this in person.”

      That did not sound good. “I’ll be there in five.”

      Grabbing her sunshades, she climbed into her Silverado and sped out down the road. Just out of sight, an old Corvette lingered.

      Sheriff Greenbell and Officer Ashburn--a rustic man with a misshaped head spiked with little gray hairs--waited for her in the back parking lot. A cigarette hung from Greenbell’s thin lips and hovered over his white beard. The friendly sheriff persona was shattered by tired eyes and stress fatigue.

      Anna clicked “Lock” on her key chain, heard her truck beep, and approached the men. “Any word from the perp?”

      Greenbell blew smoke. “No.”

      “I think we’re all a bit busy. Spill it.”

      “We’ve comprised a list of possible suspects, as you know. Seedy characters, pedos, the usual roughhousers.”

      “Any hits?” Anna checked her watch. It was nearly sunset and it felt like nothing was getting done. They should’ve started on this days ago, Anna complained to herself, but back then, there was still a chance that Keisha ran away at her own volition and there were no solid leads. Apart from the school footage and severed finger, there still weren’t any solid leads. Frustration squeezed her.

      Sheriff Greenbell stomped out his cigarette. “Yes. Evan Dedrick.”

      Anna took a step back. “You gotta be kidding me.”

      “We spoke to your father,” Ashburn injected. “He told us that Evan came into town a few days back. A few days back before the abduction.”

      “This is my brother we are talking about.”

      Greenbell smiled sympathetically in the way he always did. “I went to visit Richard. He let me see Evan’s room. The boy’s entire luggage was gone along with his car. According to your father, he hasn’t been seen in two days. Plenty of time to--”

      Anna felt the world spin. She couldn’t believe it. She wouldn’t believe it. “My father isn’t the most reliable source. Besides, this is Evan we are talking about. You watched him grow up right here in Van Buren.”

      “You’ve been staying with him, right?” Greenbell asked, knowing the answer. “When was the last time you saw Evan?”

      Anna shook her head. “We’re missing something.”

      “You’re right,” Ashburn said with a smug smile. “Your brother.”

      The comment angered Anna to no end. What made her more furious was that they were making sense. I’ll call Evan. He’ll listen to me and come home, she thought. When her fingers slid into her pocket and touched the phone, she realized that she never got his number. Hell, she’d only talked to him for five minutes in the last fourteen years.

      The Sheriff knocked on the back door and an officer opened it. “We should discuss this inside.”

      Anna glared at him.

      “Just for a minute,” Greenbell bartered. “Think about Keisha.”

      They led Anna into a small interrogation room with an aluminum table, chairs, and voice recorder. She plopped down on the chair, taking note of the camera in the corner and the two-way mirror adjacent to her. It smelled like cheap air freshener, and the AC didn’t work. Greenbell closed the door. It locked. Quietly, he placed in himself in the opposite seat.

      “When did Evan run away?” Greenbell asked.

      Anna crossed her arms. “Fourteen years ago. We were making funeral arrangements. When he saw the different coffins, he bolted out the door. We thought he was venting but when he didn’t come back, we knew he was gone. The note on his bed sealed the deal.”

      “How old was he?”

      “Sixteen. I was twenty,” Anna adjusted her posture. She looked at the camera’s again. “Is that really necessary?”

      “Yes,” Greenbell said sternly. “Was he ever abused before that time?

      “No,” Anna shook her head, honestly. “Not that I knew of.”

      “How about you?”

      Anna eyed him, trying to get a read. “That doesn’t have to do with anything.”

      “What were you doing before you returned to Van Buren?”

      Anna frowned, taken back by the question. “I was a lead detective in the Miami PD. You know this, Sheriff.”

      “And you turned in your resignation?”

      “Two weeks prior. The 23th of July. I was out by the 7th,” Anna said. “What does this have to do with Evan?”

      “Only collecting information, Ms. Dedrick.”

      “Ms. Dedrick?” Anna said with scoff. “It’s Anna. You always call me Anna.”

      “What day did you leave Miami?”

      “August 10th.”

      “And you arrived on the 14th?”

      “Yes,” Anna said, getting progressively more uncomfortable. She reminded herself it was for Keisha Rines. If answering Greenbell’s useless questions help, it’s a small price to pay.

      Greenbell jotted down some notes. “What were you doing between the 11th and 13th?”

      “Driving.”

      “Anyone to back that up?”

      “I called my father on the 10th.”

      “So no one to account for you on the 11th through the morning of the 14th?”

      “I have gas receipts,” Anna said, getting annoyed. “Can we talk about Evan?”

      “In a minute,” Greenbell shut down her request. “What about the 13th?”

      Anna filled up her tank the night before. She packed sandwiches for the trip, eating them for most meals. “I was on the road, like I said.”

      “Curious. It’s only a two-day drive from here to Miami. You took nearly four.”

      “Your point?”

      “According to our sources, you and your brother should have arrived around the same time: August 12th.” Greenbell pierced Anna with a gaze. “Keisha Rines vanished the night after. Tell me, Ms. Dedrick, where were you last night when Keisha’s finger was discovered on the Rines’s doorstep? We know you weren’t at your father’s house nor your office.”

      Anna froze. Her eyes went wide. She could feel her heart about to tear out of her chest.

      Ho-ly crap.
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      “I’m done here,” Anna stood. She felt the gazes from beyond the two-way mirror.

      Sheriff Garrett Greenbell remained in his seat. His blue eyes locked on her. “Sit down.”

      Anna slammed her hand on the aluminum table and shoved a finger at the man. “I’m not going to waste my time in here while that girl is still out there.”

      “Your missing brother is lead suspect--”

      “And you’re blaming me?” Anna was ready to burst.

      “No,” Greenbell said cautiously. “But look at this from my perspective. Big city detective moves back home looking for fame. Recovering a missing girl seems like the golden ticket. Let me ask you, though, was the finger really necessary, or was that your brother’s idea?”

      Anna couldn’t even process that. She gnashed her teeth and rapped her knuckles on the door.

      “Anna,” Greenbell pulled himself from his seat. “Wait.”

      “Unless you have something solid to hold me, I’m out.”

      Greenbell quieted. He gestured to the camera and the door opened soon after. “You’re making a mistake. If we find out--”

      “You have my number,” Anna said and marched into the hall.

      She exited the parking lot and exercised her diaphragm in an attempt to control her breathing. You lost your cool in there, she convicted herself. That isn’t who you are. Being reminded of her abuse muddled her reason, and she hated herself for it. She straightened her posture, refocusing on a battle plan: find Evan and learn the real reason why he was home.

      She called her father, telling him that she was coming home. Across the street, a news anchor talked to a video camera. A photographer, part of a local crew, snapped pictures of Anna. She turned her back to him and finished her call.

      Richard greeted her at the front door of his home and gave her a welcoming hug. “I made some sandwiches. Ham and cheese with a little bit of spicy mustard. Just how you like it.”

      “I appreciate it, Dad.”

      They moved their conversation to the small dining room table big enough for four. Richard had set out the sandwiches and two glasses of store-bought iced tea. “Evan’s in trouble, isn’t he?”

      Anna shrugged. “The police seem to think so.”

      “Do you believe them?” her father asked innocently.

      Anna thought on it for moment. “I don’t know. Evan… he isn’t making it easy, that’s for sure.”

      Richard chewed his sandwich. His curly gray hairs jiggled with every bite. A scar on the top created a hairless junction across his crown. Anna had never noticed it. Her father rarely removed his fishing hat. Richard gulped down some sweet tea. “I know my memory isn’t like what it was. The other day I was halfway out of the driveway when I realized I’d forgotten my trousers. Gave the neighbors a little peep show.”

      Anna looked at him with sympathy. “We can hire someone to look after you, if you’d like.”

      Richard shook his head. “That’s not why I said it. You and Evan, I could never forget. Two peas in a pod playing Army in the backyard with wooden sticks for rifles.”

      An unintentional smile crept up Anna’s face as she recollected. “The good old days.”

      “Not always,” Richard corrected. “Both you and Evan were little troublemakers.”

      Anna remembered skipping class to play in the woods or trespassing in the neighbor’s yard just to see how far they could get before getting caught.

      “Evan,” her father got serious. “He was always different. His condition made him somewhat of an outcast. I remember that he’d come home from school and lock himself in his room. The Freak, they called him. The older he got, the more it affected him.”

      “I forgot about that,” Anna confessed. Her brother’s condition--congenital insensitivity--made him unique. He’d come back home with cuts and bruises, never realizing he was hurt. He fell into the creek, once, and sliced his back open. They got all the way home and then realized it because of the bloody puddle soaking through his shirt. Another time, he broke his arm playing football and used it for nearly two days before going to the hospital. Evan smiled coyly at the doctor’s office. It’s nothing, his eight-year-old self bragged. Superman doesn’t feel pain, either. If it had been discovered any later, it wouldn’t have healed properly.

      “Where do you think he’s been all these years?” Anna asked.

      Richard’s eyes glossed over. “I have no clue, but he isn’t the same boy I used to play ball with.”

      “He told me Mom wasn’t the only reason he left. Did something happen?”

      Richard looked at Anna’s untouched sandwich. “Finish your food. You don’t want to eat a stale sandwich.”

      “Dad, tell me the truth.”

      “The truth is, Anna, I don’t remember,” he said bitterly. “I try, but I can’t. One day he’s a normal kid and the next, he’s gone, just like my Ashley.”

      They looked at the picture on the wall. Ashley, Richard, Evan, and Anna. The whole Dedrick family by the lake. Anna took her father’s hand. “He isn’t gone, Dad. I’m going to find him and make sure he comes back home.”

      Richard placed his clammy hand on top of hers. “Start with one of his girlfriends. Call it fatherly intuition, but I have feeling that’s where he’s been hiding out the past few days. Also, he smelled of perfume the last time we spoke, and I found a bobby pin in his room.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I’ll look into it.”

      After eating, Richard headed to his recliner. He turned on the evening news as Anna slipped into the hall.

      “Renowned Prodigy has gone missing and the Van Buren Police Department has released an APB on their prime suspect--”

      Anna returned to the living room and hovered behind her father’s chair. Richard hiked up the volume.

      “-- Evan Dedrick.” A mug shot of Evan appeared on the screen. A frown ruled his face and a goatee circled his lips. His tired eyes were cold and uninviting. The picture was dated three years back. “Dedrick was released in February after serving three years for assault charges against Winona Hall, a school teacher and mother of three. ”

      Richard and Anna traded horrified looks.

      The still frame from the schoolyard video appeared adjacent to Evan’s mug shot. “Police believe that Dedrick spoke to Keisha Rines days before the abduction and are requesting any information on Dedrick and his current whereabouts. You can reach them at the tip line provided below.”

      Anna chewed her nail. “No… that footage is inconclusive. I reviewed it myself dozens of times. They’re setting him up.”

      “Anna,” Richard said, not taking his eyes off the screen. “This is Greenbell we’re talking about. I worked with him for years.”

      Anna remained unconvinced. The sheriff had been hostile to her since she’d returned home.

      A picture of Anna in her uniform appeared on TV. Her eyes went wide. “It’s come to our attention that Evan is the brother of Anna Dedrick, a lead detective in the Miami PD renowned for singlehandedly taking down the Dade County human trafficking ring and saving the lives of multiple abducted minors--” The picture shifted to her outside the police station, looking frazzled and angry. “—She was seen at the Van Buren Police Department an hour ago, in what we suspect was an attempt to clear her brother’s name. Is there a connection? More about Dedrick and Rines after this break.”

      A commercial started playing. Anna and Richard stared at the tube, slack-jawed and silent. Anna took out her phone and dialed Trisha. The phone rang and kept ringing.

      “Come on, pick up,” she mumbled.

      “Hi--”

      “Trisha, listen--”

      “-- You’ve reached Trisha and Avery. We can’t take your call right now, please leave a message after the…” Beep!

      Anna paced. “Trisha, it’s Anna. Call me.”

      After a few moments, she called again. Answering machine. Anna tried a third time.

      Her father watched her. “Take a deep breath.”

      “It’s not like them to avoid me,” Anna said with frustration. She grabbed her coat from the rack. “I’m going over there. Call me if Evan comes home, though I highly doubt that will happen.”

      Sliding her arm through her sleeve, she yanked open her truck’s door and hopped inside. Putting the shift into drive, she slammed the accelerator and roared down the road. Trisha’s mother’s house wasn’t far.

      Anna’s phone rang. She slammed on the brakes, almost skidding through a red light. “Trisha?”

      “It’s Avery.”

      “Thank God. You weren’t taking my calls. I was worried--”

      “We’re okay,” Avery interrupted.

      “Did you watch the news?”

      “Yes,” he replied, letting the response linger. “We also spoke to the Sheriff. He told us about Evan.”

      “I know how this looks.”

      “Do you?” Avery lashed out. “Your brother may be responsible for my daughter’s abduction. Her mutilation.”

      “We don’t know that,” Anna said as calmly as she could. “Honestly, Avery, we don’t know much, but I plan to find out. You have my word.”

      “Your word? What does that mean? You’re a headline chaser.”

      Anna’s knuckles coiled around the steering wheel. “That’s what the media wants to you to believe. While they’re chasing a story, I’m chasing Keisha.”

      The line went silent. Anna waited, unsure if the man had hung up.

      “There’s too much confusion, Anna, and way too many unanswered questions. I believe it would be better if the police and I finish this. Alone.”

      “If there’s anyone that can find my brother, it’s me,” Anna explained. “Put Trisha on the line. Let’s hear her opinion.”

      “No,” Avery replied. “You spoke to Trisha’s mother against our express directive. Whatever rapport you think you’ve built with my wife is gone. You should be happy we’re not demanding a refund.”

      “This isn’t about money,” Anna retorted. “It’s about your daughter.”

      She heard Avery breathing on the other side. “Good luck on your future endeavors, Ms. Dedrick.”

      The line went dead.

      Anna slammed her fist against the steering wheel. The car behind her beeped their horn, and Anna noticed the light had turned green. She swerved into the left lane and made a U-turn.

      Back at her dimly lit office, she turned on the desk lamp, poured a glass of wine, and opened her laptop. She opened the file on her desk, revealing the pictures of Keisha and the Rines house. In one, the pampered little girl had a wide smile. Her silver bells bounced light and were tied into her slinky hair with ribbon.

      “I’m going to find you,” Anna whispered and sipped on the bitter red cabernet.

      A simple browser search of her brother revealed his charges. Winona Hall, thirty-six years of age, beautiful blonde hair and sloped nose, took Evan to court under a rape charge. Her husband, an influential member on the Jonesborough school board, returned home early and found Evan on top of his wife. Her wrists were bound to the bed and a sock gagged her mouth. When the police arrived, Winona claimed that she was enjoying lunch with Evan when he attacked her. The officers found Evan in a roach-infested hotel taking a nap. His lawyer got the charges dropped to assault and the judge had Evan locked away for four years. He got out in three for good behavior.

      Anna took another sip from the glass as she studied her brother’s mug shot. With his unexpressive face and hard frown, he even looked like a criminal. Feeling ill, she closed the tab and tried to find him on the various social media platforms. No luck. Evan Dedrick was a ghost. Worse, a ghost with a history of violence.

      She rubbed her forehead. Winona might be able to shed some more light on the situation, but calling her past nine o'clock in regards to the man that assaulted her might not be the polite thing to do. Anna wasn’t in a polite mood. She searched up the school website in which Winona worked and found her phone number. The woman answered with a confused hello.

      Anna introduced herself under an alias. “I’m looking into a Missing Persons case, and Evan Dedrick appears to be the main suspect. I was hoping you could shed some light on his personality. Maybe tell me about what happened between you and him.”

      “He tried to rape me,” the woman said without hesitation. “I have class tomorrow and must get my sleep. Don’t call here again.”

      Winona hung up.

      Either she was brutally honest, or there was more to the story. Anna poured another glass and followed her father’s lead. If Evan was staying with a girl in town, that narrowed the possibilities down to eleven thousand females. She wasn’t overjoyed with the prospect. She needed to trim down the list. Richard drove over with a stack of yearbooks.   

      “Sorry,” Anna apologized for calling him over.

      “I wasn’t getting any sleep anyway. I never do on nights like this.” Her father smiled tiredly and placed the books on her desk. Cardboard boxes still lined the walls and no pictures were hung. “I could help unpack these.”

      “No, take a seat.” Anna handed him half of the yearbooks. “I need your help.”

      Taken off guard, her father sat and fumbled through the old pages. “What am I looking for?”

      “You were a detective once, what do you think?”

      Richard thought from a moment. His face lit up. “Evan’s childhood sweethearts.”

      “Exactly.”

      Her father’s joy left and he looking ashamedly at the desk. “Anna, my mind isn’t--”

      “Not two hours ago you told me you could never forget your children.”

      Richard nodded. “You’re right.”

      Anna smiled at him. “Start at the front and back binder. Kids always mark that with their name and leave a message at the end of the year. Some may be telling.”

      “It’s a long shot,” her father said, looking over the stack of ten books.

      “It’s all we have.”

      Anna started in the fourth grade. Evan had brown hair cut to a bowl and a big toothless grin. He lost his front tooth that year, Anna remembered, and showed it off to Mom like it was a million bucks. In the margins of most pages, sticks figures and pencil-drawn warriors battled. Anna had forgotten he’d drawn things like that. As Anna moved through the different grades, the battles and images grow more violent and spread across the page until the dismembered parts of stick figures were cast across his fellow classmates. Kids will be kids, but in light of recent information, it made Anna uneasy. She continued flipping pages.

      Very few girls stood out from the rest of the portraits. Their faces had little hearts or Xs drawn next to them.

      Anna researched them, finding that they’d either moved away, died, or gotten married. According to the Internet, that last fact didn’t deter Evan. In silence, she and her father continued through the years of her brother’s life, ending at sophomore year when he ran away.

      “Check this one out.” Her father pointed at a cute ten year old encircled multiple times by a black pen. It was a brunette with her haircut in a bob and freckled cheeks.

      Anna took the book from Richard and studied it. “Grace Kendale. I remember her. Evan asked me for advice on how to talk to her. I told him that he was eleven years old and didn’t need to bother himself with dating. He had quote-unquote girlfriends but when you’re that young, it never meant anything. This was the first he was shy around.”

      “I pointed it out because it’s in pen,” Richard explained while pointing at the black circles. His fingers moved to the doodles on the page’s blank spaces. “The rest are in pencil.”

      Anna flipped through the other books. He was right. Every marking was done in pencil but this. There was some small text written in the binding. Anna flattened the book out as far as it would go and drew out a magnifying glass from her desk drawer.

      “Old school,” her father chuckled.

      Anna smirked back at him and read the enhanced text. “August 12th…”

      She stopped herself.

      “What is it?” Richard said with an alarmed expression.

      Anna turned the book around and slid it to him. He accepted the magnifying glass and looked at the date. He looked back at her intensely. “That’s…”

      “Yeah,” Anna said slowly. “This year. A day before Keisha went missing.”
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      Morning fog lingered outside the industrial eyesore constructed out of crude cement and suffering from a lifeless symmetrical design. Anna slammed the truck’s door and looked out at the three-story tenement. She abandoned her shades in the front seat, making no effort to conceal her bloodshot, sleepless eyes. Her gut told her that the residents wouldn’t care.

      “Grace Kendale?” Anna said into the wall-mounted intercom. “It’s Anna, Evan’s sister. We talked briefly last night.”

      The intercom gargled back, producing a slew of electronic snaps and pops.

      “Did she hear you?” Richard asked, looking over his shoulder at the quiet parking lot that most likely housed several nefarious dealings the previous night.  

      The lock on the double doors clicked. “There’s our answer.”

      Anna pulled open the door and waited for her father to step through. He paused. “Are you sure I should come along?”

      “Don’t be shy, Dad.” Anna stepped through the threshold. “I need you here in case--”

      “Evan has the girl,” Richard finished with dread.

      Anna became lightheaded thinking of it. She hiked up the stairs, attempting to prepare for the worst-case scenario: that her own flesh and blood might be a pedophile. Fear stuck to her like grime. Each step drudged through a swamp of doubt-filled muck. The stench of dread became more and more prominent until she was suffocating in distress.

      “We’re here,” Richard said.

      Room 216.

      Three doors down, muffled hip-hop music rumbled the hall. In another, a couple screamed at each other until something smashed. A woman stormed out and marched down the stairs in a heated rage. Anna traded a look with Richard and knocked on the door.

      Three locks, by the sound of metal on wood, and Grace Kendale stood before them wearing a faded bathrobe. Her hair formed a lopsided lazy bun and the light wrinkles on her face proved she’d aged before her time. One hand rested on her hip and her deep, makeup-less eyes glared at Richard. “Who’s he?”

      “My father,” Anna said politely. “May I?”

      Grace stepped aside, allowing them entrance. Dirty brown carpet covered the floor. The living area contained discount furniture and a sixty-inch television. Dishes filled the kitchen sink, and white powder pesticide salted the foot of every wall and window like a ward against any unwanted spirits.

      With his hands folded around his back, Richard wandered the room and looked at the various pictures and posters on the wall.

      “Intercom broke, if you hadn’t notice,” Grace stated. “Been broke for a good two weeks and no one’s fixed it. Camera’s broke, too.”

      “Doesn’t seem safe,” Anna replied.

      Grace chuckled. “Nope.”

      She plopped down on the couch and crossed one leg under her thigh. “You’re looking for Evan?”

      Anna sat next to her. “It was a little muddled over the phone. You said you saw him?”

      “I live with him,” Grace smiled slyly. “Sorry, he lives with me.”

      “That must be interesting,” Anna replied, trying to gain some common ground. “He’s not the most open person.”

      “That’s the truth, but he’s good in bed.” Grace’s eyes flashed proudly.

      I could live without knowing that. By the look on Richard’s face, he could too. “How long has that been going on?”

      “We’ve always been on-and-off since he left home. He went quiet for a few years, but came back last week, practically begging me to take him in. I could never refuse Evan, even though we are night and day.”

      She doesn’t know Evan went to jail, Anna realized. “How so?”

      “Evan’s always been an enigma. He likes to go out at strange hours and take long walks by himself. Reflecting, he says. On what, I don’t know.”

      “Do you know where he is now?”

      Grace shook her head. “No. He left a few days ago, said he had some errands to run. If it had been anyone else, I would’ve called the police. But Evan likes his alone time, and he always finds his way back home.”

      “Is there any place in particular he might go?” Anna asked.

      Grace thought for a moment and then nodded. “The mountains. He tries to get me to go hiking with him, but I’m too busy for that. Being a mother is a full-time job.”

      Richard turned back with confusion.

      Grace turned from Anna to Richard. “I guess it’s about time. Lily! Come out here!”

      Dressed in a cotton candy blue t-shirt and spotted pajama pants, a cute brunette girl, no older than nine, sheepishly walked out from the hall. She had an angular face like her mother and hazel brown eyes like her father.

      Richard knelt with a watery grin. “Hi there. My name’s Richard.” He extended his hand and held his hat to his chest with the other.  

      Lily tangled her fingers together nervously and looked to Grace for guidance.

      “Go on,” Grace said. “Shake the man’s hand.”

      Too shy to look the man in the eyes, she took Richard's hand and shook it. “I’m Lily,” she said softly. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too, little lady.” Richard said with a wide grin. He turned his glossy eyes to Grace. “Is she?”

      “Run along now,” Grace told her daughter.

      Lily vanished down the hall, taking one last look at Richard.

      “We didn’t plan on her,” Grace said. “But I’m glad she’s here.”

      “She Evan’s?” Anna asked.

      Grace smiled. “Both of ours.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Richard asked.

      Grace shrugged. “Evan didn’t want you to know.”

      Richard stepped back, shocked. “Didn’t want me--Why?”

      Grace shrugged again. “The man has his reasons, I guess.”

      Anna leaned forward, steering the conversation back on track. “Listen to me, Grace. Evan is in trouble. The police are saying he’s done a lot of bad things. I need to know where to find him. Did he say what part of the Ozark he was going?”

      “He never tells me, and whatever you think he’s done, understand this: Evan is a good man,” Grace said stubbornly.

      “They say he abducted a child,” Richard stated while glaring at Grace.

      “Not him. Not my Evan.”

      Anna’s phone jiggled. She pulled it from her pocket and checked the news notification. Wide-eyed, she turned to Richard. “They found another one of Keisha’s fingers.”

      The blood left Grace’s face. “He is a good man.”

      Police cars and news van swarmed Mai Santos’s tiny house. By the time Anna arrived, officers were shooing away the small crowd. Richard stayed in the truck while Anna jogged to the yellow tape. The same burly police officer she encountered at the Rines’s house stepped forward and crossed his arms.

      “I need to talk to them,” Anna demanded.

      The officer refused to budge. “Ma’am, please disperse.”

      “This is my home!” Mrs. Santos shouted as she burst out the front door with a scrawny police recruit at her tail. Her eyes were swollen from crying and her mascara caked black tears on her cheeks.

      “It’s a crime scene,” the boy tried to reason.

      The elderly woman turned back and shoved a finger in the officer’s face. “I’ve lived here for forty-seven years, do you know what that is like? Do you?”

      From behind the caution tape, Anna followed Mrs. Santos until the officers led her out. “Don’t you touch a thing,” she growled at the officer. When he walked away, Mrs. Santos straightened her shirt out and hit Anna with a stare of death. “Oooh, you got some courage showing up here.”

      “I’m sorry about what happened to Keisha,” Anna said. “I am going to find her.”  

      “You’re not doing a very fine job of it.”

      From the corner of her eye, Anna saw Sheriff Greenbell approaching. “Tell me what happened? Please, Mrs. Santos, I only want the best for Keisha.”

      The woman sucked in her lip, fighting tears with all her might. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “I woke up this morning and found a package outside my door. The monster took another one. From her other hand this time. The officers across the street all night apparently didn’t see nothing.” The levee broke and the woman fell into Anna, crying her eyes out. “They’re going to take away my home!”

      “Shh.” Anna said softly, returning the hug. “It’s only for a few days. You’re strong, Mia. You can do this.”

      Mrs. Santos ended the hug and used the top of her index finger to wipe away the tears. “Find her. Do whatever it takes.”

      Greenbell appeared with a loaded smile. “Ms. Dedrick. I’m surprised to see you here.”

      “I’ll be going shortly,” Anna replied.

      Greenbell’s blue eyes pierced her. “You’ll be leaving now.”

      A few of the other officers turned to her.

      “Call me if you find anything, Mrs. Santos,” Anna said. “We’re on the same side.”

      The elderly woman didn’t reply. Anna climbed into the truck and rubbed her forehead. Richard looked at her and she expected a kind word. Instead, he said. “Can you believe he never told me? Evan had a daughter. I’m a grandfather.”

      Anna smiled at him softly and headed for home. She worried for her father. None of this could be good for his mental health. It probably wasn’t good on her own. She racked her brain as she drove, trying to remember any place Evan would go. If he delivered the package, he couldn’t be too far. It was twenty miles to the Ozark. On rural roads, it was only a thirty-minute drive.

      She neared her father’s home and slowed the truck. “Seriously?”

      Richard pulled his head from the window for the first time during the trip.

      Outside his house, multiple local news crews gathered, checking their audio equipment and setting up cameras. Gritting her teeth, Anna put the car into reverse. The reporters gawked at the black Chevy Silverado speeding down the road.

      Richard sank into a chair when they arrived at the office. Anna locked the door, feeling glad that her name plaque wasn’t in place yet. She opened her laptop and pulled up news updates. The town was in a tizzy over Keisha’s mutilation and Evan Dedrick was on the lips of every parent and official in town. A few begged him to turn himself in. Others cursed his name. Some blamed Anna.

      “If she’s such a good detective, how come she couldn’t see her own brother is Pinky?” one said. “I bet my bottom dollar that the fame whore is in cahoots with him.”

      Anna clenched her jaw and shut the computer. Pinky, she thought. So that’s what they chose for him. In reference to the severed pinky fingers, she assumed.

      Richard got out of his seat and sifted through some of the packed boxes. Anna watched him, curious what he was doing but too overwhelmed to say anything. He removed a few boxes and pulled out one with failing cardboard and musty tape. He reached his hand into the tattered flaps and retrieved a deck full of old photographs. Anna watched her father flip through them, mumbling, “Why didn’t he ever tell me?” Whether he referred to the abduction or the hidden grandchild, Anna could not say. She scooted next to him as he sat cross-legged on the old carpet floor.

      Together, they looked through the memories of triumphs and glory, of their mother Ashley with her wide pretty smile and face painted like Brave Heart for Halloween, of Richard in his police uniform and of pre-teen Evan holding their Dotson, Blaze. Could this innocent child be the monster? She stopped on the picture of their fishing trip. The same one on the fridge. Young Anna presenting a fish and red-eyed Evan smiling at something off camera.

      “It was the last year we did that,” Richard said as he studied the photo. “We went to the cabin the next summer,” he frowned. “Or at least I think it was the next summer.”

      “What cabin?” Anna asked.

      “That’s right,” Richard said. “You were at summer camp. It was just me and Evan. Let me see if I can find a photo.”

      The older man dug through the box until he held a picture of a log cabin tucked away in the woods. “There it is. Evan was a bit… distant that year, but he loved this place. Said it made him feel free.”  

      Anna studied the photo and pecked her father’s cheek.

      He wiped his hand on his face. “What was that for?”

      “You’re a genius,” Anna replied. “Tell me you remember where to find it.”

      Anna abandoned her truck at a gravel parkway at the mouth of the Ozark Woods. Clicking her Glock on her belt, she bustled down the steep trail and into the foliage. The dirt hiking trail took her to the fork marked by large mossy stone at the junction just as her father had explained. She moved to the left path that had been overgrown by weeds but noticed the grass was crunched. Someone had been through here not long ago. As she went farther down the forgotten path, the sounds of nature turned ominous and the soothing autumn covered her with goose bumps.   

      The simple wooden structure came into view and appeared to be made of Lincoln logs. Outside, a woodman’s axe jutted from a slashed stump. Wooden chucks fragmented around its base. No light shone through the window. Anna had doubts anyone was home, but kept her hand on her gun nonetheless.

      She moved quietly to the front door, not ready to make herself known until she had a better grasp of the situation. Through the dusty window, she spotted a bed, kitchen, and living area all sharing the same room. There was a small desk with a number of books and a hunting knife sheathed in leather on top. No movement. Anna reached for the doorknob. Her heart rumbled in her chest.

      Click. Anna knew the sound. Her fingers coiled around her pistol grip.

      “Turn around.”

      She steadied her breathing and whipped around, aiming the Glock at her brother’s face.

      Evan’s rifle stock pressed snugly against his shoulder. The barrel was a few yards from Anna. He wore a camouflage cap that cast a shadow over his dark eyes.

      Anna kept her hands on her pistol. He’s your brother, she reminded herself. Yet, she kept the pistol aimed.

      “Sis?” Evan said with a small smile. “Helluva way to say hello.”

      “You drew first,” Anna reminded him, staying completely focused.

      Evan eyed her for a moment, his motive indecipherable, his intentions unpredictable. The rifle lowered and the safety clicked on. “You gave me a scare.”

      “That makes two of us,” Anna replied, lowering her gun.

      Evan smirked and twisted around. Anna watched him disappear into the woods and return with a dead deer slung over his shoulder. It leaked blood down the front of his red and black plaid shirt, but Evan didn’t seem to care. “You’re just in time for lunch.”

      Gun holstered, Anna followed him into the cabin, keeping an eye out for any trace of Keisha. Adult male’s clothes, a few dishes, no closets. If he has her, he’s holding her somewhere else. Evan slung the deer on the covered kitchen table, propped the rifle within arm’s reach, and rolled out a tarp on the surrounding floor like a painter preparing a massive canvas. He placed a few blue buckets on the tarp at the foot of the table, approached his wooden desk, and fetched two disposable gloves from the drawer. “How did you find me?” He slid on the gloves and picked up the hunting knife.

      “An old photo,” Anna admitted as she quietly distanced herself. “You didn’t make it easy.”

      He drew out the knife from its sheath. Sunlight streamed through the dusty window and across the shiny but well-used blade. “No fun in that,” he said before gliding the blade across the animal’s gut.

      Anna turned away as she heard the soft, tearing sound of blade against flesh. “There have been a lot of bad things said about you.”

      “Oh yeah?” Evan grimaced as he yanked out a handful of leaking guts--“What sort of things?”--and plopped it in the bucket by his camouflage boots.

      Anna looked around the cabin, making sure she wasn’t followed. “That you raped a woman. That you took a little girl and cut off her fingers.”

      Evan stopped removing innards and stood up straight. He looked over his shoulder. “What do you think?” He returned to his task.

      Anna kept her hand by her holstered gun. She placed the other one on her hip. “I don’t know, Evan. You are not making a convincing argument for yourself.”

      Her brother turned back quicker than Anna would have liked. The fresh ball of bloody organs in his hand spilled crimson on the blue tarp below. “First, I didn’t rape anyone, and second, I don’t know a lick about some little girl without fingers.”

      “It’s been all over the news,” Anna pointed out, looking for any change in body language or behavior. A liar’s tell comes from non-verbals: a misalignment of word and expression. However, the gore muddled Anna’s profile. Perhaps that was his plan.

      Evan unintentionally flicked the knife’s blade as he spoke, sending a few droplets of blood on the wooden floor. “You know what I like about this place? No Internet, no people, and no phone service. It’s me and him,” he referred to the deer. “And, well, you.”

      Anna shifted her weight to one side. “So you haven’t heard of Keisha Rines?”

      “Of course. Everyone from Van Buren has.” Evan replied matter-of-factly. “I heard she went missing, but that’s the extent of it. I’ve been up here since Tuesday morning.”

      “Do you have an alibi to back that up?” Anna asked, keeping an eye on the gun, the knife, and her brother.

      Evan frowned. “No.”

      Anna felt a migraine coming on. “This isn’t looking good for you.”

      Her brother returned to the deer and shoved his hand within.  “I’m innocent, Anna.” He drew out another colorful clump and dropped it in the bucket, filling it to the brim.

      “Prove it.”

      He turned back, getting flushed with red. “How?”

      Anna locked eyes with him. “Talk to the police.” It wasn’t a suggestion.

      Evan chuckled and shook his head in disbelief. “You’re funny.”

      Anna crinkled her brow. “So you’ve got something to hide?”

      Evan’s tongue swirled around the inside of his cheek. “Law enforcement and I don’t get along.”

      “Lawyer up if you’re that worried. The press will hate you for it, but it will keep you safe. Legally, at least.”

      Evan remained silent and studied the bloody knife in his hand. He looked up at Anna with tired eyes. “It’s that serious?”

      With pursed lips, Anna nodded.

      Evan turned the red knife in his hands. He placed it on the table. “If you think it’s for the best.”

      “It is,” Anna said truthfully.

      After pondering for a moment, her brother’s face softened. “Let me finish up here. I don’t want to see him go to waste.”

      Anna gestured for him to proceed. Taking a small hatchet from a toolbox next to the table, he shattered the ribs and cleared the chest cavity. Once the animal’s insides were outside, Evan requested Anna to grab the cooler from the other side of the room. Cautiously, she handed him the two bags of ice. Once they were inside the deer, twine ropes sealed the surgical flap and Evan dropped his gloves into a full bucket.

      “You’ve done this before,” Anna stated.

      Using the top of his hand, he wiped the glancing sweat from his forehead.

      “Give me a hand with this guy.” By its feet, Evan slid the carcass onto the tarp. He grabbed one end of the tarp and smiled playfully at her. “He won’t bite.”

      Hesitant, Anna picked up the other end of the tarp, completing the hammock. They marched the deer to a nearby tree where Anna fed the rope to her brother as he strung the animal up by its neck. After dousing it with a number of water bottles, Evan put on some rubber gloves and proceeded to remove the legs, arms, and skin. When only red meat and muscle remained, he harvested the meat with precision and placed it in the icebox. The whole process took a little over an hour.

      Anna assisted him with the meat buckets and tossed the contents into a small hole they dug. “I’d never hurt you,” Evan said after a long while of loaded silence.

      Anna didn’t reply. I don’t know, Evan. I don’t know anything about you. “We’ve kept Garrett waiting long enough.”

      Evan frowned at the name but said nothing. He stripped down to his boxers, revealing a body with a lifetime of unfelt scars and calloused slashes. Folding his dirty clothes, he dressed in more plaid and jeans and followed Anna to the gravel parking area.

      “I parked a ways down,” he explained.

      “I’ll come with you.” It was not a suggestion. Down the road mile, they found her brother’s sedan. Quietly, they rode back to Anna’s truck.

      “I’ll follow you,” she ordered as she stepped out of the car.

      “You need to be little more trusting,” Evan said through the rolled down window.

      “It comes with the territory.”

      The Silverado tailed the four-door, mimicking every move and ready to accelerate at her brother’s escape. There were so many questions, and Anna felt as though she learned nothing from her trip to the cabin. Evan remained as what Grace said: an enigma. Every word she took with a grain of salt. Every motion she looked for a hidden motive. Was it paranoia, or was her gut telling her something? She’d find out the answer. The police station came into view along with more news vans and locals enjoying their five minutes of fame.

      At the sight of Evan’s car, cameras flashed, video operators sprinted into position, and reporters abandoned their current interviews. They swarmed the steps as police officers burst through the door, making way for Evan. The attention annoyed Anna, but she pressed up a step and then another.

      “Child killer!” someone from the crowd yelled.

      “Rapist!” another said.

      “Fame whore!”

      A wad of spit splattered in Evan’s hair. He looked over his shoulder at Anna. “At least we’re bringing people together.”

      Reporters shouted for interviews or a statement like starving dogs barking at unreachable scraps. Sheriff Greenbell held open the decaled glass door. “Glad you could make it,” he yelled over the noise.

      Evan smirked at the sheriff. “Keep this up and you might have a riot in your hands.”

      He slipped in through the threshold. Officer Ashburn guarded the door as Greenbell entered. “We’ll take it from here, Ms. Dedrick. Thank you for your support.”

      “I brought him in.”

      “And I thank you on behalf of the Van Buren Police Department,” the gray-haired officer said. “Unless you are reporting a crime, please return to your vehicle.”

      The crowd pressed in as the officers ascended the stairs. While funneling inside, they demanded the people to disperse. Keeping the reporters at bay with an outstretched hand and booming voice, Ashburn led Anna to her truck. He even closed the door for her.

      Anna honked the horn at the people and peeled off into the road. On the same street was a 1990s Corvette. Its tinted windows shrouded the figure within. Anna remembered seeing a similar car before heading to Mrs. Santos’ house a few days ago. She double-checked the plates she jotted down back then. They matched. First time, maybe a coincidence. Second time, not taking any chances. She drove the truck forward and the muddy orange Corvette lit up. It hummed and sped into a side street.

      Anna tailed it, going five above the speed limit to avoid any more attention from the press snapping pictures of her. The Corvette swung into Hynes street and cut over to 9th. It went north and east to Lincoln and then shot directly south to 10th. Anna stayed on him. The Corvette swung the car left but then did a hard right, speeding past a school. Anna hit the accelerator, putting her up to sixty in a forty-five to catch the unpredictable driver. She dialed Sheriff Greenbell, but he didn’t pick up. She white-knuckled the steering wheel. On my own. They cut north again to Ruby, taking them miles up to Flat Rock Creek and over onto 354 that merged into Zion. The Corvette twisted into more back roads as Anna gained on its tail. She looked at her pistol in her front seat, double-checking its location and making sure it was within arm’s reach.

      They crossed over Lee Creek and into a rural sprawl. On a long stretch, the Corvette screamed. Its tires kicked rocks as it blasted off down the asphalt. Anna watched her RPM climb to 4k as she reached one hundred and ten miles per hour. The Corvette swung a hard left, smoke and dust billowing from its wheel well as it screeched onto an unmarked dirt road.

      Anna hit the brake and twisted the steering wheel. The truck’s momentum sent the suspension one side up, causing her insides to shift and the vehicle to nearly roll. The truck skidded twenty feet past the dirt road and Anna slammed on the gas, pleased that her years of Florida driving weren’t for naught.

      A rising dust cloud revealed the Corvette’s position. The road twisted and turned without rhyme or reason. Anna kept on it, fishtailing her backend and making harsh turns. Civilization vanished dozens of miles ago. Though she grew up in Van Buren, the path before her was entirely foreign. The way the stranger handled the turns proved her theory. It was the Corvette driver’s domain.

      The cloud began to dwindle. Anna gritted her teeth and sped up, riding over the crest of the dirt hill. Woods to the right. Woods to the left. No sign of the Corvette or the cloud of smoke. Pop!

      Her front tire exploded, sending her headlong into the thicket. “Nooooooo!”

      The Silverado bounced through the trees as a branch scraped against the black paint. She plunged into a tree with a jagged branch lancing out at the windshield. Anna slammed on the brakes. The branch got closer and closer. Anna clenched her eyes shut and ducked her head, bracing for impact.

      Stillness.

      Chirping birds.

      Anna opened her eyes to the sharp tip of the branch on the other side of the windshield. A wave of dizziness twisted her vision. She relaxed her posture and pried her fingers from the steering wheel. Her hands shook. Her fingers coiled around the shifter, parking the truck a few feet from the tree's trunk. After rubbing her face, Anna took a deep breath and dialed her father.

      “Dad, it’s me.”

      “Anna?” Her father’s tone was bursting with excitement. “How’s Miami? I’m sure it’s great this time of year.”

      “I’m…” Anna shut her eyes, feeling the beginnings of tears. “I’m not in Miami, remember?”

      “Where are you calling from? Did you finally cash in your vacation days? I hope you did. You know what they say, use ‘em or lose ‘em.”

      “I’ve heard the saying.” Anna’s lip quivered. She squeezed her thumb in her fist.  “I don’t recall the last time we spoke, when was that?”

      “Hmmmm. Let me check.” She heard her father moving around on the other end of the line. “January. You mailed me a journal… I don’t remember getting that. Maybe I put it--” More shoveling of papers.

      “You don’t need--”

      “--No, no,no. I’m not going to let your gift go to waste. Just give me a moment.”

      Rustling.

      Anna leaned her head back against the seat and sniffled.  “Dad… I’m sorry.” She mumbled to herself.

      “Sorry about what--Found it! The Memory Journal. Interesting title. It appears someone’s scribbled some notes in here. Two Eggs, Flour, Butter. I was making a cake apparently.”

      “It was good talking to you, Dad.” Anna rubbed her eye with her palm. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

      “Sounds good, angel! Enjoy your vacation.”

      Her father shuffled on the other end of the line, forgetting to hang up. Anna heard him sit down and sigh. The TV cut on. A news anchor spoke. “Keisha Rines, Pianist, Prodigy, and now the victim of one of the most menacing-- BAM! BAM! BAM!” Cowboy speak. “Got to keep them Indians at bay. If they get up that hill, you can kiss your fortune goodbye.”

      Anna pressed END on her phone and sank in her seat. She wanted to turn off her personal life and focus on finding Keisha, but minds didn’t work like that. The cusp of the hill reflected in the rearview mirror. Dust rose in the distance. Anna’s heart raced. She snatched the pistol from the front seat and climbed out of the truck. She moved around the front side panel and ducked in the small gap between the hood and the tree. The safety clicked off.

      The cloud grew larger. With it, the rumble of an engine.

      A bead of sweat trickled down Anna’s temple and slid to her jawline. The weight of the pistol became more prevalent in her damp palms. The dust cloud gathered directly on the hill above her. It settled.

      A car door opened and shut.

      Anna’s mouth dried out. She didn’t blink. Every breath was a struggle.

      Dun-dum, dun-dum, dun-dum. Her heart raced.

      The figure stood right out of view. Anna felt their presence.

      A car door opened. It shut. The engine revved.

      The cloud disappeared from view.

      Anna waited, as still as the trees. A long moment passed. She stepped out of cover and climbed the hill. The road went on forever and revealed no cars. All that remained was a tiny velvet ring box placed neatly on the dirt.
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      Fuzzy velvet and completely unassuming, the little rectangle rested in the middle of the road. A present for Anna Dedrick.

      With trembling hands, Anna slid the pistol into the holster and approached with cautious steps. She fetched a handkerchief from her back pocket and slowly knelt before the object. Everything inside her screamed “Don’t open it!” The handkerchief acted as a guard for her fingers. She gripped the top of the box and slowly pried it open. Resting on luscious red cushion was a severed brown finger. The cut was clean and dry of blood, appearing to be removed exactly where the finger met the palm.

      She felt woozy and the return of yesterday's meal, the last time she had eaten. She dialed the police, unable to look away from the box.

      “Put Sheriff Greenbell on. I found another one.”

      Anna waited until the squad cars came howling down the road. Pushing herself to her feet, she spotted ridges on the right side of the dirt road where caltrops were laid and picked up again. They must’ve only been put on one side of the road so the Corvette could still speed through. Pinky retrieved them when he delivered the box, Anna was sure of that.

      Sheriff Greenbell climbed out of the car and approached the box. “Did you get a good look at him?”

      Forensic analysts followed and snapped pictures.

      Anna shook her head. “He planted road spikes. I crashed down there. He returned, left the box, and drove back in the town’s direction.”

      Greenbell stroked his white spade-shaped beard as he studied the ring box. “I put out an APB for a 1992 Burnt Orange Corvette.”

      “Has my brother said anything?” Anna asked as the two of them watched the crime scene analysts work.  

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      Anna glared at him. “If we want to find Keisha Rines, we need to be transparent with one another. Don’t you see? This guy is taunting us.”

      Greenbell turned to her. “Evan hasn’t said anything. Nothing useful at least.”

      Anna looked out to the crime scene. “Doesn’t this prove his innocence?”

      “He stays until we have another man behind bars.”

      Anna shook her head in disbelief. “Right, because it would be bad press to say you’ve followed the wrong lead.”

      The white-haired man loomed above her but said nothing. His phone rang. “It’s Sergeant Mathis,” He walked a few paces away. Anna crossed her arms. The sheriff nodded and said “yeah” a few times before turning back to Anna with a wide grin. He lowered the phone. “We’ve got a hit on the Corvette.”

      He finished his call and yelled at the analysts. “Hurry up! We’ve found the guy!”

      The photographer took the last few photos and bagged the finger and box. Greenbell jogged to his cruiser and Anna followed.

      “Where at?” she asked.

      “Ran a red light in Fort Smith. Seems he’s racing for Oklahoma.”

      “That doesn’t seem right. He got that far west already?”

      “You said the guy was speeding.” Greenbell ducked into the car. Anna walked around to the passenger side.

      “But that fast?” When she grabbed the handle, the door locked. She crinkled her brow and gave him the eye. “Really.”

      Greenbell smiled slyly at her. “I called a tow truck for you. It will be here in--” He checked his watch. “Two hours.”

      “Fame whore,” Anna cursed him under her breath as he sped away with the sirens blaring.

      An analyst stared at her.

      “What are you looking at?” Anna growled.

      The boy shied away, finishing packing up his equipment.

      Anna marched to her truck. Silver scrapes tarnished the black paint on the doors and side panels. The front tire was a shredded mess. She climbed in, put it in reverse, and rolled up the hill with the flat tire. She elbowed to parallel the road and drove a few yards out of the crime scene. Grabbing the jack and crossbar lug wrench from the toolbox in the bed, she walked to the tattered tire, stopped, and checked her phone. Putting in the GPS coordinates from this location to Fort Smith, she discovered it would take forty-five minutes of speeding from here to the Fort Smith border. She checked the time. Either Pinky was a stock car racer or Greenbell had the wrong Corvette.

      Anna checked the plate number she jotted down and called Greenbell.

      Ring. Ring. “You’ve reached Garrett Greenbell. I’m occupied. Call later.”

      It was the second time he didn’t pick up, and it annoyed Anna to no end. She scrolled through her Miami contacts, finding Allen Herschel. “Pick up, please,” she mumbled while looking back at the officers clearing the “crime scene.”

      “Anna Dedrick. Are you finally cashing in that date you owe me?” Allen said in his normal half-joking tone of voice.

      “You do a favor for me and I’ll pay for dinner,” Anna bartered as she jacked up the truck.

      “It’s never a social call with you.” Anna could imagine her balding friend leaning back in his rolling chair and squeezing his stress ball.

      “I’ll wear a dress.” Anna’s face went red as she twisted the lug wrench, removing the first bolt.

      “You could do better than that.” Allen teased. He wasn’t making this easy.

      Anna blew a loose hair out of her eye and started on the next bolt. “The one from last year’s office party.”

      She could hear Allen straighten up. “Whatever you need. House alarm codes, untraceable firearms, sim cards.”

      “A license plate number.”

      “Breaking into a police database.” He sucked air through his teeth.  “That’s a little risky.”

      “I know you’re sitting in the bullpen right now,” Anna called his bluff.

      “Not so loud,” Allen whispered back.

      Anna read out the number, the make of the car, and the year.

      “Give me a minute.”

      She finished extracting the destroyed tire and unclipped her spare from beneath the truck’s bed. Rolling it across the dirt path, she slid it onto the rim. She used her cheek to hold the phone against her shoulder.

      “I’m doing fine, by the way, in case you're asking. How ‘bout you?”

      “Every minute I waste, a little girl loses a finger.” Anna tightened the first bolt.

      “Oh.”

      Anna finished up with the tire and began lowering the jack.

      “Got a match,” Allen said and slurped from what Anna assumed was a Big Gulp. “Edger Strife.”

      Anna froze. A chill tickled her spin. Her eyes went wide.

      “Sixty years old. Caucasian. Lives in Arkansas. Has multiple DUIs and assault charges. Seems like an upstanding citizen.” Allen stopped talking for a moment. “Anna, you still there?”

      “What’s his address?” Anna asked coldly.

      “88 Shores Lake Road. You good? You aren't sounding too good.”

      Her body trembled. “I know this guy, Allen.” She did. And she remembered the way he touched her and grabbed her hair. The taste of his chapped lips and the binding of his smooth ropes. Anna needed to puke. “The last time I saw him, my father put a gun to his head and drove him out of the state.”

      “Dang,” Allen said with concern in his voice. “You aren’t planning to see this guy, right?”  

      “Bye, Allen.” Anna tossed the jack in the back seat and slammed the door. She climbed into the front and stomped the accelerator.

      

      Tucked on an incline and flanked by trees on all sides sat the seedy doublewide trailer. Junk cars, decaying furniture, and an old bathtub filled with muddy water were but a taste of this hoarder's landfill.

      The dinged-up Silverado rolled up the gravel driveway and slowed out of sight from the trailer’s front door. Anna leaned over the steering wheel, scanning the area with tired eyes. Rage bubbled within her. Old memories that were locked, boxed, and tossed into the sea resurfaced.
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* * *

      Children flooded out of Hiker’s Middle School and rushed to their parents’ cars. Anna bounced down the school’s outer stairs, watching them go. Adjusting her backpack on her shoulders, she headed for the sidewalk. Most days, Lacey, Ronald, and Evan would walk with her, but today Anna walked alone. She wasn’t surprised. Lacey started playing on the girls’ basketball team at the start of the year; Ronald went to chess club, and her brother Evan mostly likely wandered off with his group of fellow misfits. It was only a few miles and the walk gave her time to ponder. “You think too much and act too little,” her eighth grade teacher lectured. Anna took offense to that, partly because it was true.

      The school vanished behind her and trees, fields, and flatlands flanked the single-lane road. A drop of cold rain splashed on her forehead. She wiped it away with her hand and turned her gaze to the darkening sky. She tucked her thumb in the strap of her backpack and sucked in a breath of humid air. Stretching her legs, she took off into a powerful sprint. Cascades of rain splashed upon her, drenching her. Water seeped through her sneakers as she dashed through puddles. Her socks absorbed the rain, becoming heavy and squishy.

      She gasped for air. Her sprint devolved into a lazy jog and further slowed into a defeated walk. Sheets of rainwater poured down on her. The black clouds gave no hint of surrender. Crossing her arms over her flat chest, she hugged herself to stay warm. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably. Beams of light cast out from behind her. Shivering, she turned back to the approaching vehicle. The minivan churned puddles beneath its dirty tires and slowed beside her. The window lowered. A skinny man with a curved nose on his otherwise handsome face peeked out. Torrents of rain lapped against the van and cascaded down his window.

      “Cold?” The stranger’s half smile dimpled his cheeks with moon-like creases.

      Anna didn’t reply. Her father had warned her about talking to strangers, but the rain soaked her head to toe.
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* * *

      Without visuals on Strife or the Corvette, Anna followed the gravel driveway into a patch of dry grass and hard dirt behind the trailer. Anyone coming up the road wouldn’t see the Silverado. Grabbing her pistol, she hopped out and quietly closed the door. A light wind jostled her hair across her cheek and mouth. The earth wobbled but she caught herself. Vertigo from the car crash, she assumed.

      Multiple stacks of bricks raised the trailer a few feet off the ground. Mud and weeds sprouted out underneath. Centipedes, roaches, and big black beetles scurried in and out of active insect holes burrowed into dry mounds. Anna leaned down and peeked under. Flies and ants crawled over a decaying bird’s carcass. Anna stood back up. Four metal steps led up to the back door. The screened outer door had tears and flapped over itself. Paint chips curled on the main door and spider egg sacs stuck to the wooden exterior. Broken, discolored blinds were visible on the nearby windows. Anna tightened her grip on the pistol and hiked up the staircase. With each quiet step, her shoes clinked on the metal.
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* * *

      The van was spacious and clean. Old towels covered the seats. The aroma of a tree-shaped air freshener hanging on the rearview mirror made Anna’s nose itch. She sat in the front seat and wrung out her long hair. Her shirt glued itself to pale skin, and her jeans felt twenty times heavier. She would need to lay her shoes out over the heater when she got home. Otherwise, they would be soaked for tomorrow’s school. Oh wait, today was Friday! That was one decent thing. Today would be a good day to take a long, hot shower and read a good book. Despite what most of her peers felt, she enjoyed the required reading. “My house is that way.” She pointed out into the afternoon rain.

      The stranger turned into a side road. “A quick detour,” he explained. His gray eyes stayed on the windshield.

      Anna shifted in her seat as she became progressively more uncomfortable. The van got farther from the main road. Instinctual fear set in. “The rain is clearing up.” That was a lie. “I can walk the rest of way.”

      The man smiled at her like she was speaking ridiculousness. He said softly, “It’s only a quick detour.”

      The man stopped the van in front of a small ranch home. “I got pop inside,” the stranger said.

      “I’m fine.” Anna replied, not waiting to leave the van.

      “Come on,” the stranger teased. “It will only take a minute.”

      Anna averted her gaze. She felt the man’s gray eyes on her. Biting her lip nervously, she nodded.

      The man grinned victoriously and unlocked the doors. He turned his head and opened the door. Anna noticed the knife clipped to his belt. She didn’t hesitate. Swift as the wind, Anna burst out her door and dashed in the opposite direction of the car.

      “Hey!” There was venom in the stranger’s shout.

      She could hear his boots stomping on the gravel behind her. Anna pressed harder. The rain pelted her face and splashed her eyes. Her clothes weighed her down and the wind worked against her. The man’s boots splashed through the mud puddle. Anna closed her eyes and spit rainwater out of her mouth. Run, she told herself. Run! Run! Run!

      Finger twined into her hair and yanked, pulling her to gravel and wet dirt. She screamed, but the rain poured louder. Her scrawny legs kicked, spraying mud all over her jeans. The man pulled harder, dragging her across the lawn and closer to the solitary ranch home.
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* * *

      The trailer’s back door wouldn’t budge. Anna thought about picking it, but Strife could be home any minute. Propping the screen door open with a rock, Anna took a step back and slammed her foot against the chipped wooden door. It bashed open and smacked against the inner wall before waving lifelessly. Dust particles danced in the air as Anna stepped inside the laundry area. Heaps of clothes piled atop the washer and dryer in the shape of volcanoes. Stained underwear and socks spilled across the floor. Anna grimaced at the stench of musk, sweat, and vomit. Gun raised, she stepped past the laundry hall and curved into the kitchen.

      Dozens of beer cans covered the countertop by the dish-filled sink. Pill bottles lined an open cupboard. A calendar with scantily-clad women hung from a nail on the wall. A red Sharpie circled a date. Anna approached, feeling a spike of dread. August 14th. The day Anna arrived in town. Anna first saw the Corvette two days after. Had it been following her since she arrived in Van Buren? Anna wasn’t sure if she wanted to know the answer. She looked out into the living room consisting of a stained couch, TV, and coffee table littered with old pizza boxes, cereal bowls, and smashed insect carcasses. She walked by the coffee table, disturbing a hive of fat, glossy roaches nesting on leftover crust. The bugs scurried across the tabletop, down the leg of the table, and between Anna’s feet. She trained her eye on the hallway.

      She stepped over the roaches and trash debris and headed for the corridor. Her heart raced as she opened the first door. Hundreds of boxes of magazines and trinkets filled the room to the ceiling. She went to the opposite door and turned the knob. Old pinball machines, multiple firearms, and discarded furniture. After checking the decrepit bathroom, Anna turned to the final door.
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* * *

      The stranger’s grip jerked Anna’s hair from her scalp. She screamed and grabbed ahold of the doorframe as the man pulled her inside. The wetness of her fingers weren’t strong enough to stop him. Her back was dragged into the ranch home’s ugly laminated floor, leaving behind a muddy slug trail. She dug her claws into the man’s hand, but he only pulled tighter. Her fingers found the leg of a chair and brought it down with her. They neared a bolt-locked door. In determined silence, Strife undid the first hatch. Tears streamed and with a cry of pain, Anna tore herself from the stranger’s vise grip. On her hands and knees, she scurried in the opposite direction. With a natural expression, the stranger looked at the long locks of hair tangled around his fingers. He drew his folded knife. At the flick of the wrist, the serrated edge revealed itself.

      Anna made it to the door when the stranger grabbed her arm and twisted her around. In a swift motion, Anna raked her nails down his right eye. Blood trickled down the man’s face as he brought the knife up to her chin. The sharp point under Anna’s jaw forced her to look at him. Behind the man’s gray eyes was sick pleasure. He moved in for a kiss. Anna spit on his face.

      Angry, the man slammed her to the ground. He grabbed her wrist. She tried to crawl away from him as he led her to the bolted door, wasting no time on the next latch. It opened into a rickety wooden stairs descending to the black basement. With a hand, he lifted her up by the wrist until her wet toes balanced on the floor, and, as she fought, he twisted her around. Anna felt the cold metal of the knife through her shirt. Her fighting ceased as she looked into the dark abyss. Before she could turn back, the man shoved her and nearly caused her to fumble down the stairs. Slowly, she bounced down a step and then another. Her mouth turned dry and her heart raced violently as she neared the darkness. The door shut behind her. She could feel the hairs rising at the back of her neck.
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* * *

      “Keisha?” Anna called out quietly to the closed door.

      No response.

      She tried the knob.

      Unlocked.

      With caution, she opened the door to Strife’s bedroom. Tacks pinned a black and white swastika flag over the unmade king-sized bed. A Nazi soldier helmet, a trench knife, and other Axis WW2 paraphernalia displayed itself proudly on a shelf. Next to it was a locked gun cabinet with glass panes boasting a number of shotguns and hunting rifles. A laptop sat open on the desk. Multiple adult websites were open on the browser, but it was what was laid across the bed that made Anna’s jaw drop. A small purple dress, fit for an eleven-year-old.
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* * *

      The rain stopped. Out on the black night, Anna stumbled up to the front porch light before collapsing to her knees. Her father opened the door. From the look on his face, he’d been worrying all day. He knelt down to her level and overturned her small wrists, gawking at the raw and red scrapes from rope burns. Anna remembered him screaming at her mother and then loading Anna into the truck. Weeping, Ashley took the keys from him and climbed inside the driver seat. Richard went inside for his gun. He came back to Anna as she was about to be driven away. “Who?” he asked her.

      “Strife,” Anna replied, not sure when she heard the name.

      The details of how she escaped were fragmented and fuzzy. She recalled sliding out of her binds after Strife had left the ranch home, but that was the extent of it.

      When she was in the hospital that day, she overheard her mother talking. “Greenbell found him at local liquor store. Richard’s not happy. He was planning on… you know.”

      Anna didn’t go back to school. She’d lay in bed from sun up to sun down, unable to escape her mind. The doctor got the results weeks later. She wasn’t pregnant. After much arguing, Anna underwent experimental hypnotherapy. Ashley argued the ethical ramifications, but Richard wouldn’t relent. The events of that horrid evening were lost to Anna, fortunately, but you couldn’t erase scars. Eventually the past catches up with you. That fact was proven when Strife returned home from jail and found Richard sitting on his couch with a cocked gun.

      After a long drive through the wilderness, Richard put a gun to Strife’s head and made him dig a grave. Unknown to either one of them, Anna had hidden herself under a blanket in the backseat. When Strife was finished, she waited for her father to shoot the man. Instead, Richard commanded Strife to leave Arkansas and left him handcuffed in a five-foot hole. He’d been gone ever since…
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* * *

      Feeling the soft fabric against her fingertips, Anna turned to the closet. She opened it, revealing racks full of little girl’s clothing and dresses. Flashes of Strife’s basement came to mind. The feel of calloused hands against her pale skin. Anna shut her eyes, trying to silence the images. The booze in his breath. The cold of the knife blade against her neck.

      Rumbling.

      Anna opened her eyes and perked up her ears. She rushed to the window, prying open the discolored binds with her fingers.

      The Corvette’s engine growled as it pulled into the front yard. It parked and the front door opened. Out from the front seat, the tall, gray-haired man stood. He wore snakeskin cowboy boots, tight jeans, and a dirty collared shirt that revealed the white curls on his chest. His hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail. His face was wrinkled with a rough complexion. His gray eyes were alert and ready. The right one had faded scars from Anna many years ago. Edger Strife slammed the door. He looked Anna’s way.

      She pulled away from the window, breathing from her mouth. She turned her bloodshot gaze to the hallway and took off into a sprint.

      The front door opened.  

      Anna swung into the room filled with boxes. She could hear Strife’s boots on the laminated floor. She peeked through the gap of the door. Strife whistled. Anna’s fingers curled tightly around the pistol grip. He stepped into the kitchen. Anna froze, feeling herself tremble. Strife placed his keys on the kitchen counter and opened the fridge.

      Anna took a step into the hallway. She might be able to make it to the front door if--Strife shut the refrigerator and looked down the empty hall. Anna’s back pressed against the wall of the box room. She held her breath.

      Strife walked through the living area, popping open his beer can. Anna hoped he would stop. He kept on to the hallway. Anna held the gun up high so that the top of the barrel touched her lips. With shifty eyes, she watched him meander through the hall and stop right by her door. He lowered his beer and studied the entrance to his room. It was closed when he left, but now it was open.

      He took cautious steps forward and slipped into the bedroom. Anna slowly opened her door the rest of the way and stepped out to the hall. She aimed her gun at the back of Strife’s head right as he turned out of view. A bead of sweat trickled down her nose just like the raindrop on that dreadful day. The living area was behind her, along with the front door. She slowly stepped backwards. Her gun rose at the threshold of Strife’s room. Each of her steps moved deliberately. Each breath from her lip was controlled.

      Movement in Strife’s room. A shotgun barrel curved around the doorframe.

      Boom!

      Anna ducked low, feeling the force of the blast blow over her head. She dashed into the living room as another blast ripped past her and obliterated a number of beer cans a few yards away. Cockroaches crunched beneath Anna’s feet as she found cover near the wall. Something scurried up her pant leg, tickling her flesh with tiny limbs. She smacked her slacks with her palm, feeling the roach splat against her thigh. Grossed out, she turned back to the hall.

      And stared down the sight of an auto-loading shotgun. Strife locked eyes with her… and pulled the trigger.
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      Anna recoiled to the side as the scattershot took out a chunk of the wall. Wood fragmentation and paint chips splashed over her, coating her glossy button-up with a sheen of dust and powdered debris.  

      “Drop the weapon!” Anna shouted.

      Moving with tactical precision, Strife trekked through the hall. His boots clacked against the floor as he stepped closer for the kill shot.

      Anna dashed to the couch. Catching a glimpse of Strife in her peripheral, she dove behind the sofa’s backboard.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Three blasts blew through the cushions inches above her head. Fuzz and fabric rained down upon her. Still lying on her side, she peered up through one of the gashes and fired the pistol.

      The bullet shattered the hall light above Strife’s head. He stuck to the wall, avoiding the falling glass.

      On her hands and knees, Anna scurried to the kitchen. Another shotgun blast rang overhead, causing her to smack her chin on the kitchen floor. She whipped her head back. Strife stood in the living room. A wisp of smoke snaked from the shotgun barrel aimed at Anna. She rolled over, avoiding the loud, certain death that ripped a hole in the floor. Within moments, the gunner would be at her. The back door wasn’t far. Anna took a breath and ran.

      Strife followed.

      Beer cans erupted into aluminum scraps that confetti’d the kitchen. Anna zigged. Ceramic dishes shattered. Anna zagged. Pills popped and showered Anna and the floor. She darted into the laundry room and rammed her shoulder into the back door. Stumbling, Anna barreled into the blinding sunlight.

      Strife pulled shells from his pocket and fed his shotgun as he jogged through the obliterated kitchen. He turned into the laundry room right as the screen door slammed shut. With a hard frown, he pushed aside dirty clothes and made his way outside.

      The truck’s lock clicked after Anna pressed the button. She reached for the handle. A burst of scattershot ripped into the door. She twisted back and aimed the pistol.

      “Don’t move!” She felt the gun shaking in her hands.

      The dirt at her feet erupted at the impact of the shotgun blast. Her wide eyes turned to churned earth at her toes to the tall lanky man at the top of the steps. Under his gray eyes and crooked nose, Strife smirked. He was enjoying this.

      Anna pulled the trigger.

      Strife slapped the side of his neck as if squashing a mosquito. Blood trickled down his pressed palm. Holding the shotgun in one hand, he watched Anna sprint into the woods. Letting the blood flow into his collar, Strife coiled his bloody hand on the shotgun grip and trailed behind.

      Tall oak sentries sprawled in all directions. Anna struggled to find her breath. Every dry gulp felt like razors in her lungs. The bark at her back scraped her spine. Twigs jabbed through the sock on her exposed foot. She closed her eyes for a brief moment. Leaves crunched. He was near. Anna’s heart pounded.

      Du-dum.

      Strife scanned the woodland, seeing the exposed toe of a shoe behind a distant tree.

      Du-dum.

      Anna steadied the weapon in her hands.

      Du-dum.

      Strife arched around the tree with a small smile. His breathing intensified. He took aim. Gnarly tree roots and an abandoned shoe sat at the oak’s base. A present from Anna Dedrick. Fear overtook Strife’s smug face.

      “Drop it,” Anna commanded from behind him.

      Pistol pointed at Strife’s back, Anna stepped out from the adjacent tree. Cold pebbles kissed her sole through her sock.

      Strife grinded his teeth, not willing to turn back.

      “I won’t ask again!”

      Wind rattled leaves. Strife’s tense shoulders relaxed. The weapon collapsed to the underbrush.

      “Kick it back.”

      The shotgun slid behind Anna’s legs. She looked back up at Strife just in time to see the deadly point of his pocketknife coming down on her eye.

      Anna sidestepped and pulled the trigger. The pistol discharged next to Strife’s ear as the magazine slammed against his shoulder. Anna’s ear rang.

      Strife wrapped his fingers around the pistol barrel and tore it from Anna’s grip. It bounced away as Anna caught the man’s fist balled round the knife hilt. Slamming his shoulder against her torso, Strife shoved Anna. Foot catching on a root, they both tumbled down. Anna felt his weight pressing down on her chest. They fought for the knife as the bladed tip pressed closer to her throat. Strife’s expression was the same as it was on that day: cold and determined.

      Strife pressed both hands on the knife. Anna resisted the blade with all her might. Strife’s knee crushed her belly, stifling her breath. He pressed down harder. Anna’s legs kicked in all directions, roughing up fallen leaves and dirt.

      Anna yelled through her teeth and pushed the blade back. Strife jabbed down, sending the point into the dry leaves next to Anna’s neck. She reared back her head and rammed it in between his eyes. Strife staggered back. Anna’s finger found a dry log. As Strife went in for another jab, the termite-eaten wood smacked him on the side of the head, exploding into wood chips and dirt.

      Anna used the opportunity to wiggle out from underneath him and got to her feet. She looked frantically over the underbrush, trying to spot the gun.

      Strife rose up behind her. He shook the pain from his head and stood up with the knife.

      Found it. Anna dashed for the pistol, feeling the wind cut behind her as the blade sliced down. She rolled over, snatched up the pistol, and twisted back, barrel pointed at Strife.

      “On your knees!” she shouted, struggling for breath. Leaves and twigs stuck to her hair and clothes.

      Strife let the knife fall and dropped to his knees, locking his fingers against the back of his head at Anna’s command. With a soft Southern drawl, Strife said, “I missed you, Dedrick. You were always my favorite.”

      Anna hovered over him, keeping the gun trained at his head. Anger flushed her face red. Her finger slid over the trigger. Every fiber in her being wanted to put Strife into the shallow grave he dug years ago. “Where’s the girl?”

      Strife craned his bullet-grazed neck back at her. Anna looked down at his wrinkled and hide-like face. “I know where she’s not...” He startled cackling. “Playing the piano.” His sinister chuckle echoed through the woods and sent crows into the orange sunset.

      Anna teared up in anger. Her finger twitched above the trigger.

      

      Sirens could be heard from miles away. A line of police cars rolled into the windy gravel driveway. Wind jostled Anna’s hair and dust, dirt, and debris encrusted her from head to toe. She loomed above Strife amidst the junk-littered front yard. Behind her, the sun fell behind spiked treetops, saying farewell to a long and chaotic day.

      Sheriff Greenbell and Officer Ashburn stepped out of a squad car.

      “The Corvette in Fort Smith happened to be a sixteen year old skipping Physics class,” Greenbell admitted with a lowly expression. “It was a mistake to ignore you.”

      Anna had little to nothing to say to him, but then she thought of Keisha and focused on what mattered. She flicked her pistol above Strife’s head. “His name is Edger Strife. Sound familiar?”

      “Strife…” Greenbell stroked his spade-shaped beard as he remembered. Then he looked at Anna with empathic blue eyes.  “Anna, I didn’t--”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Anna interrupted. “The quicker he’s questioned, the quicker we find Keisha.”

      “She’s not here?”

      Anna shook her head. “Not that I found.”

      A sinister smile curved Strife’s lips.

      “Get the bastard cuffed,” Greenbell commanded. He locked eyes with Strife. “Edger Strife, you are under arrest for the abduction of Keisha Rines. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be and will be used against you...”

      Strife stood up as he heard his Miranda Rights and spit on Greenbell’s boot. Ashburn growled at him and tightened the cuffs around his wrists, making sure the metal dug into his skin.

      “Come on.” The brawny officer shoved Strife into the squad car and slammed the door. Strife made kissy lips at Anna.

      “We’ll take it from here,” Greenbell assured Anna.

      Anna eyed him suspiciously. “You sure?”

      Greenbell frowned at her comment but quickly brushed it off. “I’ll contact you if anything happens.”

      Crossing her arms, Anna replied. “I’ll be waiting.”

      That was a lie. She didn’t expect Greenbell to let her have a pass at his cash cow. She slid the pistol into its holster. Men-in-uniform, crime scene analysts, photographers, and K-9 units flooded around her and fanned out across Strife’s property, pouring into his trailer. They canvassed the destroyed kitchen, snapping pictures of scattered pills, plate fragments, and beer cans across the laminated tile floor. They moved into the living room, examining the bullet-riddled couch and walls. Eventually, they pressed into Strife’s room, extracting his computer hard drive. With gloved hands, they pulled dresses from their coat racks and packaged them for evidence. Under the bed, they found a large collection of unmarked VHS tapes. Masking tape labeled to the outside of the black casing. The one on top read Anna.

      Anna eyed the black Chevy Silverado and the massive amount of damages. Taking a breath, she opened the driver side door. She gave a final look to the piles of bagged VHS tapes, photos, and children’s dresses filling evidence trucks. Anna climbed inside the Silverado and sped down the road.

      

      Sheriff Greenbell had been going at it for what felt like hours and hadn’t heard the slightest peep. His pale fingers coiled around the square top of his aluminum chair. A cigarette dangled from his thin lips. Leaning on the wall beside the door, Ashburn took drags on his own. Tension hardened his short, stocky figure in the hot, hazy room.

      With his hand folded calmly on the cold aluminum tabletop, Edger Strife bounced his gaze between them with smug silence.

      “We know you have her,” Greenbell said, caging his frustration. “We have piles of evidence, so make this easy on yourself and confess.”

      Strife’s lip curled into a smile. He said nothing.

      Greenbell’s knuckles turned white on the chair’s rim. Suddenly, he picked up the chair and slung it against the Plexiglas behind him. It bounced back and skidded across the floor. Huffing, he twisted back and shoved his finger in Strife’s haughty face. “I swear I will start pulling teeth!”

      Strife winked at him and presented a sinister, toothy grin.

      Greenbell coiled his fist, but he stopped himself and leaned back. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped the sweat from his forehead and tossed the rag to Ashburn. “I’m talking to a brick wall.”

      The brawny officer wiped his forehead with the used handkerchief. “Maybe he’s mute?”

      Greenbell glared at his partner. “That’s the best you’ve got?”

      He approached his friend and lowered his voice. “This lowlife is the un-cashed government check that’s going to fund you and me for the next year.”

      “You think I’m an idiot?” Ashburn growled back.

      “I think we should come up with some new ideas because whatever we’re doing isn’t working.”

      Ashburn got quiet for a moment. “Maybe...” He looked to Strife. “Maybe we’re asking the wrong questions?”

      Greenbell glared at him for a moment and then turned back to Strife. “Okay, Edger. What do you want? Finally ready for that lawyer?”

      Strife leaned toward the sheriff in an act of dominance. “I want Anna Dedrick.”

      

      Anna turned off the headlights and sank back in her seat. Apart from her face, she was dirty from head to toe. Blues played softly in the cabby. The TV screen flickered through the living room window. She needed to go inside, but facing her father brought with it a flood of emotions. The idea of resetting all they had shared caused dread to pit in Anna’s stomach. With all the craziness with Evan, the overload of information would probably bring Richard closer to full Alzheimer’s. Sleeping on her office’s cheap-carpeted floor sounded better by the second. Against her better judgment, she turned off the ignition and mentally fortified herself to face her father.

      A jiggle. Anna fished out her phone. Sheriff Greenbell. She wondered if he was calling to gloat. Grumbling, she answered.

      It took her about twenty minutes to reach the police department. She swerved into a parking spot and parked the truck diagonally. Slamming the bullet-riddled door, she headed to the Van Buren Police Department’s front doors. Media outlets gathered around the stairwell. Reporters shoved microphones in Anna’s face as she pushed through the crowd.

      “Do the police still believe your brother is involved?” one asked.

      Another pressed forward and extended his mic. “Is it true you apprehended Strife in his own home?”

      Using her hand, Anna guarded her eyes from the barrage of camera strobes and pushed inside the double doors. Police Sergeant Mathis stepped out of the woodwork and joined her. They bustled toward the interrogation room at a hurried pace.

      “Greenbell and Ashburn have been working him for hours,” Mathis explained swiftly. “But the guy hasn’t said a word. Not until he asked for you.”

      They rounded a corner, almost bumping into a group of officers. “What do we know?” Anna asked.

      “We’re still running DNA tests on the dresses found in his closet and on his bed. One bit of good is that the Rines confirmed the dress size. It may be Keisha’s.”

      “What else?” The interrogation room became visible at the back of the hall.

      “His browsing history had hundreds of damning posts on white supremacy chat boards, and he had a few gigabytes of snuff and CP on his hard drives.”

      Thinking of it made Anna sick.

      Before they reached the room, Mathis slowed and pulled Anna off to the side. “There was something else.”

      Anna braced herself for what information the sergeant would reveal.

      “Some tapes were discovered under his bed.” Mathis started. He turned his intense eyes to Anna. “One of them was of you?”

      She crinkled her brow. “I don’t follow.”

      Mathis struggled with the words. “It’s from when you were a kid.”

      Anna froze in fear. Her hands trembled and the walls closed in. She needed to run. Mathis saw it in her.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to go in there,” Mathis said with quiet sincerity. “Everyone talks eventually. Even Edger Strife.”

      Anna gulped down her fears. “No. I’m going in there.”

      They approached the door. “If it’s any consolation, the guy’s going away for a long time. It’s only the matter of the Rines girl now.”

      Greenbell and Ashburn waited outside the door.

      “He must like you,” Greenbell said.

      Anna didn’t listen. She stepped through the threshold while Mathis and the two men moved into the observation area.

      Strife’s head followed her across the room. The detective’s chair was sideways on the floor. The door slammed shut, causing Anna’s heart to skip a beat. Anna faced the man, trying her best to put on a strong exterior, but fear tore apart her insides, making her want to puke. She attempted to swallow the anxiety and failed. Focus on the confession, she told herself. It seemed easy to run from the man when he had a shotgun than to face him in a “safe environment.”

      Strife smiled sinisterly, almost like he could sense her fear.

      His chapped lips parted and his soft voice leaked out. “Hello, Anna.”
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      “You’re still pretty,” Strife said as he watched Anna fetch the chair from the floor. “Even after all these years.”

      The legs of her chair screeched against the floor. She sat herself down, keeping distance from the man that nearly ruined her life.

      “It’s over, Strife.” Anna said, finding no pleasure in the situation. The man should’ve listened to her father and never come back home. “We have the dress and number of tapes linking you to dozens of sexual assaults across the last two decades. Do something right and tell me where Keisha Rines is.”

      Strife’s gaze lingered at the upper opening of Anna’s shirt. “You never had much on your body, but your face...” His slimy tongue slugged over his chapped lips.

      Instinctively, Anna felt for her top bottom and discovered that it must’ve been lost in the firefight.

      Strife cracked a smile. “No need to hide it. It ain’t nothing I hadn’t seen before.”

      The double-sided windows on the wall gave Anna some reassurance that she wasn’t alone. But having Sheriff Greenbell watching her back didn’t give her much confidence. “I’m after the girl. Tell me where she is and you may get a plea bargain. That’s more than you deserve for trying to take my life.”

      The man’s bony finger danced on the tabletop. “Don’t you forget, it was my house you broke into. Every bullet out of my gun was justified as self-defense. ‘Sides, if I wanted to kill you, I would’ve. No, it’s a lot more fun flirting with you.”

      Anna balled her fists under the table. Flirting? She wanted to sock him across the jaw, but opened her hands and spoke with control. “You called me here for a reason. If you’re not going to tell me what, I’m leaving this room and that will be the last you ever see of me.”

      Strife’s smile left him. He studied her, trying to figure out if it was a bluff. Anna wasn’t sure either, but she remained stone-faced.

      “You weren’t like the other girls,” Strife reminisced. “Most would beg, cry, or bargain. Some would even welcome my embrace.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      Strife disregarded her comment. “But you, Anna Dedrick, had a fire about you. Yeah, a fighting spirit. You didn’t make it easy on me. Oh no, but you made it worth it.”

      Anna felt her blood pressure rising. The lack of AC and lingering stench of cigarettes made her feel nauseous. “Was Keisha a fighter, too?”

      “You know,” Strife readjusted in his seat. “I was going to quit with the girls… and the boys... but once you came into my life, Anna. I needed that again.”

      His cold gray eyes locked on hers. “I needed you. You changed me. Molded me into the man I am.”

      The levee broke. Anna tore from her seat and brought her hand down on the table so hard that her fingers tingled. “You took something that wasn’t yours! Tell me why you’re back in Van Buren? Tell me why August 13th is marked on your calendar. Tell me what are you after. No more BS or I’m out.”

      Strife’s face twisted into something she’d never seen from him. Empathy. Love. “I’m here for you, Anna. It’s always been you.”

      Anna slowly plopped back into her seat. Out all every possible reaction, she could never have anticipated that.

      “I’ve been keeping up with you since you left town all those years ago,” Strife said with a soft smile. “Whenever you got a promotion, I’d throw my own celebration party. Whenever you solved a case, I raised a glass of champagne.”

      “So Keisha Rines,” Anna said as she processed the information. “She was just a ploy to get to me?”

      Strife shook his head. Frustration boiled under his smug surface. “You think I care about some Negro girl? She’s nothing!”

      “Where is she, then?”

      A vein bulged in Strife’s forehead. “Always with the girl.” He stood from his seat, nearly tearing off the cuffs. “I kidnapped her, cut off her fingers, and left her in the woods. Is that what you want hear?”

      Greenbell and Ashburn opened the door, ready to defuse the situation.

      Anna looked directly into Strife’s soul. “That’s a start.”

      She stepped past the officers.

      “Anna, wait--”  Strife’s begging was snuffed out by the slamming door.

      She made a beeline for the bathroom and washed her face in the sink. Her reflection was tired and damaged, and the idea that Keisha Rines’s abduction was related to her made it feel like she was being crushed by twenty tons of guilt. She turned off the faucet and left the bathroom. Her day hadn’t ended yet.

      Sheriff Greenbell and Sergeant Mathis met her in the hall.

      “Good work in there,” Mathis said. “That should be enough to put him away.”

      “Keisha’s still out there,” Anna reminded them.

      Greenbell nodded. “I’ll round up some of the boys and get canvassing. There’s miles of woods around here, but I’m feeling optimistic. After all, the appendages were still fresh when they were delivered. The girl can’t be too far.”

      Mathis shook Anna’s hand. “On behalf of the Van Buren Police Department, I give you wholehearted congratulations. We’d still be fishing for leads without your help. If you want, I’ll call for a press junket right now. It might be good for your business.”

      Anna smiled at him. “I think I’ll pass.”

      Mathis shrugged. “The monster’s going behind bars. That’s all that matters.”

      Mathis and Greenbell took a few steps in opposite directions. Anna stopped them. “There’s one more thing.”

      

      An officer unlocked the cell door and slid it open. The sound of screeching metal woke Evan from his uncomfortable slumber. He sat up on the hard bench and stretched his arms over his head. Yawning, he said, “Finally delivering that conjugal visit I asked for?”

      “Just your sister.” Anna leaned on the doorframe. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      Evan smiled back at her. “You look like you’ve been through hell.”

      Anna looked him over and crossed her arms.

      “Touché.” With his palms, Evan pushed himself from the bench.

      “Come on.” Anna walked away from the cell. “Best not to keep Dad waiting. We have a lot of explaining to do. Especially you.”

      Evan’s lip twitched into a smirk and followed behind. “All these years and nothing has changed.”

      Together, they trekked through the lively bullpen as officers got prepped for the late-night search. Through the windows, a squad car could be seen speeding into the night. Evan and Anna approached the gated-in retrieval desk. Knowing what they would ask, the receptionist wandered to the back and retrieved Evan’s items from the shelf.

      “I’m going to call the Rines,” Anna said aloud. “It could give them some peace of mind.”

      “Tell them in person.” Evan grabbed his watch, phone, and wallet. “They’ll appreciate it more. If you show up with their daughter, they’d probably buy you a new car.”

      “Tiny victories, that’s the life of a P.I.” Anna thought of her truck. “…but a new car would be nice. I need to find out if my insurance company covers buckshot.”

      “It does,” Evan said without hesitation. He put on his watch and grinned.

      His response didn’t shock Anna, but her own lack of one came as a surprise. Maybe she was getting used to his weirdness. That was a scary thought.

      They headed for the double entrance doors.

      “Ready to make the front page?” Evan asked.

      Anna took a breath and pushed into the outside world. Cameras flashed. A wave of noise splashed over them. They hiked down a few steps, expecting to get bombarded with questions. However, the cameras drifted to a novice officer jogging up the stairs past her. Something felt off. The reactions were not of joy, but of horror.

      Anna twisted back, catching a glimpse of the object in the officer’s hand. Eyes wide, she grabbed his wrist. Looking sick, the officer turned back. An opened velvet ring box rested in his hand. “I found it in the department’s mailbox.”

      Anna felt her heart drop. A pale, severed finger rested on the box’s inner red fabric. By the Caucasian skin tone, Anna knew that it didn’t belong to Keisha Rines.
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      Concealed by the night, Cain snaked up the grassy mound, ending his journey at the rusty rails of the train track. Keeping his head low, he studied the patrons pouring out of King’s Opera House like spiders from a broken egg sac. Jeweled necklaces and opal earrings adorned the aged ladies’ necks and ears while their middle-aged husbands chuckled loudly in their tailored suits. They were not the normal Van Buren crowd. They came here with a purpose, just like Cain, and, like Cain, they were pleased with the delivery.

      The show-goers chatted for hours at the front of the square two-story venue--a renovated Victorian building near the heart of the small historic Arkansas river town. Distance distorted the subject of their discussions, but Cain assumed they exchanged pleasantries, false-smiled compliments, and debated over which Chopin rendition the renowned child pianist performed more adeptly.

      Throughout the evening, pairs of two or more crossed the street and entered the overflow parking lot that Cain crouched behind. He dropped his body flush against the dewy grass and peered over the train track, involuntary filling his scratchy sinuses with the metallic smell of the bullhead rail. Forty-plus feet away, the well-dressed strangers ducked into their expensive cars and sped down the street. Cain remained absolute in his stillness and silence, becoming a subtle blob in the nightly shadows.

      The plastic camera mounted on the back of the Opera House watched him like God’s eye. It saw nothing for, days prior, Cain had sabotaged it without issue. All it took was a little weed, and the dim-witted teenager at the reception desk opened the security door. He asked questions but got no response. Cain followed behind, disguised of course, and did what he had to do. None would be the wiser as the hardware had already been doomed by age. The same afternoon, he went into the nearby pharmacy from where the overflow lot was rented and lollygagged falsely amidst the aisles until he caught a glimpse of the various security monitors in the closet behind the pharmacist's desk. Their vision only covered three-thirds of the parking lot, further fortifying Cain’s position.

      Midnight neared... along with the girl. Keisha Rines wore an elegant purple dress over her short and skinny body. Slinky curls tumbled down her exposed shoulders and outlined her heart-shaped face. Little silver bells in her hair twinkled in the street light. Twiddling her thumbs, the child pianist walked with her immaculately dressed parents, Avery and Trisha Rines. Their dark skin caused the three of them to stand out from the rest of the Caucasian patrons that swiftly departed. On their way to the BMW, they trekked across the lot. Cain felt for the knife in his jacket just in case.

      About fifty feet away, a plump woman in lively colors interrupted the Rines. “Isn’t she just darling!”

      “Oh, she is,” Trisha replied with motherly pride.

      Keisha sighed and looked at her suffocating but gorgeous heels. As the conversation trudged onward, Keisha tugged on her father’s sleeve. She whispered in his ear and begged him with puppy dog eyes after he pulled away. Annoyed, the towering man surrendered the car keys and returned to the discussion. Pleased with the victory, the eleven-year-old practically skipped to the BMW.

      Cain released his iron grip from the knife and felt his heart thump in his chest as he watched the girl drift farther from her parents. His doorway was small and ever closing. Now or never. Silently, he rose from his hiding place and stepped across over the track.

      The light from the backseat spilled over Keisha as she knelt and removed her tight heels. She curled her sore toes on the coarse concrete and looked up to the man standing atop the mound.

      Cool sweat dampened Cain’s clothes, but his resolve stayed steel. Confident. Countless hours of planning came down to this one final moment. He rolled back his finger in a come-hither motion, banking on the rapport he had established at the playground.

      Keisha watched him cautiously. She squinted her eyes, only able to make out his silhouette. Then, upon realization, a sweet smile softened her face. Taking one last look at her parents, she approached the mound, tiptoeing on her bare feet. Cain hiked down the grass and dirt, careful not to leave boot prints, and met her at the edge of the parking lot. With her innocent almond eyes, the girl stared at him like he was a prince rescuing her from a tall tower. She opened her mouth to speak. To thank him, Cain assumed, but he would never be certain as he shoved the cloth against her glossed lips. Terror, confusion, betrayal all washed over her face within that moment. She twisted--the silver bells in her hair jingling--and dashed for her parents.

      She got a step.

      Cain’s forearm slung around her neck and yanked her small body against his. He stepped backwards up the mound, dragging the girl with him. Keisha’s sprayed curls nuzzled against Cain’s stuffy nose as he watched the adults still locked in dialogue.

      The chloroformed cloth muted Keisha’s scream. She reached out to her parents in a final act of desperation, but the plump woman preoccupied the couple. Within seconds, her extended arm fell limp, followed by the rest of her frail body. Cain wrapped his arms under her knees and upper back, carrying her to the tracks. By the time Avery and Trisha finished their discussion, their daughter had vanished into the black of night.

      Cain had long since stored Keisha in his “dark place” when the private investigator arrived back in town and took the case for a hefty sum. He spotted her through the window of his favorite coffee shop, walking down the sidewalk. Cain involuntarily lowered his book. The Florida sun had tanned the woman’s tall and slender body, and she moved with unyielding purpose. By the intrepid look on her face, her mind must’ve been working overtime. That brought a smile to Cain’s face. When she disappeared from his sight, Cain’s eyes returned to the book but his thoughts stayed on the woman. He sipped his latte.

      On the fourth night, he delivered his first “gift” to the Rines’s doorstep. One slap against the metaphorical beehive, stirring the media and police into a frenzy.

      Seated at his old table, Cain scooped up a spoon full of Frost Flakes and watched indifferently. The little girl whimpered nearby, but he chose to ignore it. An APB appeared on the screen. It boasted a stranger’s face. Lowering the spoon into the cereal, he frowned and pushed the half-finished bowl away from him. With gentle movements, Cain opened each of the four flaps of the dish cloth, revealing the object within. His fingers curled around the cold handle. His eyes crawled up the wavy steel texture of the blade. Time to continue the countdown.

      Cain blended into the tiny crowd of the late morning onlookers. In a dream-like state, Avery and Trisha Rines climbed into the BMW as the police condemned the property as a crime scene: the place of his second gift. The P.I. arrived in her big black Chevy truck, missing them by moments. She spoke to the wide-set elderly African-American woman being forced from her home and made her a promise she wouldn’t be able to keep.

      Cain followed the P.I. back to her office and, from the rooftop of the adjacent building, spied on her and her father sifting through file boxes and evidence. Anna Dedrick, he jotted down her name. He wanted to knock on her door, to know her better, before the countdown completed. Foolishness. He shook the thought out of his head and put away his binoculars. As he climbed down the ladder, Anna burst out of the office and ran toward her truck. Intrigued, Cain followed behind. The investigator made two stops. The first was to an apartment and the second to a cabin, neither of which had connections to Cain. He sighed in disappointment. When the afternoon sun began fading, she returned to the police station with the man from the APB.

      Cain opened the book across his lap and waited. Soon enough, Anna exited the station and spotted the car. Cain didn’t move. He felt his muscles tense and his breathing quicken. Finally, something. Another vehicle screeched its tires and escaped down the road. The investigator took the bait and burned rubber. Cain tossed the book into the backseat, twisted the ignition, checked his mirrors, and trailed behind. The chase was on.

      Miles into the rural outskirts of Van Buren, the investigator hit the road spikes Cain had concealed in dry dirt a day ago and lost the second vehicle. Anna’s tire popped and her truck swerved down a slope, crashing headlong into a tree. The trap wouldn’t kill her… or so Cain hoped as he stepped out of his car. Either way, he made the dusty road the next place for his gift. As the countdown ticked away, the game was changing. Evolving. A smile curled on Cain’s face.

      His next target came to mind.
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      At the break of day, an unmarked black SRT8 Dodge Charger sped through Van Buren's historical district. Seamlessly connected red brick buildings, boutiques, and salons flanked both sides of the wide street. Modern vehicles and billboards juxtaposed their expertly restored late 19th century Victorian architecture.

      Flawless live renditions of Chopin, Liszt, and Mozart flooded Agent Justin Rennard’s cabby, tempting him to close his eyes and lose himself in the harmony. It seemed inconceivable that the hands of an eleven-year-old from a small nameless town composed these ballots. Keisha Rines, another victim of the “Lang Lang Effect,” driven to the ivory keys and destined to be a master.

      The historical district faded into a country road until Rennard arrived at the Van Buren Police Department. He parked, looking up at the waving American flag backed by the brilliant crimson sunrise. Zipping up his FBI jacket, he stepped out into the morning cool. The breeze tickled his ears as he watched chirping birds and long flat clouds glide overhead. He walked up the front steps, taking some time to pick up and toss out a coffee cup littering the front lawn. Then he entered.

      Anna Dedrick stood in the breakroom, resting her bottom against the counter next to the steaming coffee pot. A sleep-deprived, glossy sheen coated her eyes. She sipped the burnt liquid from the Styrofoam cup, staring at the creases on the tile floor. A borrowed grey Van Buren PD sweater replaced her glossy purple button up. Yesterday’s shootout clung to her thoughts like the paint flakes and debris that stuck in her long brown hair and sprinkled down the front of her black slacks.

      “We’re getting started,” Sheriff Garrett Greenbell said as he entered.

      Hands cupped around her drink, Anna tracked his movements to the coffee pot. The sheriff with white combed-over hair and spade-shaped beard filled his gunky, unwashed mug with more steaming black liquid and brought it up to his lips, wincing at the heat. “Mathis insists on keeping you.” He blew into the cup, making the drink smell like cigarettes.

      “And you don’t?” Anna replied.

      Sheriff Greenbell frowned, keeping the drink level with his spade-shaped beard, and then tried another sip.

      Anna returned her gaze to the floor, keeping her lips pursed.

      “You’re the lucky one,” Greenbell started. “You can go home. I’d kill someone to sleep right now.”

      Anna didn’t believe him. Her father’s friend wasn’t the same man that Anna knew as a child. He wanted fame, Anna could sense it by the way he talked to the press with a twinkle in his eye. If glory meant a few sleepless nights, Greenbell would gladly make the sacrifice. Not Anna. She’d had enough of the spotlight in Miami after the Dade County Human Trafficking case and the Beckham murders. All that mattered now was the job. To hell with the press.

      Anna locked eyes with Greenbell. “I’m not stopping until Keisha Rines is safe, and you can bet your bottom dollar that I’ll find her and the other one.”

      The sheriff mocked a smile briefly before letting his expressive face fall to its normally fierce but deceptively friendly demeanor. “I’ll see you in there.”

      Rapping his knuckles on the countertop, he took his coffee and left the breakroom. Anna took her own and followed, wired and ready to act.

      Overworked police officers and patrol cops bustled about the bullpen, making calls and doubling their shifts for the officers assigned to the Rines case. They paid Anna no mind as she entered the windowed briefing room tucked at the corner of the hall.

      Forensic analysts, detectives, and consultants filled plastic chairs that formed an arch around the massive whiteboard plastered with crime photos. The room was a fraction of the size of the one in Miami. Everyone within functioned on two or three hours of sleep during the last forty-eight hours, and their yawns and thousand-yard stares highlighted their deprivation.

      Anna slipped into an unoccupied seat in the back row as Sergeant Mathis continued speaking. He shot her a brief glance. His bulldog-like face made him appear to be in a constant state of anger. His bald head grabbed the light and his uniform hugged his muscular body like a second skin.

      “At 4 am Monday night, less than thirty-six hours after the disappearance, Mrs. Rines discovered the first finger on her doorstep.”

      He pointed to the first photo under Keisha Rines’s glamour shot. It showed a fuzzy velvet ring box, popped open on the flagstone doorstep and containing the African-American pianist’s detached pinky.

      “Again,” he gestured to the picture below. A second pinky in a velvet ring box placed on a prickly, worn-out welcome mat. “Another was delivered to Mai Santos, Keisha Rines’s grandmother, during the time Avery and Trisha Rines were staying there.”

      “Finally,” Mathis gestured to the final picture taped to the whiteboard. “The third and final of Keisha’s fingers was discovered on Tanner Street twenty miles outside of town.”

      Anna watched a green officer scribble notes on a notepad beside her.

      “Ms. Dedrick, elaborate for us,” Mathis commanded.

      Anna rose from her seat. All eyes followed her to the front, bringing her back to the middle school spelling bee. Greenbell sat in the front row beside an unfamiliar handsome man with a zipped-up FBI jacket who acknowledged her with a nod and small smile.

      “This is private investigator Anna Dedrick,” Mathis informed the room. More specifically, the FBI agent. “Hired by Avery and Trisha Rines, she has been consulting with us on this case.”

      Leaving the coffee cup on a small stand nearby, Anna focused on the whiteboard. A glamour shot of Keisha Rines, eleven years old, world-renowned piano prodigy, hung above a series of crime scene photos like the top head of a totem pole. A wide smile parted the starlet’s lips and caused her shadowed eyes to squint with glee. Rehearsed emotion, without a doubt, but Anna knew that the little girl’s unheard, terrified cries were as real as the distraught parents and overworked investigators that pursued her endlessly. Three photos trailed beneath the glamour shot. Each displayed the same type of velvet ring box containing a severed finger. The end of the list showcased a ring finger. With the way the perpetrator delivered it, it might as well have been the middle.

      “I was pursuing an early ‘90s Corvette,” Anna started, remembering the aged vehicle speeding down the dirt road ahead of her. “We started here, at the police station, and went all the way up here.” She traced the local map north, ending just outside of the Ozark Mountains. “While chasing who we would soon discover to be Edger Strife--” She moved her finger to the mugshot of a sixty-year-old man with cold eyes, gaunt leathery features, and a gray ponytail. “--my tire blew out and I crashed into a ditch. Strife, or someone else, doubled back and left the box for me to find.”

      “Why?” The handsome FBI agent asked. With a middle weight build, the stranger had a clean-shaven jack-knife jawline, dimpled chin, light brown eyes, and lightly gelled hair. “That’s a huge risk that could’ve gotten him, or her, caught or killed.”

      By the way the other officers and Mathis looked at Anna, they had the same question.

      “To taunt me. Intimidate me,” Anna explained. “I was making progress and it scared him. He returned the favor.”

      “Good theory,” the agent replied earnestly. “But not true.”

      Anna crossed her arms over her chest. “What is the truth, Agent…”

      “Justin Rennard. FBI CARD team. Glad to be here.” He acknowledged the room with a quick wave.

      “Agent Rennard will be consulting on the Rines case until Keisha Rines and the second victim are rescued and their abductor is in custody,” Mathis interjected. “I expect full cooperation from all of you.”

      “May I?” Rennard asked as he stood from his seat. Anna gestured for him to take the floor. Rennard turned to the crowd. “The third box wasn’t a threat. It was an invitation. A proposal of sorts.”

      Anna felt the hair on her neck stand up.

      Agent Rennard continued. “Every finger was packaged in identical ring boxes in the same fixed position--as if the finger were to hold a ring. The two pinkies were delivered to the Rines after video footage from Hikers Middle School was discovered.”

      He’s been reading the case reports, thought Anna.

      “The perp would’ve known that the delivery of those boxes would spark a further investigation. This late into the abduction, he could’ve been four or five states over. If he wanted money, he would’ve left a ransom note with the first or second finger. After all, harming a child in such a way takes a certain... will. One not possessed by most of us.” Rennard looked over the photos with a certain admiration. “No, this is his game. Like Zodiak, this guy is building a puzzle he wants us to solve.”

      “So we can catch him?” Sheriff Greenbell asked.

      Rennard’s face scrunched up. “This guy doesn’t have any interest in being caught. He wants something else. What, I don’t know.”

      “He delivered the finger to me. Why?” Anna asked.

      Rennard locked his soft eyes with Anna. “The ring finger in the box is symbolic. He’s proposing to you, Ms. Dedrick. He wants you to be part of his game.”

      The notion made Anna queasy. She didn’t know what that meant. She was unsure if she wanted to know. The room went quiet. Agent Rennard returned to his seat.

      Mathis stepped in front of the whiteboard, prompting Anna to whimsically step aside.

      “Return your attention to the matter at hand,” Mathis said and pointed to the second column on the whiteboard. It read “Victim Two” in black dry erase with a question mark and a single photo. The finger lay in a red velvet ring box. Caucasian and judging by length, width, and the chipped pink nail polish, it belonged to a female.

      A few officers shifted in their seats.

      With the cut slightly off-center, it could be ascertained that the blade separated the appendage with a single swift motion. Pruned lightly, the flesh’s rosy hue had devolved into one pale and sickly. Like the others they’d discovered, the point of severance had been washed and wiped clean of blood before being placed in the gift box.

      “Last night, a fourth box was discovered in the department’s mailbox. It did not belong to Keisha Rines.” Mathis let the revelation settle in the breathless room. “Our analysts are running the tests now to match the DNA, but Victim Two remains an enigma. We won’t know where she came from or who she is until the test comes through. However, that doesn’t have to stop us from searching for her, starting with any parent who’ve not seen their child for over twenty-four hours.”

      Anna gulped down her coffee. Finding one missing girl was hard enough. Now they were looking for two. There were no other known pianists who’ve been reported missing, but that wouldn’t deter Anna from searching. This guy may have a type, one she could add to his slim profile.

      “How old?” Agent Rennard asked

      “Twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Maybe earlier,” Anna replied without hesitation.

      “He means the girl,” the sheriff sharply corrected.

      “Between eight and eleven.” After Anna said the words, she felt a lodging in her throat. Mathis gave her a look, quickly reminding Anna that she wasn’t lead detective. Heck, getting access to this room was a rare deal. Luckily, being a P.I. kept her somewhat from the police hierarchy, but she still needed to respect the one calling the shots.

      “We’ll be separating into two teams,” Mathis explained. “One directed to the discovery of Keisha Rines and the other to finding Victim Two. Avoid the vultures. They’ve already spun the story multiple times and will continue to do so. Any questions?”

      The seated officers shook their heads.

      “Good. Let’s get some work done.”

      Anna sat down at the far seat in the front row as Sergeant Mathis separated the various officers and specialists into two core teams. Both would be transparent with one another, but he thought it best to divvy up the workload. Mathis unsurprisingly assigned Anna to the Rines case. Agent Justin Rennard had the freedom to assist both teams with Mathis. More officers left the briefing room as their name was called. When he got a chance, Rennard scooted a few seats down, stopping next to Anna. “Vultures?” he whispered.

      “The media,” Anna replied. Nothing like this had ever happened in Van Buren, and the media would eat their fill and then some. “They even brought my brother into this. After we got Edger Strife--the guy in ‘90s Corvette I was tailing--and Victim Two’s box arrived, my brother Evan was cleared to leave, but the police are keeping an eye on him.”

      “Rough,” Rennard said sympathetically. “Tell me about Strife.”

      “He’s…” Anna felt the world spin. She closed her eyes, overcoming the sense of vertigo. Hearing his name felt different from saying it. When she spoke it, there was a sense of control, but being reminded from an outside source awoke a tide of harsh memories.

      “You okay?” the agent asked.

      “Yeah. Tired.” Anna replied and spoke directly. “Strife’s a child molester who’s gotten away with his crimes for too long.”

      “Looks like his reign of terror has come to an end,” Rennard replied. Anna found some comfort in the statement.

      “Help the others review security footage,” Mathis ordered the last officer still in the room. “I want to know how this guy delivered a package to our mailbox without anyone seeing him.”

      The door shut.

      Sheriff Greenbell, Sergeant Mathis, Agent Rennard, and Anna were all that remained. They gathered around the whiteboard.

      “Helluva case you all have got here,” Rennard pointed out. “It would be nice to talk to this Strife fellow.”

      “Be my guest. He’s the smug, silent type.” Mathis said. “We brought him in last night and found him up in his neck in CP and other sick videos. He claims to have taken Keisha, but there’s little trace of the girl at his residence. I’m letting him gel in the big house for time. Give Bubba the opportunity to loosen his lips before our next chat.”

      “Fair enough,” Rennard replied. “I’ll have a go at him anyway. Is there anything else I should know?”

      “There was a shootout at his property. Strife tried to kill Ms. Dedrick when she went to question him,” Mathis explained. “Needless to say, he’ll be going away for some time.”

      Anna looked at her feet, unsure why she felt ashamed of the fact. Rennard offered his condolences and made slight allusion to the paint flakes and debris on Anna from yesterday’s shootout. That was the same day of the car accident. What she’d do for a shower right about now.

      Mathis noticed her expression. “If you want to rest for a few hours, Ms. Dedrick, do so.”

      “With the Sheriff’s office, police station, and FBI working together, one consulting private investigator won’t make a difference,” Greenbell added, not in a friendly way.

      “I brought in Edger Strife,” Anna glared at him. “The man confessed.”

      “Barely,” Greenbell snorted. “While he was in confinement, the real perpetrator was mutilating another little girl.”

      “I found Keisha’s dress in his house along with tapes linking him to dozens of rapes throughout the last twenty years. The monster stalked me. Tried to put a bullet in my head when I confronted him.”

      The sheriff glared at her with his sharp blue eyes. “You got the wrong monster.”

      Anna boiled, struggling to keep her cool. If you only knew a fraction of what he did to me.

      “Cut the crap,” Mathis ordered. “I won’t put up with you two butting heads. Not on my watch, and not while we have the whole town counting on us.”

      Greenbell knocked his knuckles on the table and headed for the door. “I’m going to talk to the reporters outside. Off the record. Maybe one of them saw something when they were gathered last night.” Not waiting for a reply, he exited and let the door slam behind him.

      Anna watched him go, unmoving. She took a breath and put the petty squabble behind her.

      Agent Rennard shook his head at the absent sheriff but said nothing.

      “I’m serious, Anna. You want rest. Get it now,” Mathis offered.

      “I promised the Rines that I’d find their daughter. If they’re up, I’m up.” That, and the Rines wrote her a fat check that she would feel guilty about if she didn’t clock in the time they paid for.

      They looked over the photographs and hasty notes scribbled via a black dry erase marker. Rennard stroked his chin as he regarded the ring boxes.

      “You want to work 24/7, I won’t stop you,” Mathis said. “Hell, we’re going to need all the help we can get. But don’t kill yourself over it. You’re no longer a big-wig Miami detective.”

      “That’s by choice,” Anna replied honestly, but, when she looked over the whiteboard and macabre images, she felt like she was back in vice city. Instead of dealing with cadavers, crackheads, and the Florida sun, she dealt with Pentecostal church-goers and a rural sprawl in place where child abduction and human cruelty were almost myths. Almost.

      Leaving Mathis to his own devices, Anna and Rennard traveled out to the bullpen and devised a plan of attack. “I’ll keep running through the list of opera house patrons and likely suspects from the night Keisha went missing and speak to the Rines again. Make sure they don’t have any enemies they failed to mention,” Anna explained and handed the agent her phone.

      “Good idea.” Rennard input his contact info. “Talking to Strife and going through the FBI database will keep me busy. I’ll explore similar cases, sightings of high-alert traffickers, and get a geological profile mapped.”

      “Geo profile is done,” Anna texted her findings to him. “I did it at 4 am. Here’s everything else I’ve got.”

      Rennard scrolled through the files. He turned his eyes up to her, catching the screen’s illumination under his chiseled jaw and dimpled chin. “This is some impressive work.”

      “I’m a natural,” Anna joked dryly.

      Rennard looked her up and down and smiled. “I’ll call you if I learn anything.”

      “Likewise.”

      After a moment’s pause, they went their separate ways.

      Back at her dinky P.I. office, located on Seventh street and home to a slew of sleazy lawyers, Anna washed her hair and changed into a fresh button up and slacks. She filled her coffee cup for the umpteenth time, concealed her pistol on her belt, and got cracking.

      She cut through a healthy chunk of neo-Nazis, obsessive fans, and the common low lives interested in harming little girls. Taking time to make calls to family and friends of such individuals whilst exploring their social media profiles, she developed a well-rounded understanding of her targets before visiting them. To maximize efficiency, she grouped the individuals into similar locations and went from door-to-door as a humble P.I. concerned about the recent abducted child. Her real intention was obviously to probe the suspects, looking for tics, using trigger words to provoke a reaction, and excusing herself to the bathroom to get the lay of the land. She went to the restroom twenty-seven times and only used it three times.

      Overall, Anna got four hits.

      Karl Cuthbert, a local art museum curator/collector and past lover of Trisha Rines, who, despite saying he cared not about the woman, kept a photo booth picture of the two of them in his desk drawer. He did well in hiding the restraining orders filed against him by two ex-girlfriends after his relationship with Trisha Rines, who both said he allegedly stalked them for weeks post breakup. By reaching out to the girlfriends--identified in Cuthbert's undeleted social media posts--Anna learned that Cuthbert had a violent side. Unaware of this fact and believing him to be a distant friend, Trisha invited him to the recital at King’s Opera House the night of the abduction. He left early and wasn’t seen for the rest of the night.

      Failed Broadway critic, Tina Lindon--currently living in the neighbor city of Fort Smith--lost her fan following after publicly criticizing Keisha’s piano capabilities. In one article, she wrote “...someone without fingers would play better than this pampered and utterly unoriginal ‘prodigy.’” When Anna spoke to her, Lindon stood spitefully by her statement and believed that the Rines were solely responsible for her unemployment. Though Anna suspected a man, it wasn’t unusual to see couples committing crimes together.

      Arrested years ago for sexual assault on a minor, Ian Dersley, taxidermist and secret practitioner of witchcraft, had gigabytes of photos of Keisha Rines on his hard drive. While sneaking a peek at his computer in his bedroom filled with occult paraphernalia, Anna also discovered multiple forum posts where he fantasized about using a particular girl in his newest ritual to bring fear and dread to the local predominantly Pentecostal churchgoers. Who better to use than a renowned child pianist that the local paper called “The Blessing of Van Buren”? The article’s headline was tacked above his shrine.

      Lastly, Tanner Rickman, a seemingly average man with a wife and two sons. Working at the local farmers’ market, Tanner lived a simple and pleasant life in his birthplace of Van Buren. Nothing struck Anna odd about the man. However, she added Tanner to the list after she called him out for the Keisha Rines tickets he had purchased over the years, to which he replied, “They were meant to be a treat for my wife and boys.” He had only bought one ticket for each show and, even more strangely, never once attended.

      Anna would watch them thoroughly in the nights to come. She dialed the Rines.

      “And you are sure there was no one that wished you ill? Anyone else who believed you wronged them years ago?” Anna asked Trisha and Avery Rines over the phone.

      “None,” Trisha replied in her soft voice. She was a short woman with a round face, alluring eyes, and wavy black hair that gave her a look of classic elegance.

      “No one,” Avery said more forcefully. Tall, forty years old with defined cheekbones and a salesman’s background.

      Anna leaned back in her office rolling chair. The yellow sunrays cut through the window blinds behind her and streamed over her cluttered wooden desk.

      On the other end of the line, Trisha and Avery sat around the dining room table in their safe house.

      “You don’t believe us?” Trisha asked innocently.

      “Of course I do, but I find it hard to believe that with three years of international stardom, no one got jealous.”

      “There was that critic,” Trisha replied.

      “You’ve already told me about Tina Lindon. I’ve marked her down.”

      “Look,” Avery said. “We’ve sent you our fan mail, the names of all our friends and attendees to every show, Keisha’s dairy, and a million other little things and still, we are nowhere close to finding my daughter.”

      Anna sat up in her chair. “Not true. We’ve got a suspect in custody and multiple promising leads. My goal here is to figure out if there is anything we might have missed. Any overlooked detail that could lead us to your daughter.”

      “If we knew, we’d tell you,” Avery said soberly.

      Anna looked at the picture of Keisha on her desk next to the photo of the other victim’s finger.

      “Help us, Ms. Dedrick.” Trisha said quietly and with tears. “I don’t know how much more of this we can take.”

      

      Anna found herself parked outside of her father’s home: a simple one-story home with minor wear-and-tear gleaned over the last thirty-five years. Her large Chevy Silverado rumbled in place and displayed the scratches and dings from her crash and the bullet holes of her shootout with Edger Strife. She took a breath and turned the key, killing the engine. Tired, she hiked across the lawn, passing by her father’s old Chevy pick-up and her brother’s sedan. She lifted the house key from under a rock and opened the front door. Her mind held on to the idea of a quick meal before spending the evening on the prowl.

      Shrouded in darkness, a figure watched from a distant cluster of trees. The stranger’s gloved finger adjusted their video camera’s zoom and traced Anna’s journey inside.
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      Anna had always been a hamburger type of girl, but the blackened trout and spears of asparagus displayed neatly on the old glass plate made her belly rumble. At the other end of the old table, her father watched with anticipation. His wide eyes traced Anna’s fork into her mouth.

      “And?” Richard Dedrick asked.

      Anna nodded as she chewed. “Just how Mom used to make it,” she said with a mouthful and gulped down a glass of iced tea.

      Richard let the tension out of his shoulders and slumped victoriously in his chair. Anna’s father had aged well at sixty-three but could not escape a wrinkled forehead. Gray curls twisted out from under his frilled fishing cap and tiny ashen hairs speckled his boxed jaw. “Evan gave me her recipe book. He’s been helping me cook.”

      “Her cookbook has been missing for years,” Anna said, eyeing her brother.

      “I stole it after she passed,” he replied without remorse and continued munching on a chunk of spiced fish. Seasoning sprinkled his red and black plaid shirt. He had a goatee, thin lips, and tired eyes with crow’s feet even though he was only thirty. “I planned on giving it to Grace, but she insists that her mother’s recipes are better.”

      “How is Grace doing?” Anna asked as she checked the time under the table. She adjusted her posture, trying to enjoy her few minutes of free time before going back to work. “Have you spoken since you got out?”

      Evan shook his head. “No. She hasn’t been returning my calls and won’t buzz me into the apartment. Being accused of abducting a little girl must’ve royally pissed her off. Especially with Lily becoming a bigger part of my life.”

      “Lily’s the one you told me about?” Richard asked.

      “She’s the granddaughter you met,” Evan replied.

      “Oh. Right…” Richard averted his gaze.

      Anna pitied him with soft smile. Her father’s early onset Alzheimer's slowly ate away at his mind and memory. Some days, he was sharp as a tack. Other days, Anna struggled to keep up. She desired to invest more time in his life, but the Rines case kept her busy and away from home. At least her estranged brother had returned to town to help. Anna had walked in on him updating her father’s memory journal with all that had happened since he arrived and couldn’t help but feel pride for her family and the strides they’ve made.

      “I’ll get a job tomorrow,” Evan said with full confidence. “Grace will respect proof of income.”

      Anna chewed her asparagus, thinking of her brief encounter with Grace Kendale. Like Evan, the woman’s live-by-night lifestyle caught up with her early. Though she was a little rough around the edges, Anna could see Grace loved Evan and their nine-year-old daughter. Knowing Grace might become her sister-in-law one day, Anna put aside any prejudice and hoped for their daughter's sake, they’d tie the knot soon. Evan was prone to skip town when the going got rough. Their daughter Lily might be his anchor.

      “If you need work, I could use an extra hand,” Anna offered.

      “I don’t know, Anna. I’m not a people person.”

      “Come on,” Richard said, abandoning his minor state of depression. “Dedrick’s Private Investigative Services could you use a man like you.”

      Anna raised a brow at her father. “You’re my recruiter now?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Richard said. “My doctor says I need more exercise.”

      Anna chuckled. “I expect your application on Monday. As for you, Evan, I don’t need you to interact with anyone, only watch them.”

      “So you want to pay me to stalk people?” Evan said, finding the irony in the situation.

      “That’s what P.I.s do,” Anna said matter-of-factly. “Only instead of spying on marital affairs--as tantalizing as that may sound--I want to know where our suspects might be keeping kidnapped little girls.”

      Evan thought on it for a moment. “Can you afford it?”

      If you knew what the Rines were paying me. Anna smiled coyly. “Money won’t be an issue, just don’t blow your cover.”

      Evan cracked a small smile. “I’ll grab my Sherlock hat.”

      Anna texted him the addresses of Tina Lindon, the failed Broadway critic, and Karl Cuthbert, a merchant at the local farmer’s market. “Both of their daily schedules are relatively mundane so tracking any strange activity should be fairly easy. Take note of where they go and how they act when away from family.”

      Anna stood from her seat and slung on her jacket. “As for me, I’m going to consider two leads of my own.”

      “You’re leaving so soon?” Richard asked as Anna walked toward him.

      She kissed her father on the cheek. “Thanks for dinner. We can talk more later, Pops.” She turned to her brother, who picked up the leftovers from her plate and moved it to his own. “Evan, keep me updated on what you learn. Thorough notes are the key.”

      “You got it, boss.” Evan saluted her with two fingers as she slipped out the front door.

      Anna’s moment of peace vanished when the cool August wind chilled her skin. Thinking of the missing girls, the weight of the world returned to her shoulders. She chewed her inner cheek and left the porch. Overhead, the starry sky blinked endlessly as dewy grass squished beneath her feet.

      Without warning, her intuition spiked. An inexplicable feeling that she was being watched stuck to her like slime. She continued toward her truck, her gaze subtly moving across the neighboring homes. Flashing television screens and room lights. She stopped at her driver side door and glanced at the small cluster of oaks across the road. Something moved.

      Anna’s blood spiked. You’re seeing things. Anna slid her hand to her pistol holster, and she proceeded across the cracked asphalt road, looking both ways on the silent street. There’s no one there. Her walk evolved into a jog as she neared the woods. Her pistol slid out of its holster and she passed into the shallow woods.

      Trees, shadows, and her racing heart were all she knew.

      “Hello?” she called out, keeping the pistol low.

      Autumn wind rustled nearby leaves. Twigs snapped underfoot. On high alert, Anna twisted about. No one. The woods appeared much larger and ominous than in the daylight. Waving branches and dancing shadows took a life of their own. Anna steadied her breathing. She stood sentry in the dark night. Waiting. Listening.

      Nothing. See? A voice said inside.

      Shaken, she started for the truck but stopped at the base of three trees. Their thick roots sprawled across the dirt, weaving in and out of the earth like a sea serpent. Nearby, cracked twigs scattered on the ground. A snapped branch clung to the tree’s neck by a broken tongue of bark. Its insides had a lively green hue. The branch itself teetered from a recent disturbance. Quiet stillness ruled the woods and street. A little red speck--almost invisible to the naked eye--glowed in the distance. Anna squinted, adrenaline coursing through her being. Her palm tightened around the coarse handle of her handgun.

      Ring-ring-ring! Anna’s phone buzzed wildly in her pocket and caused her to shudder. Keeping her eyes on the red dot, she found cover behind a tree and fished out the screaming cell phone. Grace’s number. Anna hesitated for a moment. Her thumb moved from the green button to End and she pocketed her quieted phone. Peeking her head around the stem of the tree, she tracked the stationary red light.

      Staying hunched, she scurried to a nearby tree and then to another. The tiny red light moved but failed to follow her. Only twenty more yards and she’d be upon it.

      Ring-ring-ring! Anna’s heart jumped. Grace again. Anna swiftly hung up and made the effort to silence the device. She looked back into the woods. Trees, leaves, but no red speck. Keeping her gun up, she moved tactically in that direction, but found no trace of the light or anyone causing it.

      A vibration in her pocket. For the love of Pete. Anna holstered her pistol and answered the phone. “Yes?”

      “Finally!” Grace shouted on the other side, not angry but desperate by her fractured tone.

      “What’s wrong?” Anna asked as she kept a lookout in the woods.

      “Someone--someone broke into my flat.” Grace sniffled. “I-I don’t know where I am. I don’t know what day it is. My head’s killing me. I can’t think straight.”

      “Calm down,” Anna said, catching the symptoms of the woman’s anxiety. “Have you called the police?”

      “No. They’ll think I’m using again. They’ll take away Lily,” Grace moaned dreadfully.

      “I tried to get ahold of Evan, but his phone is dead.”

      Anna landed where she last saw the light and knelt to the earth. Shuffled dirt, but no visible footprint. “What do you see around you?”

      “Um… trees… A stream. Train tracks!”

      “Follow those. Tell me when you reach a road. Oh, and stay on the line.” The tall trees enclosed Anna. She frowned heavily and backtracked to the truck. Family comes first. She twisted the key and stomped the accelerator, leaving the woods and her father’s house in the rear view. Her mind raced to what she saw in the woods. It could’ve been a wild animal. You could be imagining things. She wasn’t convinced, but whatever was out there had vanished.

      Her journey began at Old Frisco train station, and she paralleled the tracks until it curved off into the woods. “What’s the last thing you remember?” she asked Grace.

      “It goes on forever,” her future sister-in-law said dreadfully.

      Anna switched the phone to her other ear. “Can you hear me?”

      “Wait. I see something. It’s--”

      Her voice cut out.

      “Grace?” Anna asked. “Grace!”

      No reply.

      Anna looked at the train tracks and then thought about her Silverado and the substantial wear and tear it had accumulated over the last few days. Groaning, she spun the steering wheel and bumped up to the track. The cabby rattled and bounced as it rolled over the first rail and then down the wooden slats. She needed an alignment, anyway.

      One wheel on the slats and one on the grass, Anna’s big Chevy drove down the train tracks and farther from Van Buren. The town lights vanished and soon only her high beams guided her through the inky blackness. The radio stuttered until it died. Anna kept her phone on standby, waiting for Grace’s return call. Her signal showed one bar. When she turned her eyes up from the phone, her foot slammed on the brake pedal. The truck skidded to a stop at the foot of a rail-less rusted metal bridge. She looked down at the tops of trees and flowing wide stream below. Catching her breath, she put the shifter into reverse and got ready to back up when a ghastly woman entered the rays of her high beams.

      Wearing a tattered white shirt and cyan boy shorts, Grace Kendale limped down the center of the track. Her disheveled brown hair fell out of its lazy bun and was strung down her dirtied and bruised face. She held her palm out over her eyes as if to push back the light and staggered, catching her toe between wooden rails.

      Anna hopped out of the truck. She gingerly stepped from slat to slat, careful not to fall through. A few close calls but still successful.

      “Hold on.” Anna wrapped her arm around Grace, supporting her by the shoulder. “We’re almost there.”

      The sound of rushing water echoed from below.

      “What day is it?” Grace asked whimsically. She had sharp features, but stress-wrecked nerves had sucked away her beauty.

      “Saturday,” Anna replied as they made it back to the truck.

      “Oh lord.” Grace covered her hand with her mouth. “Lily.”

      “Tell me what happened,” Anna said as she reversed down the tracks and pursued civilization.

      “I heard knocking on my door. I thought it was Evan but…” She clenched the side of her head and closed her eyes, grimacing. “I can’t think straight.”

      “When was this?” Anna asked, steadying the steering wheel.

      “Friday. The same day you visited me. Everything feels like one big blur.”

      That’s because you were drugged. “We’ll check on Lily, okay?” Anna said.

      Grace nodded and hugged her bruised knee. Her eyes stayed on the dark road as the bumpy ride went on and on.

      Anna made some phone calls and then basked in the silence. In the front passenger seat, Grace chewed her nails. Dirt smeared her cheek. A fat purple bruise swelled over her brow. The work of a baton of sorts, judging by the cylindrical profile. However, her blackout was the work of chloroform or something stronger, judging by the almost twenty-four-hour mind wipe. Scrapes, cuts, and bruises spotted her legs and up her body, most likely caused by twigs and thorns on her travel to Anna. Rope burns created raw red circlets around her skinny wrists and ankles. The smooth pattern alluded to dock line instead of the coarser hemp rope. With Van Buren being a river town, that didn’t add much to the investigation but if the perpetrator had a boat, a paper trail would follow.

      Flashing blue and red lights bounced around the heart of Van Buren’s slums. Created during a time when Van Buren attempted to copy its sister city Fort Smith, Grace’s three-story apartment had far more urban design than the surrounding buildings. Its concrete infrastructure and blocky architecture seemed to attract seedy characters, of which there were many gathered at the borders of the parking lot.

      Police officers congregated around the front double doors, bustling in and out and speaking to reluctant witnesses. Parked cruisers kept their siren lights spinning. An ambulance had been parked on standby. Anna pulled into the lot, feeling the eyes of various shady onlookers watching her every move. They whispered to one another, forming niche gaggles away from the street lights. FBI Agent Rennard stood beside Sheriff Greenbell at the front door. The sheriff dragged a cigarette while Rennard waved to the truck.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go directly to the hospital?” Anna asked.

      Grace gawked at her like Anna was off her rocker.

      “Then go to the EMT,” Anna commanded. “I’ll get Lily.”

      “I’m not a porcelain doll, sweetheart,” Grace said defiantly. “I’m going in.”

      “Get yourself looked at, then we’ll see,” Anna said, leaving no room for negotiation but feeling guilty that she denied a mother’s chance to find her daughter personally. Anna figured Grace could compromise the crime scene and, in turn, do more harm than good. Cold but true. She pocketed the keys and exited the truck. Anticipating the worst-case scenario, she approached Rennard and Greenbell. Grace followed but was interrupted by an EMT.

      “I’m going in!” Anna heard Grace shout. The EMT gestured to one of the nearby officers. Another green officer pushed open the apartment building’s double doors with a sullen expression.

      Anna sighed and joined Rennard and the sheriff, tucking in her shirt.

      “There's been an attack.” Greenbell blew a stream of smoke into the night sky. “See for yourself, but I don’t know why it’s your concern. Keisha Rines is your case, not some other kid.”

      “This is family we’re talking about,” Anna replied. “That matters where I come from.”

      “Sergeant Mathis has granted you access to the crime scene. He trusts your expertise.” Greenbell glared at her. “Don’t screw it up. This isn’t Miami. We’re more careful here.”

      “Sheriff!” A police officer interviewing a witness called him over.

      Greenbell snuffed the cigarette at the bottom of his boot, pocketed it, and headed over.

      “What’s with him?” Rennard whispered. “He’s always on your case.”

      Anna relaxed her balled fist. “He’s not used to this. No one here is used to this. ”

      “Huh.” Agent Rennard watched the white-haired sheriff talk to a witness, who pointed to a second-story window. “I don’t know. It seems personal.”

      Anna shrugged. “Could be. I haven’t lived here since I was in my twenties. Him and my father must’ve had some sort of falling out.”

      “Maybe he’s jealous.” Rennard smiled softly. “It’s not every day you work alongside someone with your renown. Be proud of it. Very few achieve stardom in this business, and even fewer in a positive light.”

      “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, trust me,” Anna replied.

      “Come on. I’ll show you upstairs,” Agent Rennard offered.

      They passed by the dented, wall-mounted intercom box and through the double door threshold and headed for the stairs that folded in on itself. Muffled bass from a rap song echoed through the building, akin to a rage-induced heartbeat. They jogged up the steps, boots and shoes clacking on the concrete, nearing the source of the music. Anna’s heart matched the rapid beat that bounced through the familiar hall as she thought what might await her in room 216.

      In room 214, a frizzy-haired woman with big buggy eyes peeked through the crack of her door as the cops exited Grace’s flat. Anna and Rennard swerved around the officers and trekked to the open door midway through the hall.

      “Does it have a connection to the investigation?” Anna asked.

      “See for yourself,” Rennard moved aside, allowing Anna first passage into the two-room apartment.

      The couch had been rolled on to its backboard, leaving behind natty scrapes on the stained, carpeted floor. The sixty-inch TV--arguably the nicest thing in the flat--lay face down and broken, spewing glass in all directions. Toys and other items littered the night stands and DVD shelf. Framed photos scattered the floor. More signs of struggle were notable throughout the room.

      “We’ve searched the place up and down for the girl but have had no luck locating her,” Rennard explained. “We’re hoping the witnesses saw something.”

      “Maybe she got away,” Anna said.

      Kneeling, a forensic analyst bagged a tuft of blonde hair with blood caked on the roots.

      Rennard shook his head.
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      Conclusions are dangerous territory. Accusations without worthy evidence kill cases. Anna understood these truths. But an unknown little girl’s finger was discovered and Anna stood in a nine-year-old’s room, the sight of an attack not twenty-four hours old. Hardly coincidence, and that punched Anna in the stomach with sickening anger.

      Her niece, Lily Kendall, had blonde hair, hazel brown eyes, and pale skin. She lived in a lower class tenement. By the grade card hastily shoved inside her nightstand drawer, she was a C and D-average student and not proud of her academic prowess. She kept to herself, evident not just by the way she hesitantly spoke to Anna when they met but by the abundance of toys on which she relied on for entertainment. Lily was the opposite of Keisha Rines in nearly every way, and yet both suffered the same fate.

      Anna scanned the small bedroom, all the while thinking how to approach Grace and Evan. Focus on the evidence, she reminded herself. Anything could’ve happened. A wall shelf had collapsed to the floor, spilling elementary school crafts across the carpet. She peered into the hall, tracing the path of destruction with her eyes. The last abduction site was spotless. The chaos, though horrifying for Grace, gave Anna “hope” that it may have just been a robbery.

      Panning around the room, she conjured a mental image of the attack. Anna imagined Grace sitting on the couch, her wet hair wrapped in a towel as she watched TV, like she had been when they first met. A knock on the door. It couldn’t be loud, that would scare Grace. The man would’ve knocked softly enough to make it personal but strong enough to be heard over the neighbor’s obnoxious music. Grace expected it to be Evan, she’d told Anna on the ride over. After all, her boyfriend would be walking free soon. Grace undid the three bolt locks and opened her home to the unexpected stranger. The man acted swiftly and unexpectedly, whacking Grace with a metal club up the side of the head before she could get a good look. By the rivets on the bruise, it was an extendable baton. Grace staggered back and collapsed. The towel fell from her head and lay in a pile on the floor where it still resided now.

      The stranger entered, closing the door behind him. He fished out his chloroform rag and shoved it in Grace’s mouth to be sure she was unconscious. The stranger then turned into the hall, his finger coiled tightly around the baton. Lily must’ve seen him because she hid.

      Anna knelt at the ajar closet door. She studied the small heap of shirts and hangers knocked on the floor. She envisaged the nine-year-old girl peering through the shutters in the claustrophobic, dark closet. From how the wood was slanted, Lily could’ve seen the stranger’s boots but not his face. At some point, she made a break for it. He flung his hand back, readying a baton strike, but accidently knocking over the wall shelf. Lily darted into the hall. The stranger pursued.

      Lily ducked the wind-cutting swipes. Missing, the ball-tipped club smacked into framed pictures and punctured drywall. The chase continued into the living room. Lily headed for the couch-side stand and Grace’s charging cellphone. Whether she fell or was pushed, Anna couldn’t ascertain, but Lily definitely smacked into the stand, toppling it to the ground and spilling its contents. Unable to reach the phone, the next logical step was the door. Her escape failed. The stranger got her hair--evident by the blonde tufts of hair on the carpet--and flung her into the couch. The impact pivoted the piece on its hind legs before falling to its backboard. Winded, the little girl rolled away from the couch and scrambled to her feet. Looping around the toppled furniture, she bumped into the TV in a last-ditch effort to flee. It fell over, maybe buying Lily enough time to escape into the apartment’s hall. Anna rubbed her chin. Only the witness would know.

      “I talked to the landlord,” a nearby officer said. “Cameras have been dead for weeks along with the intercom.”

      “This place is a dump,” a fellow officer replied with distaste. “The faster we finish here, the better.”

      By the looks of the other officers, they agreed.

      Anna swept the apartment, careful not to disrupt anything for the incoming forensic crew. She discovered minor blood spatter on the side-stand. The lab would confirm its origin in the coming days, but Anna questioned how much time they had left.

      She scoured the bathroom, master bedroom, and kitchen for anything out of the ordinary, but mostly just to cover her bases. She peered out the window, getting a view of surrounding buildings and the parking lot. If a passerby was looking in the right place, they may have witnessed something. Anna took note of it. When she finished searching the area for any tells, notes, or demands the abductor may have left, Anna canvassed the second-story hall for possible escape routes. Three in total. The elevator, the main stairs, and the fire escape. The last seemed the most enticing. Anna walked down the hall, past the apartment where the loud music was playing. It was quiet now and a white thuggish man around twenty-four lingered on the other side of the emergency exit. He took a drag on the cigarette.

      Anna stepped out onto the metal side-wall stairs that ran down the side of the building. “Hey.”

      With his arms resting lazily on the railing, the man flicked his cigarette into the gravel side street below. “I don’t know nothing.”

      “I’m not a cop,” Anna admitted, joining him beside the railing. She looked out past the apartment filled with the lower class sector and at the murky Arkansas River, the Victorian-style historical district, and far-reaching farmlands in the distance.

      “You’re a concerned citizen. Right,” he replied sarcastically. A black teardrop tattoo rested below his eye. More body art ran down his neck and arms. Country-born by the fishing cap, but deep urban lifestyle. It was an odd mix in a town like Van Buren.

      “Private investigator,” Anna admitted. “I’m looking for the girl from apartment 216. Know her?”

      The man turned to her, looking her up and down. “Nah.”

      “Nothing?” Anna pressed. “You don’t want to show up on the witness stand, fine. I’m only after the girl. Whatever happens after isn’t yours or my problem.”

      The man cracked a twisted smile. “It never was my problem.” He turned back. “You’re that chick from TV. The one with the freak brother? Yeah, I recognize you. They said you set up the whole Keisha Rines kidnapping for five minutes of fame.”

      “The media says a lot of things,” Anna retorted. “I’m only after the girls. Can you help me, or are you going to help some pervert steal children from your home?”

      The man paused. Subtle sympathy fractured his cocky resolve. “Alright, I saw something.”

      Anna listened intently.

      “White dude, wearing a cap and sunglasses like a shady mofo. I was coming back from the store when I saw him chase a little girl out here. I didn’t know if he was the father or something, so I let it slide.” With a guilty frown, he turned to Anna. “You think he’s the same dude that took the Rines girl?”

      “It’s looking like it. Did he ever come back for the mother?”

      The tattooed man thought for a moment and shook his head. “I was inside the rest of the night, preoccupied.”

      Anna looked out at the small side street alleys and left corner of the parking lot. “He went this way?”

      “Yeah.”

      Anna thanked him and traveled down the metal stairs. She ended on a small side street and looked both ways. Scanning the gravel, she spotted two sets of tracks. The footprints had a slide to them, revealing that both parties were running. Anna jogged parallel to the path, careful not to disrupt it. Eventually, the footprints came to an end at a patch of road where the gravel was kicked out in all directions, like the young runner was slipping on ice.

      Anna’s own abduction flickered in her mind. The feeling of helplessness as she was grabbed and dragged. She shut her eyes, stowing the memory from when she was fourteen. When she opened them, she found that the trail had gone cold. At walking speed, the gravel wouldn’t be molested enough to warrant a track.

      

      Police cars lingered in the parking lot along with more locals, standing inches out of sight and exchanging whispers amongst themselves. The presence of cops kept them close, but not too close.

      “It could’ve been a lot worst. You’re lucky,” the EMT told Grace as he bandaged her head up. Wincing, Grace sat on the back doors of the ambulance. When she saw Anna approach, Grace pushed away the medical technician

      “Well?” she asked anxiously. Her eyes were big, tired, and full of trepidation. “Anything?”

      Anna fumbled with the words. “I-I’m afraid Lily was taken.” Saying them made it worse.

      “No…” Grace’s shoulders slumped as she whimpered.

      Anna took her hand. “I’ll get a hold of Evan. You need your rest.”

      “Why would someone do this?” Grace asked no one in particular. “She’s only nine years old.”

      Anna didn’t have an answer. She kept strong for Grace, but inside, she felt like she had swallowed hot blades that tore into her heart and belly. An attack on her own blood couldn’t be put into words and sure as hell wouldn’t be forgettable. View it as every other case, Anna told herself. You must stay level-headed. Thoughts of Dade County came to mind. Her walk out of the south Florida townhouse with bloodstained clothing and a rescued teenager in her arms.

      The EMT checked his watch. “We need to get going.”

      Grace didn’t move.

      “Go on, now.” Anna let go of Grace’s hand and smiled sadly. “I’ll contact you as soon as I find something.”

      She repeated it a second time before Grace wiped away a tear and climbed into the ambulance. The EMT followed. Rubbing her fingers up through her brunette hair, Anna watched Grace trembling upright in the gurney, the life and will sucked out of her angular face. The ambulance eased out of the parking lot and into the night. Reluctant to share the news, Anna contacted Evan.

      “It’s hers, isn’t it?” Evan said fiercely. “That finger you found on the night of my release?”

      Anna struggled with the right words. She shut her eyes, pain thundering between her temples. “We don’t know yet.”

      “You better stop him, Anna,” Evan replied. “Or I swear, I’ll do it myself, and it won’t be quick or pretty.”

      “I’ll find him and Lily,” Anna promised. “No one escapes justice forever.”

      The other side of the line went silent for a moment. “I’ve seen enough in my travels to know that’s not always true.”

      Anna agreed but needed to stay hopeful, for her family’s sake if not her own. “Stay with Grace. She needs you by her side.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m serious. Crash at a hotel if you must, but no running out at late hours or going places alone. That has to stop. At least until this case is closed.” She looked back at the ugly apartment. “I have to go.”

      “Yeah… me too.” Evan hung up.

      Anna took a deep breath and folded back in with the officers. She entertained the thought that the two attacks could be separate events. After all, one was expertly planned and the other had been messy. Just like Keisha and Lily. Night and day.

      More and more locals gathered around the parking lot, and it seemed like everyone living in the tenement was either outside in groups of four or more or watching from their windows like ghastly specters. The night had gotten louder and the crowd more restless. Though Van Buren was a small town of twenty thousand, there were still homes and lower income trailer parks that the police were inclined to avoid. This was one of those places. Anna overheard officers exchanging judgmental chatter. The locals glared at them violently, refusing to speak.

      “Perfect,” Greenbell grumbled. “Our only witnesses would rather eat glass than talk to us.”

      “So now that a white girl goes missing, you’re finally interested in our problems,” the bug-eyed woman from room 214 said to the sheriff.

      Greenbell turned red with anger. “We work day in and day out to keep this community safe. You know how much sleep I’ve gotten since Keisha Rines went missing? A total of eight hours in five days.”

      “That chick doesn’t count,” a man from the crowd replied. “She has more money than all of us. You want to get her so you can have a taste of the money.”

      A few joined him in their heckling.

      “Back off!” an officer yelled.

      “What? You going to shoot me?” a man from the crowd shouted back.

      Anna did not need this right now. She needed witnesses. She needed to find her niece, not deal with the latest squabble. She jogged to Greenbell and pulled him aside. “Stay on task.”

      “Can you hear what they are saying?” Greenbell ignored her. “They’re what’s wrong with this town.”

      Anna thought about bringing up the crap she dealt with in Miami but couldn’t see the use of pulling out measuring sticks now. “Lily Kendale and Keisha Rines, that’s our problem. Not this.”

      In the distance, press vans came screaming down the road. The news reporters hopped out of the back of the van as the cameraman and sound guys fixed microphones. Wonderful. Anna watched them with lifeless eyes.

      “We are on site where a second abduction has occurred…” a reporter started as the local crowd pulled away from the cops and gathered around the camera. They smiled ear to ear, knocking into each other to fit into the frame. An idea sparked. Anna approached the local rabble. One man at the back of the gathering peeked his head over the others to get a better look at the reporters. Anna tapped him on the shoulder, causing him to turn around with a snap. He loomed over Anna by nearly a foot and snarled at her.

      Anna faked a smile. “How would you like to be on TV?”

      While questioning an apathetic witness off to the side, Rennard spotted Anna moving the tall man to the front of the crowd. He returned his attention to the woman before him. “Anyone you know watch the news?” She grinned, and Rennard started gathering his own witnesses.

      With a few choice words with the producers, Anna got her man in front of the camera. She stepped out of the frame, drew out the notepad on her phone, and let the reporter do the talking.

      “You were here the night of the attack?” the reporter asked and brought the fuzzy mic to the man’s mouth.

      With a giddy smile, the man nodded. “Uh, yeah. I heard it before I saw it. The little girl screamed and ran down the hall. A man chased her down the fire escape.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Tall. Very tall. About my size. And white, with a crew cut. He was screaming about something.”

      “Did he have any distinguishable features?”

      “Uh... what’s it called when you have two different eye colors?”

      “Heterochromia.”

      “That’s your man,” he turned to the camera. “And if we see you around here again, we’ll make sure a little girl is the least of your problems.”

      “Thank you for your time--”

      “Wait!” A local shouted and elbowed his way to the front of the line. “He’s lying. That ain’t what the man looked like.”

      “You ain’t seen a darn thing, Carl!” the first witness shouted with a pointed finger.

      The second man leaned into the reporter's microphone. “He’s lying. The guy that took the girl was a short fella. Five foot. Black as night. I’d seen him around days before. Lingering in the shadows, chatting on the phone. You know, creepy shi--stuff.”

      “No, no, no!” A woman from the crowd shouted. “The guy had a mask and baseball bat, kicked in the door and grabbed the girl. He even came back for the mother.”

      “Yeah. I saw that, too!” another said.

      The first witness boiled. “You’re all liars.”

      Anna lowered her phone and watched everything unfold with an agape mouth. More and more “witnesses” pushed their way to the front of the camera. Apparently, everyone saw a different man or woman attack Grace and take Lily from her apartment. The stories devolved into convoluted movie plots where the abductor wore elaborate disguises, had three other partners, and in one story, had a hooked hand and scar over his milky eye.

      Sheriff Greenbell pinched the bridge of his nose and directed each of the witnesses to the sketch artist in the event that one of their stories might have some basis in reality. Anna looked for any similarities in the tales, but all details were either extreme or too mundane. After three long hours, they headed back to the station.

      “Well, that was a frick’n debacle,” Greenbell stated and sipped his coffee.

      Anna turned her attention from the evidence whiteboard to the window where another witness was escorted out of the station. “I’m sure Pinky got a kick out of it.”

      “Pinky?” Agent Rennard asked, typing on his laptop keyboard.

      “That’s what the media calls him,” Anna explained as she looked over the notes on her phone. “Every victim he takes, he always starts with the pinky.”

      Rennard stopped tapping the keys. He looked up at Anna and Greenbell. “I’m sending you both a link.”

      Anna pulled up the website on her smartphone. The website design was outdated and bland and contained a news article from ten years ago published by the local press in Hannibal, Missouri. In silence, the three of them read it.

      A child prodigy, female, eight years old, and master painter, went missing after showcasing her artwork in a gallery. Her parents got no demand letter, only paintbrushes left on their doorstep.

      “Sounds familiar.” Greenbell traded looks with the others.

      “Keep reading,” Rennard said.

      The fourth paintbrush was discovered in the police mailbox. The next six appeared in seemingly random locations throughout the town. After the lead detective found the tenth in the glovebox of his car, the case went cold. Three days later, his house caught on fire with him and his wife trapped inside. The autopsy revealed that the couple had their throats slit before the fire began. The child painter was never found.

      Rennard directed them to a different web page. Six years ago in Nowata, Oklahoma, an eleven-year-old theater actress vanished after her biggest show. This time, her teeth appeared on the doorstep. After ten teeth were delivered, the gung-ho officer and his family on the case were gunned down in their home before the house caught fire. The child actress was never found.

      Greenbell sank into a chair and cursed under his breath.

      “He’s getting bolder…” Anna mumbled.

      Rennard lowered his laptop screen without shutting it. “That’s all I got for now. I’ll keep searching though and make a few calls. Someone from Child Abduction Rapid Deployment team must’ve taken these cases.”

      “I’ll contact…” Anna glanced at the author of the second article. “Terrence Lindon.”

      “Will he pick up at two in the morning?” Greenbell asked.

      “One way to find out.”

      The sheriff headed outside for a smoke while Agent Rennard slipped into an unoccupied interrogation room to make his calls.

      Anna found Terrence's website. Shoe marketing, cashmere sweaters, and flashy graphics, he’d traded journalism for ad copy. Looking over the glamour shot of Keisha Rines on the whiteboard, Anna made the call.

      She rested the ringing phone against her shoulder, hearing a tired, “Hello?”

      “I apologize for calling you this late, my name is Anna Dedrick. I’m a private investigator with questions regarding an article you wrote in 2011?”

      “Bugger off,” the man growled and then hung up.

      Anna sighed and redialed.

      “I said bugger off!”

      “It’s about the actress, Caroline Saxton,” Anna said swiftly.

      Terrence went quiet for a moment. “What about Saxton?”

      “I want to know everything about her case.”

      “You got coffee?”

      Anna looked at her half-empty mug. “Sure.”

      “Good. ‘Cause it’s going to be long night.” Terrence grunted and mumbled a few choice words before saying, “I assume you already know about the abduction and the, uh… teeth, but there’s more to the story.”

      Putting the phone on speaker mode, Anna uncapped a marker and found a clear corner of the whiteboard. “I’m listening.”

      “After the tenth tooth was found, the detective on the case was murdered along with his brother-in-law, son, and wife.” A refrigerator opened. “Not a clue or no clear motive outside of his involvement in the Saxton case. What the papers didn’t tell you is that there was evidence discovered, just not until a few weeks later. The house was only partially scorched, you see, and the realtor was keen on cleaning the place up and put it back on the market. That’s when she found the message.”

      Anna’s hairs stood on the back of her neck. “Message?”

      “Painted in crusty blood on the inside of the chimney was the word Cain. I thought to myself, now that deserves a follow-up article, so I brought a draft to my editor. He shared the same enthusiasm as me, but only for a day.”

      “What happened?”

      “Someone left a ring box on his front porch. Inside was a note with his daughter’s name on it. He gave me a call, begging me not to run the story. I asked why. He told me the truth, packed his bags, and moved out of state. I called him over the next few days. Not a peep. He’d vanished. Him and his daughter. I took the warning and moved to New York, gave up my journalism career for advertisement copy.”

      “Did this Cain guy ever threaten you?”

      “No. But I’ve not been stupid enough to get in his way. I’d advise you to do the same… By the way, why are you calling?”

      Anna dreaded saying it. “Two little girls are missing. Their fingers were delivered in red velvet ring boxes. We’re on number four.”

      Terrence chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” Anna asked.

      “It’s utterly hopeless, don’t you see? You won’t find those girls. No one will, and once the tenth gift is delivered, he’ll be coming for you, Ms. Dedrick. No one escapes him. No one.”

      The door swung open. Anna twisted around, hand reaching for her weapon, belatedly remembering she left it in the truck.

      Pale and wide-eyed, Agent Rennard stood in the doorway. “I found something.”

      Anna snatched her phone from the ground. “Terrence?”

      He’d hung up.

      “What did you find?” Anna asked, feeling caffeinated from Rennard’s abrupt arrival.

      “You know how the detective’s house in the child painter’s case burned down? One of the floorboards recovered from the ash had a name carved into it.” Rennard paused, hesitant to give the word power. “Cain.”
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      Anna and Sheriff Greenbell gathered around Rennard’s laptop as he typed “Cain” into the FBI database. Dozens of abductions, assaults, and cold cases flashed on the screen. Each had the letter C or word Cain carved into the wall, spelled out on refrigerator magnets, or taped together out of collaged magazine headlines. Pictures of prepubescent girls from the mid-West crowded the monitor. Each shared a commonality: stardom. All the cases went cold after a few weeks. The girls were never found. Rennard and Anna expanded the geo profile, adding Kansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, Louisiana, Mississippi, west Tennessee, and Illinois to the list.

      “He has long arms,” Rennard stated. “And a type.”

      “Why the hell would he want Lily Kendale though?” Greenbell asked. “If not for the same ring box, I’d almost say we’re dealing with two different guys.”

      Anna voiced her own theory. “Maybe Lily was the outcome of his… proposal to me.”

      The three of them traded looks, none liking the sound of that.

      Anna’s insides twisted. They could have no connection, she reminded herself, but the timeline fit. She blinked away the water in her eyes as they scrolled through various sketches gleaned throughout the years. Each displayed a variation of a generic white male, bearded and clean shaven, between the ages of twenty and fifty. Greenbell printed them out and left the room without a word.

      After a few minutes, he returned with the sketches from Grace’s fellow apartment dwellers. He taped them to the whiteboard and pulled out a low-quality still from a security camera at the middle school Keisha attended. It revealed a man with a goatee and baseball cap speaking to Keisha Rines. Greenbell put it up last and stroked his stark-white beard. In between thoughts, he detached the drawings that lacked similarities, letting them fall to the floor like feathers. The remaining men had blonde, grey, or black hair. Their jawlines were at different angles, but never weak. The nose looked the same, looking as generic as they came.

      “There he is.” Greenbell rapped his knuckles on the nearby pedestal and wagged his finger at the whiteboard. “Our Cain.”

      “I preferred it when he had a hook hand,” Rennard said.

      “He’ll keep on delivering gifts until he reaches ten.” Anna’s gaze went to the black coffee on her cup. “Then…”

      She turned to the two men as the air was sucked out of the room. “He comes for us.”

      “Not going to happen,” Greenbell denied the claim. “Not in my town.”

      Rennard grinned slyly. “We’ll catch him. Everyone faces a day of reckoning. Besides, who will take care of my dog?”

      The forensic scientists came in that morning with news about the second victim’s identity. Their pitying expression said it all. Anna made the call. With bloodshot and circle-lined eyes, Anna listened to Grace wail on the other end of the phone line. Resting her back against the police station’s outer wall, she stood amidst scattered cigarette butts. Anna contemplated making another promise. “Don’t worry. I’ll find Lily. She’ll be safe,” Instead, she apologized and kept her mouth shut. He took my niece. He mutilated her. There will be repercussions, she repeated internally as the sound of Grace’s cry echoed on the other side.

      When the call ended, a scientist opened the door into the back parking lot. He had a flat nose and dense grey hair that folded around the back and side of his head, leaving his crown bald and spotless. “The hair you discovered on the train track outside of the Opera House is fake.”  

      “What?” Anna’s first piece of evidence had just become obsolete.

      “It’s from a high-quality wig. Well-maintained, but old.”

      Anna paused for a moment, letting her mind work. “Is there a wig shop in town?”

      “Not that I know of. Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful,” the man said and slipped back inside, letting the door close quietly behind him.

      Cain wears disguises, Anna concluded. That makes things difficult, but she might be able to use it against him. There couldn’t be more than a handful of shops selling these wares. In the breakroom, she told Rennard her plan of attack. “We find them, explore their sales records, and cross-reference the buyers with the suspects of any nearby abductions over the last twenty years.”

      Rennard removed the saran wrap from his egg sandwich and offered Anna half. She accepted and took a bite.

      “I saw Edger Strife,” Rennard said, hovering his hand over his mouth as he chewed and talked. “The conversation was very one-sided. Usually I get a shut up or f-you, but this guy was a statue. I must’ve spent two hours in there yesterday.”

      Anna lost her appetite. “Thanks for the sandwich.”

      Rennard stopped chewing and asked curiously. “Where are you going?”

      “Crawford County,” Anna replied and slipped outside.

      The sunrise ended and the new day began with heat and humidity. Let’s get this over with. Female visitation at Crawford County detention center wouldn’t be until 1 pm, but Anna went anyway. Ideally, the center held less than a hundred detainees, but from what Anna read online, Crawford took inmates and those awaiting trial from all the surrounding towns, overflowing its 88-person maximum by fifty plus inmates.

      Heart pounding, Anna flashed her I.D. and P.I. license at the gate guard. He pointed to the guest parking lot, perplexed by the horrid condition of Anna’s truck. She felt naked leaving her pistol in the glove box but went in anyway. It took a thorough explanation of her circumstance for the supervisor to let her see Edger Strife before visiting hours. Sympathy was a perk she didn’t have as lead detective in Miami.

      As they retrieved Strife from his holding cell, Anna headed for the bathroom and splashed her face with icy water. She’d forsaken makeup now that it was day three with dismal sleep. Part of her wanted to run far away. The other dreamed of burying the man who assaulted her twenty years ago. A bout of dizziness struck her and she steadied herself on the sink. “He can’t hurt you in here,” she mumbled to the woman in the mirror.

      As she walked through the halls, she thought about Strife’s confession. “I kidnapped her, cut off her fingers, and left her in the woods. Is that what you want to hear?” Anna gnashed her teeth. That should’ve been the end of it, but fate seemed to enjoy shivving her in the belly and twisting the knife. Thank God her parents had put her through hypnotherapy. She pitied the women who had to remember that monster crawling on top of them. Still, some nights she could see the man’s cold, predatory eyes that were grafted into her memory.

      Anna passed by the statue-like guard beside the doorway and slowly stepped closer to the two-sided desk separated by a quarter inch of glass. With hands folded over one another, the sixty-year-old man traced Anna’s arrival. His stringy grey hair had been combed back to his widow’s peak and formed a ponytail down to the center of his back. His crusty, chapped lips twisted into a sinister smirk.

      Anna sat on the edge of her plastic seat, instantly aware of its rigid texture. She locked eyes with the gaunt-cheeked, dead-eyed monster. Images of his basement flickered in her mind. The feeling of his icy skeletal hand gasping her fourteen-year-old body made her want to vomit. Anna didn’t look away from him as the horrors of her past bubbled up inside. Her fingers coiled around the neck of the plastic phone and she brought it to her ear, trembling slightly but hiding her fear with a steel exterior. Strife didn’t move. Didn’t touch his phone. His smirk grew. The tremors in Anna’s hands grew worse, more noticeable. Pick up. Haven’t you made me suffer enough? Seconds passed. Anna shifted in her seat. She thought about the exit door behind her.

      Strife’s veiny hand snatched his phone up and brought it to his droopy ear. “I’ve been waiting for you, Anna,” he said in the same soft, quiet tone he had twenty years ago. “I knew you’d come back.”

      “Save it,” Anna growled.

      “Still fighting?” Strife smiled. “I love that about you. Most of the others begged, cried, bargained even. But not you. You fought the whole time. Nearly gave me a run for my money.” His fat tongue slugged over his cracked lips.

      Blood rushed to Anna’s face. Her leg bounced rapidly beneath the desk.

      “You might find this conversation quite dull if only one of us is talking,” Strife smiled at his own cleverness.

      Anna spoke, fighting against her anger. “Who took Keisha Rines?”

      Strife leaned in. “I told you in the interrogation room. I did.”

      Anna got into his face, imagining the stench of his foul breath. “Liar.”

      The man bit the air as if to mimic a dog, chuckled, and sank back into his slouched posture.

      “Then where is she?” Anna demanded an answer.

      “Telling you would ruin all of the fun.”

      Smack!

      Anna slammed her fist into the plastic barrier. Alarmed, Strife scooted back. The door guard took a few steps forward. Anna shouted into the phone. “If you want to see outside of your cell again, you better start talking!”

      Strife scooted forward and whispered, “You’re upsetting the guard.”

      Anna craned her neck back, noticing the statue-like guard had moved a few yards closer.

      “You cool?” the man asked in his baritone voice

      Flexing her sore hand, Anna nodded. “Yeah. Yes. Just… conducting an investigation.”

      Suspicious, the guard stepped back. Anna lowered herself back to her seat, taking a deep breath. The vein in her neck pulsed and her trembling worsened. “Once the other detainees learn what you did,” Anna whispered, “they’ll grind you up into powder.”

      Strife interlocked his fingers on top of the desk. “I’m a resourceful man. I’ll survive. The real question is, can you reduce my sentence?”

      Under the desk, Anna squeezed her throbbing knuckles with her uninjured hand. “No,” she admitted. “But I could get you your own cell and a bed that doesn’t feel like rocks.”

      Strife shook his head. “That’s not enough.”

      “It’s more than you deserve,” Anna barked. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll make sure everyone in your cellblock knows about all the little girls you’ve touched. I’ll even pass the guards a few dollars to leave you alone in the shower with some unsavory types. You know, the big and strong ones who’ve been away from women for far too long.”

      Strife smiled and shook his head in disbelief, but Anna could see the cracks in his cocky exterior.

      “Oh, you wouldn’t like that, would you? Being on the receiving end.” Anna’s mocking voice cut into him. She spoke up. “You’re in no place to bargain, Strife. Resourceful or not, you can only last alone for so long on your own. I’m not offering a friendship, but I can keep you on this miserable earth for a little longer.”

      The old man’s grey eyes locked on hers. He moved his tongue around the inside of his lip but didn’t speak for a moment. A defeated grin grew on his face. “Always the fighter. You want to find your little girl, watch my movies. Especially the one I made of you.”

      Anna felt rage and disgust boil up inside. “That some sort of joke?”

      “See for yourself.” Strife leaned back in the seat and yelled to the guard on his side of the plastic. “I’m ready to return to my cell!”

      “We’re not done talking,” Anna growled.

      “Goodbye, Anna.” Strife stood up. “Come back when you’ve watched my tapes.”

      “Wait! I said wait!”

      Strife hung up his phone and let the guard escort him outside of the room. Anna slammed her phone on the hook. She twisted to the alert guard by the door.

      “I’m going,” she answered his unspoken question and marched out the door.

      Anna huddled in her idling truck. Her eyes were wide with anguish as she massaged her swollen and bruised knuckles. She reached for her phone. Two missed calls. One from FBI Agent Rennard and the other from Sheriff Greenbell. She re-dialed Rennard.

      “What’s up?” she asked, wiping her lower eyelid.

      “You okay?” Rennard asked sympathetically.

      “I’m good,” she lied. “What’s happening?”

      “Well, I got good news and bad news.”

      Anna mouthed a silent curse and then said, “Lay it on me.”

      “We found out who delivered Lily’s box,” Rennard said on the other end. “It’s a sixteen-year-old kid. His mom brought him in. Long story short, he was blackmailed after Cain killed his dog... that sick bastard. The kid said he never checked the inside of the box or saw the one who delivered it. I know a liar when I see one, the kid’s story checks out.”

      “What’s the good news?”

      “That was the good news. The bad news is that all our other leads are coming up fruitless. Many of the opera house patrons have alibis or have already skipped town. I think we can agree that this isn’t a personal attack against the Rines. Now, we’re almost stuck waiting for Cain’s next gift.”

      “See if you can follow up with any professional wig manufacturer in the meantime,” Anna suggested. “I’m pursuing a lead of my own.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll talk to you later.”

      After hanging up, Anna peeled out of the detention center’s guest parking spot. As she drove, she fantasized about her bed and a hot plate of food. She felt her mouth water and her eyes shut.

      Someone honked their horn. Anna slammed on her brakes, nearly running a stop sign. The older woman speeding past gave her the finger. Feeling a burst of vigor, Anna straightened her posture and shook out her fatigued joints, trying to defeat the remaining drowsiness. She kept her brake pressed down, taking notice of the missing person printout of Keisha Rines’s perfect smile stapled to a powerline post. Wiggling in the wind below hung a poster of Lily Kendale, who had a shy grin that said “I know I something that you don’t.”

      Anna’s knuckles turned frosty white around the steering wheel. She stomped on the accelerator, heading for the police station.

      

      Sergeant Mathis led her down the empty hall. His broad shoulders swayed with every step while the fluorescent tube lights reflected off his bald head.

      “I can have one of my own guys do it. I’d prefer it that way,” Mathis stated as they neared the evidence lock up.

      Anna felt her heart race and doom press against the floodgates of her mind the closer they got to the door. “This is my burden. No one else should be subjected to this.”

      “It’s our job, Dedrick,” Mathis reminded her as he fished out his key ring. The lock clicked and the broad-chested man turned around, his back to the door. “Last chance.”

      Anna turned her tired gaze from her feet to the man’s bulldog-like face. Mathis frowned and opened the door. “Return them how you found them.”

      Anna slipped past him and into the sterile and bright evidence lock up. Shelves of holding plastic boxes and bags of pills, weed, and other narcotics flanked one side. The other had old boxes full of packaged bloody shirts, weapons, and in the upper corner, a cardboard file box labeled Edger Strife.

      Standing on her tippy-toes, Anna gripped the box’s handle and slid it out. She felt the tapes rattle inside as she lowered her feet to flat footing. She gave the room a final look and headed for the exit.

      “Dedrick,” Mathis stopped her. “If the tape with your name goes missing when you return the box, it was probably misplaced during processing.”

      “Thanks,” Anna said and marched down the hall, hearing the plastic casing scratch against one another.

      Making a quick stop at a thrift store, Anna returned to her dinky office with the file box and a newly bought VHS player. She shut her door with her foot and locked it. Light streamed through the discolored blinds behind her desk, spilling orange yellow light into the room. Anna put the box down and fished out her small twenty-inch TV that was still packaged from her move from Miami. It seemed like it had been a million years, but the calendar said upwards of ten days. She assembled the television on the carpeted floor and plugged in the VHS player. Cables sprawled out across the ground to the outlet on the other side of the room. Feeling weak in the legs, Anna slowly slid down the front face of her desk and used its hard wooden frame as a backboard. With a crooked neck, she looked at her dark reflection on the black screen. The sunlight streamed just overhead, creating a glowing, elongated rectangle beyond the TV. She removed the lid from the box and placed it aside.

      She fished out the first tape, feeling the room-temperature plastic against her fingertips. Sharpie-labeled masking tape stuck to the front of the black casing, spelling out the name Kelsie. A voice inside begged her to stop. She slid the tape inside the VHS player. The scotch in her bottom desk drawer called to her. She needed the elixir but feared she wouldn’t be able to put it down if she started drinking. A little taste, maybe. She hit pause on the remote and forced herself up. Her arm reached across her desk and grabbed the yellow legal pad. The front page bore the notes from Avery and Trisha Rines’s first visit. Anna fetched a pen and turned to the next page. She ignored the call of the scotch and sat back down. She jotted down the name on the first tape, the date recorded in the glowing green in the corner of the screen, and got ready to write down timestamps. Her trembling finger moved to the play button.
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      Every video started the same. Wide shot. Decrepit basement. Exposed and moldy water piping snaking down the walls. A stained mattress positioned on the concrete floor. Strife walks into the frame. Smiles. Approaches victim, who is tied at the wrist and ankle. He begins.

      

      The flashing screen reflected in Anna Dedrick’s eyes, the sights and sounds searing into her memory. Hell, at first, then… numbness.

      She took her time with each film with the intention to only watch them once. The shortest run time was fourteen minutes and twenty-eight seconds, and longest being four hours, one minute, and forty-three seconds. Most ended around the two-hour mark. Her yellow legal pad overflowed with timestamps and allusions to various alterations between films. Examples included a messy floor, new lamps, pictures, etc. As the years went on, the basement became more decorated and gave insight into Edger Strife’s hoarding collection. Boxes of magazines overflowed and spilled, an antique tin truck rested on a broken sofa, a framed picture of a riverside lodge dangled on a dusty pipe valve, and other useless knick-knacks were scattered on the floor.

      With every passing film, Anna found it easier to focus on the details hidden in the background, almost as if she were playing the world’s worst I-Spy game. Still, nothing seemed to betray any hints to what happened to Keisha Rines. After all, the most recent tape had been filmed three years before the child pianist was born.

      Time dragged as she viewed tape after tape after tape, slowly emptying the deep file box as the sun fell away. Legs outstretched across the carpet floor and eyes lifeless, she put in the sixth tape and clicked the top of her pen. The cycle repeated. Halfway through, she paused the film and crawled, hands and knees, to the screen. She squinted at the low-resolution image. A blob-like shadow lingered at the outer corner of the frame. She took note of the timestamp and pressed play. The shadow moved slightly. It could’ve been the work of the granular bars scrolling down the screen, but...

      Anna turned page after page on her legal pad. The tape dated a year before the last one she viewed. The closest object in that quadrant of the screen happened to an antique dining chair. It would be impossible to cast a shadow of that shape. Anna made note of it and continued the film. The grainy video quality disjointed the shadow, causing the illusion of movement. The tape ended and the screen turned blue. Anna rubbed her chin and grabbed another tape from the box.

      The next film didn’t have the shadow nor the one after. However, it appeared again in the third film, this time on the opposite side of the frame. Once again, no accounted-for object had been placed in that area. Opening her laptop, Anna launched the audio software her friend Allen from Miami got her. “It’s perfect for your P.I. work,” her sketchy, tech-savvy friend explained. “It will pick up all the juicy secrets from those questionable spouses you’ll be forced to stalk.” If only her job was that easy.

      Anna ran the VHS audio through the software on her laptop and studied the waves. It wouldn’t be perfect, but hopefully it would pick up any sound fluctuations outside the noises of Strife and the victim. About the time when the shadow moved, a sharp mountain appeared in the audio track. Anna enhanced the volume. She listened closely. A cough or random background noise? She played it again, indecisive.

      Grabbing the next tape, Anna shoved it into the player. No shadow and no other noise. Two hours gone. She put in the final tape. More wasted time. The box lay empty next to three stacks of VHS tapes. One video sat away from the others. She squeezed her injured hand tightly until she couldn’t bear the pain. I have to make sure, she told herself. Carefully, she grabbed the sacred cartridge with the name Anna on it and put it into the player.

      “Sorry Mom, sorry Dad,” she mumbled and undid her hypnotherapy.

      The fourteen-year-old fought, struggled, but didn’t win. In the end, Strife walked away with a black eye. Anna paused the tape, studied the amber liquid in the bottle, and took a hearty swig of scotch. Gasping, she wiped her mouth with the top of her hand and returned her red, veiny eyes to the TV. She watched herself lose and cry for help. Brief flashes of the buried past burst alive in her psyche. She pinched her temples and contemplated unloading her pistol into the screen. If she could only rewind time, run into the basement, and save herself. She had the same thoughts when viewing the other tapes, but seeing herself made it somehow much more real.

      She turned away from the heinous act and noticed the toe of a boot poking into the frame. She pressed pause three times before the picture stopped, with naked Strife walking out of the frame and boot stepping forward in the other. A moment after resuming the video, it ended.

      Anna’s heart bashed against her ribs, ready to burst at any moment. Her hands trembled as goose bumps speckled her skin. The room spun. She grabbed ahold of the desk and gulped down her returning lunch. Her thumb pressed rewind on the remote. Her defeat played out in reverse and then in real time and somehow became more devastating in its second viewing. She attempted to focus on what point the boot appeared in the frame, but her eyes trailed to Strife as the victim’s bloodcurdling screams filled her ears. She muted the volume and covered the center of the screen with the palm of her hand. Eyeing the corners of the image, she caught a shadow pace from one end of the room to the other.

      Pause. Rewind. Play.

      She got closer to the screen and to her bruised hand shielding the twenty-year-old horror. With a click of a button, she froze the past. Slowly, she lifted her hand away from the curved screen. A reflection bounced off the picture of the riverside lodge hanging on a valve. Overlapping the humble building was the reflection of a blurred man wearing a ball cap. The out-of-focus text above the bill read grebniL.

      In big letters, Anna penned the word on the legal pad in its proper sequence. Linberg, Lemdart, or some variation. She checked the time. Nearly 11 pm. She ejected the tape and felt it in both hands. Anger boiled inside. The tape bent in her tight grasp. Plastic whined and started cracking. Anna stopped herself before it broke and placed it on the stack with the others. Using the desk as her support, she pulled herself from the floor. Her legs bowed in. She steadied herself and grabbed her coat and bottle, then drove back to her father’s house. The light was on in the living room, and she braced herself before opening the door.

      Saying nothing, Anna walked past her father, who sat up in his recliner when she entered the house. His concerned gaze followed her to the hall.

      Trembling, Anna discarded her clothes on the bathroom floor and turned on the shower. The hot water splashed against her skin like lava and filled the room with steam. Eyes closed, Anna gulped down the scotch as the scalding shower streamed down her hair and face. She let her jelly-like knees give way, sinking to the bottom of the bathtub. She pressed the bottle close to her lips as tears mixed with cascading water. No matter how much soap she used, nothing made her clean.

      After she put on her pajamas, she shambled out of the dark hallway and into the living room. Richard lowered the volume on the television and the classic Wild West movie it displayed. He pulled himself from his seat, a father’s sympathy on his face. “Oh, Anna.”

      Anna folded into her father’s arms. “I saw what he did to me. He wasn’t alone.”

      “It’s okay,” Richard whispered. “It’s all going to be okay.”

      When she thought she had finished crying, the waterworks began again. They wept together as the world of cowboys and Indians erupted with gunfire.

      After a sleepless night, eggs, and the blackest coffee Anna could make, she crawled back into her truck. Grace and Evan watched her from the doorway, as sleepless as herself. None of them said so much as a murmur.

      Anna headed to the Crawford County detention center, once again before visiting hours. Her breathing calm and eyes calculating, she pulled into the parking lot. She remembered yesterday’s fear and rage. Now, only anger remained, and it burned in her being like a blazing furnace. Without hesitation, she opened the door and headed inside. She stomped through the hall, halting before the supervisor, who pulled the just-opened energy drink from his lips.

      “I need five minutes with Strife,” Anna told the supervisor. “It’s time-sensitive.”

      A heavy frown covered the man’s face and wooly mustache. “That won’t be possible.”

      “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation,” Anna fought against her anger.

      “You don’t understand,” the supervisor replied. “He was attacked in his cell last night.”

      Anna collected her thoughts. With dammed-up frustration, she spoke. “Is he...?”

      “He didn’t make it through the night,” the supervisor admitted guiltily. “For what it's worth, I can show you his cell.”

      The supervisor led her down the cell block. Catcalls and whistles sounded as she passed by caged men. They were silenced by the supervisor’s gruff commands. Eventually, Anna stopped in the threshold of the small cell. Blood spatter hung to white walls and pooled on the glossy floor. By the pattern, it was a violent struggle. I thought I left this behind in Miami. Anna stepped over the crimson puddle as she slid on a plastic glove.

      “Toothbrush,” the supervisor explained. “The other inmate must’ve traded for it or sharpened the handle on his bedframe.”

      Anna looked over Strife’s unkempt bed and shoved her gloved hand in between the mattress and the frame. Nothing. “Did you have a guard outside?”

      “He got preoccupied with a dispute down the hall. Strife’s bunkmate, a two-bit meth head, used the three or four minutes to make a statement.”

      “Killed a pedo, earn brownie points.” Anna was far too familiar with it in Miami.

      “Exactly. Usually they just give ‘em a good whooping. This, though… this was brutal. I’m not saying the man didn’t have it coming, but...” the supervisor's voice trailed off as he studied the blood.

      Anna checked around the toilet and inside nooks of the room, finding a slip of paper crunched between the bed and wall. Cautiously, Anna unraveled it and read the contents within.

      “There was this guy who’d come by every few years,” the paper began. “Sometimes he’d bring a girl and other times he’d come alone. We never traded names. With our shared interests, stuff like that could end us. I could always count on him to watch. And to take care of the bodies. No matter how much time we shared, there was always something about him that made my skin crawl. I blamed it on his casual demeanor and,” the note ended abruptly.

      “What is it?” the supervisor asked.

      Fishing out her phone, Anna took a picture of the crumpled paper. “A memoir or a confession. Hard to tell. Either way, it’s not complete.” She folded it up and surrendered it to the supervisor. After thanking him for his time, Anna left the blood-soaked cell.

      She drove in silence. The monster was dead, yet she felt defeated. Her thoughts spun around the mysterious man in the video. Was he Cain or some other foul creature? If he took care of the victim’s bodies, why let Anna escape? She remembered vaguely slipping her binds and escaping the basement all those years ago, but that could've been a fiction she conjured to make sense of the situation. The tapes didn’t awaken as much as she thought. Strife had all the answers she needed, and he died with them. So much for resourcefulness, huh, Strife? Her blood boiled.

      The phone rang. Anna answered. Greenbell’s voice was sober and angry. “We’ve got another one.”

      Anna swerved the truck around the nearest intersection and punched the gas.

      

      The flagpole jutted from the circular grass patch in the center of the roundabout. Police cruisers parked around the bend nearby. The plump and quirky Principal Darlyn Axel stood on the steps leading up to Hikers Middle School. Mascara smeared her tear-stained face as an officer questioned her.

      Putting on her aviator sunglasses, Anna stepped onto the roundabout. Greenbell gave one of his guys the OK to let her near the flag post. Agent Rennard squatted at the foot of the metal pole, observing the red velvet ring box.

      The FBI agent stood as Anna walked across the grass still wet with morning dew. She didn’t need to ask what they had, only who it belonged to.

      “Lily…” Rennard replied. “The ring finger.”

      “But this time he wasn’t proposing,” Anna said dreadfully as she studied the cleanly cut appendage resting in the small box. Nausea took over. This guy can’t keep getting away with this. She could imagine her niece as the blade dropped. Anna’s fists balled up and her face filled with red anger.

      Rennard looked out at the brick school house and the approaching news vans. “This is a publicity stunt. One that will make national news. Once it’s revealed that he has a connection to dozens of other abductions, he’ll be a legend.”

      “And so will those who catch him.” the sheriff injected, masking a subtle smirk hidden between his white mustache and trimmed, spade-shaped beard.

      “Hopefully the school cameras did our job for us,” Anna said as she steadied her breathing.

      “My boys are looking into it,” Greenbell stated.

      Anna scanned the surrounding area. Like the rest of the “gift” sites, the flag post area was spotless. “What about Keisha? Anything found of her?”

      “Not a word,” Agent Rennard replied.

      Anna opened and closed her sore hand. “I don’t know if I should be happy about that. Oh, and I’m sure you heard, but Edger Strife is dead. Murdered by his cellmate.”

      The sheriff nodded. “I learned after I called you over.”

      “Where does that leave us?” Rennard asked.

      “Nowhere. That’s the problem.” Anna told them about her findings on the VHS tapes. The two men didn’t say a word, and pity kept them from making eye contact.

      “We’ll have to bring your brother back in,” Greenbell eventually stated as the forensic team gathered up the ring box.

      “Evan isn’t Cain,” Anna protested. “He would’ve been ten years old when that video was shot.”

      “I’m only covering the bases,” Greenbell defended himself.

      Anna shoved her finger at him. “You leave my brother out of this.”

      “I don’t trust him. All of this started after he came back to town,” Greenbell said.

      Officer Ashburn, a meaty man with spiked white hair, led the three of them into the school principal’s office where last night's security footage was being displayed on a rollaway TV. Around 4 am, a blue two-door Mitsubishi rolled to a stop at the roundabout.

      Fingers curled around the back of her seat, Anna traded glances with Rennard. A man, medium height and wearing a white t-shirt, jeans, and a ski mask stepped out of the running car’s driver side door. Ring box in hand, he approached the flag post, looked both ways, and gently placed his “gift.”

      “Show us your face,” Anna mumbled.

      As if the figure heard her request, he tilted his head up to the camera and locked eyes with Anna through the television screen. She felt her skin crawl. The man didn’t move, didn’t blink for thirty seconds. He turned back to his car and slowly reversed, careful to conceal the license plate number.

      “I want to know who owns that car,” Greenbell commanded an officer. “What are you looking at me for, go!”

      The police officer ran out of the room.

      Greenbell smiled at Rennard. “This cocky SOB just made his first and last mistake.”

      “We are looking at hundreds of Mitsubishis,” Rennard stated as they moved out of the room. “We haven’t won.”

      “Start with stolen ones,” Anna suggested, keeping pace. “He wouldn’t be dumb enough to use his own car. If we split the list three ways, it will be quick work.”

      “He could be armed and dangerous,” Greenbell said. “Rennard and I will divide the list and pursue our leads. Keep doing what you were doing. We’ll take care of this, like the FBI and Sheriff’s department are supposed to.”

      Before Anna could reply, the two of them were out the door. Rennard gave her an “I’m sorry” look before vanishing. Anna scoffed, angry that they left her behind and angrier that she didn’t have the proper jurisdiction. If not for Sergeant Mathis’s intervention, she would’ve been off the case days ago.

      After dropping off the VHS tapes back in evidence, Anna slipped into the briefing room and studied the whiteboard again. A picture of Lily Kendale had been posted under Victim Two. The cute girl had a shy smile, big hazel eyes, and sandy blonde hair. Anna turned her attention to the image of Cain during his first visit to Hikers Middle School. He wore a t-shirt, jeans, and a ball cap. Using her fingernail, she peeled back the tape and held the piece of office paper. She studied the image intently and looked closer at the man’s hat. Faintly visible was the faded remnants of a word. It started with an L, but the rest was too far gone. Same hat. Same man.

      Anna stepped back and caught her breath. A few officers passed by the window that faced the hallway outside. Anna straightened herself up, unsure why she didn’t want to show her weakness. After putting back the image and snapping a few photos of the updated whiteboard, she headed home. She needed to shun her office for the time being.

      “I made you a sandwich,” Richard said softly as he stepped into the bedroom. Anna took the plate and placed it beside her laptop and notepad. She fixed the cushion on the wooden dining room chair that became her bedroom desk chair over two decades ago. A collage of magazine cuts-out was stuck to the corkboard above her desk. Richard flattened a crinkled corner of an empowering supermodel tacked up with an encouraging quote. “Evan is keeping Grace together, but he’s slipping too.”

      “I’m trying, Dad.” Anna took a bite of her lunch, glad to take a break from browsing dozens of hats with the word Limberg, Lindart, or a variation that could open her up to a potential seller and sales record.

      “I know, sweetie.”

      “Hey, Dad,” Anna stopped Richard before he could leave.

      “Yeah?”

      “Look at this.” She turned around her laptop, revealing the cropped image of Cain’s reflection and the image from Hikers.

      Hands in pockets, her father leaned in. “What I am--”

      “I’ve spent the last few hours trying to figure out if the name on this cap means anything. If it's a baseball team, I can’t find it.”

      “My memory isn’t as sharp as it was, but I can look.” He fished out his glasses and studied the images. “Len-something-or-another. That’s certainly no team I’ve heard of.”

      Anna bit her lip, unsurprised by yet another dead end.

      “I don’t know the hat, but I think I know the building,” Richard said with uncertainty as he studied the picture of the riverside house in the photo.

      Anna raised her brows. “What about the building?”

      Richard raked his fingers down the stubby grey hairs on his neck in thought. “It looks familiar. I saw it somewhere… though I can’t remember for the life of me.”

      “Think, Dad.”

      Anna waited silently for her father, but inside she begged him to recall something. Anything. The old man’s short-term memory might be failing, but hopefully his long-term memory still had a few more years.

      “I know it now,” Richard said, nodding. “It’s on Lee. A little past where I usually fish.”

      “Not a heavily trafficked area, I assume?”

      Richard grinned widely. “It’s my favorite fishing spot. There’s not a soul for miles.”

      Anna looked over the picture of the serene wooden building. Its back half jutted out over the water and was supported by wooden poles dug deep into the green-blue water. “Anything you can tell me about it?”

      “Not particularly,” her father went on. “It’s old though and not as pretty as the picture.”

      

      With Greenbell and Rennard busy pursuing the Mitsubishi, Anna went to the riverside house alone. If it was a dead end, police resources would not be wasted on an unfruitful siege. If the home yielded promise, Anna could trap Cain unannounced and keep him from using the girls as leverage.

      The phone rang against her ear as she waited for her old friend to pick up.

      “Yep?” the voice replied.

      “It’s Anna.” The Chevy peeled down the country road.

      “And I was starting to think you forgot about me,” her balding Miami friend replied.

      “Never. And actually, I’m calling to make sure no one will forget about me,” Anna replied, setting her phone to speaker mode.

      “Sounds sketchy, but I’m listening,” Allen replied.

      “There’s a residence on Lee Creek I’m visiting. It’s a lead I can’t pass up.”

      “You’re going solo and without a warrant, aren’t you?”

      “If I don’t call back within the hour, I want you to contact the Van Buren County Police and FBI Agent Rennard. I’ll text you his contact info. Can you do it?”

      “You already owe me a free romantic meal in that dress of yours. I’m not quite sure what else you can offer,” Allen replied from his swivel chair.

      Anna shook her head and cracked a smile. “Two dinners.”

      “A follow up date, no matter how bad the first one goes?” Allen asked suspiciously.

      “... yes,” Anna said, knowing she’d regret it.

      She could imagine Allen smiling from his forensics office. “You know I can never say no to you, Anna.”

      “Thanks.” Anna saw the house in the distance and slowed her truck.

      “Next time, give me something more interesting to do. It’s been awhile since I’ve broken the law, and I’m starting to get antsy.”

      “Will do.” Anna replied. “Talk to you soon.”

      She eased her Chevy off to the side of the road and relied on a cluster of trees to hide it. Anna stepped out and headed wayward to the two-story home. The tree-flanked dirt road twisted and turned, casting afternoon shadows across the cleared path. The sounds of rushing water and the rustling leaves was as ominous as it was serene. Pregnant with rain, black iron clouds covered the sky. Anna clipped her pistol on her belt and stepped toward the house.

      Behind the house, the unclear green river rolled. Scrawny tree limbs and wet leaves surfed across its glassy surface and revealed the river’s true rapid speed. The decaying post holding up nearly a third of the house was bent at a dangerous angle, shifting the entirety of the building closer to a watery doom. The building’s wooden body creaked in the wind and hadn’t been touched by a paintbrush in over thirty years. There was no mailbox or address number, only an old wooden door, swollen and warped from decades in the rain, and a No Trespassing sign nailed to a gnarly tree. Keeping low, Anna made her way up to the front porch, or to what was left of it. The earth had taken part of the slats of white wood and the two steps, leaving behind a ramp of cracked and mossy wood in place of a true porch.

      She moved carefully, aware of every sound she made and purposeful to avoid windows. She tried the metal doorknob. It rattled but yielded nothing. Locked. Leaning against the dusty yellow-coated walls, she peered through the wooden shutters. Darkness in the hall, with streams of dusty light streaming through the outside. Anna moved around the side of the building, finding a second entrance. The patch of ground on which she stood banked steeply into the water below. The second door had four musty glass panes joined by a wooden plus sign. Looking both ways, she slammed her elbow against the glass, shattering it into a few large pieces. Her arm snaked through the opening and unlocked the door from the inside.

      It opened into the kitchen and smelled damp and moldy. The counter tops and cupboards were bare. The refrigerator had been unplugged eons ago and contained cobwebs speckled with little black gnats. Yellow blotches stained the laminated floor. Anna traced the stains to a waterlogged portion of the ceiling that took the appearance of Rorschach paintings.

      The dinner room had a set of four seats, a table, and bookcases packed with faded tomes. Classics, most likely. Out the back windows, Anna could see where the second floor continued over the river, giving the building the design of an L flipped on its head. She twisted back to the hallway that ended with the front door and the ascending stairway, finding nothing but spider webs and dust in the bathroom and downstairs bedroom. She headed for the entrance. The floor moaned beneath her shoes and fat raindrops pelted the roof. As Anna passed by a sideboard supporting a series of striped vases with long wilted flowers, the storm awoke. Torrents of rain smashed against the window so hard, Anna thought that the glass would shatter. Water swirling with dirt inched slowly out from under the warped front door and raced down the cracks of the wooden floor, ending at Anna’s toes.

      The house seemed to sway as Anna conquered the steps. Fingers coiled around her pistol, Anna marched as the sound of the storm echoed through the building. The second floor was far darker than the first. She opened the door to the bathroom on her right, finding it to be the cause of the black stains above the kitchen. She went to the adjacent door and opened it.

      The first shock came as to how crowded the bedroom was. It had been converted into a study at one point and boasted a desk alongside several shelves and metal file cabinets. Documents scattered on the desk that were far too new for this remnant of a home. Swiping her hand across the wood finish, she fanned out the papers as one would a deck of cards. Pulling out her phone, Anna snapped a few photos.

      That’s when she heard the voice.
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      The murmur seeped through the wall, only a pinch louder than the rain. Nonetheless, it got the hairs on Anna’s neck to rise. She stepped away from the document-covered desk and navigated through the rusty metal cabinets that were scattered in the room and landed her ear against the cold, damp wallpaper. A monotone voice spoke muffled words. Anna adjusted herself, seeking a weakness in the wooden wall but finding nothing. She eased away from the wall. Her fingers involuntary found the coarse grip of her pistol.

      Outside, gusts of wind screamed like banshees and their violent gales rattled the windows. An outdoor shutter smacked the wall repeatedly. Bam! Bam! Bam! like a meat cleaver on a chopping block. The wind and rain raged with the strength of a battering ram. With every hit, the walls and floors groaned. Lightning touched down on the river. Its flash blinked through the orange-slice shaped window at the end of the hall, brightening the terror in Anna’s bloodshot eyes and shining off the raised gun in her palms.

      Her feet moved methodically, their noise drowned by the sound of the rain. She could feel where the house crossed over the water. The floor inclined at a fifteen-degree angle and creaked far more often. There was a door to the right and a door to the left. Holding her breath, she twisted the oval doorknob to the left and steadied her shoulder on its surface. Lightning. A few seconds. Thunder. Anna swung open the door. She stayed in the hall, tracing her pistol from the end of the room to the next with a dropped jaw.

      Scratched into the wood, walls, and floral wallpaper with the point of a rugged blade was a phrase repeated hundreds of times and sprawled out in every direction. “His gifts were not pleasing unto God. His gifts were not pleasing unto God. His gifts were not pleasing unto God.”

      Anna froze, feeling eyes on her from every direction, but there was no one in the room but herself. Gingerly, she passed through the threshold. All four walls displayed the cryptic sentence. “His gifts were not pleasing unto God.”

      If there were such a thing as lingering spirits, she could feel the presence of one dark and sinister, sitting on one dining room chair before her and licking its fat lips. A black pit nested in her belly like lead. Something bad had happened here. Something very bad.

      A small TV flickered light across the slanted room. A news reporter dressed in a blue suit spoke from behind his desk. “Hikers Middle School. Home to another horrific act from whom the police are calling Cain...”

      Anna kept her gun up and her back away from any dark corner and the open door behind her. Against a wall and beneath a few impressive fishing trophies was a fishing rack with a number of poles and tackle boxes. A few feet away sat a mini-fridge alongside an ice box.

      Morsels of charred meat were welded to the blackened coil of a small portable stove nearby. Closer to the TV were aluminum racks filled with self-help DVDs, philosophical books, and religious texts, with some opened to certain pages containing dozens of highlighted passages and scribbled margin notes. Anna scanned them briefly, looking for something demonic or ritualistic that led to a clue or possible motive. However, the passages appeared to be random or focused around finding one’s purpose and overcoming temptations.

      A true dining room table sat in the middle of the room. It had one chair that faced the TV and held a cereal box, bowl of fruit, and empty Styrofoam coffee cups. Why the big table was upstairs while a small table was in the dining room made Anna scratch her head. That was, until she saw the long-faded engravings of a heart with the words carved within. “Mom and Dad.”

      A boom of thunder caused Anna to jump. This isn’t a safe house, Anna concluded as she looked over aged picture frames displaying a family of four: a sweater-vest wearing man with thick glasses, a curvy woman with a hooked nose and big hair, a prepubescent boy with a baseball bat, and a younger little girl with a clarinet. It’s his home.

      Edger Strife died with the reason why a photograph of this house resided in his old basement. Cain would know. Anna shifted her attention back to the table and the outline of a child’s hands drawn out in chalk.

      There were notches in the wood, both at the ring and pinky fingers of the hand turkeys. Brown blood lingered in cracks and Anna felt herself about to vomit. She turned her head away and tried to kill her imagination, but it ran free and violent. She wanted to bolt from the home and never look back. She shook out the thought and turned her attention to the covered animal cages at the back of the room.

      With a swoosh, she whisked away the white bedsheets from the cages and let them drift to the floor near her feet. The pens were fit for a Great Dane or some larger beast. Inside was an impromptu bed made up of a small pillow and blanket. Bread crumbs sprinkled the scratchy fabric and a few paper plates were crumpled up in the corner. Anna knelt and pried open the latch. She pulled out a long strand of shiny black hair and dangled it before her eyes. Keisha.

      Her nose twitched when she caught a whiff of the potent smell. The sharp odor didn’t come from the sheets or cages or the icebox Anna thought held more than fish. It seeped in from the hallway behind her and stank of gasoline.

      It took her a second to process what was happening. Gun up, she broke out into a sprint toward the doorway. Lightning. An elongated shadow reached across the threshold. The door slammed with a thunderous boom. Anna skidded on her heels before hitting the doorway and put her back against the flanking wall, pistol barrel pointed to the sky. Memories of a drug den in Miami prepped her to expect a volley of bullets chunking through the closed door. Instead, she got silence and the pool of clear gasoline that leaked through the bottom crevasse of the door.

      Hasty footsteps clacked through the hall and vanished down the stairs. The oval doorknob didn’t budge. Anna swiveled to the door and squeezed the pistol’s trigger. Three heavy rounds blasted around the knob and snapped the metal lock. Anna reeled back, took a breath, and slammed the bottom of her foot into the door’s face. With a hearty crack, it blew open. Anna burst into the hall, her shoes splashing through the gasoline.

      The smell burned her nose and made her head throb. Tears of gas streamed down the walls and puddled on the floor where the stranger had splashed the can haphazardly through the hall. The trail started in the room opposite of Anna and snaked through the hall and down the stairs. She reached the precipice of the stairway. The wet road ended at the ajar front door. Anna bounced down the first two steps when the path sparked yellow and ignited. She heard the storm howl one last time before the front door sealed.

      The fire spread wildly and charged up the wooden steps. Anna turned tail and ran. The heat touched her back. Suddenly, the dark and damp home was bright and blazing. The inferno leapt up the wall and licked the wood and ceiling with tongues of fire. Anna found herself retreating to the room from whence she came. She crashed into the table, spilling cereal and sending fruits toppling down the inclined floor. She reared her head back, expecting to be consumed by fire. The wall of flame ended just past the door.

      Waves of heat splashed over her as torrents of rain battered the outside of the house. The building moaned and a distant window shattered, inviting windy howls into the building. Anna twisted about. There was one window over the cages and masked by curtains. She dashed to it as the blaze crawled into the room. With two fists, she tore the curtains down and peered through the barred glass window overlooking a swollen and raging dirty-brown river. Her hands rattled the iron bars until her muscles ached, but they could not be shaken.

      The fire crept up the walls at the first third of the room, curling the charred wallpaper, blackening the glass of the family photos and briefly illuminating the repeated phrase. “His gifts were not pleasing unto God.”

      The fish trophies popped and sizzled as the TV died and slowly warped under the heat. Fishing rods became spears of fire while holy texts became kindling with black, billowing smoke. Anna hacked and coughed. She steadied herself on the edge of the dog cage and blinked out some of the soot in her eye. Getting low on the ground, she yanked her phone out of her pocket and hit redial.

      It rang and rang. Finally someone picked up.

      “Yep?” Allen said after slurping from the straw of his Big Gulp.

      “Fire.” Anna coughed. “Get help.”

      “Anna, what’s happening?”

      The ceiling creaked, the floor shifted, and the blaze inched toward her. A thick haze suffocated the room. Every word out Anna’s mouth became a chore. “Hang up, Allan… Call the cops… the numbers I gave you.”

      “Anna--”

      Anna pressed End on her phone and dialed 9-1-.

      Crack!

      The room shifted forward and down as the support poles in the river snapped. The flaming dining room table slid toward her alongside burning books, shards of blackened glass, a TV, tumbling chunks of blazing wood, and everything else in the room.

      The fire reflected in her wide eyes. Reacting quick, Anna rolled her body up the cages that were at a forty-five-degree tilt now. The table and mini-fridge missed her by a hair, but not the searing flame. She screamed as chunks of burning debris kissed her skin. The weight shifted and fire crackled. The support poles surrendered to the river and gravity shifted under Anna.

      There was stillness for a second. Then, the building smashed into the water. Anna’s head and the back wall collided so hard that she tasted copper. The flame-engulfed dining room chair flopped on top of her. Brown swirling water bubbled up through the broken, caged window beside her and chilled her ears. She pushed her face away from the flaming seat and feared grabbing the scalding legs with her hands. Suddenly, the water enveloped her face and snuffed out part of the fire.

      Anna pushed herself up, spitting twigs and river water down the front of her button up. She faced a ring of fire overhead while the river continued to pool around her. White steam distorted the room. She flung the partially flaming chair and floating black wood to the side and pulled herself up. Water swirled around her wobbly knees and cascaded down her long brown hair. She went to pull herself up but the cage grabbed her ankle. She twisted in an attempt to liberate her foot, but that only brought pain. The water reached her thighs. Debris, coffee cups, burnt books, and more garbage bobbed on the surface.

      Anna took a deep breath and dove under the icy water. She shut her eyes and used her hands to find her snared foot. She yanked, battling the cage. Bubbles escaped her lips. She shrugged and pulled at the jaws of the cage. Her stored oxygen escaped her lungs. She opened her eyes into a world of black soot and brown water laced with ribbons of crimson blood. A persistent burning jolted up her leg from the cut on her ankle. Her head became light and her body thrashed under the surface. The more she fought, the more tired she got. Her fingers ached as they worked the metal cages. Her vision blacked as her consciousness faded. Her ankle thrashed and tore free in a sudden burst of pain. With a second of life left, her kicking legs and waving arms propelled her to the surface.

      Her head burst from the littered water as she gasped life back into her body. Her submerged ribs collapsed in and out with every new breath. Wet hair stuck to her face and bruised cheek. She sucked air at the new ceiling that was once the wall where she heard the TV the first time. She swam to the doorway that had just gone under and dove again. Her body crossed through the horizontal gap found in the vertical hallway.

      She craned her head up to the opening where the house had nearly snapped in half. The ceiling opened jagged jaws of wood to the sky, but the floor that met with the stairs was cracked straight downward and stayed together like a reluctant hangnail. Droves of fat raindrops bombed her, forcing her to blink constantly. White and black smoke filled the sky while small fires fought the barrage of rain to stay alive.

      The water swirled around Anna. Submerged debris scraped against her legs and torso. Fuzzy maroon cubes bobbed in the water surrounding her. Ring boxes, Anna realized, dozens of them, twirling around her like soaked velvet flowers. Her trembling fingers pried one open. Her shoulders slumped and she sighed as she stared at the empty box. They were all empty.

      The bathroom and study had yet to surrender to the water, and, as long as the broken floor clung to the half of house that stood, the rooms would remain partially “dry.”

      Anna shuffled her body on top of the floating door she’d shot open and felt it wobble beneath her and fold into the water. Using her limited mobility, Anna jolted up and grabbed the remnants of the study’s door. She could see the small amber glows on the other side of the room. The desk had vanished in the water, but the tops of a few file cabinets remained. Documents floated around like toilet paper. Anna climbed inside, pressed her palms at the threshold of the door, and leapt on the cabinet’s head. She moved quickly to the next, watching her previous landing pad topple into the water. Evidence gone, she thought, but now survival mattered more.

      The fire had weakened certain portions of the upright wall that allowed Anna to kick footholds in or pull burning wood with her hands. She climbed into the dense haze of smoke interrupted by endless rain pellets. Her arms and back were weak. Her eyes stung because of the smoke and all the scrapes on her tanned flesh. Her fingers were blackened with soot and pruned from the rain. She reached the top of the wall where the floor was held together by cracked planks and a miracle. She slung one arm over, catching her long sleeve on a wooden spike. When she reached to get a better grip, it tore, but she was beyond caring at this point.

      She put her second arm up and wiggled her feet up the floor-turned-wall when she heard the gut-wrenching snap. The front half of the building gave way and tore free from the standing side that shifted uncomfortably into the running river. The falling side crashed into the river and slid another seven feet into the water before stopping. Part of it poked out of the water.

      Anna’s feet dangled over the edge. Falling into water from fourteen feet up wasn’t fatal, but the chunks of sharp wood and other stabby things below were. She balanced her weight on her forearms and pushed up, feeling pointed wood scrape against her belly. Almost losing her grip on the slippery edge, she made it inside of the house, or what remained.

      The steps had burned away and the walls were black and burnt, ready to be blown down by the slight breath of the Big Bad Wolf. Anna pressed her front to the handrail and scooted down the stairs. The fire on the first floor was still very much alive. It danced on table tops and kitchen counters. Black mist clogged up the place. The building supports yawned and threatened to collapse. Anna sent her boot against the charred front door. The action reminded her of the cut on her ankles. It jolted up her whole leg. With the front of her wet shirt covering her mouth and nose, she took a few paces back and charged the door. It rattled but didn’t break. She shook her head and readied another strike. The building groaned again, but this time the danger was obvious. The flame-scarred walls bent in as beams tumbled. Implosion was imminent.

      Anna charged shoulder first, knowing that she had one shot to break that door before the building broke her body. She let out a war cry of sorts and punched the door with her shoulder. It flung open violently, sending Anna careening to the muddy grass, and the building collapsed into a heap of burning wood.

      She crashed into a puddle, splattering herself with cold dirt. She sank her palms into the mud and pushed up. Her body trembled and her elbows gave way, sending her chin back into the mud. Her muscles ached and pain clenched her, but she wouldn’t give in. She pushed again, but this time someone caught her.

      Muddy, beaten, and tired, Anna turned her face up to Agent Rennard. His soft hazel eyes were wide and alert. His strong grasp gently lifted her to her feet. Anna followed the drops of rain running down his jackknife jaw and dimpled chin just as the storm began to die into a drizzle.

      “Took you long enough,” Anna said, relieved and smiling weakly. His warmth wasn’t just welcome. It was needed.

      Rennard smiled softly. “I was ready to run in after you.”

      Sirens screamed. Police cruisers and fire trucks skidded to a stop at the front yard. A few poncho-wearing officers stepped out of their vehicles in awe. Anna pried herself away from Rennard and turned back to the riverside house. It was a smoldering ruin of steamy wood, not even fit for a dumpster fire.

      Sheriff Greenbell marched across the grass with a sullen face. “How the hell did you escape that?”

      Anna shrugged, not able to think of what to say.

      The white-haired sheriff put his hand on her shoulder and frowned. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Both of us,” Rennard interjected.

      “He was here,” Anna refocused on the task at hand as she sat on the back step of the ambulance. “Him and the girls.”

      “Will we be fishing them out of the sea?” Greenbell asked.

      Anna shook her head and winced as the EMT treated a cut. “No, just the evidence. Or whatever survived. I got pictures on my phone.”

      She felt the front pocket of her slacks. Gone, along with her gun. She cursed under her breath.

      “You shouldn’t have gone in there alone,” Greenbell scolded her. “This could’ve all been prevented.”

      “He would’ve heard us coming from miles away. Sound travels out here, and so do flashing lights,” Anna enlightened him, knowing that he knew these facts.

      “What matters is that you’re alive,” Rennard said, the blood gone from his face as he looked at the pile of smoking junk.

      “Any news on the Mitsubishi?” Anna asked.

      “We’re still looking,” Rennard replied. “If the guy burned this place down, he cann’t be far.”

      “Right,” Sheriff Greenbell agreed. “I’ll get my boys to start turning over rocks out here. If he has the girls, we can’t afford to let him past state lines.”

      The EMT stepped back and looked at Anna. “You don’t have any broken bones, but you still need to go to the hospital.”

      “I’m not spending the night there, but I’ll certainly go.”

      “I’ll keep you in the loop.” Rennard said as the EMT closed the first door.

      “I’m counting on it,” Anna grinned at him, wishing he was still holding her. The ambulance wasn’t a fraction as warm. Its double doors closed.

      

      Fire trucks killed what little remained of the flame. Sergeant Mathis wasted no time getting divers and tow trucks to pull out large chunks of walls from the river. They fished out file cabinets and burned furniture. Most of the documents were water damaged, burned, and soggy, but they recovered what they could alongside a family photo missing a few members, the dog cages, dozens of ring boxes, a self-help DVD, two chairs, a bed frame, and the carton of milk in the mini fridge. Most of the surviving fingerprints were partial at best.  

      A police chopper flew over the surrounding woods in search of Cain and the girls, but only found treetops kissed with the orange and yellow of autumn. Either Cain had gone underground or escaped in his car. If the latter, Greenbell had an unmarked cop car on every road out of town.

      Anna left the hospital, stitched up, bandaged, and bruised, with a bottle of painkillers jiggling in her pocket. Her father had brought her a fresh t-shirt, pants, socks, and undergarments from home.

      “Have this, too,” Richard said, struggling to pull a cell phone from his pocket.

      “But this is yours,” Anna reminded him.

      “The only people that call me are my family,” her father explained and extended the arm holding the phone. “And this is the answer to that call.”

      Anna took it and texted Rennard and Greenbell her new number. She gave Allen a call as well, letting him know that she was okay. Her father’s old Chevy bumped down Main Street and through the red brick historical district of Van Buren. The buildings conjoined to one another boasting Victorian architecture. The musty smell of the Arkansas river filled the air. The sky had cleared up nicely, and she rested her elbow on the rolled-down window. For the briefest moment, it felt like there was not a problem in the world. Then, Anna blinked and she was home. Her body ached, she craved sleep, but her niece and the heart of Van Buren were still missing.

      They ate spaghetti and meatballs, peppered with spices and with Caesar salad on the side, just as her late mother’s cookbook described. Evan sat adjacent to Anna while Grace faced Richard.

      Her brother wore his bent billed hat. His eyes were cold and droopy while specks of soot-colored hair grew out beside his furry goatee. Grace’s hair was disheveled and her alluring eyes seemed to stare out into nowhere more times than not. Richard looked the same. His short grey hair curled under his frilled fishing cap and his alert gaze seemed to stay ever focused. Anna had her hair cut to a short length that hugged her head, with a couple inches down her neck. She missed her silky brunette locks, but her business required something more practical.

      “I’m thinking about going to the Bahamas.” Grace broke the silence and her bread roll. “You’ve been there, right Anna?”

      “Can’t say I have,” Anna admitted.

      “A honeymooner’s paradise for all the silicone girls and their rich old boyfriends,” Grace cracked a smile at Evan and took his hand. “I used to hate those people, but that sounds pretty darn nice right now. Also, it will give us a chance to make love somewhere other than your high school bed.”

      Anna and her father traded glances before continuing their meal.

      “Sure, babe.” Evan lightly squeezed her hand and ate with the other.

      “Lily’s not seen the beach yet. It will blow her little mind.”

      “Sure, babe.”

      Grace crinkled her brows. “I’m serious.”

      Evan turned to her. “I know,” he said angrily. “Once we get Lily back, I don’t care if we go to Alaska. Whatever will make you happy, or our daughter happy, and gets me as far away from this town as I can.”

      “I’m doing my best,” Anna felt obligated to say.

      “You don’t need to remind me,” Evan replied coldly. “I’ve been looking into those people by the way.”

      Anna had forgotten she had hired him. “And?”

      “The critic is a lonely woman who’s enjoying the perks of online dating, and the art museum curator may or may not be a kleptomaniac. They don’t got Lily and probably don’t have an inkling of who does.”

      Anna twisted spaghetti around her fork. “Figures. Any of them try to skip town?”

      “No,” Evan said with frustration.

      Grace put down her fork and looked at her untouched plate.

      Anna lost her appetite as well. She felt like she was back in the sinking house again.

      Her phone rang. It was Rennard.

      “We got something big.”
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      The towline pulled taut and rattled in the water. The coil on the back of the truck hummed as it pulled the two-door Mitsubishi from the river. Water cascaded out of the vehicle’s underbelly as its wheels eased onto dry land. There was no license plate, and evidence of a cadaver remained to be seen.

      “How did you find it this far down the Arkansas?” Anna looked over the wide river winding down the far southern portion of the town. The water snaked for miles between Van Buren and Fort Smith, the larger of the towns, and cut into green pastures and autumn-touched trees where they stood now.

      “A mile back, a gas station camera caught it. The owner gave us a call when he reviewed last night’s footage,” Rennard explained. He stood next to a few other officers, watching the towline do its job. “None of the following roadside or traffic cams caught anything, so I thought we’d go fishing.”

      They peeked inside of the driver side window, seeing a cement block crushing the accelerator. The backseat didn’t have anything but wet seats.

      “He must’ve ditched it after I escaped the house.” Anna stepped aside, allowing an officer with a pry bar access to the vehicle.

      “Cain knows we're onto him,” Rennard said with shaky confidence. “He’s burning bridges.”

      The trunk opened with a loud pop. Inside was a full sink of water and a submerged spare tire. Anna took a breath, feeling a semblance of relief as she thought of her niece. At least he’s not burned every bridge.

      “You think he’s going to skip town?” Anna asked as she moved to the front of the car and jotted down the VIN at the driver side seat.

      “If I were him, I’d go.” Rennard walked over to Anna. “How did you find his house anyway?”

      “Strife’s videotapes,” Anna said, being reminded of the hours of horror she subjected herself to, the screams of all those girls and her own abuse. Suddenly, she became lightheaded. “They... worked together in the latter years.”

      Rennard thought for a moment before asking, “Was there anything else on those tapes?”

      “Nothing damning against Cain apart from the photograph of his house.” Anna handed the VIN to one of the officers. “Let’s find out who this car belongs to. It probably won’t be Cain, but it may lead us somewhere.”

      And it did.

      Larry Treeman. They pulled up to his two-bedroom duplex in a rural area of town and gave the door a knock.

      “Police, open up,” Officer Ashburn shouted. Sweat glistened on his wrinkled forehead and stained the pits of his uniform. After a few moments of quiet, he gestured for the Kevlar-wearing officer wielding a black battering ram. It took one good hit to burst the door open. Anna waited outside, watching the policemen vanish into the dusty residence. The bulletproof vest snug against her torso gave her flashes of her time in Miami. Back when corpses and persons of interest were a dime a dozen and her life was run on black coffee and adrenaline. Though it was rural and quiet, Van Buren felt the same to Anna these days. Maybe Grace was right. Going to the Bahamas didn’t sound that bad. Not at all, Anna smiled shyly to herself.

      Grassy yards spread far and wide around the surrounding lower income duplexes that were shades of brown with slanted roofs. Swarms of gnats congregated above rain puddles. The mucky water captured the brilliance of the sunset.

      Ashburn exited the dark doorway of the house. “We got a body.”

      The boy was in his twenties and by the abundance of flies on his body, he’d been dead for at least a week. Cause of death: blunt force trauma to the head. The black bruise was smooth and it may have been the same baton used to hit Grace, only this time it was fatal.

      “No one smelled it?” Anna scrunched her nose, harshly reminded of how the dead stank.

      “He’s the only person living in the duplex now,” Ashburn said, flashing his long torch over a few open beer cans, a Hooters pin-up poster, and a gaming console. “College kid.”

      Anna excused herself and vomited on the lawn. Maybe it was sleep sickness, maybe it was the stink of death, or it could be that Cain kept getting away with everything he did. Anna wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, concluding it was all three. The forensic team arrived and without surprise, found no fingerprints, no tire tracks, and no trace of the man’s presence. Anna had begun to suspect a ghost.

      Back at the bullpen briefing room, they reviewed the whiteboard cluttered with dozens of new photos. First of the ruined house, then of the objects within, and finally of the murdered boy. The car had its own photo, too, not like it meant anything.

      Anna sipped her coffee, allowing its strong smell to overtake that of death. Sergeant Mathis, Agent Rennard, Sheriff Greenbell, and a few other officers/forensics analysts were with her. The usual suspects, she joked internally. Days without rest and multiple near-death experiences made her surprisingly loopy.

      “The house was 1342 Clemons Lane,” Mathis pointed out, his bulldog-like face aimed at the crowd of seated officers and consultants while his finger pointed at the ruins of the house. “We had to dig deep to find that one, but we know the last known owner was an accountant named Terrence Jenkins and his wife Rose. They were killed in a car accident in ‘83 and the house was bank owned until ‘02 when it was bought up by an anonymous party. We made a few calls and quickly learned that the lawyer who made these transactions is living out his retirement in Paris, France. He has no interest in speaking to us.

      “Of the few residents that live on the street, none claim to have ever see anyone around the house during the day. The closest report to any suspicious activity was a light in the upper window sometime last year. Thanks to Anna Dedrick, we know that this is the home, or a home, owned by our abductor, Cain.” Mathis nodded at her.

      “What do you mean a home?” Greenbell asked with his hand folded on his lap.

      Mathis pointed to a taped-up photo displaying torn and water-damaged documents. “These are property papers alongside a few listing purchases and sales by an anonymous party to an anonymous party across the state of Arkansas.”

      The properties he went over were as small as three-acre fields to as big as condemned foundries and rail yards purchased over the last twenty years.

      “The guy has money,” Rennard thought aloud.

      “We’ll be probing each one of these properties, leaving no stone unturned,” Mathis said in his commanding voice. “Cain has gotten away with these hijinks long enough. It’s time we put him to rest.”

      The men in the room nodded and murmured in agreement with one another. Anna raised her hand without bending her elbow. Mathis gestured for her to speak. “Did the Jenkins have children?”

      “Yes. A son and daughter that were put into foster care after the accident.”

      Interior cogs turning, Anna straightened her posture and bounced her eyes between her fellow officers. “Maybe it’s a long shot, but what if one of Jenkins’s kids bought the house?”

      All eyes turned to her.

      “I found a family photo in the Jenkins’s house and an aged dining room table with old engravings. I know a property like this is one hell of a hideaway, but it could have sentimental value to Cain. What’s more sentimental than your childhood home?”

      “It’s worth looking into,” Greenbell admitted.

      “Agreed,” Mathis said. “We’ll see if we can’t find out who these kids are and where they are living. In the meantime, get suited up. We’ve got over twelve properties that we need searched and secured. Every second counts. By morning, I expect Cain to be in cuffs or a coffin.”

      Anna waited until the rest of the attendees had cleared out before approaching Mathis. “I want in.”

      The bald sergeant crossed his arms over his broad chest. “I’ve let you get away with more than you can imagine. Where we’re going is unknown and dangerous.”

      “What else is new?” Anna retorted. Her tired eyes shone with newfound vigor. “I’ve shed blood for these little girls. I’ve gone to places and seen things I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. I have to see this through, Sergeant.”

      Mathis looked at her, his face unreadable. “You stay in the back--”

      Anna smiled, knowing that she won.

      “-- and you let us work. And for the love of Pete, stay out of trouble. I’ve got enough paperwork as is.”

      “Moral support it is then,” Anna replied. “But I’m still going to need a gun.”

      The locker room in the Van Buren Police Department was small and crowded. Anna slid into her Kevlar vest and tightened the Velcro with a grimace. A thumping pain echoed down her stomach to her toes. When the lady officer beside her turned her back, Anna drew out the bottle of painkillers and downed one. It didn’t do much and made her head feel like a balloon on water. She put her tactical boot up on the bench and pulled at the laces, allowing the boot to eat her foot. The cut on her heel was not as bad as she had thought, but it annoyed her with a steady sting. After rolling up her sleeves, she clipped the borrowed pistol on her belt. It was a black beauty. The weight felt wrong in her hands though. “Don’t you lose it,” Mathis had warned her. “Or you’re buying me two new ones.”

      Anna didn’t need him to remind her. She’d counted all she lost on this job, and it drove her bonkers. Her truck, her gun, her ignorance, and her word. The last hurt the worst. She had promised Trisha and Avery Rines, Mia Santos, Grace Kendale, Evan Dedrick, and herself that she’d find Keisha Rines and Lily Kendale. Almost two weeks into the investigation and she was barely hanging on to her life.

      The task force separated into three squads, each with their own list of addresses. Choppers lifted into the air like onyx dragonflies and soared through the night sky, their thermal cameras keen on tracing heat signatures around the properties.

      Anna loaded into a SWAT van and was seated as far away from the door as possible. She felt benched by her coach even though she knew the role she had to play. Observer and consultant. Whatever. Her blood rose when she thought of the innocent girls, chopped and mutilated, and the sketch of the man named Cain. The new lead gave Anna a high she hadn’t felt since the Dade County Human Trafficking case where she learned the meaning of hard justices. Stepping out of that southern Florida townhouse soaked in blood, tasting its copper tinge in her mouth and knowing it was not her own. Mobs of cameras flashing over her own drenched flesh and the drowsy fourteen-year-old girl she held. She thought she escaped the rush back in the Sunshine state, but Cain had rebirthed it with a vengeance.

       The bodies of the men and women armored in Kevlar, kneepads, and elbow protection swayed in unison with every turn. Their shoulders bumped into Anna and she into the wall that divided driver and passenger. Tires rolled and the team waited in silent expectation. Anna was disappointed not to have Rennard by her side, but he had been put into another transport going west.

      The van eased to a stop and the team craned their neck to the door. They got the okay.

      “Go! Go! Go!” One man shouted as the doors swung open.

      The SWAT team dispatched one by one. The van rattled with every hurried step and leap out the back. After they had all gone, Anna scuttled through the van and landed on the grass.

      At the end of a winding dirt road, tall sentry trees concealed the cabin home. The place smelled green and sappy. ATV tracks and game trails split out into the towering oaks and pines, vanishing in the splendor of the hazy mountains darkened by night. Red and green radio tower lights blinked in the distance. Crickets chirped and shrubbery rustled. With hunched backs, steady rifles, and a portable battering ram, the SWAT team moved up to the front door. Anna followed behind, keeping a safe distance and an eye out for danger.

      The cabin was simple, clean, and inviting. All it needed was a wisp of smoke billowing from the chimney and it would’ve been picturesque. Tonight, the windows cast no light, nor did the lamp hanging by the entrance. Cool wind jiggled the dangling wind chimes.

      The team lined up on either side of the door, and without so much as a word, bashed the door open. The place had been furnished with a leather recliner and fluffy couch, a patterned rug, and an elk’s head mounted above the inactive fireplace. It smelled of pine needles and nature. Flashlight orbs danced around the room like fairies as the team crept across the wooden floor.

      They searched the kitchen, which was stocked with beer and soda, with little to no food or trash. They crossed into the master bedroom with a large bed, dresser, and shower, and then they searched the guest room containing a single twin bed and side table. The pictures decorating the halls were of various predatory beasts, mountain ranges, and relaxing ponds. The squad traveled upstairs and found another guest bedroom and a closet full of moth balls. A series of generators that powered the place and a stack of firewood were piled by the chimney corner. After twenty minutes of searching, the team returned to the main room and lowered their weapons. Someone flipped the light switch that didn’t work anyway.

      “Dead end,” one of the men said.

      “It’s a vacation home,” Anna thought out loud. “Someone he’s close to must know about it, or he would’ve used it as a safe house. The guy is hiding somewhere secret, someplace where he’s in control. Like the Jenkins’s house but not.”

      A few sentries were called in to watch the cabin and start searching for evidence. The rest of the team returned to the van and headed off to the next location.

      Anna bounced her leg as she mentally prepared herself for their second stop. Not finding Cain right off the bat made her nervous. Was he toying with us? she wondered. No, she argued with herself. He couldn’t have known that Strife had the photograph displayed in his videos or that any of the documents survived the fire. But the situation made her uneasy.

      The next stop was far seedier and thus more promising. The SWAT team fanned out across the scrapyard as a chopper passed overhead. They navigated through the labyrinth of discarded car and scraps. The SWAT team swept their rifles and shotguns inside every window of the neglected ‘90s automobiles that filled the lot. Rats scurried through rust holes and missing doors and cushions hinted at the occasional part thief. The lights were burnt out, dust coated the security camera lenses, and portions of the chain-link fence had been cut away by scavengers.

      Anna kept her eyes peeled. Shadows danced and moved as gun-mounted flashlights scanned the area. Nocturnal critters rustled out of sight. Anna kept alert when she moved around rusty piping and jagged edges that prodded her toward the center of the yard.

      The SWAT team appeared out from the metal maze and faced the owner’s trailer, a white rectangle with square windows and metal steps. The squad positioned themselves by the window and door, keeping concussive grenades handy. A gloved hand counted down. Three. Two. One. The door burst open. The team flooded into the room, laser sights dancing. They searched the restroom and side office, by the couch, and under a conspicuous rug for any trap doors. They turned up nothing until they reached the desk.

      One of the squad members had already pulled the binder out of the locked drawer and placed it on the metal desktop when they called Anna inside. It had a white cover and an inch-wide ring. Using the tip of her finger, Anna opened it. Photographs filled the plastic sleeves. Images of Keisha Rines.

      The eleven-year-old African-American girl had a wide smile and walked beside her parents. The next photo followed seconds later with her kneeling down to tie her shoe. Anna recognized the cafe in the background. They were on Main Street. The next few photos followed Keisha down the road. She never looked at the camera. The next three sleeves in the binder followed the little girl in different outfits, going to and from school. She wore dresses some days and casual tees in others. The photographer followed her to her home, snapping photos through the window of the house and of her eating her dinner, unaware of the stalker separated by a few centimeters of glass. She was younger than Anna realized. The pictures must've been before her last concert tour at least a year ago. He’d been planning this for a long time. But why was Lily’s abduction so rushed?

      As she flipped through the binder, it became clear that there were no photos of Lily Kendale. All of them showed Keisha leading up to the night of the abduction at King’s Opera House. The last image in the binder had Keisha curled up in a dog cage with her eyes shut. She was skinnier than what her parents had described and was dressed in loosely fitted yellow pajamas. A bandage was wrapped around her pinky stub. The rest of her fingers were still intact. Anna checked the binder again, looking for some other tell or clue, finding nothing else in the stalker’s scrapbook. She rubbed her forehead and dialed Rennard.

      “That’s something, at least,” the agent replied after hearing her news. “Most of the listings we’ve explored are abandoned… apart from the hobos. We’ve found a few of those. The guy has lot of land he’s just not using.”

      “That’s what I noticed too,” Anna admitted. “Maybe it’s to throw us off his trail.”

      “By keeping us on his trail? We have at least a dozen listings. One will get a hit, I’m sure of that.”

      Anna looked down at the binder and the pictures of Keisha. They were a progression of sorts, every time he got closer to the subject, until he finally had her. “To build his confidence, the abduction of Keisha Rines was clean, calculated, and safe. He spent at least a year following her before he struck. Likewise, each time we cross off the wrong location, he has more time to prepare and more boldness to do so. The closer we get to him, the closer he gets to us.”

      “If that’s the case, why was Lily’s abduction messy and almost improvised?”

      “Because…” Anna thought back to the ski-mask wearing stranger staring at her through the Hikers Middle school camera. “Because the success of Keisha’s abduction had made him cocky. He didn’t need to build himself up with perfect prep work; he was already confident in his abilities. Now that we’re on his tail, he’s reverting to his old ways. These decoy properties are his way of regaining control. Mentally, if nothing else.”

      “So when we actually find him--”

      “He’ll be bold enough to do whatever he needs to survive.”

      Anna heard a second voice on Rennard’s phone. “... we found something…” Rennard put the phone back to his mouth. “I gotta go. There’s--BAM! BAM! BAM!”

      Gunfire. A bloodcurdling scream. Sudden silence.

      “Rennard!” Anna yelled into the phone.

      The line died.

      Horrorstruck, she turned to the SWAT team in the trailer with her. A few moments later, the leader of the squad got the call. They shared a final look with one another and then rushed outside.

      The armored van sped down the road, whiplashing the passengers at every turn. Hearts pumped and tires rolled. Anna kept her hand on her holstered pistol, her eyes wide but looking nowhere.

      “Alpha squad team has been hit,” Mathis said to the squad leader. “We’re sending you in.”

      The brakes squealed and the van stopped. The back doors flew open and the squad poured onto the wet earth. Above, parted steel clouds revealed a crescent moon. A chopper cut across it and circled the perimeter like a night hawk. Puddles of mud and patches of dying grass occupied the spaces between solitary railcars, sprawling corroded tracks, and condemned red brick buildings with shattered windows and profane graffiti. Stringy weeds grew out of cracked pavement and rain water puddled around the nonfunctional turntable at the yard’s center with an ominous and unmanned control hut. A failing chain link fence boxed the area. No Trespassing signs clung to its rust.

      Anna recognized the place. Smithson’s Train Yard, closed in the forties after the Van Buren train business became an attraction. Smithson’s was never more than a few buildings and was far enough away from society that taxpayer dollars were allocated to more pressing issues. “Whoever bought it,” her father had said when Anna was a child, “would be buying all the junk and more.”

      It appears Cain could care less about the junk, because everything in the place hadn’t been touched in years, excluding metal stolen by prospecting scavengers. Her father had a case here once, she remembered Richard telling her. A small-time drug runner with an excitable trigger finger fled into this very yard. He put a bullet in his own head when the cops swarmed him, but not before navigating the many nooks and crannies throughout the yard. Nearly four decades later, things had gotten worse. Jagged metal and years of neglect had made it a hazard better left unexplored, but Anna would flip the world upside down if it meant finding her niece. However, orders kept her back at the van, watching the SWAT team cut across the yard and travel toward Alpha’s parked armored van.

      One grabbed ahold of the vehicle’s handle and pulled the doors open. The seats were empty, but it didn’t seem like there were traces of blood or a struggle. Stomped grass suggested travel to the far building. The chopper swirled overhead like a bird of prey but if it had picked up any heat signatures, the team of technical cops would’ve slowed their advance.

      Using hand signals as the primary form of communication, they neared the ancient brick building. It stood three stories high and had wide glass windows, some of the lower ones shattered by rocks. The team spread out across the perimeter and slipped inside from multiple points of entry. Their flashlight beams bounced inside, hinting at their location.

      Anna stirred in her boots. She watched the building anxiously but was sure to keep aware of her surroundings. It seemed like hours had passed, but she knew it was only minutes. She waited for Rennard’s call. It didn’t come. The flashlights disappeared deep within the building and Anna felt alone.

      She bounced her weight from foot to foot. The Kevlar became progressively more agitating against her torso. Her heart wouldn’t let up and she chewed her lip nervously as she thought of every horrible scenario. Then they came true.

      The loud pops echoed through the train yard, yet the action was hidden in the dark of the building. Muzzle flashes flickered on the second floor. The chopper ignited its spotlight and brightened the side wall. Anna took a few steps forward, her eyes bouncing from window to window, tracing the flashes. Then, after a few seconds, she was once again alone in her worry. The chopper doubled back, moving its spotlight across the yard like a heavenly beam, but only catching grass and cracked mud.

      Anna waited for the front door to reopen, for the SWAT team to exit with Keisha and Lily, but the doors betrayed no hint of opening and the building had become as black as the night.

      She dialed Mathis. “Do they have him?”

      “Bravos pinned. The guy’s a snake, Dedrick. He keeps moving from room to room and claims to be using one of the girls as a shield.”

      “Which one?” Anna begged for an answer.

      “It’s not clear. Charlie team is on the way. Hold tight. Your involvement will only complicate things.”

      Anna chewed her lip and replied slowly. “Understood.”

      “Thanks, Dedrick. I know it’s not easy being on the sidelines, but help is inbound.”

      When the call ended. Anna looked up at the chopper circling the night sky. When it went for its second revolution, Anna dashed across the yard and didn’t stop running until she reached the back of the second building. Hands resting on her knees, she took a moment to catch her breath. Sorry, Mathis. She waited for the opportunity to reach the side of the building and seized it without a second thought.

      A thick chain coiled through the foot of the side door like a rusty, fat snake, one of its links broken by a bolt cutter. Alpha team’s work, most likely. With a metallic screech, the door opened and she slipped inside.

      It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to inky blackness. When they did, she moved slyly through the hall. The storehouse’s purpose was to catalogue train parts and the like, but now it was an empty memory apart from the broken ceiling light glass Anna crunched beneath her boots. Musty air clogged Anna’s lungs the farther she pressed into the building. The thick coat of dust covered everything she passed and aggravated her sinuses. She moved by a few small storage closets and stifled a cough.

      Swinging doors opened into the main hub of the first floor. It had a huge gate, tracks curving through the concrete, and ample room for storing train cars, though it was largely empty now, barring the support columns that reached to the floor above. Anna peeked inside, spotting no one. Turning back, she moved to the stairwell to the second floor where the muzzle flashes had been spotted.

      Anna stepped up the stairs with her gun raised. She reached a long hall lined with offices. They contained tin desks, metal chairs with hardened cushions, and filing cabinets akin to the ones at the sunken Jenkins’s house. The helicopter made another round, casting its bright light through the window. Anna stayed away from the godly ray of light, fearing the sniper posted in heli’s side door would mistake her for an enemy. When the spotlight drifted away, Anna dashed past the window and deeper into the building.

      At the end of the hall was a sliver of light slipping through the crevices. It partially illuminated a large room filled with crates and stacks of wooden boxes. Blinding light flooded the room from the far side, causing the smallest objects to cast a long shadow across the cold floor. Anna pressed her back against a six-foot box. Cautiously, she squinted toward the source of the light. A half a dozen floodlights were positioned in the shattered window office at the back of the room. They shone was so bright, it washed out Anna’s vision.

      Bam!

      A bullet whizzed by. She couldn’t tell if it was directed at her. The barrage of light drowned out the barrel flash. Anna couched behind her cover. That’s how he got them, Anna thought. Halfway through the length of the room, all the boxes had been cleared and left an opening where the light could shine its brightest. Most of Alpha squad scattered in this no man’s land, probably the ones Cain caught by surprise when they got close.

      She looked around, spotting a few familiar faces deeper in the room. The surviving members of Bravo squad were hunching behind similar cover, waiting for a chance to shoot Cain. One man nodded at Anna when he saw her and made a daring sprint to an adjacent box. A hail of bullets spit from behind the floodlights and dropped the man. He writhed on the ground like a wounded horse until death took him a moment later. Anna’s jaw dropped.

      “Another person moves and I kill the girl,” a disoriented voice said through a megaphone. “I don’t make threats. I make promises.”
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      Anna trembled. Elbows bent, her hands held her gun a few inches from her chest. The precision high beams sliced through the room and accentuated drafting dust particles in the stale air and the crimson puddles growing beneath the Alpha team. Was Agent Rennard among them? Anna dared not look.

      Her widened eyes shifted between Bravo team’s leftovers. There were at least four of the squad members remaining, and all were scattered throughout the windowless room. By their pattern, they must’ve moved in tactically to flank Cain but found themselves pinned behind the same type of sketchy cover behind which Anna hid. Shotguns and ARs were held snug in their gloved hands while flash and stun grenades were attached to their belts. The throw would be far and hazardous and probably land short of the office. After all, the room was directly above where the trains were stored and boasted a wide girth.

      One of the SWAT team members looked at her. Anna remembered sitting by him in the van. He had a square face with a flat nose and a pad of brown hair on his otherwise shaved head. Moving his hands with purpose, he gestured to Anna, telling her to get out. To retreat. As much as she’d like to, Cain’s threat--no, promise--pinned her behind a wooden crate on the far right of the room. Her gut told her she shouldn’t stay here, but she couldn’t bring her body to move.

      The square-faced SWAT member was displeased when Anna signaled him back.

      “I want every one of you to put down your weapons and step out with your hands in the air.” The megaphone echoed through the corridor-like room in a mockery of the police’s order.

      Anna held her breath. Stress sent her blood rising. She thought of her sweet blonde niece. A shy girl didn’t deserve such a fate. She also thought of Keisha, the prodigy of Van Buren who would never play again. Cain may have one or both of them behind those lights. Any stray bullet could hit the wrong target, and everything Anna sacrificed would be rendered useless. He could be lying. He may not have the girls with him. She eyed the closest cover, a sealed crate toppled on its side. She hunched low and gestured to a SWAT member. He acknowledged the plan and knelt into firing position.

      “Send one of the girls out and we will comply!” the square face man shouted to the floodlights.

      Gunfire blasted from the distant office and the SWAT member ducked. Bullets blew fat holes through the crate next to him. Wood chips and sawdust burst into the light. Anna dashed to her new crate and landed harshly. She squeezed the elbow she knocked against the floor and peeked her head over the box. Straining her eyes, Anna spotted the outline of a figure pacing beyond the wall of illumination. She looked for the girls but didn’t see any other movement.

      “Psst.”

      Anna ducked down and turned around, seeking the voice. Behind a pillar four yards away, a welcoming face peered at Anna and waved his hand. A sheen of sweat glistened on his face and dust powdered his vest and trousers. Anna looked back around the floodlights and then to Agent Rennard.

      “How did you get over there?” she whispered, feeling some stress leave her body.

      “Carefully,” he replied as quiet as the wind and mimicked an Army crawl.

      “Does he have the girls with him? Did you see them with your own eyes?”

      Rennard frowned. “He said, but I haven’t seen any.”

      Anna rubbed her sore elbow. “Is there a back way in?”

      Rennard shook his head. “The room is a death box.”

      The news punched her in the gut. She looked at the entrance only a few yards away but fought her instincts. “We need to kill the lights.”

      “It’s risky...” Rennard whispered back. “I’ll call backup. Have them send their own to drown it out.”

      Gunfire roared throughout the room.

      “Drop. Your. Weapons!” demanded the voice behind the megaphone. “Or I kill them both!”

      “Please!” A child's soft voice resonated from the office.

      Anna felt a bead of sweat rolling down her face. Her legs cramped from crouching and the vest constricted her torso. She thought of the girls Cain had, the ones he’d hurt and ones he would hurt.

      “We can’t wait,” Anna told Rennard.

      Dread swept over the dashing agent’s face. He nodded in agreement.

      Anna signaled the other SWAT team in the room. “Aim for the lights,” she mouthed.

      They gestured the message between each other and slid their fingers on their triggers. A few drew out flash grenades.

      Anna’s lip quivered. It was the product of fear, anger, and an explosive burst of adrenaline.

      They counted down from three.

      Anna’s heart pounded so violently that she thought it would pop when they reached-- “One!”

      Instinct. She twisted around the crate, gun raised in unison with the rest, and shouted. “Lily! Keisha! Get down!” It’s up to you now.

      A deafening blast of gunfire tore through the room. Volleys of bullets raged against the floodlights, shattering the glass bulbs and enveloping the room in blackness, like someone had snuffed out a candle.

      Stillness.

      Flashlights clicked on beside Anna. Half of her body leaned out from behind her crate as she scanned the far office with her gun. She stared at the line of broken floodlights. They had pipey necks and damaged square bulbs. Metal barn doors had channeled their light beams. She traded looks with the rest of Bravo team and Rennard before rising out of cover. Her legs became weak and her head weightless. The squad walked through the room, stepping around and over warm bodies.

      They slowed before the broken windows of the wide office and aimed their guns inside. There were a few desks and cabinets. An empty chair lay flat on the floor. Anna’s shoulders slumped and she allowed herself to lean on the wall. A gateless vent in the wall called to her with its big mouth of blackness.

      Rennard touched Anna’s arm, causing her to flinch, but didn’t say anything.

      “He’s playing us,” Anna caught her breath.

      “Be that as it may, he’s still in this building and the girls are with him.”

      “Room clear,” the man with the square face said. “No sign of suspects or hostages.”

      Anna forced herself to stand properly and reloaded her pistol. “Buddy system?” she suggested.

      “You need to leave,” the SWAT member interrupted with a heavy frown. He bounced his mossy green eyes between Anna and Rennard. “Both of you. Frankfurt and Cole, escort them outside.”

      Two of the other SWAT members nodded at them.

      “We can help,” Rennard protested.

      Anna locked eyes with him. “That’s my niece in there.”

      “This isn’t negotiable.” the man turned his back on them and joined the other three survivors by the vent. “I will have no more deaths on my conscience.”

      One in front and one behind, Frankfurt and Cole herded Anna and Rennard out of the office, past the corpses and through the box cover and into the hall.

      “We have nearly a dozen officers down,” Rennard grumbled. “They need us.”

      They crossed into the windowed hallway. Outside, police cruisers barricaded the train yard while two helicopters swirled under the moon and stars. It seemed like the whole force was fanned out across the yard. You’re a private investigator, remember. She stared at her feet moving across the stained and scuffed grey floor. Musty air clawed inside of her throat. Guilt ate at her chest. They bounced down the stairs.

      “There’s nowhere for him to run,” Rennard said in an attempt to comfort her and himself.

      Storage closets lined the hall. Anna kept her eyes peeled, unsure if the vent could’ve dropped into one of the five rooms.

      The voice was high-pitched and fear-ridden. “Anna!”

      Lily! Anna twisted back to the swinging doors that led into the main hub of the first floor.

      “Get them out,” Cole told Frankfurt and approached the double doors. His steps were sure and his rifle was ready.

      The SWAT member behind Anna pointed to the exit door down the hall. “Go. Now.”

      Rennard, a heavy frown on his comely face, turned to the exit before noticing that Anna hadn't moved. Her mouth was parted and his gaze was locked on the distant SWAT member. His gloved hand pushed against one of the swinging doors while his other arm kept the rifle steady. Silent, he slipped through the threshold, allowing the door to swing shut behind him.

      Frankfurt yanked on Anna’s biceps, twisting her back. He growled and loomed above her. He opened his mouth to speak when the double doors kicked open and smacked the outer walls. The black shape of a man stood in the opening only long enough to make out his black ski-mask, black fleece, black pants, and black rifle in his hand. Behind him was a hog-tied little girl with golden locks squirming on the dusty floor.

      Anna didn’t have time to think when the shooting started. She could only drop herself to the hard concrete and cover her head. Frankfurt thrashed with every hit he took. His shotgun discharged into the ceiling and he tumbled backward to the floor. Crawling on her belly, Anna slipped into a nearby room.

      Rennard glanced up from behind the man’s body and aimed his pistol at the swinging doors. Face sprinkled with blood, he shouted to Anna, “You hit?”

      Anna pushed herself up to her hands and knees and examined her dusty vest. “No. You?”

      “No.” Grimacing, Rennard slowly rose, keeping his gun aimed at the double doors. “He slipped away.”

      “I saw Lily,” Anna said, almost not believing her own words.

      “Me too,” Rennard breathed rapidly.

      The doors returned to their stationary position. Anna stood fully. She started toward them with her finger on the trigger and moving from closet-to-closet. Rennard groaned behind her. His breathing got louder. Anna paused, unwilling to look back. “You’re hit, aren’t you?”

      “... yeah,” the agent admitted.

      Biting her lip, Anna twisted herself around. The butt of the bullet twinkled in the gut of Rennard’s vest.

      “It’s only a bruise.” Rennard smiled weakly. He struggled to stand up straight and his eyes watered. “Ah, who am I kidding? It hurts like hell.”

      Anna stared at him for a moment. “I’ll keep him distracted. Get help. Everyone.”

      With determination, Rennard nodded.

      Not another wasted second, she pressed through the double doors. The room was long and tall with columns running down the side of both walls. Dust danced in the air as a chopper’s spotlight flickered through the small upper windows. Anna maneuvered between columns. Cole’s body was left like waste on the ground, a cut on his neck and his gun missing.

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Anna pulled back her head as bullets bit chunks off the concrete column. A gagged cry sounded from a corner of the room. Anna twisted out and took a few shots, purposely missing. Cain fired back with a vengeance, forcing Anna to move from cover. She spotted him briefly, hoisting Lily on his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. His blonde hair flowed down his black jumpsuit like a waterfall of gold. She screamed beneath her gag. Anna dashed to the next column. Cain used more rounds of his automatic rifle.

      “Tell me what you want, Cain,” Anna shouted. “Help me understand.”

      Another burst of fire.

      “I can help you!” Anna bargained and fired a round in his direction. “We can negotiate!”

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Anna ran to the next column. There were only a few left. “Reinforcements will be swarming this room within minutes! You don’t have any more plays left!”

      Cain’s chuckle bounced through the rafters of the room. Anna leaned out from cover and pointed her pistol. The room seemed still and quiet. She scanned the opposing columns. Lily’s gagged crying quieted. Anna followed every shadow but saw no movement. “Cain?”

      She traveled around the opposite column, gun raised. No one. She sped through the room, feeling all hope leave. She looked up and down but found only shell casings and a few strands of golden hair. None of the doors had opened. The windows were too high. Anna cursed, noticing the subtle square outline on the concrete door.

      Her phone rang. She quickly answered and held the cell against her shoulder and ear. “What?”

      “You need to get out of there, Anna,” Rennard said on the other end. “They found a bomb.”

      The exits doors were only a few seconds away. She could run. Be safe. The trap door beckoned to her. “How much time?”

      “Not enough!”

      Anna inhaled sharply and rubbed her hand over the trapdoor until she felt the latch. “There’s an underground tunnel. I’m going to see where it leads.”

      “Anna.”

      Seven ladder rungs led to a dimly lit corridor. “I’ll see you on the other side, Rennard.”

      “Anna, wait--”

      End.

      She turned around and traveled down, feeling the cold touch of polished metal as she shut the hatch. Her feet hit solid ground again. Amber tinted lights were bolted down the long corridor like torch sconces. The soft, steady dripping of water echoed from far away. Anna moved with one foot in front of the other, looking over the smooth construction. It didn’t match the rest of the train yard. About forty feet in, the ceiling rumbled. Cement chunks tumbled through the trapdoor behind her, and the lights flickered and died, leaving Anna in complete blackness.

      Anna felt for her belt and withdrew her torch. Holding the flashlight under her pistol, she continued deeper into the corridor and toward the constant dripping. Her breathing kept her company. The tunnel grew colder, but Anna was drenched in perspiration. She wanted to strip away the vest but knew that would be foolishness. The end came into view and she hated what she saw. A “T” in the corridor. A choice at the end of the straight path.

      She looked to the right and at the void-like path beyond. The left path told the same tale. I choose the wrong one, Cain gets away. A pit formed in her stomach. Her intuition turned suddenly silent and she had to make a simple choice. Left or Right. Fifty/Fifty. Another game.

      Shaking her head, she stepped to the right and stopped. She turned back and shone the flashlight down the left. She cursed under her breath and twisted back to the right. A glimmer. A strand of blonde hair a few feet closer to the left corridor. There was no wind in this tunnel. It fell where it fell unless Cain used it to throw her off the trail, but he would only do that if he expected her to survive the blast. In that case… she stopped her dragging train of thought and sprinted down the left corridor.

      The phone she borrowed from her father had no bars this far underground. Once she found first light, she’d call Rennard. Tell him where she was and get a search chopper. The corridor went on, but it finally came to an end at a black door with the phrase “His gifts were not pleasing” scratched into the metal.

      The octagonal room had a series of lightbulbs dangling from the ceiling. Their insulated cabling spread chaotically above Anna like a brood of vipers and vanished into little holes in the corner of the upper wall. Lily coiled in on herself like a fetus at the center of the black room. Her long blonde hair fanned out across the glossy black floor. She wore yellow pajamas like the ones Keisha had in the scrapbook, and her pale, milky skin contrasted with the walls around her.

      “Lily?” Anna scarcely whispered. She shuffled into the room. The flush floor seemed to wobble as her legs carried her to her unmoving nine-year-old niece.

      The same suffocating feeling from Jenkins's house grabbed Anna’s aching heart. A certain sinister sensation lingered in the atmosphere. She traced the light around the room and ended at the girl. Beyond her was another black door with a series of symmetrical discs running in lines down its face.

      Anna went to one knee. She kept her gun aimed at the door ahead and used her other hand to touch Lily’s shoulder. A warm sensation tingled in Anna’s fingertips. She rolled the girl to her back. Her eyes were closed. She had a soft, angular face like her mother and little sloped nose. Anna hovered her palm over her mouth. A breath. Suddenly, there was hope.

      “Lily, get up,” Anna whispered.

      Anna shook the little girl, but she didn’t wake. A distinct, sharp smell wrinkled Anna’s nose. Chloroform, Anna knew at once. It hung on Lily’s lips.

      Behind. Footsteps, ever so light. Anna twisted back. The top of her pistol-wielding hand smacked between Cain’s chest and right arm. He closed it in his armpit like a bear trap. The extendable baton in his left hand swung at Anna’s head. She ducked, narrowly avoiding the ball-tipped rod.

      “You should’ve used your gun, arrogant--!” Anna slammed her shoulder into the man’s chest.

      The glossy floor fell towards them and Cain’s back slapped against it. His baton rolled from his grasp, and Anna lost her flashlight. She fought to pull her right arm out from his grip to no avail. She discharged the pistol into the ground. The ski-mask wearing man flinched but only held on tighter. His left hand slapped against Anna’s ear while her left hand pressed down against his face. He yanked on her short hair, pulling her head to the side. She let out a cry and squashed his nose with the palm of her hand while her knee pounded his groin. He grunted through his teeth and wrapped his legs around her hips. In a swift motion, he rolled himself on top of her, switching their positions.

      Anna shot into the air. Glass rained down upon Cain’s head and back. Anna’s left hand pushed up against the man’s chin, forcing his head away. His left hand drew the knife from his belt. The blade glimmered in the light of the unmanned torch. Its deadly point stabbed down and opened the side of Anna’s vest and shirt. She removed her hand from his jaw and gripped his wrist, wrestling against the knife.

      He hunched his face down. She caught a whiff of his foul breath and locked on his bright green eyes. His slimy tongue flopped out of the mask’s mouth hole and worked its way up her cheek and over her eyebrow. She squirmed. The memories of Edger Strife’s basement triggered in her mind. Her muscles tightened. Her legs kicked out in every direction. She resisted Cain’s knife-wielding hand and won a few inches. The weight of the man’s body pressed against her. The pistol barrel wiggled under Cain’s armpit, getting lost between in his arm muscles and ribs. His gloved fingers folded around her pistol-wielding forearm, stopping the escape. Anna’s heart raced. She squeezed the trigger.

      The bullet hit another glass bulb, but not before ripping open the flesh on the side of his ribs. He contorted in pain and pushed himself off of her, scurrying to his feet. She aimed the pistol up at the ominous figure. The toe of his laced-high boots smacked the top of her hand, sending the firearm across the room. She rolled to her belly and swiftly crawled after it. A burst of pain shot up her back as Cain jammed his knee into her spine. He pinned her to the floor and raked the blade down her back in long stripes. His foot kicked the flashlight into the far wall.

      Anna reached into the dark. The blade point tore open her vest over and over again in a beastly fashion. Anna’s fingers found a cold handle. Cain grabbed a fist full of Anna’s hair and jerked back her head, exposing her throat that pulsated with every rapid breath. The whites of her eyes grew bright as cold metal kissed her soft skin.

      “Goodnight, Anna,” Cain whispered innocently.

      Anna swung her arms back over her head. The baton thumped against skull and Cain howled. He recoiled away, squeezing the crown of his head with clenched, crying eyes. Anna let the club fall from her fingers as she snatched the pistol from the smooth floor. She twisted back, shooting. Bullets pinged against the slamming metal door. She forced herself to her feet and grabbed the handle. Locked. She twisted and tried the other black door. Locked.

      “No no no no!” Anna pleaded and charged the door. Wham! She staggered back and shook off the pain. Getting another running start, she slammed against the riveted metal. Her vision blurred and her head and arm throbbed. I’m not dying in here, she promised herself and charged. Her body ricocheted to the floor. She found her footing and slammed into the unrelenting metal for the fourth time. She sank to the floor, aching, the wounds from earlier splitting open. One bullet remained in the pistol. With a click, she slid the magazine back inside. The flashlight rolled with the motion of hands.

      A weak moan escaped Lily’s chapped lips. On her hands and knees, Anna crawled across the floor and helped the little girl sit up.

      “Where…” Lily’s shy voice trailed off as she studied her bandaged hand, the room, and Anna in a dream-like state.

      Anna wrapped her arms around her and pulled her bony body close. “I’m here.”

      Lily turned her large eyes up to Anna. “Where’s my mom?”

      “She’s… she’s safe.”

      “I want to see her,” the little girl begged.

      “You will,” Anna smiled sadly. “I promise.”

      Lily reciprocated Anna’s embrace with a warm hug. “Is the bad man gone?”

      “Yes,” Anna replied.

      “Forever?” Lily asked with watery eyes.

      Anna pursed her lips for a moment. She squeezed Lily tightly as her flesh realized the room’s cold temperature. “No… but you’re safe. That’s all that matters now.”

      “He said that if I ran away,” Lily sniffled, “he’d hurt Keisha more. H-he said that he will never stop hurting little girls.”

      “We won’t let that happen,” Anna said with comfort and defiance.

      Lily nestled her head against Anna’s vest and shut her eyes. “Mom said that if I have a bad dream, to shut my eyes and think of a faraway place. A place special to me.”

      Anna let her own eyelids close and imagined a warm beach on a sunny day. Her father Richard running through the sand wearing beige swimming trunks and a khaki fishing hat, sitting beside a cooler of beers. She saw Grace and Evan lying on adjacent collapsible chairs, enjoying the sweet baking heat of the sun. Lily was there making sand castles. She waved to Keisha, Trisha, and Avery Rines, who were setting up their sun umbrella a few yards away. Anna sat and let the grains of warm sand slip through the cracks of her fingers. Soothing waves crashed in front of her. She waited for the tide to rise so she could feel the refreshing water on her toes. Agent Rennard plopped down next to her and lay on his back. He locked his fingers behind his head. Anna joined him. Together, they watched clouds drift overhead.

      “I’ve been closing my eyes for so long,” Lily admitted in her sheepish voice. “B-but the bad dream never ends.”

      Anna’s eyes shot open. She looked around the black, octagonal walls around her, her hand close to the gun, and wondered how long her flashlight would last.

      

      They found the hatch in the middle of the woods a half mile away from the rail yard. It had been masked by a camo net and an inch of dirt. Without the agent’s tip, the officers wouldn’t have bothered to search this far out, but here they stood, looking at the fruit of their labor. With a crowbar, they pried it open and shined light down the hole. One of the officers looked up at the sun, sighed, and climbed inside. The rest of the men in uniform followed.

      The corridor stretched far and straight. It seemed to trap the cold, and a rhythmic dripping resonated from some unknown crack in the ceiling. Alert, they followed the trail to the fork in the darkened corridor. One side directed to a distant pile of rubble while the other ended at a black door. Guns up, they separated and worked their way through both sides. The lead officer stopped before he reached the black door and touched the adjacent wall. It was cold like the rest of the corridor and the shade of paint was a hue brighter. He pushed it open, and it leaned into a small hidey hole of sorts that contained a breaker switch. He picked up on the odd wall, taking quick note of the texture, weight, and creases. Styrofoam, he knew. It had been carved out and measured to conceal the hideaway.

      The other officers tried the black door and cursed its existence. It took a good hour before the locksmith arrived and another thirty minutes before the lock was cracked. Finally, the door opened into an octagon room painted floor to ceiling with a coat of black paint. Exposed lights hung from the ceiling, but the switch was in the hidey hole. Below lay two bodies huddled together.

      The officer cautiously moved toward them. He reached out a hand, but before he could blink, the tan woman had a pistol aimed at his face. Ruffled brown hair spiked out in all directions. Her veiny eyes blazed with anger and her cheeks were gaunt from hunger. The other officers raised their weapons at the feral woman in retaliation. Suddenly, she lowered her handgun. The officer took it from her cold hands and passed it back to a colleague.

      Keeping her eyes on the officers, the woman shook the little sandy-haired girl beside her. The girl’s frail body wiggled with the movement, but she appeared to be lost in a great sleep. The officers traded harrowing glances with one another. One offered the woman a hand. She didn’t accept and waited for the little girl. The officer called over a friend and, together, got the woman to her feet. She turned her back to the little girl as they guided her through the black door. Then, like Lazarus from his tomb, the little girl sat up and turned her head between the officers. Strands of golden hair and tears streamed down her dirtied face. A female officer lifted her up and carried the weeping child through the long hall.

      The officers steered them down the corridor and up the metal rungs jutting from the cement walls, all the while perplexed by the markings carved into the back of the woman’s Kevlar vest. Four lines with a slash it. Tallies, five in total, signifying a countdown or something worse…
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      Rain gushed from iron clouds and pattered on the tops of roofs, umbrellas, and Cain’s sickly green 1983 Mercury Marquis. He watched water cascade down the French-inspired fabric awnings of his favorite café, La Fleur, and puddle at the drab grey curbside. Like the rest of the shops running down Van Buren’s historical district, La Fleur was a part of a larger brick building that covered an entire block. At every lot, the roof jutted up and down like crooked teeth, and on stormy evenings like this one, its red brick exterior looked the color of crusted blood.

      Cain’s gloved hands held the steering wheel as he watched Rachel the barista wipe down a table with a wet rag. She was a short, shapely woman whom Cain had grown fond of over the years. Every morning, when he ordered his specialty latte, she’d serve his mug with a little napkin and a genuine smile. Some days she’d inquire about his readings, whether it be Tipitaka, King James, or the Yellow King. Other times, she’d slide into his window-side booth and vent about her boyfriend, Brad. Cain didn’t like Brad, but he decided against killing him. Despite the toxicity of their relationship, the boyfriend’s ill-timed demise would shatter the soft-spoken barista and prove to be a hollow victory for Cain. Brad was too old, male, and far from a prodigy. He didn’t fit the criteria.

      Rachel tossed the rag on the bus cart, rubbed her forehead with the top of her supple hand, and sighed. Brad problems, Cain concluded and felt an angry sickness in his core. He missed her drama, lattes, and body he never got the opportunity to explore.

      The commercial break ended and, following a three-second musical cue, the pompous talk show host returned. A frown sank Cain’s long face and his fingers twisted the radio dial.

      “It’s been a whirlwind of a week for our God-fearing country,” the host ranted. “Cain—the Butcher of Van Buren as some call him—has blighted this community with murder, kidnapping, mutilation, and honestly, talking about this little man makes me sick. If I had it my way, I wouldn’t even give him airtime. He’s not worth a breath, and when he’s found and—fingers crossed—executed, I’m petitioning that we erase all records of this slime from our history books and studio back logs. He’s doing this for fame, people, and I refuse to give it to him.”

      The corner of Cain’s lip twitched. Fist-clenching pain rattled his head from the cracked, pus-filled lump on his crown.

      “However,” the host continued. “It’s my obligation, my responsibility, to inform the people, to warn the people about this cesspit of a human being who takes little girls, like Keisha Rines, Lily Kendale, and countless others, and abuses them, cuts them, and uses them to taunt our community. I won’t stand for it and neither will my guest, the brave and courageous Sheriff Garrett Greenbell. Thank you, Sheriff, for being on the show and for working sleeplessly to keep our town safe.”

      “The pleasure is mine,” the sheriff replied. “I’ve been serving our community for thirty-two great years, and I can say in full confidence that the terror of Cain is coming to an end. The Van Buren PD and myself are working around the clock to find and detain this criminal. We’ve confiscated his properties, cancelled his credit cards, locked his bank account, and most importantly released his true identity to the public. The man has nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, and is living on borrowed time.”

      “Tell me, Sheriff, how did you uncover Cain’s identity?” the host asked.

      “We discovered that he’d been holding the captive girls in his late parents’ house, so we sought the offspring of Terrence and Rose Jenkins. Searching the foster care system between 1973-75, we found Wesley Jenkins and his sister, Sherry. Wesley’s blood type matched the type we procured from the Smithson’s Train Yard, and his face aligned with multiple of our suspect sketches. More damning, we found an automatic rifle in his home that was used in the train yard shootout.”

      Outside, umbrella-protected locals dashed down the sidewalk, laughing. Cain boiled and switched off the radio. He took the car out of idle and rolled down the slippery street, driving by King’s Opera House. I am Icarus, he thought as a warm tear of blood trickled out of his ball cap, through his thin hair and down his neck.

      In a developing neighborhood, Cain eased the four-door sedan to a stop and listened to the rain tap on the car’s roof. It was a gentle sound, but it did nothing to calm him. Groaning, he popped open the glove box and removed the dusty package. The tip of his gloved thumb brushed across its sealed crease, as if the cardboard was precious porcelain. He pinched the tab, peeled it open, and removed the fake ID and flip phone. He stowed them in the inner pocket of his saddle-colored field coat and discarded the box in the back seat. Before closing the glove box, he grabbed a cloth-wrapped object.

      The storm was dying down slowly but the all-encompassing clouds darkened with nightfall. Cain looked both ways on the street, eying the other suburban-style homes outside of Fort Smith, Van Buren’s sister city. He bounced up the curb and passed through the soaked lawn. The residence before him was a shell. The foundation had been laid, the roof placed and the walls erected, but it still lacked electricity, paint, and furnishings. The incomplete house had not been his first choice of sanctuary, but it was inconspicuous and, after the news broadcast his face, temporary. Cain used the garage to get inside the gloomy building.

      Large holes were open on kitchen countertops, waiting for cold granite slabs. All around, wind bowed in the plastic sheeting that sealed the windows. Rain droplets raced down the plastic’s opaque canvas, and a chilling breeze leaked through an invisible breach. The floor creaked under Cain’s tennis shoes. He held the cloth-wrapped object tightly and approached the basement door. Gently removing the chair from under the doorknob, he opened the door and peered down the rickety steps and into the black pit beyond.

      Something shuffled within, much larger than a rat.

      He walked with quiet steps, just like how he had when he escaped his foster father’s notched belt. As he descended deeper into the abyss, he reflected on how odd it was that his cravings began so many years go. It took him a long time to realize it started with his little sister Sherry. She was so perfect, Cain thought jealously. Both of his foster parents knew it and even after his gifted sister was found strangled in the woods, Cain’s new parents still loved her more.

      The scurrying grew louder, followed by muffled cries that he’d heard countless times. Cain reached the bottom of the steps. Faint light streamed down on him from the open door above. Through the void, he could see the outline of the little black girl strapped to a chair. She was a doll with frizzy hair, big almond eyes, and a little button nose. Like a squirrel in the middle of the road, she froze when Cain neared. Her bandaged hands painfully clenched the chair’s arms. Cain knelt before her and opened the folds of cloth on the cement floor. One flap at a time, the knife within revealed itself. Its handle was made of an elk’s antler, and the blade had dark liquid waves in the metal.

      The girl struggled, teetering her chair. The white of her fear-filled eyes beamed in the darkness. A rag muffled her cries.

      “Shh…” Cain comforted as he gripped the blade’s hilt and thought of his sister.

      The child pianist pulled back her head as far as she could from the knife’s point. The abductor frowned as he recalled how far he had fallen. He reminded himself why he chose his name. For my gifts are not pleasing unto God.

      

      With a mountain of paperwork on his desk and his head in the clouds, Sheriff Garrett Greenbell swiveled in his rolling chair. Decades of hard work were finally paying off. Law enforcement is a thankless job, his father told him once. It felt good to prove the dog-faced drunk wrong. He twisted the ring on his finger and smiled inconspicuously. To continue his streak, all he had to do was catch the bastard and save the girl, and then Greenbell would go national. Students in law enforcement and criminal psychology would study this case for years to come, and there, right next to the picture of Cain, legally known as Wesley Jenkins, would be Sheriff Garrett Greenbell with his white, spade-shaped beard, silky hair the color of snow and a fierce expression on his face.

      Too many times heroes are snuffed out by villains, he’d tell whatever talk show personality, live and in front of millions of viewers. I aim to give those unsung heroes the recognition they desire. People would admire, love, and respect him, and those would only be the initial perks of immortality. Unlike Anna Dedrick, he wouldn’t waste his fame becoming some washed-out private investigator. No no no, he’d use it to raise awareness for the environment or some other hot button issue in today’s media.

      Thinking about how Dedrick detested her fame made Greenbell scoff in frustration. He returned his attention back to the desk and fished a pen out of a pen-filled mug. He brainstormed as he pulled out a form from the crooked pile. Cain’s properties were clean, but he has to be hiding the Rines girl somewhere else. He remembered Keisha’s wide smile from when they met at the King’s Opera House the night of her abduction. A friend’s house? Can’t be, they would turn him in. How about abandoned properties? Greenbell recalled a few seedy places around town.

      The phone rang. He picked it up and pressed the cold plastic against his ear. “This is the Van Buren Sheriff’s department, Greenbell speaking.”

      The voice on the other side was quiet and angry. “Keisha Rines is dead. You and Dedrick failed. The girl’s blood is on your hands.”

      The sheriff jolted up in his seat. “Who is this?”

      The line went dead.

      “Hello?”

      He could feel his heart beating and his mouth dry. It took him a moment to process, and then he ran out of the office and into the hall, too preoccupied to hang up the phone.

      

      Cain snapped the sim card with his gloved fingers and then the flip phone with both hands, tossing them out the driver side window. The abandoned broken plastic bounced on the wet asphalt beside the car’s discus rims. He pressed down the gas pedal. The sickly green 1983 Mercury Marquis drove away from the dark, hollow house, escaping the developing neighborhood without going one mile-per-hour over the speed limit.
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      Yesterday's rain left the black asphalt glossy and the air humid. Like the silicon in Anna’s IV bag, water dripped steadily from damp yellow leaves. The tired investigator held the metal tree as the needle pinched her arm. The pain was nothing compared to the persistent aching that plagued her malnourished being. Though she’d only spent two days in that black hole, she felt as though she’d lost pounds of muscle and fat, and the skin on her cheeks had sunken to outline the structure of her face.

      From under the shaded awning, she watched the family of three climb out of their dinky sedan. A small, involuntary smile crept up Anna’s face when Evan approached. He wrapped one arm around her, squeezing too tightly, but Anna voiced no complaint.

      “I’m going to miss you, sis,” Evan said as he let go of Anna. Though he was thirty, Evan’s dark eyes had crow’s feet, and little grey hair spotted his straggly goatee. Unlike Anna, his tan was that of a farmer’s and, through the opening of his plaid shirt, his skin color could be seen changing from tawny to pale. With seriousness, he said, “My offer still stands, you know.”

      Anna had thought long and hard about her brother’s proposition. There wasn’t much else to do in the hospital but think or watch mindless television. Anna did her fair share of both, but didn’t have a decision until now.

      “I’m staying here, in Van Buren,” Anna confessed.

      Her brother didn’t do well hiding his disappointment. His sleepless eyes made Anna feel guilty of some unknown crime.

      “Dad needs me,” Anna clarified, thinking of her father and his failing memory. “Besides, I have my practice.”

      Evan cast his eyes down at his muddy boots and nodded with a frown. “I’m only looking out for my sister, that’s all.”

      “And I appreciate it,” Anna replied softly.

      Grace closed the car’s back door and shielded her eyes from the morning sun. Her nine-year-old daughter, Lily, clasped her hand tightly. The child’s face lit up when they joined Anna and Evan under the hospital’s front door awning.

      Grace hugged Anna and kissed her on the cheek. “Oh, God, Anna. I--We can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done. For us and Lily.” She hugged Anna again, more passionately than the last. “Please, come along. I feel weird taking your money and not inviting you.”

      “If I wanted to go, I would’ve said it,” Anna lied. “Besides, it will give the three of you a much-needed vacation.”

      Grace looked Anna in the eyes intently. “Anything you need--”

      “It’s okay,” Anna interrupted. “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “You saved my daughter’s life,” Grace exclaimed as if Anna didn’t remember spending days underground with her niece, Lily, unsure who would die first of starvation or thirst. “I owe you everything. And the gift… I’ll be sure to pay you back once Evan gets a job.”

      “Please,” Anna took the woman’s hand. It felt warm compared to her own. “It’s yours. All of it. I don’t want it back.”

      With a finger, Grace wiped away a tear and thanked Anna. But before they could say goodbye, Lily rushed to in and wrapped her arms Anna’s waist.

      “I don’t want you to go,” the little girl protested.

      Anna felt the child’s bony figure against her own. She should be in a hospital, Anna thought but didn’t feel it was her right to criticize the parents. After all, she wasn’t a mother, the only lover she knew was work, and right now he was being neglected.

      Anna ran her fingers through Lily’s soft blonde hair. The girl had an angular face like her mother and hazel eyes like her father. She would grow up to be pretty, Anna could tell, and hoped to be a part of her niece's life once her career steadied. Giving them what Avery and Trisha Rines had paid her set Anna back a healthy sum but seemed like the right thing to do. Her heart ached when she thought of the Rines. Maybe she could succeed with her brother and his family where she failed with the Rines and their daughter, Keisha. She could only hope.

      Lily turned her doe-like eyes up to Anna.

      “I’m going to miss you too,” Anna confessed. “Go on, it’s time for you to get going.”

      “But…” The little girl’s lip quivered as she fought back tears.

      “I’ll visit you, I promise.”

      Sniffling, the little girl agreed and forced herself away from Anna. She held her bandaged hand in the place where the pinky and ring fingers once were.

      “Come on, sweetie.” Grace called her daughter and headed to the car. Lily followed behind with rapid steps, taking the time to turn back to Anna before climbing in the back seat.

      Evan stayed with Anna a moment longer, sighing. “I know we shouldn’t have her out of the hospital yet, but I couldn’t stay in this gutter of a town any longer. Not with that SOB still on the loose and not with all the recent memories. I should’ve never come back. Neither should have you.”

      In light of recent events, Anna was inclined to agree with her brother but kept her opinion silent. “Where are you going to go?”

      “I don’t know…” Her brother kicked a stone, shoved his hands in his blue pockets, and looked up at the cloudless sky. “Tennessee? North Carolina? Wherever, we’ll find a hospital for Lily, make sure she’s all healed up for our vacation in the Bahamas and then put her in some sort of therapy. Like the type Mom and Dad put you through.”

      “It might help,” Anna said with uncertainty. “But things don’t stay buried forever, especially bad memories.”

      Evan frowned. He took her advice with a bitter taste. “I’ll talk to Grace about it. I just want Lily to live a normal life.”

      “Unlike us?” Anna joked to lighten the mood.

      Evan smiled. “Yeah.”

      Her brother said his final goodbye and ducked into the driver seat. While Grace typed in the GPS, Lily pressed her full hand against the window.

      Anna waved back and the car rolled away. She spent a few more moments outside and took a deep breath. A strong drink would be nice, She fought the temptation when she looked at the portable IV tree beside her. Apart from a few chirping birds, it was a quiet morning. It almost seemed like the universe had moved on from the dread of the last two weeks and life returned to normal. If only Anna could do the same. She thought of King’s Opera House less than two miles away and returned to the hospital. The dummy wheel on her IV tree spun chaotically across the scuffed tile floor, but the device stayed its course.

      Anna twisted the doorknob to her room, replaying the investigation in her head. She closed her eyes, thinking of the black octagonal walls that surrounded her beneath the abandoned train yard. The fear was raw and real like a festering wound. She trembled those days, expecting Cain to enter and finish what he started. But the abductor never came. He had left Anna and Lily in the darkness to die. The gun Anna held contained a single round in the chamber. If the little girl had passed, would Anna have used the bullet on herself, starved, or fed? She didn’t know her answer, and that scared her white.

      Anna entered the room, expecting to spend her day watching local news anchors bicker about Cain but reveal no new information regarding his whereabouts or Keisha’s. Instead, she found herself staring at FBI Agent Justin Rennard, who sat in the chair beside the hospital bed. He had thick brown hair, a clean shaven face with a dimpled chin, and eyes that were easy to look upon. He stood at Anna’s entrance, but Anna beckoned him to sit back down. His black FBI jacket scrunched as he returned to the chair.

      “Hey,” Anna said, plopping down on the edge of the bed. The door shut behind her.

      Rennard shifted in his seat. He hesitated to speak but forced out the words. “Cain called.”

      Anna’s pulse quickened and, by the downtrodden look on Rennard’s face, she knew bad news was about to follow. “Did he hurt her again?”

      “He said...” Rennard’s eyes glossed over. “He said he killed her.”

      An invisible vacuum sucked the air from the room and Anna’s lungs. Her hands trembled but she didn’t know if it was out of anger, fear, or dread. She asked, afraid to let her guard down. “Is there a body?”

      With pursed lips, the agent shook his head. “Only the phone call to Sheriff Greenbell. He hung up too quick to trace, but we have his name and face plastered all over. Maybe someone saw him.”

      Wesley Jenkins, Anna recalled the real name of the monster, but Cain was how she would always remember him. In the DMV photos, he was just some average Joe with thick, square-framed glasses and a blemish-free face that would get lost in any crowd. He stood at five foot nine and in his photo, he wore a tucked-in collared shirt with a green tie. When Sergeant Mathis showed her the photo, Anna anticipated a towering man with a sinister grin, black pits for eyes, and an intimidating look about him, but instead she got a nerd with the fashion sense of a ‘70s accountant.  

      “He wears disguises,” Anna said, knowing full well that Rennard had the same thought.

      “It’s something at least,” Rennard replied with false hope. “The state has confiscated his properties and he’s been put on the FBI’s Most Wanted list. The guy’s on the run. He’s going to make a mistake. They always do.”

      “So that’s it?” Anna asked.

      Locking his fingers together, Rennard looked Anna in the eyes. “I’m afraid so.”

      Anna gnashed her teeth. A thought popped into her mind that caused her to pause her dread. “What about the markings?”

      Rennard crinkled his brow in question.

      “From my Kevlar vest. When Cain attacked me, he slashed tally marks into the back of the vest,” Anna explained.

      “Are you sure he wasn’t just trying to kill you? When I Served, I saw people do all sorts of crazy things in a fit of rage.”

      Anna remember how he slashed the back of her vest like a hound digging a hole then yanked her head by her short brown hair. He placed the cold, antler-hilted knife on her throat. Realizing her impending doom, Anna slung back the metal baton and cracked the top of his head, causing Cain to howl, scurry out of the room, and lock her inside.

      “He was but… I don’t know,” Anna admitted. Her gut refused to believe in chance when she thought of Cain. “It could be a warning or a countdown. He’s only removed five of the ten fingers, remember. And according to his previous attacks, he always counts down from ten.”

      “But now that his identity is known, his jig is up,” Rennard explained. “By killing Keisha Rines, he’s severed all ties to the world.”

      “There’s not a body.”

      Rennard ran his fingers through his hair. “I want to believe Keisha is alive, too, but sometimes there’s no happy ending. Sometimes the bad guy gets away.”

      “You don’t need to remind me,” Anna snapped.

      They sat in silence for a moment.

      Anna broke the quiet. “Did he say anything else?”

      Rennard hesitated. “Nothing good.”

      Anna glared at him.

      Rennard huffed. “He said that you failed. That Keisha’s blood is on your hands. The usual taunts that are better left forgotten.”

      And yet, Anna couldn’t forget them.

      Leaning in, Rennard took her hand in his own. Memories of Anna’s own abduction replayed in her mind, but she refused to withdraw her hand.

      “I’m going to find him,” Rennard vowed in the way Anna had vowed to the Rines when their daughter was still alive. “Once I get back to Little Rock, I’ll ask the director if I can stay on the case instead of him putting me out on the field right away. If there’s any developments, I’ll make sure I’m the first to know.”

      Anna slipped her hand away. “When are you leaving?”

      “This afternoon,” Rennard said and sighed. “It’s only a few hours’ drive.”

      Anna stood from the bed’s corner. “Well, Agent…” She extended her hand. Rennard stood and shook it firmly. “I wish you the best of luck.”

      “Thanks, you too.”

      They had held on for a moment longer than was necessary. Rennard headed for the door and opened it. In the threshold, he smiled sadly at her and said, “Pleasure doing business with you, Ms. Dedrick. God willing, we’ll work together again.”

      “God willing,” Anna replied.

      Rennard stepped into the hall and away from Anna’s life.

      Anna buried her face in the palms of her hands. Her blood is on your hands, a voice told her again and again.

      By noon the next day, Anna checked out of the hospital. It had been nearly a week since Cain vanished, and the locals of Van Buren had returned to their everyday lives. Schools were reopened, traffic filled Main Street, and every photocopy of Keisha Rines stapled to power lines wasted away in the rain. On her way to the police station, Anna drove past one poster whose color had been bleached by the elements. Half of the little girl’s face was torn away.

      “He’s the FBI’s problem now.” Sergeant Mathis said when Anna followed him into evidence lockup. He was a short man with a bald head, muscular body, and a uniform that clung to him like another layer of skin.

      “You’re still going to keep looking, right?” Anna asked as they stepped into the shelf-lined store room and slid the box on the top shelf.

      “The case is still open, yeah. If you’re asking whether I’m going to spend resources looking for a girl that we’re eighty-five percent sure is dead, the answer is no.”

      Anna clenched her fist to keep herself from doing something stupid. “Have you checked everywhere?”

      “We’ve combed every inch of Cain’s properties. We found old DNA samples, forgotten receipts, and other damning evidence, but no girl and no Cain—Wesley,” he corrected and turned to Anna, wiping down his sweaty forehead with a hanky. “I’m sorry, Ms. Dedrick, but we have other cases that require our full attention, we’re behind too much as it is.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” Anna asked eagerly.

      The man looked at her for a moment. His bulldog-like face was unreadable. “Move on,” he said gruffly. “You led us to the man’s identity, found his properties, and saved one of his captives. You’ve done your part, and, as I said before, he’s the FBI’s problem.”

      Anna turned to the box placed above the other collapsing and dusty file containers. It read Rines and the date. Mathis joined her in staring at the box.

      “I couldn’t have asked for a better consultant,” he said respectfully.

      “I didn’t save the girl. I didn’t catch Cain,” Anna replied.

      “You gave it your everything,” Mathis said. “That’s all we can ever do.”

      Together, they left the evidence room and listened to the lock click.

      Anna dropped off her Chevy Silverado at the local mechanic. She ordered a new driver side door to replace the one littered with Edger Strife’s bullets--one of the monsters that they had caught. She also bought a fresh coat of black paint to replace the scrapes on her side panels and hood caused by tree branches from when she’d crashed her truck. She got an alignment to straighten out the truck’s steering after driving up a train track to find Grace, who Cain had captured and let free, and the overall bill made her wish she hadn’t given away the Rines’ money. The repair would take at least a week so she would be driving her father’s car.

      “Thanks for picking me up,” she said to Richard as he opened the door for her. He had a maroon Chevy that was old, big, and clunky.

      “Anything for my little princess,” her father replied. He wore his fishing vest, frilled fishing hat, and rubber wading boots. His face was aged and square with the beginnings of a white beard sprouting on his neck and jaw.

      “I forgot it was Sunday,” Anna admitted as she got comfortable on the hard, bench-like seat. The truck rumbled down the street.

      “Pastor reminded me,” Richard declared. “Nice guy, that one. I used to think he was hitting on your mother. We talked about it for a while over the phone and he said your mother had the same concerns about me. Not that I was hitting on the pastor, but that there was some other woman. In reality, it was just long, late hours of being a detective.”

      Anna smiled. “You remembered all that?”

      “It’s that memory journal you got me,” her father said proudly. “I put Post-It notes in every room to remind me of it. Whenever something comes to mind, I jot it down.”

      “Are you getting involved with Pastor more?” Anna put on her aviator sunglasses.

      Richard shrugged. “Church was always more of Ashley's thing. The man calls every now and then and has a few of the old ladies send me casserole and green beans. They sometimes mix them together.”

      Anna chuckled for the first time in what felt like years. “Glad to hear you’re staying full.”

      Richard patted his lean belly. “Not too full.”

      “Big Jake’s?”

      A grin stretched from ear to ear on her father’s face. “Big Jake’s.”

      The restaurant's exterior had a black, dry wood look about it and a rectangular shape akin to an old Western saloon. The font and glowing red lettering matched that of a casino, and it bore the sigil of a horned bull’s skull. Inside, they feasted on river fish and hamburgers. They talked for hours about Evan, Grace, and Lily, the weather, Anna’s mother, and more. It seemed like the conversation would drift back to Cain’s case, but her father did well at redirecting Anna’s attention elsewhere, or at least he tried. It seemed like every few minutes she’d think of Cain’s words and the little girl she failed to save. She was glad Richard didn’t ask what was wrong. She would’ve hated to have lied to her father.

      After they finished eating, they headed to the cemetery. Autumn wind cooled the air and kicked up a few fallen leaves amidst the gravestones. Richard and Anna stopped before their mother’s resting place.

      “I’d like to visit her more,” Richard said as he looked over the fourteen-year-old headstone. He held his hat against his chest. His curly grey hair danced in the wind and the setting sun revealed the old scar on the side of his skull. “I don’t want to forget her.” His eyes watered.

      “You won’t, Dad.” Anna said. “You never will.”

      She dropped him off at home and drove to her office on 7th Street. She walked through the short hallway and stepped into her domain. There was a weird stigma to the place now after she watched Edger Strife’s videotapes here. Before, the stained rugs and faded orange blinds seemed to add to the seedy private investigator facade that she had unintentionally built. Tonight, it reminded her of Strife’s basement where he held the underage girls and filmed his movies. She shuttered at the thought and searched her desk for a bottle of whiskey. The last one she had left at her father’s house, but there was a backup in the bottom drawer. To take the edge off, she said and poured a glass. Leaning against the desk, she took a sip. It didn’t go down easy, but the aching in her body seemed to lessen. Placebo effect or not, it helped, and that’s why she put it back in the desk. A few of her friends in Miami got the taste for booze after a rough case and never beat it. If she were to take Mathis’s word to heart, she needed to let go of the crutch.

      She opened a cardboard box tucked against the side of the wall and unpacked it. It contained a framed photo of her and her friend Allen, who worked in forensics and always wore a Hawaiian shirt. It was at a bar that ran along the boardwalk. He had a drunken smile on his face while Anna grinned widely. She smirked at the memory and set it on her desk. That was before the Dade County Human trafficking case, before Anna was famous and had blood on her hands. Suddenly, she lost the will to keep on unpacking. She pulled out the flip phone her father had loaned her and called the number.

      Forty-five minutes passed before the silhouettes appeared in the murky glass on her door. One male and one female. Anna opened her office to the Rines and let them step inside. Trisha was a short woman around five foot and four inches tall, with delicate features and alluring almond eyes. She wore an indigo dress and her hair was silky and short, styled with classic elegance that accompanied her pearl earrings. Avery wore a suit the color of dark silver and frameless rectangular glasses instead of his usual clear contacts. He stood a head above his wife and had a well-structured face with high cheekbones and an intense gaze. Though they out-dressed Anna in her purple blouse and black slacks, they did not do well to hide their gloom. Their movement was slow and lifeless and their eyes had a glossy sheen and tiny red veins that reached for their irises.

      “Thank you for coming,” Anna said and pulled out two chairs in front of her desk.

      Without a word, the downtrodden couple took their seats, averting their gazes from one another. Anna sat down on the side of the desk. “I wanted to say I’m sorry. I thought the apology would sound disingenuous over the phone. I know you’ve been kept in protective custody since… for a long time, and I thought I could answer any questions you had about the investigation.”

      Avery turned his eyes from his lap and glared at her.

      “My daughter’s not dead,” he replied like he hadn’t heard a word Anna said.

      “She’s out there,” Trisha added. “I know my baby is out there. Why are the police giving up? I’ve donated thousands of dollars to them and the best can they offer is the FBI will handle it. Does that monster get to get away with everything he’s done? With tearing my family apart? With mutilating my daughter?”

      The woman wailed while her husband shook in his chair, like a gasket about to blow. Anna struggled to find the right words. “I want to find Keisha. I want to put Cain behind bars, believe me. But I don’t know how. The man who took your daughter has years of experience under his belt. God knows how many times he’s bugged out. I know that doesn’t give you comfort, but it's the truth. I’ve spent the last five days thinking about this. Whether Keisha is alive or dead, Cain is gone and the knowledge of your daughter’s whereabouts is gone with him. I know I’m doing a crap job of expressing my condolences, but I’m trying to be as straight with you as I can.”

      Avery burst from his chair and shouted. “Do you know what it's like to lose a child? Every morning I get up and check the front door, expecting to find her or a piece of her, and every morning there’s nothing. The police do nothing. The FBI has nothing to show for their progress. A day ago a filmmaker called, asking to feature me in a documentary, if you can believe that. My daughter ain’t dead and he wants to do the Memoriam of Keisha Rines! Be honest or lie to me, Dedrick, I don’t care. I just want someone to find my daughter.”

      Trisha hid her face in her hand while Avery hiked out the door, letting slam in his wake. Anna took a breath, wishing she’d drunk more than a glass of whiskey.

      “She can’t be gone,” Trisha mumbled, disbelieving.

      The air in the room felt stale and suddenly the AC seemed to be failing at its job. “Mrs. Rines--Trisha, I’m sorry. I wish I could’ve done more.”

      The woman sniffled. “Y-you did what you could.”

      “I can reimburse you, if you’d--”

      “No,” Trisha looked up at her, tears streaking the mascara down her cheeks. “Keep it. If you stay on the case, I’ll double the amount.”

      Anna smiled sadly. “I can’t take any more of your money.”

      “Why?” the woman asked innocently.

      “We need closure, and right now...” she dreaded the words she was about to speak. “This is all we might get.”

      Trisha didn’t cry for she had no more tears to give. Her eyes pierced Anna’s soul as her husband stepped into the room. “Then find the bastard who did this.”

      Resting his back against the wall, Avery crossed his arms and waited for Anna’s response.

      

      Richard scribbled a passage into the journal his daughter had got him. It was a big step up from a composition notebook, with its nice leather binding and custom engraving: memory journal. In a world of technology and texting, he thought his daughter would expect him to make all his notes on the computer, but he was glad she didn’t. He’d forgotten the password so many times that he shunned the gosh darn thing. His large, calloused hands gently put the pen aside and read over the night’s events, making sure not to neglect the slightest detail. From the clothes they wore to the road they took, everything was crammed on the page. It made Richard feel like he was back on the job again, doing the after-case summary. Back when him and Greenbell worked together before their falling out. Richard had tried to explain that Sherry kissed him, not the other way around, but the sheriff’s mind was set and so was his fist. Richard felt his stubbled jaw, remembering the purple bruise he wore for weeks after. He turned to another page and wrote down that story before the details were gone.

      Setting the notebook on the stand beside his favorite recliner, Richard got up with an oof and walked a few laps around the living room as per his doctor’s request. I’ve been in this house a long time. He knew, but couldn’t recall the exact amount of years. He took his first turn around the couch and came up to the right side of the TV. The walls were painted white with a band of floral wallpaper that traveled across the den, ending at the threshold to the kitchen. It was one of the few things Ashley saved when they moved in. The rest of the house had been repainted and re-floored decades ago.

      Richard passed by the TV that showcased a classic Western he’d seen a hundred times and stopped at the fireplace. Family photos lined the wood shelf above it. He ceased his recommended exercise and grabbed one of the propped-up picture frames. He smiled widely as his finger brushed away a paper-thin sheet of dust from the glass. He looked at himself: a dashing young man at the height of his career. He had thick brown hair that his wife loved and a bushy mustache common among law enforcement. Beside him was his youngest, Evan, dressed in the cowboy outfit he got one Halloween and wore every day during the following year. He must’ve been six or seven when the picture was taken. With one eye shut, he pointed his little silver revolver at the camera. Anna stood beside him, wearing a casual tee and capris. The twelve-year-old girl had a little mischievous grin and long brunette hair.

      Richard brushed his finger over the last person in the photo. Ashley. His soulmate, his everything that he’d lost fourteen years ago.

      He felt himself about to cry and turned away from the photo. Old age had made him soft, he felt. Like he’d become a child again. But gosh did he miss Ashley. She was such a free spirit and funny, too. He was reminded of the time they picked the lock to Old Man Garner’s house and dressed up in his oversized clothes. “We’re thirty years old. We can’t be doing this!” Richard exclaimed as he laughed. “I’m an officer for Pete’s sake!”

      “And I’m your wife,” Ashley replied, as if that justified everything. Richard chased after her until they fell on top of one another, unable to breathe because of all the fun they were having. With the memory strong in his mind, he headed for the journal when suddenly there was a faint scratching sound down the hall.

      He stopped and turned around. The hallway was dark and ominous, seemingly endless when the lights weren’t on.

      “Anna?” he asked and put down the framed photograph. Behind the fake potted plant beside the front door, he drew out an old wooden slugger that felt weighty in his hands. He would’ve preferred his pistol, but that was in his room attached to the dark hall.

      Treading lightly, he flipped on the light switch and looked at the open door to his daughter’s room. Faintly, he could hear the whispers of wind seeping through the open doorway. “Anna, is that you?”

      His voice garnered no reply and shivers tickled his spine. He straightened his back up and made his resolve that of tested steel and passed through the hallway, decorated with family photos and inspirational quotes his wife had bought. He stopped a foot away from the door and peered inside. The light was on. Anna’s bed was unmade and untouched. Above her desk, the magazine cutouts fought against their tacks as the wind pooled inside. The window was wide open and night was black on the other side. There was another creaking sound, but this time from behind him. Richard steadied his breath and tightened his fingers around the choke of the hefty baseball bat.

      Remembering his time with the force, he glanced at a nearby photo. Reflected in the fogged glass was a figure in all black and wearing a ski mask, just like Anna had described.
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      Giving the ski-mask wearing stranger not a single second more, Richard twisted around at cyclone speed and sent the body of the baseball toward the man’s jaw. The stranger ducked and weaved like a boxer, narrowly avoiding the deadly kiss of the club. Glass and wood exploded into the hall as the slugger smashed into a family photo and punched a hole in the wall. Richard felt the force of the hit reverberate up his arm and into his shoulder. He locked eyes with the stranger, who, with the flick of the wrist, extended a two-foot onyx black baton.

      Richard had milliseconds to evaluate the situation, and then he swung the bat again. The stranger ducked below the slugger and sent the neck of his baton against the side of Richard’s knee. A bloodcurdling howl escaped Richard’s mouth. His leg bowed and his shoulder smashed into another picture. Glass shattered. The stranger cocked his head, seemingly amused at Richard’s pain. Not giving the bastard another second of satisfaction, the old man flung the bat like a tomahawk. It twirled in the air and punched the stranger across the chest. He grunted and staggered, giving Richard enough time to twist and make for Anna’s room. Dead with pain, his injured leg dragged behind him, while the vigor of the fight pulsed through his veins in a way it hadn’t in twenty years. A curse and rapid footsteps approached from the rear.

      Richard got inside his daughter's room and slammed the door shut. It met resistance at the stranger’s forearm, and a shout of agony sounded on the other end.

      “Got you now!” Richard shouted and slammed the bulk of his being against the door that clamped on the man’s writhing arm. The man’s gloved fingers contorted into a fist. Richard let up his weight for a quick moment and then slammed back into the door. The stranger’s arm slipped away out of sight and the door shut with a loud thud.

      The pain from Richard’s knee pulsed. He rolled his back against the door’s face as the stranger slammed against it on the other side like a hammer on an anvil. With every ram, Richard’s teeth clacked. His hand frantically searched the inner workings of his pants pockets and pulled out white puff balls of lint and paper hardened in the dryer process. He patted the small pockets on his vest as the banging grew more vicious. Where is it? His eyes went wide in terror. Where’s my phone? I swear I had it!

      The world seemed to spin. His breath quickened. Every hit against the door weakened Richard’s hold. He spread his arms out and curled his fingers around the frame, but that just seemed to amplify every thump that battered his spine. He needed something. A weapon. Anything! There was an old lamp beside Anna’s unkempt bed, tacks holding together the magazine collage, a desk with a computer monitor, a stack of aged CDs, and books from Anna’s middle school days. Across from that was a closet with a folding door. Perhaps his daughter had a weapon inside, but it was too risky to abandon his post on a wavering hunch. His fingertips slipped from the frame. He rediscovered the grip an inch lower. Sweat coated his body and glistened his wrinkly forehead. The cool wind brushed against him. He saw the open window. His salvation.

      When the stranger reeled back from his last hit against the door, Richard timed his escape. He pushed off his door and hurriedly limped toward the window. Smash! The door behind him burst open. Just a few more seconds! he begged as he grabbed ahold of the outer window’s gaping hole. He pulled with all his might to squeeze his torso through and got one knee in the sill when suddenly he was yanked back. The collar of his shirt cut into his neck. He gasped for air as he lost his balance. He thought he would hit the ground, but the stranger’s grip stopped a few feet above the wood floor and dragged him.

      Richard clawed his nails into where the shirt noosed around his throat. His other arm reached over his head and raked across the stranger’s arm. However, the long sleeve jacket shielded the man’s flesh from Richard’s fingernails. Richard kicked his legs out in all directions as he fought for breath. He gagged as the window and Anna’s room got farther away.

      His hand groped desperately at the walls in the hallways, but nothing stopped his advancement. Glass crunched between the stranger’s boot and soon they were in the living room. The stranger released his grip and Richard slammed against the floor. His face was as red as cherry and tears poured down his bristly cheek. Rolling to the side, he took a breath. He tried to yell for help. An airless squeal escaped his lips.

      The stranger paced around Richard, pointing his baton at the old man fighting for breath. Without a word, the stranger brought down the club on Richard’s belly. The air left the old man and he curled up on the floor as more swipes hit his arm, chest, legs, and gut.

      Richard commanded his body to get up and fight. Instead, he rolled on his back. He demanded that his arms to crawl out the front door, but they fell motionless at his side. He looked up at the ceiling and the white paint, the way he did when him and the kids used play on the floor. Ashley would join them too and when they were all tuckered out, they’d look up at the ceiling and then to each other. She had such a wonderful wide smile, Ashley. Richard needed to write that down before he forgot. He forced himself to look over, to find his wife lying beside him, but instead he saw the stranger, clad in black, walk into the hall and return with a canister of gasoline. Liquid swished around the inside of the metal can as he popped the cap. The potent stench filled Richard’s nose, the only part of his body that didn’t feel like tenderized steak.

      With long, fluid motions, the stranger marched around the room and splashed the walls and floors like he was an interpretive painter. He walked around Richard and to the kitchen, pouring a line of gasoline on the floor. Upon his return, he dosed the couch, TV stand, and finally Richard’s favorite recliner before stopping above the fireplace. He placed the depleted gas canister on the floor beside him.

      Richard tried to crawl, but the pain was too harsh on his old bones. Who knew how many he had broken? I’m not dying here. I can’t. I haven’t seen my Anna marry. I hadn’t seen my grandchildren grow. He bucked as he sat up and found he’d only lifted an inch. Just below his raging heart, a rib screamed in agony. He grasped his chest, knowing that it wouldn’t help the pain.

      The stranger turned away from the fireplace and dropped a framed photograph on Richard’s chest. The old man grunted in response. He couldn’t see the content of picture, but he knew the one. The stranger stood over him empathically and pointed the extendable baton at the image.

      “Blame her,” the stranger said coldly.

      Richard opened his mouth and forced the words from his gullet. “Go to hell.”

      He braced himself for another whack, but the stranger drew out a match box instead.

      

      Anna packed up her laptop for the evening and took a final look at her dingy office before locking the door. She had to rattle the key a few times to get the lock to take and, after testing the knob, she sighed. Another thing to fix. She left the single-story office building and climbed into her father’s old Chevy truck. The yellow street light bounced off the maroon paint and the engine grumbled when she turned the ignition.

      The drive through downtown was quiet. Most of the shops were closed on Sunday and only a few teenage stragglers took to the sidewalks. As she cruised between the Victorian-style buildings that trapped the town in the cowboy era, Anna’s mind drifted to the Rines and their request. Tracking a little girl was one thing, tracking her dangerous abductor was another. Though she had been doing it all this time, to make Cain’s capture or his demise her mission felt off. She wasn’t a detective anymore. She was a private investigator, and this seemed like a good a time as any to start living like it. Nonetheless, Trisha’s request nagged at her. Anna doubted her decision. Was it wrong to promise them something impossible? To take another check? She looked at the sealed envelope resting beside her. With every street light Anna passed, it blinked in and out of sight. Her gut tightened with guilt. I’ll return it, she told herself, but deep down she questioned if she really would.

      She wondered what would it take to find Cain. How would the FBI deal with her if she was encroaching on a federal case? The man had almost killed her on multiple occasions, why confront him again? Why risk it all when the girl was dead? Anna’s shoulders sank. She didn’t know the answers. Worse, she didn’t know what she had to lose by taking the case.

      Eventually, the buildings vanished in her wake and she was driving down the windy backroads. In the distance, a pillar of smoke drifted up to the stars. Bonfire, she concluded and then wanted to hit herself for not thinking of doing something fun like that with Evan. Perhaps when he returned from the Bahamas and got settled, Grace, Lily, and him could come back to town and enjoy a few cold brews. Before she could smile at the fantasy, the flaming building came into view.

      Eyes wide with terror, Anna slammed on the accelerator and raced down the road. The neighboring houses blurred into running color while the locals outside rushed toward Anna’s flaming home. Her father’s truck came to a harsh stop on the gravel driveway, kicking up stones. Anna bustled out of the vehicle, leaving the driver side door wide open. The surrounding houses were about a quarter mile from one another and were alive with activity.

      Her gawky, elderly neighbor stood on the lawn beside her and hung up his phone. His short and plump wife clenched his hand.

      “What happened?” Anna asked anxiously. The fire danced inside the windows, blacking them with smoke. The inferno had not engulfed the building, so it must’ve just begun a few moments ago. “Have you seen my father?”

      “I don’t know,” the old man said, holding his wife tight. “One moment everything was normal and then…” He turned his droopy eyes to the glowing blaze before him.

      Anna spotted her open window, feeling her pulse quicken. This can’t be happening. She told herself as her father’s home burned.

      “We called 911,” the short woman said, the yellow of the fire bouncing in her eyes. “Fire trucks will be here on the way.”

      Anna didn’t hear a word she said. She was already diving through her bedroom window. The landing on the other side bruised her elbows and opened scabs, but Anna propelled herself up and into the hallway. Smoke hazed the corridor and gave the ceiling lights an incandescent glow. In the living room beyond, the fire leapt. She could've taken the front door but knew her father always locked it when he was home.

      “Dad!” she yelled, inhaling a lungful of smoke. She covered her mouth with her shirt and coughed so hard that her chest hurt. Guarding her face with her arms, she inched towards the dancing fire. Heat brushed against her from the orange wall of flame that guarded the threshold between the room and the hall. Beyond was her father, lying limply on the floor and surrounded by encroaching fire.

      The smoke stung Anna’s eyes, blurring her vision. She took a few steps back, shook her head at what she was about to do, and dashed through the flames. The heat licked against her skin and caused her, oddly enough, to shiver. Success. Around her, the living room burned, the wood floor blackened, and the furniture she was raised on disintegrated. With a sharp crash, a window blew out. Anna hacked, doubling over in the black smoke. She steadied herself on the shelf above the fireplace, noticing her mother’s smile and her father’s uniform reflected in the inferno.

      She dropped herself low to the ground as smoke hung in the ceiling and swiftly deadened her senses. In a hurried crawl, she got to her father. Richard’s mouth lay agape and his head rolled lazily back.

      “Oh, please!” Anna moaned and pressed her finger against her father’s wrinkly neck. Nothing. She pressed harder. Like a gentle tap, the distant pulse in Richard’s jugular responded to Anna’s fingertips.

      She pried the framed picture from his grasp. It showed Anna as a child with a small smile and pale skin from before she moved to Miami. Anna slung her arms under her father’s armpits and hoisted him up. The sixty-year-old man sloped against her with all of his weight, and only adrenaline gave Anna enough strength to lift him up. She staggered back slightly and suddenly froze in place. Written on the wall above the fireplace was the word Cain. Flames crawled over her father’s hat stand and up the wall, consuming the black letters in a blaze. Anna twisted her vision to the kitchen. A garden of dancing fire occupied it harshly. The hall was too far of a trek, so she dragged her father toward the front door. His heels slid against the wooden floor that burned intensely.

      Walking backwards, Anna reached the door and unlocked it from behind her. The flame crawled towards her father’s socks just as Anna dragged Richard outside. She hacked and coughed, feeling dry needles in her throat. Halfway through the lawn, her legs gave way to the old man’s weight and she fell to the grass. Fire trucks screamed behind her as firemen rushed past her and bombarded the house with pregnant hoses. The water blasted through the shattered windows and the flames roared high as they resisted the torrents of water.

      “You’re safe now.” Anna mumbled as she wiped away a smudge of soot from her father’s unresponsive face. His shirt had pulled up, revealing flat purple bruises up and down his abdomen spotted with singed grey hairs.

      A hand landed on her shoulder, taking Anna away from the moment. She turned up to the soft-faced EMT looming above her. “I need space,” he commanded with a frown.

      Anna nodded involuntary and released her father. She chewed her nails as the EMT examined him. A second EMT pulled up with a gurney and together, they wasted no time putting Richard on the rack.

      “How bad is it?” Anna asked.

      They didn’t reply until they were partway through loading him into the ambulance. “Bad,” the second one said. “Very bad.”

      Anna’s world crumbled. “Let me ride with him.”

      The EMT shook his head and slammed the door shut.

      “He’s my father!” Anna shouted as the ambulance's sirens wailed and the vehicle vanished down the road, red lights flashing on the face of every neighbor's home. Anna ran her hand up her scalp and turned back to her childhood home. Despite the firefighter’s best efforts, the blaze spread to Anna’s room, destroying her clothes, bed, and all the items from her youth.
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      Anna felt like she had just left the hospital, probably because she had less than forty-eight hours ago. This late in the evening--or, more correctly early in the morning, the waiting room was deathly quiet. Anna sat in one of several rows of chairs that lined the room, her face lost in her hands. The smell of smoke clung to her palms and reminded her of the arsonist. Cain. The word echoed in her mind. A flood of newspaper articles and police reports raced through her memory. First of Cain’s victims and then of the scorched homes owned by the detectives that pursued him.

      After what seemed like hours, the doctor stepped into the waiting room. He was clean-shaven with blue eyes, thinning grey hair, and a sober expression that darkened his face. Anna quickly rose from her seat and met the man halfway.

      “We stopped the bleeding,” the doctor announced.

      “Oh, thank God,” Anna exclaimed.

      “However, there were some complications.”

      The doctor led Anna to her father’s room in the ICU. They peered through the glass window and at the man within. There were so many cables and machines linked into and around Richard that Anna thought it was a scene from a science fiction horror flick. Like an accordion, the breathing machine beside the bed pumped up and down next to his bed. Bandages wrapped his torso and suspended leg.

      “The smoke damage, broken bones, and overall shock of the situation left him in a comatose state. The machines are stabilizing him for now but, at his age, a full recovery is unlikely. You may want to consider the alternative.”

      Anna spread her hand out on the glass barrier as if to touch him. She tracked the consistent green heartbeat sensor as her chest tightened. Red rims formed her irritated eyes and, without saying another word, she left her father under the doctor’s care.

      She stood under the awning where she’d said farewell to her brother and withdrew the flip phone from her pocket. Her father lent it to her after she lost her own in a river over a week ago. Guilt caused her expression to sink as she thought of what could’ve been if Richard had access to his cell phone. The clock read 2:30am. Anna hesitated for a moment and then dialed the number.

      A groggy voice responded from the other side. “Hello?”

      Numbly, Anna replied. “He’s back.”

      

      Agent Justin Rennard arrived at Anna’s P.I. office in a little under two hours, holding a lidded twenty-four-ounce coffee cup in each hand. Anna closed the door behind him as he sat the cups on Anna’s cheap wooden desk.

      “I came as soon as I could,” Rennard said, wiping his palms on his jeans. He wore his black and yellow FBI windbreaker jacket that was unzipped to reveal his tight fitting white t-shirt and necklace holding a square Celtic rune.

      Anna crossed her arms, making herself small. She involuntarily chewed at her lip. “He attacked my father.”

      Rennard turned to her with a pitying expression. “You sure it was him?”

      Closing her eyes, Anna nodded. “He left his signature above the fireplace. It’s all burned down now, but I swear I saw it.”

      The agent looked at his sneakers for a moment before saying, “The tallies that he carved into your vest…”

      “A countdown,” Anna replied, opening her eyes and taking one of the coffees. It was sweet with sugar but bit her tongue bitterly. “Lily and Keisha’s fingers signified the beginning and then the carving reached ten.”

      “After the countdown ends, Cain kills the detective and their family before burning down the house, we know that, but why didn’t he wait to strike until you were inside?” Rennard asked himself.

      Anna shrugged. “I don’t think he’s following the pattern anymore. This is vengeance.”

      They stood in the quiet, processing the revelation and sipping on their coffee.

      “Have you told the others?” Rennard broke the silence.

      “Yeah,” Anna admitted. “But they’ve surrendered the case to the FBI. Mathis and Greenbell says they’ll do what they can, but it’s hard to tie arson to a kidnapping.”

      “They don’t believe you saw Cain’s signature?” Rennard asked with concern.

      Anna shrugged again. “It could’ve just been a robbery gone wrong, the sheriff said.” She sighed. She didn’t expect anything less of Sheriff Greenbell.

      Rennard stroked his dimpled chin in thought but he did not reveal whatever insight he had a found. With the sleep that still hadn’t left his eyes, he looked around her dinky office, at the file boxes stacked up one wall and the blow-up mattress behind the desk. Anna was far too tired to feel shame about her dump-of-a-workspace.

      “I rented a condo for my time here. I still have a week left on the temp lease if you need a place to stay.”

      “I’d like that,” Anna replied with weak smile.

      

      The apartment was nicely furnished in fall colors. It had a table for two, a countertop bar, artistic décor, and a big flat screen TV. Rennard moved in a blanket and pillow, turning the comfy couch into a bed. Anna was tempted to lay down her duffel bag of spare clothes that she’d stored in her office when Rennard offered her the bedroom. It was a simple room with a queen-sized mattress and access to the bathroom.

      “I looked at the places in Van Buren, but Fort Smith one-upped them,” Rennard said from the other room.

      Anna climbed into the shower and washed away the smoky stench from her hair. It felt odd having it cut so short but with all the dangers she faced, having long hair get snagged was a luxury she couldn’t afford. After drying off, she found Agent Rennard sitting at the dining room table. His FBI jacket was on a nearby chair as he talked into the phone.

      With a towel, Anna rubbed the water from her hair and joined him at the glass-topped table.

      “I can vouch for her,” Rennard said into the phone. “Yeah…yeah. I got it. We’ll talk soon.”

      The agent hung up his phone and put it on the table. He took a gulp from his coffee cup. “That was the director in Little Rock. He got you on as a consultant in the Rines Case.”

      “Doesn’t the FBI have their own investigators? More CARP guys?” Anna asked honestly.

      “They do.” Rennard grinned slyly. “But the director owed me a favor. You don’t get to be best man at your boss’s wedding three times over without some leeway.”

      “Wow, I didn’t know you FBI guys were such a close-knit group.” Anna took a sip of her coffee.

      “It depends. I’ve met some real knuckleheads.”

      Anna was reminded of Sheriff Greenbell. “Haven’t we all.”

      They shared a grin. After the innocent moment ended, Anna blinked and remembered her father’s condition and the child abductor/murderer walking free.

      “We should get started,” Anna suggested seriously.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to rest up? We could use the energy.”

      Anna wiggled her half-empty coffee cup. “I have my energy.”

      Rennard chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who hates sleep more than you, Anna.”

      Anna looked at him seriously. “My own snoring wakes me up.”

      Rennard grinned stupidly, unsure how to reply.

      “I’m joking,” Anna declared. It’s insomnia.

      As the sun broke into the day, they got copies of the case files from the Van Buren PD and spread them out across the apartment’s carpeted floor. From Keisha Rines’s glamour shot to the photos of the dead SWAT team at Smithson’s Train Yard, they turned the haphazard piles of information into rows of location profiles, case summaries, and pictures of Cain AKA Wesley Jenkins. Anna looked for anything that could allude to Cain’s whereabouts. She checked the scorched property papers recovered from the Jenkins’s riverside home and cross-referenced with the other lands the police had scouted. A few of the listed were only half completed. Anna called Sergeant Mathis.

      “We’ve checked them,” Mathis said. “We found a few small food stores and generators, but nothing like the tunnels beneath the train yard.”

      Anna thanked him and looked over the Smithson photo. There were pictures of Alpha team riddled with bullets and leaking red on the concrete floor. Anna thought that Rennard would’ve been among the dead but was thankful he wasn’t. While she re-lived the night where she encountered Cain, Rennard came back through the front door and dropped off some Chinese food. Sitting cross-legged, Anna opened the flaps of the noodle carton and took a big bite.

      “What time is it?” she said with mouthful.

      Rennard looked at his watch. “Noon-ish.”

      He sat next to Anna and cleared an area on the floor for the food containers. Anna slurped up a noodle and studied the twisted bodies of the dead officers. She put them aside and picked up the rough sketch of the corridor that Cain had trapped her in. Anna shuttered, wondering how many girls he had taken down there. When she closed her eyes, she could remember the black walls of the octagonal room with light bulbs dangling from the ceiling. Lily’s frail body trembled as the cold seeped through unseen under the sealed door. Anna thought they’d both die down there. A shootout or car crash scared her, but being left to starve… the alluring smell of the Chinese entrée drifted into her nose.

      She got chopsticks and ate a piece of General Tso’s chicken, being careful not to drip any sauce on the case file copies.

      “The guy is practically the devil, but you gotta admire him,” Rennard said as he finished off a dish of beef and broccoli and looked over the hand-drawn tunnel blueprint.

      Anna turned to the FBI agent, stopping mid-chew.

      “He’s not a common creep,” Rennard defended his point. “Cain spent years building his operation and a lot of bucks putting this together. He didn’t make mistakes. You just outsmarted him by searching every frame of Edger Strife’s video tapes. It’s something no one would go out of their way to do.”

      Anna finished her bite and picked up a photo of Wesley Jenkins, the unassuming man with thick glasses. “What did he do for a living again?”

      “He owned a computer repair shop, but no one has a clue how he made money to fund this,” Rennard tapped his finger on the tunnel.

      An idea sparked and Anna put aside her food. “That’s it.”

      “What?” Rennard asked, looking at Anna and then the photocopy in front of him.

      “We may not know how he made his money, but we can find out who’s in the business of making underground tunnels.”

      “That’s a pretty niche market,” Rennard said, catching on.

      Anna smiled. “Less work for us.”

      Rennard got his laptop and searched construction companies that specialized in underground housing around the Midwest. They found a handful of leads but none willing to admit working with a child abductor/cop killer. Anna compared the companies’ names and trademarked logos to the minute amount of evidence uncovered at Smithson’s Train Yard. No hits. Rennard sifted through the documentation found at Cain’s vacation cabin, but only found the cable and wifi bills. Anna rubbed her eyes and looked over the waterlogged and fire-damaged documents from the Jenkins’s house. It seemed like nothing matched until she noticed the burned piece of paper with a small earth and hammer logo. Anna cross-referenced the trademark to the various construction companies around the area and found Project Earthhome. She tapped Rennard on the shoulder. The agent looked over the address and grabbed his car keys from the countertop.

      

      Kevin Dorsey told Anna to meet him at a job site. Bulldozers and other industrial mammoths ate away at dirt and rock on the muddy cliff side. Around them, the tree-covered Ozark mountains jutted toward the heavens in a view one could only get from a postcard. A small trailer sat apart from the rest of the chaos. A few men in hard hats and other reflective PPE bustled by, almost knocking shoulders with Rennard. Anna and the agent marched across the dry dirt and found the pudgy man in a collared shirt, holding a clipboard and barking orders from on top of a mound of packed earth.

      “Over there! I said over there!” Kevin shouted and grumbled a curse.

      “Mr. Dorsey?” Anna approached the short figure with blond hair and a wide lower jaw.

      The man twisted around and bounced his angry gaze between Rennard and Anna. But then the realization hit him and his attitude softened. “Dedrick and Rennard, I assume?”

      Rennard waved quickly and casually while Anna nodded and said, “Yes. We’d like to talk to you for a moment, if that would be alright.”

      “Um, sure.” Kevin gestured for them to follow. They turned away from the busy construction site and headed toward the trailer. “You were vague over the phone. I hope there’s not a problem.”

      “Not at all,” Rennard said, trading a look with Anna.

      Kevin approached the single wide trailer’s door and propped it open, allowing Anna and Rennard to pass into the air conditioning. The building contained a desk with a computer, a table, and few ice chests filled with cheap booze. Kevin pulled out two canned beers, giving one to Rennard. Anna crossed her arms and the agent set the can to the side. Kevin popped the top of his own and slurped up the fizz pouring out of the top of the can.

      “Did you ever work on a project at the Smithson Train Yard in Van Buren?” Anna asked.

      Kevin removed the can from his lip. “Not that I recall. You sure you don’t want anything? Buds? Coors?”

      “We’re fine,” said Anna. “Would you happen to recognize this?”

      Rennard pulled out the blueprint and held it in front of Kevin’s face. The blond-haired man took it in his stubby fingers. His blue eyes traced the sprawling tunnels. “Um, where did you get this?”

      “Just answer the question,” Rennard said with traces of hostility.

      “I get special requests sometimes. Unique bunkers or houses built into cliff sides like one out there, but this is, um, something else.”

      Anna showed him the logo recovered from the Jenkins’s house. “This is Project Earthhome’s brand, right?”

      Kevin slowly put the beer on the table beside him. “Yes. That’s ours,” he said with hesitance.

      “You’ve done nothing wrong, Mr. Dorsey,” Anna said kindly. “We only want to know if you constructed the bunker.”

      “Lying to an FBI agent is a big offense,” Rennard reminded the man not so subtly.

      Kevin nodded very slowly and sat down at his computer desk. He booted the machine up and studied the design again. “There may have been something similar, let me check the records.”

      Anna and Agent Rennard watched him intently as he scrolled through dozens of blueprints. “You said it was beneath a train yard?” he asked and fidgeted under the table.

      “Yes. The Smithson. It’s been privately owned for over a decade and was recently involved in a federal investigation.”

      “I did not know that,” the man lied horribly. By his worried face, Kevin regretted inviting them over. He nearly scrolled past the proper blueprint when Anna told him to go back and click on it.

      An image overtook the screen, nearly identical to the sketch from the train yard. “Oh, this one,” the man exclaimed. “I remember now.”

      Anna and Rennard traded looks.

      “Funny how that works,” Rennard said.

      Anna placed a picture of Wesley Jenkins beside Kevin. “Was this the man who you dealt with?”

      Kevin took a deep breath and nodded. “You’ve got understand, that whole train yard shindig stank from the get-go.”

      “How so?” Rennard asked.

      “My clients are usually paranoid preppers hankering for a fallout shelter, or some rich guy and his wife wanting to live in a cliff side like the one outside. No one asks for corridors that don’t lead anywhere.”

      “Why did you take the job?” Anna asked.

      “The money was right, plain and simple. It didn’t need to look nice, the guy just wanted it done. So, we dug where he said, laid the foundation, and we were done. If I had known he was some deranged child abductor, I would’ve said no. Project Earthhome is a very reputable company,” he said, his breath smelling of beer.

      “Pull up his name in the database.”

      Kevin sulked and did so. “Will Foster.”

      “That wasn’t so hard,” Rennard replied.

      Kevin swiveled his chair around, face red. “The guy had good money, get off my back.” He suddenly recoiled and apologized to the FBI agent.

      “Did he look like the picture?” Anna asked, drawing the man’s attention back to the photo of Wesley.

      “He had a mustache and wore dark contacts, but that’s definitely the same guy.”

      Anna thought back to the wig sample she discovered behind King’s Opera House at the start of the case. Cain did like his disguises.

      “I remembered him because half of his car sank down,” Kevin said with a reminiscing grin. “Yeah, the big fella in the front seat put a hurting on that vehicle.”

      Anna and Rennard spoke at the same time. “Who was he?”

      Kevin shrugged. “Just some dude or gal. I couldn’t tell. Whoever it was stayed in the car the whole time.”
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      “Call me if you think of anything else,” Rennard said, handing Kevin his business card. The supervisor looked over the contact information, but it was painfully obvious that he hadn’t read a word. If he didn’t throw it away before the day was through, Anna would be surprised.

      Rennard drove Anna away from the construction site and down a winding road. “Could the person in the car have been Edger Strife?”

      Anna thought about her recently deceased abuser. The stench of his breath. The grip of his hands. Anna’s blood boiled. After all the things that man did to dozens of underage girls and herself, he deserved his fate. Still, his untimely prison shivving cost Anna precious information about Cain that, in turn, cost lives. “Strife had the body of a malnourished teenager. There’s not a chance he was the man in that car.”

      “Then who is it?” Rennard posed the question Anna kept asking herself. A million more questions bubbled to the surface of her mind. Did Cain have a partner this whole time? Or was the other person in the car just along for the ride for one trip? Kevin was a liar, and a bad one at that, but why lie about the other person in Cain’s car?

      “We should focus on other leads,” Anna reluctantly admitted. “If we keep digging into Cain’s past investments, we may learn more.”

      “I agree,” Rennard concurred and sped to his condo.

      Anna feared the place would be ablaze when they arrived, but her suspicions were thankfully wrong. Inside, all of the case file documents and crime scene photos were lying on the carpet floor beside cartons of half-eaten fried rice and depleted lo mein noodles. The sunset streamed through the glass window on the second floor and reminded Anna of her flat in Miami. Every Saturday morning, she’d bike to the boardwalk, smell the sea salt in the air, and take in the sights of countless strangers. Part of her wondered why she ever left. Then she remembered the Dade County Human Trafficking case and Beckham murders that made her stomach churn. For better or for worse, Van Buren was her home now. Though if she had known the trouble that her family would endure because of her involvement in the case, she would’ve run in the opposite direction and quickly.

      Rennard took off his jacket and grabbed a beer from the fridge. Anna just had a glass of water. She feared the alcohol would make her tired… or more tired.

      “We know Cain’s construction planner,” Rennard said. “And we know that the police have searched his properties head to toe. What other leads can we track?”

      Anna sifted through the crime scene photos and lifted a picture containing a discarded shell casing. “The shoot-out,” Anna replied. “He fired upon us with a high caliber rifle. You can’t buy these at any gun store.”

      “No, but an army surplus may have some.”

      Reinvigorated, Anna sifted through the pictures to see if she could find one of Cain’s assault rifles while Rennard went over the geo-profile and where Cain may have bought his bullets. It took him about fifteen minutes to get a list together. “Now comes the fun part. One of them admitting they sold illegal arms to the country’s most hated man.”

      With most of the army surpluses closing soon, they tried for the one in the middle of Cain’s properties. They pulled up in front of the square, flat-roofed building with an American flag painted across its banner. It had one car parked out front, a sporty Lexus with deep red paint.  

      “Nice car,” Rennard pointed out as they crossed the parking lot.

      “Looks expensive,” Anna replied, trading a small smile with her partner.

      Ten minutes till the hour, they passed through the doors. A little bell jingled. Weapons, camo gear, and other army equipment were displayed around the room. It took the clerk a moment to step up to the desk. He was a Hispanic man in his forties wearing an olive-green shirt and cargo pants. He leaned against the glass countertop loaded with boxes of bullets and various knives.  

      “Looking for something in particular?” His accent was distinctly American, and the man had biceps that could crush someone’s head like a melon.

      “Tell me about your full auto assault weapons.” Rennard flashed his FBI badge.  

      The clerk kept his eyes on Rennard, not even batting a glance at the badge. “We carry them. They are mostly semi-automatics with conversions. Before you ask, they aren’t available to the public.”

      “Then how might one acquire such a thing?” Rennard asked.

      The clerk shrugged. “I only stock and sell. You need to talk to my manager about that. He’s not here.”

      “When will he be back?” Anna asked.

      “I don’t know,” the clerk said, clearly not interested in elaborating further.

      “We found this,” Anna showed him the picture of a filed down but faintly visible serial number on Cain’s assault rifle. “We wanted to search your catalogues for a match.”

      “Sales and inventory records for the last two decades,” Rennard added.

      The clerk smirked.

      “You think we’re joking?” Rennard said. “This is a federal investigation.”

      The clerk stood up straight. His eyes, dark like black beads, locked onto Rennard, sizing the FBI agent up. “You’ll have to wait for my manager. That isn’t my department.”

      Anna put her hands on her hips. “You just said that you stock and sell, therefore you have access to the sales and shipment catalogues, correct?”

      The clerk crossed his arms over his broad chest. “I’ll tell my manager you stopped by. If you’re not interested in purchasing anything, I can’t help you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to lock up.”

      As the buff man turned his back, Anna noticed the metal glimmer on his wrist. “What time is it?”

      With a sour expression, the man checked his chrome-plated watch. “Five till.”

      “Sexy watch,” Anna complimented. “Is that your car outside, too?”

      The clerk peered down at Anna, subtly flexing his muscles. “It is.”

      Agent Rennard rolled his eyes. “I have to make a phone call.”

      Looking at his phone, he passed by the walls displaying armaments and patriotic posters.

      “I should get going, too,” Anna said and slid a business card across the countertop. “Call us when your manager returns.”

      “Will do, sweetheart,” the clerk replied, and Anna followed Rennard outside. The agent stood by his car, the glow of his phone’s screen illuminating his dimpled chin. He looked at her, waiting for a reply.

      “We follow him,” she replied and climbed into the passenger seat of Rennard’s Dodge Charger.

      The agent ducked inside and shut his door. They drove fifty feet down the road and parked, eyes on the store. Within two minutes, the clerk was jogging out the side door, locking it hastily and making his way to his red Lexus.

      “That was quick,” Rennard said.

      “We swatted the hornet’s nest.”

      After looking both ways and mumbling curses to himself, the clerk got into his expensive vehicle and peeled out into the street. His tires spun on the asphalt and his sports car shot down the street like a crimson bullet.

      Rennard followed behind, keeping a safe distance. They tailed him through town and into a web of back roads, weaving between interconnecting streets to lower the clerk’s suspicions, a risky but effective maneuver Anna had learned as a detective.

      “Keep your distance,” Anna told Rennard as they found themselves five car lengths behind the Lexus on a flat country road. “We don’t want to spook him.”

      Rennard cracked a smile. “It’s not my first rodeo.”

      As soon as he said the words, the red Lexus jetted down the road, reaching seventy miles per hour in a thirty-five. Rennard tightened his grip, but Anna touched on his arm to stop him from stomping on the gas. “I know these roads. There’s only a few houses down this way.”

      “Are you sure?” Rennard said. “We could lose him.”

      Anna had to trust her gut. “Yes. I’m sure.”

      Within seconds, the Lexus was lost in the distance. They followed the same stretch of road that traveled northwest until they reached a “T” where Hurricane Creek Road branched left and right into NFR 1700 and NFR 1007 on Bidville Road. Night had fallen and, at the stop sign, Rennard turned to Anna for guidance.

      Anna thought for a moment as she bounced her glance between the two sides of the road. Black tire marks curled to the right side and Anna made her choice. Rennard followed the road while Anna kept a look out for potential hiding spots. It seemed like every house they drove by showed no hint of the clerk’s whereabouts, but before she doubted her gut, she spotted the red Lexus parked hastily outside of a small rural home backed by two acres of flat land that ended at a wall of trees. Tucked behind the simple house with a shingled triangular roof and gravel driveway sat an even simpler shed with its old door flung wide open. Dim light spilled across the cropped grass in a cone shape.

      “There,” Rennard said.

      “We flank him from the back,” Anna suggested. “Get him when he steps out.”

      After taking a deep breath, Rennard nodded. The two of them escaped the black Charger and darted across the lawn, guns out. Without cover, they moved swiftly and precisely, keeping an eye on the shed every step of the way. The little wood building was much farther than it had appeared from the roadside and had a tin roof that slanted down its back. If the clerk stepped out of the shed with a full automatic rifle… Anna tightened her grip on the pistol.

      A dog barked. The hairs on Anna’s neck stood. Long strings of white slobber dragged down the hound’s jaw with each yap that it fired off like a machine gun. Its massive paw scratched against the inside of the nearby house’s window, threatening escape. The shadow of a man expanded across the cone of light falling from the shed.

      Anna and Rennard raised their weapons to the shed’s door. The shadow grew and the silhouette of a shotgun grew with it.

      Fifteen feet from the side of the shed.

      The dog bayed and clawed viciously at the glass, rattling the window.

      The figure reached the threshold. The mouth of the shotgun peeked out of the doorway.

      Five more feet.

      The barking intensified.

      The man’s foot landed on the lawn.

      Adrenaline drove Anna to the shed wall, where she landed harshly. Rennard reached her at the same time and trained his gun at the tiny building’s corner. Anna tapped him on the shoulder and hiked her thumb.

      The clerk completely exited the slanted-roof shed and crinkled his brows at the barking dog. A tactical shotgun hung heavy in his hand and panned across the yard. Cords of muscles rippled the back of his shirt and sweat glistened his reddening neck.

      “What is it, boy?” he asked the animal. Slobber slung on the window as the beast bit air and snarled.

      Grass crunched beneath Anna’s foot as she approached the opposite corner of the shed. The clerk distanced himself from the small building and paused at the sight of Rennard’s vehicle. Before he twisted around, Rennard left his hiding spot and aimed the pistol at the clerk’s back.

      “Drop it,” the agent demanded with cool confidence.

      The clerk’s muscles tightened, but he didn’t move. The howling dog clawed at the glass as if digging a hole.  

      “You heard him,” Anna said, stepping out from the other side of the shed and aiming her gun at the clerk.

      “This is private property,” the clerk said with his back to the both of them. “You’re trespassing.”

      “What’s in the shed?” Anna asked.

      “None of your business.”

      Rennard stepped up. “Actually, it is our business. Put the gun down.”

      Anna maneuvered around the front of the shed, keeping her pistol trained on the man with the shotgun. She glanced back into the little wood room. A high-powered flashlight with a round bulb blasted light across the plywood floor. Shelves mounted on the walls held hand tools and a radio.

      “You don’t have the right to go in there,” the clerk barked.

      “Drop the weapon,” Rennard growled. “Or we will have problems. You and the FBI. You don’t want that crap show, trust me.”

      Anna slipped into the shed. Aside from the tools and radio, there was nothing inside. The floor creaked under her feet. The floorboard wobbled. Anna felt a crease on the plywood with her finger and pulled up the splintery slat. Dug about two feet deep was an Army surplus crate five feet long. A heavy-duty lock hanging from its latch. Anna exited the shed as the clerk kicked the shotgun back to Rennard.

      “Turn around,” the agent commanded.

      With hands up, the clerk spun around with hands raised. His black eyes burned with anger and his jaw clenched.

      Anna kept her gun aimed. “Give me the key.”

      “You don’t have the right to do this,” the clerk growled. His thick neck was blood red in rage.

      “Then let’s skip the BS,” Anna said, ignoring his comment. “You sold that assault rifle from the picture I showed you. To who?”

      The clerk ground his teeth.

      “Selling illegal arms is a felony offense, and that charge could be lessened if you give us something,” Anna bargained.

      The clerk shook in anger and, like someone toggled a switch, the anger swiftly turned to desperation. “I want to make a deal.”

      “You’re not in the place to negotiate,” Rennard said bitterly.

      Anna lowered her gun.  “Let’s hear him out.”

      The clerk took a breath and spoke directly to Anna. “I tell you about the guy who I sold it to, we all forget about today. I sure as hell know that holding a civilian at gunpoint isn’t legal.”

      “In court, who do you think the judge will believe? An FBI agent or an arms dealer?” Rennard said.

      “You don’t know what I have or what I am,” the clerk said. “The crates remain sealed and the sales records are unchecked. You screw me and I’ll drag this investigation on for years.”

      “Tell us who you sold the weapon to and, if the information is solid, we’ll oblige. Agree?” Anna offered.

      The clerk grumbled and said, “How can I trust you?”

      “You can’t,” Anna said honestly. “But we can’t trust you either, so that’s where we stand.”

      After a moment, the clerk spoke. “It was the guy from the news. The one they call the Butcher of Van Buren. He bought a rifle and the bullets a few weeks back. He wanted something that could saw down a tree, he said. My usuals are hunters or competition shooters looking for some backyard fun, but this guy didn’t look like either. He paid double the list price in cash. I obliged and we went our separate ways.”

      “You have to give us more than that,” Anna said. “Anything about where he was going or someone he worked with.”

      “I’m not in the business of asking questions.” the clerk said and then paused for recall. “He was very particular about where we should deal.”

      Rennard and Anna traded looks.

      “A boat storehouse,” the clerk elaborated. “Near the Arkansas river. I’ll give you the address and then we’re solid?”

      Rennard was about to speak when Anna said, “Deal.”

      Rennard agreed. “You have twenty-four hours to get out of the state or you’re done. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal,” the clerk said.

      Anna took down the address and climbed into Rennard’s car. The clerk watched them from the driveway. Rennard pulled out his cell and dialed a number.

      “Who are you calling?” Anna asked as she studied the address.

      “The FBI. You think I’m going to let his crime slide?” Rennard chuckled. “Sides, if Cain’s in that warehouse, I’m not going alone. Nice play though. Let’s see if this takes us anywhere.”

      Anna looked out the passenger side window as the clerk headed back inside the shed. He shut the door behind him, cutting off the spilling light.

      “Hey, Paul. It’s me, Justin. You wouldn’t believe who I just talked to…” the agent said and peeled away. “… an arms dealer. Crazy, huh?”   

      

      The water looked black at night. It flowed in a steady, wakeless rush separating the bright lights of Fort Smith and the dim glow of Van Buren. Bass boats bobbed on the glass surface, but the black sky shrouded the seafaring vessels. Boxed in by a fence with taut lines of barbed wire spread around its top, the cluster of storehouses hugged the river’s surface. They were similar in design: windowless rectangular structures crafted from chipping wood and patched with squares of rippled metal that had rust blisters. Water sloshed under their swinging back gates that hovered over the river, and there was a door on the side of the wall.

      Scarabs in the night, black sedans dispersed throughout the private harbor and landed next to the “Unit for Lease” sign. Anna loosened the Velcro on her bulletproof vest and re-tightened it to get clearer air flow through her lungs. Around her, FBI agents stepped out of their black cars and moved toward the building whilst whispering orders into their earpieces. Anna stayed behind Rennard as they journeyed toward the boat storehouse’s unit five. The rest of the agents swarmed the building. The pistol felt good in Anna’s hands. If Cain were hiding, this would be the place. With quiet steps, they moved to the door.

      Bolt cutters snapped the chain and the agents slipped inside. The room had a wooden walkway that formed a “U” around a body of river water that ran in and out from under the back boat gate. The long columns that supported the front portion of the building were dressed in a rug of algae and visible in the water. Near the back of the room was a closet. The first agent approached, keeping his gun raised. Every step he made was deliberate and as he went around the top of the U, the agent’s heel crushed a loose floorboard.

      Without warning, a loud bang filled the warehouse and rattled Anna. The man who stepped on the floorboard was on his back, screaming and clenching his butchered thigh and groin. The floorboard below him had exploded into jagged shards and the red body of a spent shotgun shell was visible underneath. Within moments, the injured agent stopped screaming and all was quiet again. His blood leaked into the water, dissipating into red swirls on the dark surface.

      One of the agents called it in. Two more braved the untrustworthy floor and dragged their fallen comrade from the building. The next agent that went had a buzzed head and jittery hands. He avoided any partially loose floorboards and reached the door. He gestured for the others to follow. They did while one led and checked the floor for creaks, spotting at least two more shotgun shell traps hardly visible under various planks.

      They proceeded onward, backs to the wall, and opened the closet door from its side. Another blast of buckshot blew through the doorway but failed to hit anyone else. Inside the windowless closet was a chair with a shotgun clamped to its seat’s top via wooden blocks. Heavy duty fishing wire ran from the doorknob to the trigger. They checked the room for more traps but found none. The closet consisted of a chair, tool shelf, and a loose strand of black hair. Anna pinched it in her gloved fingers and held it to the light. It was glossy and curly just like Keisha Rines’s.

      “She was here.” Anna said. Is this where Cain had killed her? The beam of her flashlight cut across a tool desk with a small pencil on it and a coil of dock rope. Droplets of dried blood sprinkled at the foot of the chair. Anna got low and looked around for more clues. Her flashlight caught something at the bottom edge of the seat bottom. Pencil markings on the inner lip of the metal butt. Numbers. Anna gasped at the realization. Yesterday's date. The next was the phrase, “Find the old lady.”

      Anna turned to Rennard, who was still recovering from his co-worker’s death. She could hardly believe the words coming out of her mouth. “Keisha Rines is alive.”
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      Quiet overtook the Rines’s house and, though two weeks had passed since Keisha’s abduction, the house still had the same plates on the dishrack, the same ballad on the piano stands, and the same stack of books beside Avery’s recliner. A coat of dust clung to various rewards and trophies inside the large glass case erected in the main hall. The beautiful residence felt unfamiliar during Anna’s first visit but, after the first finger was discovered on the doorstep, the place had same unspoken qualities as a graveyard. The halls seemed much darker. The stairs leading up the second floor had an ominous creak and walking across the flagstone path to the front door made a shiver prickle up Anna’s spine.

      With a wrinkled brow, Avery Rines studied the photo. He muttered the words as he read, gulped, and turned his gaze up to Trisha leaning over his shoulder. He didn’t need to tell her, but he spoke to enlighten Anna and Rennard sitting on the couch across from them.  

      “It’s hers.” Avery whispered.

      Anna straightened her posture at the revelation. “You sure?”

      “I know my daughter's handwriting,” Avery barked. A moment later, he cast down his gaze shamefully. “It’s not a perfect copy, but how could it be? The man--”

      Trisha squeezed his shoulder. “We know what the man did, honey. What matters is that our daughter is alive.”

      Anna took a breath. Though the den was spacious, it seemed as though the decorated walls were closing in. While Trisha smiled softly and Rennard nodded to himself in victory, harrowing expressions overtook Anna and Avery. They traded a look and shared an unspoken thought. The girl’s alive, but Cain still has her. A sour taste bubbled up in Anna’s mouth and its potency grew fiercer when she disregarded the small but significant victory.  

      “What do you think it means?” Trisha asked after a long moment.

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Rennard admitted. “Does it mean anything to you?”

      Holding each other hand, Avery and Trisha shook their heads.

      “Is this old lady helping Cain?” Trisha asked sheepishly.

      “That’s our working theory,” Anna explained and forced a smile. “This could be a good thing.”

      “How?” Avery asked. His well-structured face was much more sunken than before.

      “It means he hasn’t dealt with all the loose ends.” And right now grabbing for straws is our only option.

      Avery chewed the inside of his cheek, trying to convince himself that this could be a lead, not a hindrance.

      Rennard scrolled his finger through the notes on his smartphone. “Tell us about the night of the abduction.”

      Avery sighed and said the story he’d told a million times. “The three of us were on our way to the car when we got caught up talking. I give Kei the keys so she could sit in the car. A few minutes later, she was gone.”

      If Trisha had any more tears to give, she would cry. Instead, she faintly breathed.

      Anna thought about Keisha’s phrase. Find the old lady. “You said you got distracted. By whom?”

      “Some woman,” Trisha said. “She said the nicest things about Keisha. If we’d left sooner…”

      “Describe the woman.”

      “She had red hair, I think, and wore colorful clothing--”

      “The woman was heavy set,” Avery interrupted. “I didn’t know her. She was someone’s plus one.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Rennard said as he examined the notes on his phone. “We’ve been through the patron list. Yeah, there were older women, but none wore colorful clothing that night.”

      “You ask them about their attire?” Trisha said.

      “The more detail, the better,” Rennard explained.

      “If she never attended the recital…” Avery thought out loud. “Then what the hell was she doing in the parking lot?”

      Suddenly, they all knew.

      

      Rennard drove. Anna watched the video footage Rennard had uploaded to his phone via the Cloud. The stationary camera from the pharmacy covered three-fourths of the parking lot, ending its line of sight at the Rines’s BMW backdoor. The video started with Avery, Trisha, and Keisha, dressed fancily, cutting across the lot. The wide-set, homely woman stepped out of a light colored Volkswagen Beetle parked just out of view of the camera. The footage was monochromatic, but the darkish shade led Anna to believe the woman had red hair. Her dress was bright, flowing, and fit her body type.

      She greeted the Rines with a wide smile and mouthed a few words. Bored out of her mind, Keisha skipped to the BMW where she vanished. The old woman talked for another fifteen minutes before climbing back into her Volkswagen and driving out of view. Anna rewound the footage but couldn’t get a good view of the license plate. Was that intentional or did she accidently avoid the cameras? Anna remembered what Kevin from Project Earthhome said about the second person in Cain’s car that sank down the side of vehicle. In that regard, the large woman in the Volkswagen fit the bill.  

      “What do we know about her?” Rennard asked.

      “Jack all at the moment,” Anna said. “But your suggestion should provide us with the necessary answers.”

      “Some good can come out of the DMV after all.” Rennard and Anna shared smile.

      They went back to his apartment while the FBI cross-referenced the woman’s face through the DMV database. Call it a hunch, but she probably wasn’t in the criminal database, and this could provide them with a name and address.

      They looked over the case files on the carpet floor while eating pizza, arguably the most boring food you can get in a historic river town, but Anna didn’t mind. There wasn’t much to do while they waited. Most of the leads were spent, and the boathouse didn’t offer any other new insight other than the fact that it was the only property without one of Cain’s aliases on it. What that meant for the investigation, Anna had no idea. She only knew that Cain had a keen knowledge of the local area and was likely moving from place to place. Her chest tightened. Would he strike again? There was an officer stationed outside of her father’s hospital room, but when Cain was determined, he wouldn’t think twice about killing the guard and her father.

      “Wanna talk about it?” Rennard asked, noticing Anna’s sour expression

      “There’s not much to say. My father may die or he may not. Only time will tell.” Anna looked at the munched-on pizza crust on her paper plate.

      Rennard slid down from the couch to the floor, joining her on the floor. “I lost my father, too. He was walking home from the store, clenching too many groceries, when some guy tried to rob him. My father fought back and got a broken bottle in his belly. The wound festered in the hospital. He was gone three days later.”

      “Sorry.”

      “For those three days, I didn’t leave his side. I thought my worry would keep him alive longer.” Rennard paused for a moment. “I guess the point I’m making is that there are some things that are simply out of our hands.”

      Anna lost her appetite.

      It wasn’t until the next morning that Rennard got the email. Yawning, he printed out the picture of the driver’s license and called Anna into the living room. Wiping the two hours of sleep from her eyes, Anna joined him on the couch.

      Name: Stacy Tipton. Age: 64. Eye Color: Green. Hair: Red. Height: 5’ 4”. She had a large head, soft eyes with crow’s feet, a joyous smile, and the demeanor of the sweetest elementary school teacher.

      “My childhood fears are finally realized,” Rennard joked dryly.  

      “I say we pay her visit.”

      Stacy’s home was tucked away in a cul de sac behind Fort Smith. It was a simple, single-story home with a brick-and-wood exterior. Several ceramic frogs, turtles, and garden gnomes stood amidst flowers that were bordered by a circle of bricks on the front yard. Near the front door, a multi-colored spindle speared into the grass spun in the wind. Anna and Rennard watched the house from their car. The lights were off and no vehicle occupied the driveway. Clipping their pistols on, Rennard and Anna stepped out and approached. Anna rang the doorbell.

      “We can get a warrant,” Rennard suggested as he peeked through the window at the neatly placed furniture and cat scratching post.

      “I want to talk to her, get a read on her before we make our move.”

      “It doesn’t look like she’s home.”

      Anna twisted back to the suburban neighborhood. Basketball hoops in driveways and open garages. “In a nice place like this, she wouldn’t expect a tail.”

      “We wait,” Rennard said, grinning. “And she leads us to Cain.”

      So they did. They watched the house for hours and Anna regretted not getting more sleep, but closing her eyes reminded her of the dark pit, Edger Strife, or Keisha Rines. Last night, she dreamed about the prodigy playing a harrowing melody on the piano as blood leaked from the ivory keys and splattered on the floor like coffee into its pots. Drip, drip, drip.

      Down the road, sun beams bounced off the rounded top of the yellow Volkswagen as it rolled into the cul de sac and passed suburban households. A spitting image of her driver license photo, Stacy drove alone, matching the speed limit to a tee. She pulled into the driveway and went inside the house, paying no mind to the black Dodge Charger parked a little down the street. After a few minutes, she returned to her car with a bag in her hand. She stepped into her little vehicle and reversed out of her driveway, driving back the way she came. Rennard and Anna followed. They tailed her for a few miles. Stacy never once broke a single traffic law. Eventually, she crossed the bridge into Van Buren and turned onto Main Street. She parked outside a coffee shop called La Fleur and waddled a block down the street, her loose-fitting blouse flapping in the autumn wind. The rest of her ensemble consisted of loose black pants and leather boots. Her hair was dyed blonde and cut short. She ended her trek outside a small shop and entered.

      Rennard parked across the street nearby. Through the glass door and tall windows, Stacy and a few other mature women sat in a circle and crocheted. Stacy pulled out her needle and thread from her bag and got to work.

      “This will be interesting,” Anna said sarcastically.

      “It’s an art form,” Rennard said unexpectedly. “And a lot harder than it looks.”

      Anna chuckled and shook her head. “You have many hidden talents, Rennard?”

      “No, I just spend too much time with my mother,” the handsome agent admitted.

      The two shared a grin before waiting in silence for forty-five minutes.

      Putting her creation beside the legs of her chair, Stacy got up from the circle of crocheting woman and excused her to the back hall where the bathroom resided. Through his earpiece, Rennard checked up on the other agents. Three minutes passed and no sign of Stacy. Anna’s leg shook in the passenger seat gutter. Another few minutes inched by.

      “Something’s not right.”

      “Are you sure she’s not… you know.”

      Anna squinted her eyes at the building. The women inside paid no mind to Stacy’s absence. “I’m going in.”

      “That could blow our cover.”

      “Only if she knows she’s being followed. Otherwise, I’m just a stranger who couldn’t hold it until she got home. Wait here.” Anna concealed her firearm with her collared cyan button up shirt. Looking both ways, she marched across the street and passed into the crochet club house. The women looked up with surprise. Anna smiled briefly and beelined to the restroom. She tried the handle. Unlocked. Anna yanked it open and peeked under the stalls. No one.

      She crossed the hall to the men’s bathroom. Empty. Clenching her fists, she turned to the rear exit.

      “She duped us.” Anna said into the borrowed earpiece as she looked both ways in the alley.

      Rennard cursed. “I’ll tell the guys.”

      Anna dashed down the alley. Sirens sounded on the street side and black FBI cars peeled out into the light traffic. An old man with a name tag carried a pregnant bag of garbage to the trashcan behind his shop. Anna jogged to him.

      “Did you see a woman pass this way?”

      “Uh…”

      “I’m working with the FBI. Please.”

      The old man pointed to the back of the building. Anna cut inside. It was a warm place with multiple floors and segmented sections of various tools, memorabilia, furniture, and other antiques. A musty smell hung heavy like that of an old book, and the dry air clung to the inside of Anna’s mouth. She jogged between the aisles, knocking shoulders with patrons and nearly bumping over a record player on the side of a table.

      She came to the front of the store just as an FBI agent passed through the door. As Anna shook her head, the agent pointed to the second-floor balcony. Anna saw the tail of Stacy’s blouse vanish behind the railing. She saw us!

      Without taking a breath, Anna was up the rickety stairs and into the next level of the shop. It was not as crowded but still a labyrinth. Anna darted past Raggedy Anne dolls slouched on a rocker and turned at the corner lot containing old fishing pools, tackle boxes, and mounted trophies. She reached the back corner of the second floor and twisted to-and-fro, thinking about where she would run if she were Stacy. A nearby hallway was sealed off with velvet rope bending between two rusty posts, one of which had been moved to make way for someone. Anna slinked by to the door at the end. It led to stairs that opened to the roof.

      Catching her breath, Anna burst out of the building and felt the afternoon sun upon her. Tube vents snaked across the roof. All around, the tops of Victorian-style brick buildings jutted into the air. Even the cone-shaped towers of the distant Crawford County Bank were visible. On the same strip of shops on which she stood, Anna spotted another stairway entrance that descended into a different section of the long building. The door shut as Anna looked. Feeling her lungs struggle for a breath, Anna sprinted to the stairs.

      “She went into another building…four doors down.” Anna said into the earpiece with a dry throat. Anna jiggled the handle. Locked. Thirty feet away, a ladder descended into an alley. Anna gripped a hold of its rungs and moved swiftly downward. She could’ve slid down the side bars but wanted to preserve the skin on her palms.

      An FBI squad car pulled into the alleyway. Anna cut through what she estimated to be where the roof stairs led: a flower shop. Lilies and yellow wild flowers could camouflage Stacy’s shirt. The woman at the counter shouted at her. Anna ignored it in her pursuit of the lady whom she still hadn’t seen. After a moment’s observation, it became clear that the flower shop didn’t extend into the upper floor. Frowning, Anna hastily exited to the sidewalk and sought for a way to find the second floor. She hiked up a set of stairs that clung to the side of the building and entered a photographer’s workshop. Wedding pictures and corny valentines’ portraits hung on the walls. The man behind the counter greeted Anna with a smile that stretched from ear to ear. “Are you--”

      “I’m looking for a woman. Did anyone just run through here?” Anna interrupted.

      The man gawked and then said. “Not that I know of.”

      I swore this was the right unit. A door at the back was labeled employees only.

      “Does that lead to the roof?” Anna asked.

      “Yeah, why?”

      Anna boiled, realizing Stacy never left the stairwell. “Let me up there.”

      “I’m sorry but--”

      “This is a federal investigation. Open the door!”

      Startled, the man shambled to the door and mumbled to himself as he found the right key. The second he did, Anna pushed by him and up the stairs. It spit her out on the roof. No sign of Stacy. Anna went to the corner of the building. Down the road, she saw the yellow Beetle that hadn’t been touched. FBI squad cars locked in the perimeter. “Where are you?” Anna mumbled to herself repeatedly. During the commotion, a drab grey Saturn station wagon reversed out of a parallel parking spot.

      This time, Anna slid down the ladder. Her hands burned and blisters bubbled on her palms. After phoning Rennard, she dashed to the sidewalk. Rennard’s car screeched to a halt in front of her and, reaching over the front seat, he popped the door.

      He looked as though he was about to ask a question but Anna beat him to the punch. “There!”

      She pointed to the station wagon rolling down the road at exactly the speed limit. Rennard stomped on the accelerator. The traffic light turned red before he reached it. He sped up. Drivers in the cars on the left and right side of him punched their horns and then noticed the tail of FBI cars following behind.

      “Where did she get the other car from?” Rennard asked.

      “I don’t know. It may have been parked there the whole time or someone picked her up.”

      The station wagon weaved between the roads until it was out of sight again. Anna tried to follow the trail. She spotted the station wagon on the side of an alley, cruising in the opposite direction.

      “Over there.” Anna pointed.

      Tires screeched as Rennard swung the car one hundred and eighty degrees. The tires burned rubber and left behind a “J” shaped track as he slingshot down the road, tail end wobbling. The other FBI squad cars mimicked him, giving local onlookers a show they wouldn’t forget.

      They spotted the station wagon parked crookedly by a boat dock. The Arkansas River roared beyond, large transport ships taking cargo down the wide body of water. Anna and Rennard got out and flanked the station wagon, guns up. The station wagon’s front door was wide open. Monotone dinging escaped the vehicle. As more FBI cars approached in the distance, Anna and Rennard moved through the dock, passing by boat after boat tied to long white pathways that extended their arms over brownish green water. At the end of one was the woman. Hunched down and wearing a bright yellow shirt, she looked like a bale of hay.

      Quietly, Anna and Rennard approached her. She fidgeted with the dock line that anchored a nice cruising boat. It wobbled as Stacy tugged and right as she was about to release it, she heard Anna.

      “Stacy Tipton. We have some questions we’d like to ask you.”

      The woman turned to them. Her round face was red and sweaty with bangs that were glued to her forehead. Catching her breath, she smiled with a confused look on her face. “Can I help you?”
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      The Van Buren interrogation room was small and consisted of a tin table, two equally uncomfortable chairs, a fixed camera mounted in the upper corner, and the steady buzz of a lackadaisical air conditioner. Anna remembered the heat and the faint stench of cigarettes that hovered about the room. If the smell had a color, Anna guessed it to be a sickly yellow. Perhaps standing in the dimly lit observation room was a blessing in disguise. Sergeant Mathis allowed them the space for the afternoon, and Anna and Rennard planned to make the most of it. Anna chewed her nail and look through the one-way glass window. Her anxious reflection lived on the darkened pane.

      Inside, Agent Justin Rennard draped his signature FBI jacket over the back of his metal chair, leaving him wearing a white collared shirt neatly rolled up past the elbow. Below, he had a leather belt, black slacks, and shiny black Rockport dress shoes. He wasn’t one for a suit and tie, Anna realized. Probably because the work they did together was always foot-on-the-ground. Anna wore a cyan-colored button up shirt and slacks, but she betrayed the professional outfit with comfy tennis shoes. After running through two fires and getting in multiple shootouts, fashion was the last thing on her mind. She forsook makeup days ago.

      Stacy Tipton sat opposite of Rennard and nervously rubbed her small, stumpy hands together. The lack of proper AC in the room left her round face, arms, and band below her neck glowing red and sticky. Her tiny eyes cast down to the table. She fidgeted in the chair, struggling for comfort. Drinking from the glass of water relaxed her tense shoulders. She grabbed the neck of her sunflower yellow blouse and shook it, fanning her neck and down her chest.

      Rennard started casual. “We apologize for the air conditioning. How are you feeling? Can I get you anything?” He offered her refreshments or a smoke. The woman took water and though she was tempted by the danish, the tasty treat remained untouched on the paper plate on the table. Rennard decided against cuffs, in hopes it would coax Stacy to be more open.

      “Might I ask why I’m here, Agent?” The woman’s voice was polite, quiet and Southern.

      Hands folded over his notebook, Rennard smiled at her. “You may. The truth is, Ms. Tipton, we believe you that you have connections with Keisha Rines’s abduction.”

      “That precious little thing?” the woman asked, her eyes going wide. “That’s absurd. I-I loved that angel, and the fate that befell her makes my stomach churn.”

      “According to our timeline, you were talking to her parents when the abduction occurred, correct?”

      “Why, yes. They’re lovely people. Am I guilty of saying hi?”

      “No, Ms. Tipton. My goal here is to understand how you fit into the abduction. You clear that up for me and you are free to go.”

      “What role do you think I played?” Stacy asked as if it was the most ridiculous accusation she’d ever heard.  

      “A distraction.” Rennard replied stoically. “This is not a game, Ms. Tipton. A child's life is on the line and that’s something I take very, very seriously.”

      The woman settled down her sarcastic antics and went back to rubbing her hands nervously. “I apologize, Agent. This whole situation has me flustered. Speaking from the heart, yeah, I’m guilty.”

      From the observation room, Anna smiled slightly at the victory and waited for the coming words.

      “Guilty that I didn’t do more to stop it,” Stacy finished. Her eyes watered and her lip quivered. “If I had known that talking to that doll’s parents would lead to her death, I would’ve never approached them. Every night, I toss and turn thinking of Keisha and those news reports.”

      “Why were you there, Ms. Tipton? You were not a registered guest.”

      Stacy nodded and wiped snot from her nose. A red rim surrounded her teary eyes. “I know. I wasn’t invited, but I wanted to see the angel for myself. I’d heard so much about her and I hear her music all over the place. If I’d known my curiosity would get her killed, I…” Like the flipping of a light switch, her expression changed. She turned a fierce gaze to Rennard. “But you accuse me anyway. Think I’m some of molester--”

      “I never said anything about that,” Rennard interjected calmly.

      Stacy did not share in his cool. “You best turn in your badge because you're the worst investigator I’ve ever seen. I’ll say it now and say it a million more times if I have to, I was not involved in any way with the abduction of that girl, and I will not listen to the false accusations any longer.”

      The woman crossed her thick arms around her broad chest and turned her chin away from Rennard.

      “Ms. Tipton, I still have questions I’d like for you answer. Like why you ran from us or what you planned to do with that boat.”

      Stacy didn’t give him so much as a glance, let alone reply.

      After forty minutes of talking to a stone wall, Rennard grabbed his jacket and notebook and exited the room.

      Anna met him in the hall and tucked her short hair behind her ear. “That much luck, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Rennard replied, frustrated. A few officers bustled by. The bullpen was active around them with officers making calls or bringing in drunks. “She’s obviously hiding something.”

      “Mood swings, outbursts, constant denial, not to mention the fact that she ran from us. The woman’s textbook. You need to keep pressing.”

      “She’s shut herself off from me. At least when I’m in the dog house, both parties are trying to work things out, but this woman… If you want to have a go at her, by all means.”

      Anna shook her head. “This is your gig. I’m a consultant, remember?”

      His piercing eyes met hers. “You think I care about who gets credit for the case? I care about results, Anna. That and saving lives. If you’re better equipped for the situation, please, do what you do best.”

      Anna smiled softly and felt her blood pumping. I couldn’t have said it better myself. “Thanks, Rennard. If you can grab a few things for me, that would be a big help.”

      “You name it, I’ll get it.”

      Anna let Stacy Tipton gel in the hot interrogation room for twenty more minutes before going inside. She called the technique Miami Heat. Get the suspect hot and desperate and then move in for the kill. Had it backfired before? Of course. But it had also won Anna dozens of confessions back in the Sunshine state.

      Taking Rennard’s notebook and pen, she stepped into the steamy room and was rushed by a wave of heat. She took a breath and let the door fall close behind her. Stacy’s tiny eyes followed her across the room as she shook the neck of her blouse. Her body jiggled at the action. A frown dragged down her round face and red cheeks.

      Anna pulled out the chair with a screech. The last time she’d sat here, her opponent was Edger Strife. She resisted a shudder as she thought of the man and trained her mind on the woman before her. “My name is Anna Dedrick,” She sat down and spaced out the notebook, thick folder, and pen evenly on the metal table. “You can call me Anna. Can I call you Stacy?”

      Stacy glared at her.

      Anna disregard the death gaze. “It’s hot in here, Stacy. Downright miserable. I know you don’t want to be here and I sure as hell don’t want to be here, so let’s skip the BS and petty girl talk and get down to it. Agreed?”

      Stacy watched Anna intently, trying to get a read on her. After a moment of heated silence, she unclenched her jaw and nodded.

      “Good. Now that we’ve established a common goal--to get out of this hot room and move on with our lives--let’s get started. You ran from the FBI this afternoon. Why?”

      “It’s not what you--”

      Anna raised her voice. “Don’t play dumb. Answer the question, Stacy.”

      The larger woman shifted her jaw like she was chewing gravel. “What would you do, sweetheart, if you saw a strange car parked outside your home especially with all the news about maniacs and kidnappers on the street? It was an overreaction, I see that now.”

      “When you saw the flashing lights and heard the sirens--I know you did because the whole town did--your first instinct was to hitch a boat and sail away even though you were completely blameless of any crime?”

      “I made a split-second decision. It may not have been the wisest, but it’s the one I made,” Stacy argued.

      “You’re lying, Stacy,” Anna objected. “The escape through the back door and up to the roof, having a station wagon conveniently parked two blocks down the road, keeping your boat fueled and ready to depart. That’s what us detectives like to call pre-meditation.”

      “My, aren’t you feisty and quick to jump to conclusions? It’s no small wonder you ain’t found a husband yet,” Stacy scoffed.

      “Don’t avoid the question, Stacy,” Anna said lowly, noticing Stacy’s rings on the woman’s finger but none on her ring finger. “You had a bug-out plan and it failed. What comes next is up to you.”

      The older woman looked at her with complete hatred.

      “You’re going to look at some photos.” Anna opened the dense folder before her. Making every motion deliberate, she extracted seven photos and placed them across the table.

      The first was a glamour shot of Keisha Rines. Her hair was sprayed, glossy, and curled into slinky ringlets that tumbled down her shoulders. She had a wide smile, pearly white teeth, and the sweetest eyes. Next to her was a photo of Lily Kendale. A shy, cute, and innocent blonde. Spread out beside each girl were photographs of their severed fingers. Anna’s stomach churned looking at them, but she did well in keeping a neutral face.   

      Stacy recoiled at the sight, failing miserably to cover up her disgust.

      “This is the work of Wesley Jenkins,” Anna said. “You know how many little girls he’s done this to?”

      Stacy had no reply. She couldn’t remove her eyes from the photos. Anna withdrew three more prints from the folder and put them in front of Stacy. Each showed fifteen Missing Persons posters of various girls below the age of twelve.

      “Forty-five girls is our estimate. Those are the ones we know about. All of them are someone's child. All of them were prodigies. Girls with opportunities people like us will never have. Girls that could’ve made a difference in the lives of those around them.”

      Tears tumbled down Stacy’s angry face. She didn’t touch the stack.

      “Look through the pictures,” Anna commanded.

      Trembling, the large woman sifted through page after page of smiling little girls. All dead now.

      “Not that you care,” Anna went on. “But Wesley--if that’s the name he gave you--killed multiple detectives and their families before burning down their homes.”

      “I don’t want to look at these anymore,” Stacy growled.  

      “Then start talking, Stacy, or we’ll spend the next five hours looking over mutilated cadavers hacked up into tiny little bits. I have videos too, you may want to see them. I’ve watched them all. Still hear those girls screaming when it’s quiet and I’m alone. I shut my eyes and I see them, hands tied and legs--”

      “ENOUGH!” Stacy wailed. “I said enough, please! Please, God!” Snot leaking and tears falling, the woman buried her face in her meaty palms.

      Anna looked at her, silently, with hollow eyes ringed with tired circles. Her hand rested on the folder still fat with photos. “The pictures go away when you start talking.”

      Eyes and face blood red and runny, Stacy glared at Anna. “You’re an evil woman.”

      Anna’s face remained cold and emotionless. She clicked the pen’s top and opened the notebook to a new page, waiting for the confession. “Start from the beginning.”

      Stacy wiped her face down with the palms of her tiny hands and snorted dangling snot back into her nostril. “I don’t go to bars, I’m just not that type of gal…”

      

      “… hell, I could count the number of times I drank alcohol on one hand and still be two fingers short.”

      Millions of stars speckled the sky above the roadside biker bar. It was a small dive with cheap booze, cheaper furnishings, and loud music that pounded your head like a jackhammer. Dozens of motorcycles, choppers, and rusty and battered sedans occupied the gravel parking lot while semi-trucks screamed by the wet, black highway. The first thing Stacy Tipton noticed when she stepped out of the car was the large neon sign of a pig with a comically angry expression. Its red letters blinked like a faulty taillight and the text read “Hangry Porker’s.”

      When Stacy was in her twenties that would’ve offended her, but she was forty-four now and comfortable with her figure. What remained to be seen was if her date would share the same confidence. More men than she thought did, but the ones she found, she wouldn’t call handsome. Though it might have been a double standard. Stacy, being raised in the church, had hopes that there was a good man out there worth saving herself for. Was he in the Hangry Porker? Stacy cringed but marched across the gravel parking lot anyway. She could hear rock-and-roll, hearty laughter, and obscene language long before she reached the double doors. A drunken middle-aged woman with a cut-off shirt staggered out of the bar. Tattoos painted her arms and belly with symbols, dates, nude silhouettes, and Scripture. A hairy bull-like man in a leather jacket followed behind, laughing with her and stinking of BO and cigarettes. Stacy gave them space and, like most people, they didn’t pay her mind.

      The couple mounted a Harley and revved it up.

      “Um, excuse me…” Stacy said as the drunks chuckled and sped down wet asphalt. Fear and guilt clenched her lungs. With an outstretched arm, she supported herself on the side of the bar and struggled for breath. I should’ve warned them not to ride drunk. They’re going to die. You’re a bad woman, Stacy. A very bad... The smell of vomit slithered up her nostrils and caused her to gag. She looked down at the patty of chucky bile at her feet and nearly threw up herself. With a hurried wobble, she distanced herself from the mess and turned her gaze up the bar. The rectangular building seemed so much larger and intimidating than she’d originally noticed. Her Volkswagen Beetle wasn’t more than fifty feet away and tempted her greatly. Teeth chattering, she approached the double doors and pushed against them.

      It was a whole new world. Smoky haze hung in the air and smelled of sweat, beer, puke, tobacco, and more nasty things. A half dozen patrons gathered around every table or swarmed each booth. They wore leather and jeans, shirts with naked ladies and big cars, hats with rebel flags, and jackets with skull patches. Two gnarly women kissed one another while a lanky, seedy-looking fellow collected money from his friends. A man with huge muscles guarded the jukebox while a woman an inch over five feet tall danced to the rock-and-roll like no one was watching. Likes hogs at a slop trough, sweaty men and rough ladies hunched over the bar.

      The smell, the noise, the haze, all of it made Stacy dizzy and her heart rattle. A terrifying man with a square head and broken nose pushed past her, nearly causing Stacy to fall, and walked on without offering the slightest gaze or apology. Rubbing her shoulder, Stacy frowned. She wore a loose turquoise blouse and black slacks that did not match the attire of the other patrons and instantly regretted not further researching the address or the bar’s name.

      With tiny steps, she approached the bar and looked for her contact. She saw patrons order all sorts of different drinks, light and dark, and felt her breath quicken. The haze hung thick behind her and without the exit sign, she wouldn’t be able to see the front door.

      “Stacy!” A familiar voice called. “Stacy, get over here, girl!”

      Over the noise, Stacy followed the voice to a tall, skinny man a few seats down. He was dressed in a simple t-shirt with jeans and camouflage boots. His cheeks were gaunt and his eyes grey, but overall his face was handsome, and the graying ponytail running down his back gave him a rural, rebellious look.

      “Hey, Ed.” Stacy greeted him politely, but he didn’t hear her.

      “I was afraid you wasn’t gonna show!” Edger Strife usually had a soft voice but when he got drunk, the man could yell. Stacy and him were cousins so she was used to his antics by now, and even though he was affiliated with some-less-than savory groups, they were blood and blood looked out for one another. “This is the guy I wanted you to meet.”

      Edger gestured to the man next to him who wore a button up shirt, classy pants, and leather shoes. He turned to Stacy and gave a smile that made her blush.

      “Will.” He extended a hand.

      Stacy shook it and immediately realized how sweaty her palms were compared to the stranger’s soft, warm hands.

      “Stacy, ” she replied.

      “I hope she ain’t too old for you, buddy.” Edger chuckled and punched Will in the shoulder.

      Will didn’t take his eyes off Stacy. “No, she’s perfect.”

      His voice was silk to Stacy’s ears, and she could tell her face was turning cherry red.

      “I’ll leave you two to it,” Edger announced and swiveled out his seat. He grabbed his beer. Waving goodbye and chuckling, he vanished in the haze.

      “Please,” Will gestured to the now-vacant seat beside him.

      Stacy bowed her head and lifted herself onto the stool. Her whole body shook, but it wasn’t because of the wobbly seat.

      “I’ll admit, Edger hasn’t said much about you,” Will said with a small grin. His face looked like any other but was soft and blemish free. Behind his square-framed glasses with a dark finish, his eyes were curious and inviting in a way that made butterflies flutter in Stacy’s belly.

      “The whole situation caught me off guard, too.” Stacy said and brushed her hair behind her ear. “I’ve not been on many blind dates.”

      “Exciting, huh?” Will said, looking her in the eyes.   

      Stacy blushed again and nodded. I really need to stop doing that. Blushing.

      “What do you, uh, do for a living?” Stacy asked, trying to fill the empty air.

      Will shrugged. “A little of everything.”

      “Mysterious,” Stacy joked.

      Will didn’t laugh, only grinned slightly and looked at the suds at the bottom of his glass.

      “Real estate,” he eventually admitted. “There’s a market for buying and selling properties anonymously and cheap, especially in the Midwest. I provide the necessary means to do so. It’s a great way to stimulate the economy without giving money to the government.”

      “Where did you learn to do that?”

      “My foster father taught me the business. My real dad died when I was eight,” Will let that statement sit for a second before he asked, “You thirsty?”

      Not sure what else to do, Stacy nodded.

      

      “We talked the whole night,” Stacy said, remembering. “Him more than me, but I liked hearing about his life, and he was glad to have someone listen.”

      Anna packed away the Missing Persons printouts in front of Stacy, but left out the horrific pictures of Keisha and Lily.

      “After the second date,” Stacy continued, her cheeks puffy from tears that had stopped falling, “we met on a week-to-week basis. He took me to the finest restaurants, invited me to his vacation home in the woods, bought me clothes, and told me how beautiful I looked every morning and every evening. I don’t know why it took me two mouths to realize the type of stupid money he was making. I was too lovestruck to care. He told me to quit my job one day, and I did it without question. In return, he bought me a house and put it in my name. In his eyes, I was a queen--”

      “When did you find out?” Anna interrupted as she jotted on the notepad.

      Stacy glared at her. “You don’t care about any of this, do you?”

      “I care about all the missing girls he’s captured and killed.” Anna locked tired eyes with the woman. “I want to know when you learned what he truly was.”

      Stacy went quiet and slouched back in her seat. She sighed and continued. “I was on my way back from the mall when I noticed his front door ajar…”

      

      Birds chirped and leaves rustled. The picturesque cabin fit perfectly amidst the oaks that carpeted the Ozark mountains like fluffy green spears. Stacy couldn’t help but chuckle at the sounds, sights, and sappy smells of nature. To say it was a juxtaposition from where she met Will three years, four months, and seventeen days ago would be the biggest understatement of the century.

      Stacy brushed her fingers across her pristine jade necklace as she hiked up the inclined road. The kiss of the cold stone made her wish she had a wedding ring, but Will forbid it.

      “Married men don’t last long in my line of work,” Will explained, kindly but firm, and Stacy never asked the question again. He’ll change his mind, she thought optimistically. I’ll be with him until he does.

      As she neared the cabin, Stacy noticed something amiss. Will’s car was parked at an odd angle and black smoke pumped out of its exhaust. Slowly, she approached the vehicle. There was no one inside. Confused, Stacy opened the door and extracted the keys. The car shut off. Using the handrail as support, Stacy heaved herself up the stairs and froze. Wind chimes clamored together. The encased porch light functioned not. The cabin’s front door was open six inches.  

      “Will?” Stacy called out.

      Thump. A noise from within.

      The hairs rose on Stacy’s arms. She pushed open the door. Creeeeeeak. With tiny, careful steps, she entered the cabin. The lights were off and something inside told Stacy not to turn them on. Dishes were still in the sink. Groceries had yet to be unloaded.

      Thump!

      Stacy felt her heart race and suddenly she found herself short of breath. She sucked up her fears and turned into the hallway. The door to the master bedroom was wide open.

      Thump! Followed by indistinct mumbling.

      Rubbing her palms together nervously, Stacy walked closer. A thousand fears cut through her head and into her heart. Another woman was the strongest of them. She shook out the thought. Will could have any woman he wanted as long as she was first. The thought hurt, but that’s what she’d tell him. Please don’t let it be true.

      Hiding by the threshold, Stacy spied on her man pulling on the closet door with both hands. His hair was disheveled and his glasses lopsided. A damp handkerchief hung up out of his back pocket.

      “Open up,” he said with a playful grin and slammed his shoulder against the oaken door with a thump.

      “Will?”

      The man swiftly turned to Stacy standing in the doorway, surprised by her presence. Will’s smile faded. “What are you doing here, Stacy? You weren’t supposed to be home for another few hours.”

      “I finished early,” she said whimsically and unblinking. Her hands involuntarily caressed the heavy jade necklace. “What’s in the closet, darling?”

      Will moved his lips as he searched for words. His hands stayed on the knob. His face appeared calm but his knuckles were bone white. “My niece. She hid in the closet and I’m trying to get her out.”

      “You said that your only sister died,” Stacy remembered the story. How could she not, when Will told her that his sister had been destined to be a master clarinetist until she was found strangled in the woods. Will had flexed his hands as he told her that a year ago.

      Just then, a darkness overtook her kind, soft-spoken lover. The look that made her feel priceless had changed to black anger at the drop of the dime. “Go wait in the hallway and do not move until I say so. Do I make myself clear?”

      “I have the right to know what’s going on,” Stacy replied.

      She thought then that Will would kill her. The cord of muscles on his forearm tightened as he gripped the doorknob tighter. “Wait. In. The. Hall.”

      Without another word, Stacy turned back and exited into the hallway. Part of her thought of climbing into the car and driving away, but then she remembered all of the gifts Will had given her. She sat down on the floor and waited.

      Thump! Bam! She heard the closet door sling open. A girl screamed but was quickly muted. Heels smashed and knocked against the wood floor rapidly. There was a rustling of fabric. Stacy’s heart pounded. Tears trickled down her plump cheeks, but she didn’t say a word and she didn’t move from her spot.

      Eyes cast on the floor, Stacy saw Will’s boot and the tail end of a wrapped bedsheet dragging across the wood as her lover exited the room. He halted. Stacy felt his eyes on her like laser. When she didn’t look back at him, he stomped through the hall and stopped again.

      “Keys,” he commanded.

      Trembling, Stacy pulled the car keys from her purse and slid them across the floor. They jiggled as Will retrieve them. Stacy never looked up from her lap. She heard the front door slam and then the car’s trunk. Will returned inside.

      “Get up.”

      Staggering, Stacy heaved herself to her feet and followed Will to the kitchen.

      “Look at me.”

      Stacy hesitantly turned her gaze up to her lover. A fingernail scratch had peeled back a line of skin on his cheek in the same way Stacy had done to her sister Tara back in elementary school. The darkness in Will’s eyes was gone. He smiled sweetly at her and stood next to the knife rack on the counter.

      “I love you,” Stacy said, crying. Her whole body trembled.

      “What did you see, Stacy? I want the truth.” He rested his bottom against the counter. His fingers gripped the edge.

      “Nothing,” she blurted out quicker than she could think it. “I didn’t see anything because… because I was at the mall.”

      “That’s right. You were.”  

      Stacy couldn’t control the shaking any longer. Her legs felt weak and almost gave out when Will caught her. He was so much stronger than he looked.

      “I love you.” He whispered in her ear as his arms wrapped around her. “No one will ever replace you. You believe me, don’t you?”

      “I do,” Stacy sniffled. “If you needed to tell me something, you would. That’s what you always say, ain’t it?”

      “I want to tell you everything,” Will replied with a solemn sadness to his voice. “But I can’t. I’m not ready.”

      When Stacy got her footing, Will kept his hands around her wide back and looked her in the eyes the way he did the first time they solidified their relationship. “I might ask you to do things that we can’t talk about. Will you? Will you do them for me?”

      With runny tears and a runny nose, Stacy nodded. “Yes.”

      

      Stacy studied her stubby fingers as she spoke. Her lip twitched slightly. “I didn’t ask him questions after that. He’d ask me to drive somewhere and leave the car, I’d do it. He’d ask me to follow a girl. I’d do it. The unspoken agreement was that he kept me from the nasty business and we stay lovers. After a while, I learned that it wasn’t his true name, but I never brought it up. It’s just a name after all.”

      “And Keisha Rines?” Anna asked.

      “Yes… her,” Stacy frowned. “Will told me to talk to the parents while he… while he took the girl. Will you put away the pictures now?”

      Anna swept the horrific images into the folder. She made sure no edges were sticking out and closed the flap. “Are you hiding Cain--Will--now?”

      Stacy sighed. “I ain’t seen him since the news blasted his face all over. The last thing he told me was to use the boat if the cops came. Will’s not a bad man. He has an addiction and he fights it every day. He’s constantly reading philosophies and holy text in search of a cure. I know you’ve seen them.”

      Anna didn’t have anything to say to that. “Did he say where he would go if anything like this ever happened?”

      Stacy hesitated and grinded her teeth. “There’s a document hidden in my mattress. It has a list of addresses of different properties he’s sold. A sort of reminder of his successes. He might be hiding out in one of those.”

      Anna shot a glance back at the tinted glass behind her in the place where she imagined Agent Rennard to be standing.

      “How many are on the list?” she asked Stacy.

      The older, plump woman shrugged. “Fifty. A hundred.” She smiled smugly. “Once he knows you have me, he’ll skip town and you’ll never find him.”

      “Let’s hope not.” Anna handed the confession paper and pen to Stacy. “Or you’ll have more blood on your hands.”

      And the woman looked like she was going to cry again.
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      Anna didn’t know what to expect when she entered Stacy Tipton’s home. The welcoming smell of lemon and lime greeted Anna like a long-lost lover and, as Anna stepped farther into the living room, she noticed handcrafted furnishings, a shelf loaded with hundreds of one-of-kind cat ornaments, and pricey paintings hanging on the recently painted walls. In contrast to the house’s bland suburban exterior, there was a subtle wealth to every object within. Small wonder Stacy loved the man.

      “Brilliant facadé,” Rennard said as he slid on his plastic gloves. “I’ll give him that. Keeps the lady happy without raising too many brows.”

      Other local investigators spread out among the perimeter, branching off into the kitchen, guest bedroom, bathrooms, and closets while others snapped countless photos of odd ball baubles and pictures of Stacy that rested on the counter tops and side tables. After, they popped open the back of the frame in search of a secret message from Cain.

      A fluffy orange tabby cat brushed against Anna’s calf. She gave the soft feline a pat down the back of his neck and started toward the master bedroom. Pillows piled against the curved backboard of the canopy-covered king-sized bed. Nearby, a wardrobe dwarfed Anna. Jewelry spilled from half a dozen velvet boxes on Stacy’s makeup station: a pricey antique desk with four circular mirrors that opened around the user’s head like a menu. Facing the bed was a six-foot, hand-painted portrait of a faun being pulled on by four beautiful women. Hundreds of shirts and shoes packed the clothing closet nearby. Anna brushed her gloved palm along the side of the mattress while Rennard mimicked her on the other side.

      “Good job with Stacy,” the agent complimented, his hand brushing by the far corner of the bed.

      “Cain manipulated her with honesty and gifts. He convinced her that they shared a special unbreakable bond, that she was the only he could tell his secrets to, that she could be the remedy to his illness. It gave her purpose, and that’s worth a lot more than money.” Anna reached the front of the mattress. Finding no fissures, she doubled back.

      “Maybe he truly loves her,” the agent suggested.

      “Doubtful,” Anna replied. “It was a long con that backfired tremendously.”

      By his expression, Rennard doubted that statement. They both moved their hands to the place where the mattress met the backboard and brushed against each other’s fingers.

      “Found it,” Rennard announced and withdrew a slip of paper.

      Anna moved next to him as he opened the folds. Printed out in tiny font were at least a hundred addresses.

      “We can’t say she’s a liar,” said Rennard, and they began to count.

      The rest of the investigators combed through the house and found little evidence that Cain had ever stayed there. There were no photographs of him. No notes. Stacy had admitted that he only stayed over once a month. The rest of their visits were at his properties. She also revealed that the boat was his idea, too, and he had her take lessons in case the cops were on to her. All in all, what Anna and Rennard had to go on was a list of one hundred and eighteen home addresses that Cain had anonymously bought and sold at one time or another over the last twenty-plus years.

      The lead did not inspire confidence.

      Anna went to the police and sheriff's department, searching for volunteers to go door to door, ask about sightings in the neighborhood, and call in backup if anything suspicious caught their eye. All and all, she recruited four officers and split the list accordingly, which equated to roughly twenty addresses per person, with Rennard and Anna taking on the outliers. She printed out copies of the list for the six of them and provided highlighters so they could mark off the unfruitful addresses. She also made a shareable Excel spreadsheet that could be updated by all the volunteers. However, Anna couldn’t access that with her father’s outdated flip phone. With the plan in motion, they set off, Anna exiting last.

       Sheriff Greenbell saw her out. It felt like years had passed since they last saw each other. The wrinkles and droopy circles under his eyes made the sheriff look it too. Anna expected a jibe or sarcastic compliment from the man who had once blamed her and her brother for the abduction. Instead, he nodded respectfully and lit a cigarette without saying a word.  

      Reviewing the geological profile, Anna and Rennard began with the addresses clustered within the abduction sites and Cain’s confiscated properties. The listed homes were located in and around Van Buren, Fort Smith, Mulberry, Greenwood, and Durham. There was a single address far off in Prairie Grove about sixty miles away. If Anna and the rest of the volunteers spent an hour per property and counted the drive time, they were looking at thirtyish hours apiece, so it would take at least three days. Taking into account home life, work responsibilities, and the available hours of the residents of Cain’s previous properties, and that number significantly increased.

      Anna visited her father before setting off. The bruises that flowered his chest, arms, and legs had shrunk slightly, but his broken bones had a long way to recover. The life support machine and tube down his throat kept him alive, and the doctor’s prognosis remained pessimistic.

      “We’ve had a few close calls, but he’s stable. For how much longer, we cannot say. We might start weaning him off the machines, but only if we see significant improvement,” the doctor said as Anna clasped her father’s faintly warm and veiny hand. His wrapped leg hung on a sling. A small beard sprouted from his bruised square jaw.

      After the doctor mentioned the cost-per-day--a number Anna struggled to repeat--he said, “Richard has lived a full life. There’s nothing wrong with sending him home.”

      “There’s something I have to take care of,” Anna told the doctor as she brushed the thin, grey bangs to the side of her father’s forehead. “I’ll have my answer when I return.”

      With a sober smile, the doctor left Anna with her father and vanished into the hall.

      Anna squeezed Richard’s veiny hand as if to pump life back into his old, broken, and battered body. “Keep fighting, Dad. That’s what you’ve always told me.”

      The breathing machine rose and fell at a steady pace while the heartbeat monitor beeped monotonously. Anna closed her eyes and took and held a breath, filling herself with the chilly, sterile hospital air. When she released her breath, she said, “I’ll find him, Dad, and when I do, you better wake up. If you can hear me, promise me. Promise me you’ll wake up.”

      Anna stayed with Richard for a while, listening to the beeps and boops of various machines keeping him alive. When it felt right, Anna wiped her palms on her slacks, got up, and went to the first address on her section of the list.  

      

      It was a hot day for autumn and the late morning sun beat down on Anna’s neck. She wore tinted aviators to hide her sleepless eyes and a dark blue button up that didn’t fit as well as it once did. Her belly was skinny from her two days trapped underground last week and, during her morning shower, she noticed that her lower ribs still showed against her tan skin. The lack of sleep and coffee/pizza diet had not done wonders for her physique, either.

      Nonetheless, she walked casually and confidently up the driveway and mashed her finger against the doorbell. She heard the chime from inside and tried to steal a peek through the wavy glass panes on the door. Her pistol pulled at her tightened belt, but she would not take chances leaving the truck without it. It would frighten some of the people she encountered, but that would hypothetically be interpreted as a sign of her seriousness.

      A petite elderly woman shuffled her tiny feet toward the door and opened for Anna. With a grin to match the picture, Anna displayed her P.I. license contained in the transparent flap of her wallet. “Sorry to interrupt, ma’am. I was wondering if you had time to answer a few questions.”

      Cautiously, the woman invited her inside and offered Anna refreshments. Anna accepted but ate and drank little, knowing that this would be the first stop of many. After complimenting the woman’s quaint and inviting home, Anna got to the questions one by one. “How long have you owned this home? Did you deal with the previous owner or someone else? In the past few days, have you noticed anything unusual or out of place around your home or in the neighboring houses? Any strange cars new in the neighborhood or people asking for food or lodging? What about an African-American child with a possibly bandaged hand and her Caucasian guardian? Do you feel as though you’re being watched or that someone may have gotten into your home over the last few days? Maybe you found the door unlocked or window creaked when you remember shutting them before leaving home? Was there anything that I’ve not asked that you’d like to mention?”

      The elder woman told Anna that her late husband had bought the property fifteen years ago and for way under the list price. She had no relations to the previous owner, and the only change to the neighborhood in the past week was that the teenager in the neighbor's house had gotten new speakers, which drove her absolutely nuts.

      Back at the truck, Anna held the list of properties against the steering wheel and highlighted another address in hot pink. Sighing, she put her shifter into Drive and rolled out down the rural street to her next destination.

      An African-American man greeted Anna from his covered porch and quickly recognized her from the news. His two-story house was nestled near a creek and had a spacious back yard where he contemplated building a shed. He sympathized with Anna for a while and displayed a passionate curiosity for the Rines case. When asked, he openly talked about the steal of a deal he got for the house and confirmed the picture of Wesley Jenkins, AKA Cain, to be the one who sold it to him.

      “It’s one of those things, you know. Hard to tell what you’re getting and from who you’re getting it from, but the man didn’t steer me wrong,” the homeowner said.

      Anna excused herself to use the restroom, the same that she’d done at the elderly woman’s house, and gave the other rooms a quick peek. There was nothing that hinted at a second person living within or that there ever had been. She returned to the living room and asked how he came to find the place originally.

      “My credit was suffering and no one wanted to sell me a house. I started asking around and eventually the grapevine came back to me about this guy who’s willing to sell as long as the buyer makes payment in cash. I saved up a bit and met with the man to finalize the deal. He said that the property had been owned by the same couple since it was built in the 40s. When they passed, their inheritors wanted to sell quick and the day after the funeral, the man bought it at a low price. Sold it to me two weeks later.”

      The cogs in Anna’s mind turned. “It’s almost like he searches the local obituaries to see what houses are open to purchase.”

      “And snatches them up before they’re on the market? Could be,” the man replied with a chuckle. “Most of the folks around these parts have been here forever. With the youth all moving away nowadays, they don’t want to come back and deal with their parents’ mess.”

      “Cain offers them a way out, albeit shady.”

      The man chuckled again, holding a hand on his belly. “No one ever told me being a detective was this much fun.”

      Anna thought of all the struggles she’d dealt with on this case alone. “It has its moments, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      The man waved her goodbye as Anna peeled out of the gravel driveway. She checked the time, realizing she’d spent over an hour and a half there. She gave Rennard a call.

      “Any luck?” she asked.

      “Nada,” the agent replied. “I found a woman who can cook some otherworldly cookies though.”

      Anna cracked a smile. “How many you got left on your list?”

      “Um, seventeen. I’m pulling up to sixteen now.”

      “You’re making the rest of us look bad,” Anna joked as she headed across the bridge to the Fort Smith area. The wide Arkansas River rolled on below, its brown-green water twinkling in the sun.

      “My grandfather was a traveling salesmen. It must run in the blood.”

      “Alright, Rennard. Call if you learn anything.”

      “That’s supposed to be my line, consultant.”

      The next address took Anna into a developing neighborhood on the outer rim of Fort Smith. She parked across the street and rolled down her window. A breeze brushed through her short hair as she lowered her aviators down to the point of her nose. The house erected before her was little more than walls and a roof. The wood stood unpainted and the garage lacked a drop-down door.

      Brows crinkled, Anna stepped out, looked both ways, and crossed the street. She bounced up the curb and marched through the grass. Plastic sheeting fortified the inside of the house’s windows and bowed inward at every gust of wind. The door was solid wood and had a metal knob that rattled when Anna shook it but did not give way. Hesitating for a moment, she stepped into the mouth of the garage. Its shade enveloped her in darkness. She pick locked inner door.

      Sunlight barely slipped through the fogged plastic sheeting, thus rendering the spacious interior dark and gloomy. With every step, Anna’s shoes clacked against the wood flooring. Without thinking, her fingers unbuttoned the strap on her gun holster and her fingers coiled around the cold, rough grip of her pistol. Her eyes caught hold of a dry mud smudge on the floor. She knelt down, noticing the geometric pattern printed in the flaky dirt. There was a similar smudge a few feet away. Footprints, partial and days old. Anna followed the remnant of the trail to a door. It opened into stairs stepping down into a dark abyss.

      A shiver scurried up Anna’s spine and prompted her to twist back, gun drawn. Over the barrel of her pistol were large, dark, seemingly empty rooms. With steady steps, she descended into darkness. Her eyes slowly adjusted when her foot hit the cement floor. Wood support beams were positioned intermittently through the room. Twisted and bent nails broke wood between horizontal two-by-fours checkering the ceiling above Anna’s head. With a click, her flashlight cast a beam across the open basement. She stepped forward, taking heed of the single wooden chair near the back wall.

      Probing the room with her flashlight, Anna approached. The chair was old and scarred with scratches. It had arms and seemed to be built for a child. Swept behind were a few strands of white thread that took Anna two passes to recognize. Trash? Dockline hairs? Anna had no answers. After looking underneath the chair for any markings and scanning the walls for Cain’s signature phrases, Anna left the shell of the home unsatisfied.

      The sunlight blinded her upon exiting and prompted her to lift the shades hanging on the top button of her shirt. Crunching grass underfoot, she distanced herself from the residence until she reached the curb. There was something butted against the cement . Curious, she knelt and lifted the black plastic with two fingers. The top had been snapped away and what she held was a number pad. Burner phone, she knew immediately. She twisted it around and removed the back casing. The battery remained intact. The sim card was gone. Anna looked up and down the street and lawn but couldn’t find the screen section of the phone or the sim.

      Returning to her truck with the broken phone in hand, she pulled up her list and highlighted the address with a neon green stripe to remind herself that it was a place of interest. She sent a text to Rennard about the chair in the basement and broken phone in the curbside before driving to the next address.

      Anna’s stomach rumbled as she rolled into a neighborhood a few miles down the road. Tacos for lunch? she thought with uncertainty. She looked up from the GPS in time to see the gaggle of children biking across the street. Anna stomped on her brakes and caught her breath.

      “Sorry!” A freckled five-year-old yelled. Her little legs churned the bike pedals. She reclaimed her speed and the glittery pink handlebar tassels twisted in the wind. The other children beckoned her to hurry up.

      A few houses down, Anna parked her car. Teenage boys with blond fuzz on their lips skateboarded and shot basketball next door. Across the street, a man had his garage door open while he worked under his jack-lifted muscle car and listened to classic rock on his radio. Farther down, an old woman watered her tiny front yard garden that wasn’t adapting well to the season. Saturday, Anna remembered as she unbuckled her seatbelt.

      She stepped out of the truck and turned her face to the bench seat. Subtly, she untucked her shirt and used the bottom flaps to conceal her holstered pistol. Once finished, she slammed the door and looked up at the suburban home before her. It was made of red and brown brick and, like the rest of the neighborhood, was built on flat terrain, a common trait Anna noted the closer she got to the border of Oklahoma.

      Thinking about lunch, Anna hiked up the driveway, past the plastic-covered newspaper, and to the front door. She mashed the doorbell with the tip of her finger, took off her sunshades, and withdrew her P.I. license. Waiting, she leaned out to get a better look at the open garage attached to the house and spotted the nose of a lime-colored Ford Mercury with a 1980s design.

      Through the two vertical glass panes flanking both sides of the door, a figure approached. Anna smiled as the owner unlocked and opened the door.

      “Sorry to disrupt your day,” Anna flashed her P.I. license. “I was wondering if you had time to answer a few questions? It will only take a few minutes.”

      The man stood an inch taller than Anna and upped her by fifteen plus years, evident by the wrinkles on his forehead and alongside his mouth that he’d done well to hide with light cosmetics and a head of rich brown hair untouched by grey. Dyed, Anna assumed. His triangular-shaped face had an unassuming quality, bulb nose, and deep-set green eyes with clear contacts, while his outfit consisted of a two-tone polo, jeans, and sockless penny loafers perfect for a hot day.

      He slipped his hands into his pockets and eyed the truck behind her. “Come on in.”

      The man stepped aside and gestured for Anna to pass. She thanked him and stepped inside while he closed the door. Dark wood furnishings and shelves full of old books gave the house a comfortable, classy look that invited visitors to cozy up in the lounge and read the day. But when Anna passed by the sideboard, she noticed a few pictures of the man in snowboarding gear, standing triumphant on the top of various snowcapped peaks.

      “Quite the thrill seeker,” Anna said, establishing some rapport before the questioning.

      “It’s a hobby,” the man replied humbly.

      Anna walked into the living room. The couch and recliner were upholstered with dark leather and the television mounted on the wall above a speaker system played soft piano music. Getting an idea of the exits--one to the kitchen, one to the hall, and one through the French doors that opened into the backyard--Anna moseyed into the center of the room and turned back for a proper introduction.

      “Anna Dedrick,” she said with an arm extended.  

      “Allen Winslow,” the man replied and hesitantly shook her hand. His palms had a butter-soft quality like he had never touched a tool in his life.

      “I have a good friend named Allen back in Miami,” Anna shared and headed to the couch. “Do you mind if we sit?”

      “Be my guest.” Allen gestured to the couch and lowered himself to the recliner. “Would you like something to eat or drink? Water? Wine? I have last night’s hors d’oeuvres in the fridge, too.”  

      Seated on the couch, Anna crossed her legs and smiled shyly to herself. “It’s a little early for wine.”

      When Allen didn’t reply, Anna looked him in the eyes. “I’ll have a little if you do...”

      “Um, sure. I should’ve asked you that before we got comfortable,” Allen joked awkwardly and pushed himself to his feet. He passed into the kitchen, leaving the door open.

      “What is this visit about?” the man asked as a cupboard opened.

      Anna slid across the cushion to get a better look at him through the doorway. “I’m following up a lead in the Rines case. I’m sure you’ve heard about it on the news.”

      “Ah, that,” the man replied and sighed angrily. “What a mess.”

      Glasses and cups lined the shelves of the cupboard. The top row had sinus medication. Hands full, he closed it with his elbow and carefully placed two bulbous wine glasses on the granite countertop before opening the refrigerator.  

      “Long story short, we have reason to believe that the lead suspect hasn’t fled the area.” Anna said, observing the stranger and the surrounding room. It was a serene place with no family photos, but there were small nail holes on the wall were something once hung. The speakers played a soft, ambient piano ballad.

      “How would you know that?” The wine cork popped and the rich red gushed from the bottle and cascaded down the bend of the first glass.

      “A strong lead revealed to me several potential neighborhoods in which our suspect shares past real estate ties. As a consultant with local law enforcement, my job is to go door-to-door and inquire about any changes in the neighborhood over the last five to seven days.”

      “Sounds kinda boring,” Allen started on the second glass.  

      “Sometimes it takes a little boredom to keep everyone safe.” Anna looked down the hallway and chewed at her lip.

      “What sort of real estate ties did this guy have here?” Allen set the wine bottle on the counter and lifted each glass, half filled with sloshing crimson.

      Anna returned to her starting position on the couch and crossed her legs. “We are led to believe he owned this property at one point and might return.”

      “That’s a haunting thought.” Allen stepped into the living room, careful not to spill.

      With a smile, Anna accepted the glass. “Humans are creatures of habit. When we’re scared, we run to familiar places to find security.”

      “Yeah, but going from house-to-house seems a little long winded.” Allen back stepped to the recliner. “This can’t be the only lead you have.”

      “It’s not,” Anna lied casually and brought the glass up to her lips but did not touch it

      “I’ve had the place for a while.” Allen sat at the edge of the chair and whisked the wine with his wrist. “Ask away.”

      When Anna opened her mouth, her glass tilted and dribbled red down the front of her purple button up. She cursed and held her arms away from her, making sure not to remake the same mistake.

      Allen set his glass to the side and stood up. “Wait there. I’ll--” He hiked his thumb back.

      “Thank you,” Anna hovered over the couch with her arms out, still holding the wine glass.

      Allen made a hasty return with a fist full of damp paper towels. He bustled around the coffee table. “Let me--”

      “I got it,” Anna jolted out of her seat right as Allen came into range and purposely stumbled into him, sloshing the wine down the front of his polo. He staggered back and turned his eyes down to the red stain that started at his chest and ran to the lip of his jeans.

      Anna gasped. “I am so sorry. I--this is embarrassing. You might still be able to save it.”

      Allen looked at her like he was about to get his teeth pulled.

      “Wash it off in the bathroom. Hurry. Before it settles.”

      Looking over his shoulder, Allen headed to the bathroom and shut the door. Anna waited for a moment. The sound of a faucet running started. Heart racing, she put aside her glass and slipped into the hallway, taking extra caution as she walked past the bathroom. As quietly as she could, she opened the door to the master bedroom. She recalled all the photos on the sideboard. Reflective snowboarding goggles covered the man’s face in the photos. He had the same rich hair. The tell was the jaw. In the photograph, it was square, not triangular shaped like Allen’s.

      The room was tidy with a made bed, dusted shelves, and a dresser. A bible on the bed stand opened to a highlighted section. Genesis 4:3-5. A stack of other philosophical and religious texts were piled at the foot of the stand. A library code was taped on the binding. She turned back from the dresser and noticed the glasses case. Inside were thick square glasses similar to the photo of Wesley Jenkins. Still not enough.

      She opened the drawer and sifted through the clothes, her ear trained on the running water rumbling in the piping of the walls. She pushed aside shirts and boxers before moving to the next drawer filled with neatly folded pants and shorts. Finally, she yanked open the final drawer and brushed aside oversized clothes, revealing the mops of different-colored hair.

      Anna’s eyes widened at the sight of the thick silver wig knotted into a ponytail. The color, the length, it matched the strand she found on the tracks behind King’s Opera House on her first day on the job. Heart raging, she pulled out her cell phone, took a picture, and texted it to Rennard. Found him, she typed, put in the address, and hit the green button. At the corner of the screen, an animated mail envelope wiggled beside an arrow. Send faster! She groaned and swiftly fixed the clothes to cover the wig.

      The faucet ran. She had time to fix the clothes in the upper drawer, but she wasn’t going to chance it. Her hand found her gun and drew it from her holster. It wasn’t legal to point a firearm at an unarmed citizen in his home, but right now Anna did not care about the law. She cared about getting Cain and finding Keisha Rines. The weapon felt heavy in her hand. Taking deep breaths, she fortified herself in the same way she had during the final hours of the Dade County Human Trafficking case. She remembered the warm red stickiness running down her shirt and soaking into her skin, and the frail fourteen-year-old girl in her arms at the end of that investigation.

      Anna’s forehead glistened and a cold chill awakened the hairs on her arms and neck. Her back slid against the wall as she neared the bedroom doorway. With a full lung, she peeked her head into the hallway. The bathroom remained sealed along with the adjacent closet door. Far beyond was the living room and a whole section of the house she hadn’t explored: the basement.

      Over the sound of rushing water, a calming piano ballad drifted through the house. The ballad grew louder as Anna stepped into the hall, the barrel of her gun bouncing from closed door to closed door. With quiet steps, she approached the bathroom. She’d shut the bedroom door behind her. Anna waited beside the bathroom door. It would open inward. Once Allen--Cain--stepped out of the bathroom, she would pin him in the hall.

      A bead of sweat trickled down Anna’s brow. Through the speaker, the pianist played passionately. The keys danced with sophistication. The tempo increased. Faster and faster! The ballad neared its finale. Anna watched the door, unblinking. The faucet poured on. A door opened behind her.

      She twisted back, realizing what was happening, but Cain’s right arm slipped under her own and pulled her back against his chest. A cloth was shoved into Anna’s mouth, gagging her with an overpowering chemical taste.

      With a loud bang!, the pistol discharged into the ceiling, raining white flakes down into the hallway. Anna set her elbow into Cain’s gut. He grunted. His leg wrapped around Anna’s as she tried to push away, causing her to punch the ground with her jaw. The butt of the handgun hit the floor and fired into the living room. Cain was on top of her. His knee pressed into her spine.

      The cloth slithered down Anna’s throat. Her tongue and gums burned uncontrollably, forcing tears from her eyes. She couldn’t breathe. She tried to vomit out the rag, but Cain’s smooth and strong left palm held it in place. With her free left hand, Anna dug her fingernails into Cain’s left wrist and pulled. Her heels hammered Cain’s back. The man’s grip would not let up.

      “Go to sleep now, Anna,” he said with a smile as his right arm pinned Anna’s gun hand to the wooden floor.

      She thrashed violently underneath him and squeezed off more rounds. You will not have me! The rag and its stench suffocated her. The hallway twisted. The musical notes distorted. Darkness enclosed around her peripherals, eating away at her vision. Her limbs turned to jelly. Her fingers were pried away from the gun.

      Dad! she cried.

      And the music died away.
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      Anna was drowning.

      In the deep blue sea around her, familiar seven-through-twelve-year-old girls drifted slowly to the abyss below with suspended arms, ghostly flesh and lifeless eyes speckled with bubbles.

      Cain’s victims.

      Panicked, Anna reached for the faint light casting its rays through the glassy surface far above her, but her arms did not obey her, and when she kicked her feet, they ignored the request. She was falling lifelessly like the rest. The dark mouth of the sea was swallowing her up. No one could save her. Anna’s lungs burst and a swarm of bubbles escaped her mouth. I’m going to die, she realized, and the peace that she imagined she would have in her final moments was far away. Dread, fear, and regret gnawed her mind like famished parasites.

      In the distance, Keisha Rines tossed and turned as she sank. Thick rope bound her skinny arms and legs. Her eyelids were clenched tightly and the sea muted her scream. Anna felt her legs pop as she forced them to kick. Sharp pain shot up her arms as she moved them. As bubbles escaped the creases between her teeth, Anna swam through the jungle of small lifeless bodies. Her being resisted every motion and the pain that hit him made death seem like a kindness. Still, she went on, avoiding the sinking corpses that coasted by her face. Keisha’s struggle persisted as the gaping abyss neared. Like white snakes, her bandages slipped away from the raw stubs on her knuckles and revealed her mutilated hands.   

      Give up, a voice told Anna as she swam hard toward the girl. You can’t save her. Anna knocked shoulders with a dead body, losing sight of sight of Keisha in the cold, fleshy debris. You don’t owe her anything. Escaping the cascading cadavers, Anna used all her strength to extend her arm. There was still a twenty-foot gap between her and the dark-skinned pianist. Remember: she’s nothing to you. Anna kicked her legs fiercely. She screamed bubbles and remembered Strife’s basement, the way he hogtied her, what he did to her and how Cain watched from just out of sight.

      “I have to save her!” But Anna’s voice was muted by the water.

      She touched the child pianist’s icy flesh. Keisha’s body stopped thrashing. The child’s drifted open eyes, looking nowhere. No more bubbles escaped her lungs.

      

      It was hotter than blazes. The world shifted and shook like a kayak on rushing water. Every muscle ached and Anna’s head throbbed. A sharp chemical stench assaulted her nostrils. Her jaw was tight, dry, and stinging. She opened her eyes to the black box containing her.

      Her sweaty face rested on a fuzzy carpet next to a wet puddle of drool. Dock line, wrapped three times around her mouth, pried her jaw open and forcefully pushed back her cheeks into a nasty grimace. The words she spoke were muffled by the painfully tight gag. Her body was drenched in perspiration and curled up in the rumbling casket. More dock line constricted her wrists and ankles, chafing her tan skin raw and pink. She fidgeted. With her fingernails burrowing into her palms, she pulled her wrists apart. The binds tightened. Her arms trembled as she resisted. The binding didn’t snap.

      The box hit a bump and Anna’s skull knocked against the floor. Tiny blinking stars filled her vision and brought pause to her escape attempt. Her feet found a bulge in the back of the box. Wheelwell. She listened to the rumbling. Road sound. The lightless casket suddenly made sense. I’m in his trunk.

      The place was too constricting for her to move any significant distance or roll over. Still, she wiggled farther back in the trunk until the nape of her neck cracked against the walling. Ankles tied, her feet dragged along to where she assumed the mouth of the trunk was. Everything inside wanted to scream or kick open the trunk’s mouth, but that would be too loud and her survival hinged on subtlety, lest Cain pull over his ‘80s Mercury and put a bullet in her brain.

      The tips of her shoes found where she thought the taillight resided, and Anna pushed with all her might. She winced and strained her curved neck against the truck’s back wall. At her feet, plastic moaned and popped out of the place. A jet of wind tunneled into the trunk. Anna closed her eyes and prayed that a cop would come soon.

      Her casket rumbled and hit more bumps. Anna didn’t know if she was dreaming or wide-eyed or what time of day it was when the siren blipped in the distance. Cain’s car rumbled to a stop. Time to act. Anna slammed her feet against the back and screamed through the crude gag.

      She heard a muffled voice and kicked with every ounce of strength left her body.

      The voice grew louder and more aggressive.

      Cain’s driver side door opened. A calm voice replied.

      Anna thrashed her body around, shaking the trunk as much as she could.

      The voices got into an argument.

      Bam!

      Quiet.

      Anna stopped moving.  Please. Please.

      Footsteps neared.

      The trunk flung open

      A blanket of black clouds covered the night sky. A figure loomed over Anna. He wore square glasses that reflected Anna’s terror. His hands clenched a baton and Anna’s smoking gun.

      “You really know how to piss me off,” said Cain.

      Anna called him the nastiest names she could imagine. The dock line gag turned her words to gibberish.

      The baton swipe cut the wind and slammed into the side of Anna’s head.

      Blood.

      Blurred vision.

      Blackness.

      

      Rain raged against the tin roof with the might of Zeus. Wind screamed and snapped Anna awake with its frigid hand. Goose skinned and shaking, she gasped life into her body, though rope bindings still constricted her mouth and further numbed her cheeks. She could feel blood hardening to the side of her aching head and gluing to the top of her right ear. Blinking away the dizziness, the world revealed itself. The room before her stretched far with various khaki wood support beams evenly spaced below a peaked roof. There was an active light bulb on each beam enclosed in a metal basket. Large glass windows and tall shelving that supported stacks of wood sheeting butted against the room’s sides. Chilling gusts entered through the twelve-inch gaps at the bottom of the walls in a place where the cement flooring mixed with the outer world's swirling wet dirt.  

      Anna struggled against the white dock line that trapped her wrists to the chair’s arms. The seat itself was far too small for her, and its sturdy wooden body dug into her hips until they tingled uncomfortably. Bolts locked the chair into the cement floor through special washers mounted against the chair’s legs where Anna’s ankles were tied. She glanced down at her wrinkled purple button up, unsure which stains were wine and which were blood. Her slacks were dusty and one of her running shoes was untied.

      The downpour cascaded down the large windows. Outside, walls of lumber towered twenty feet high nearby drenched forklifts. Taken unaware by the storm, the drivers had abandoned them to the rain. A lumberyard, Anna quickly concluded, which meant that she was in the middle of the woods. Workers may be back in the morning. But Anna was unsure if she’d last that long.

      “Hey. You awake?” a child whispered.

      Anna looked around the room before realizing the unfamiliar voice originated from behind her. Craning her neck back, Anna barely made out the person whose chair touched the back of her own. The child’s hands and feet were bound the same way as Anna’s: wrists to chair arms and ankles to chair legs. She had a small body with dark skin and bandages around her palms.

      “My parents sent you,” the little girl said. “I thought they’d forgotten.”

      Keisha? Anna asked through the bindings.

      “Are they safe? Did he… did he hurt them, too?”

      They’re safe. Anna’s words were lost in the gag.

      “He’s always moving me around,” Keisha explained. “Before, he’d put me to sleep. Now, he’s not afraid to let me see him or the places we’ve been.”

      A sliding door opened at the end of the lumber house. Footsteps clacked down the hall.

      “That’s him,” Keisha said dreadfully with her tiny voice. “Pretend you’re asleep and he may not hurt you.”

      Too late. From the other side of the room, Cain locked his eyes on Anna. He walked with a swagger, wearing a saddle-colored field coat over the wine-stained polo that made it look like he’d been shot in the chest cavity. His rich brown hair was soaked and leaked tears of rain down his forehead and square framed glasses. The cosmetic makeup was gone, revealing hidden wrinkles and moles on his emotionless face. Mud caked around the ankle of his jeans and clung to the top of his penny loafers.

      He clenched a wet cloth in his hand that folded over an object.

      Anna struggled to break free of the binds. She knew it wouldn’t work, but couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t try.

      “You gave me a run for my money,” Cain said nonchalantly. “I mean, you were this close.” He pinched his fingers really tightly together and look down at Anna, eyeing her as if solving a riddle. “The piggy squealed, didn’t she?” he finally asked.

      Anna glared at him from the chair, making herself as fierce as she could be.

      “I thought as much,” Cain sighed. “I worked extra hard to keep Stacy out of sight and out of mind, but in the end, look where that got me?” He gestured to the empty lumber store room.

      Kneeling a few feet away from Anna, he placed the cloth on the ground and began to part the flaps. “I knew you’d be a challenge, Anna, the first day you arrived. I prayed that you would be to every god I knew. Most adults are so boring and predictable. They give up too easily, but you…” He looked at her like they were long-time lovers. “You were perfect.”

      Anna attempted to kick in his teeth. The bindings on her ankles held as she squirmed.

      The cloth opened its four corners, creating a diamond on the concrete floor. In the center rested a knife. Its hilt was that of a filed-down elk’s antler, and the dark waves decorating the steel was evidence to how many times the blade was folded at the forge. Anna’s heart slammed into her chest at the sight of it. The deadly edge could cut butter at a glance. She breathed rapidly, bracing herself for what was to come.

      “You’re a prodigy, Anna,” Cain said and held the blade up to the light. “The world will be a worse place without you.”

      Anna shouted muffled words through the rope that forced an agonizing grimace on her red cheeks.

      “Oh, Anna, it’ll be okay,” Cain said as if speaking to a foolish child. He rose, loomed over her, and smirked. “That’s what your father said after you watched those naughty, naughty videos. Did it help? There’s no reason you should die a liar.”

      He put the cold edge of the blade against her cheek. She leaned as far away as she could to escape the point. The knife cut downward. Anna expected blood and pain. Instead, the rope fell to the floor, sliced in two, and Anna could breathe properly again. Face on fire, red and raw, she glared at the man, imagining him as the worm that he was.

      “Go to hell,” Anna growled.

      Cain smiled, revealing his slightly crooked teeth. “You really are your father’s daughter.”

      And he plunged the knife into her belly.

      Anna lurched over, screaming through her teeth as a lightning bolt of pain exploded up her torso. The chair rattled as she tried to shake the agony that temporarily blinded her.

      With a swift motion, Cain extracted the blade, leaving behind a trail of crimson droplets on the cold concrete. Anna reared back her head, screaming at the act. Her head slopped down and she saw the open wound through her silky shirt.

      Keisha whimpered behind her.

      Cain walked around Anna and faced the little girl strapped to the other chair. He sighed. “What am I going to do with you? Every time, you cry and cry, but you have nothing to cry about. God blessed you with a gift and, now that I’ve humbled you, you act like the world's coming to an end. It’s not, sweetie, and once you understand that your existence is meaningless and that the world will move on without you, you can live freely without guilt or expectation. These early years are very important to the development of your mind.” He flicked her in the forehead. “If you’re not willing to listen to the truth, you are better off dead. Don’t you agree, Anna?”

      Anna’s fingernails drilled into the ball of the chair’s arm. She took a deep breath and watched her belly leak blood onto the floor. “Wesley, Cain, whatever you call yourself--”

      “Names are powerful, Anna, but inconsequential to our lives.” Cain lectured. “Keisha’s means great joy, or cassia tree in Hebrew, but she’s neither happy nor a tree. Anna means grace or favor, yet you're tied to a chair bleeding all over yourself. There’s not much grace in that, is there?”

      “Let her go.” Anna’s face contorted as the cold wind punched her wound.

      Cain strutted back around to Anna and squatted before her, gently twirling the knife’s point on her thigh.

      “She’s mine.” His serpentine eyes were cold. “You stripped everything else from me.”

      “Don’t make excuses,” Anna growled. “You would’ve killed her anyway.”

      Cain stared Anna in the eyes, trying to get a read on her. “I suppose you're right. I can only stomach so much. Her gifts will be better utilized for her Maker anyway.”

      Anna shook her head and smirked. “It makes you feel powerful to hurt talented little girls, doesn’t it? I heard about your sister and how she was strangled to death. Your doing? I thought so. You’re nothing but a jealous little man, Wesley. Weak and cowardly, you squirm into people’s lives like a little envious worm. You’re sad your daddy loved your sister more than you? Grow up.”

      He stopped twirling the knife and pressed it against her flesh. Anna was prepared for another jab, but her words felt worth it.

      “You think that by taunting me you’re gonna die with more dignity?” Cain scoffed. “Reality check, Anna. It doesn’t matter if you’re fighting or screaming, dead is dead. Do what feels right, I guess, but I thought you’d be interested to know more about the one who takes your life. I know I would.”

      “The night’s still young,” Anna said, tasting copper and feeling lightheaded. “I’ll tell you all about me.” 

      Cain chuckled. “Edger didn’t believe me when I said you were a fighter. He was so confident in his bet that he invited me over just to prove me wrong. You relived that memory to find me. It wasn’t worth it.”

      High beams sliced through the downpour and the glass windows. The smile on Cain’s face fled.

      “Expecting visitors?” Anna asked.

      Cain glared at her as he stood. He stowed the knife in his pocket. “We’ll finish when I get back. Start thinking about which one of you wants to die first.”

      He twisted and jogged down the long room, leaving Anna’s line of sight. She closed her eyes, feeling the wound’s torment. If she’d been a doctor, maybe she’d know how lethal it was. Alas, all she knew was that the cut in her belly was inches deep and staining her shirt with a wine-red bloom.

      “Are you going to make it?” Keisha sniffled behind her.

      “I don’t know,” Anna admitted and immediately felt guilty for not giving the child hope. “We need to find a way out of here before he comes back. This might be our only chance.”

      “But how?” Keisha asked.

      Anna thought for a moment. Every second she didn’t talk, the hurt worsened and caused her body to tremble. “Your binds, Keisha. Do they feel loose?”

      She heard the chair creak and rattle behind her as the Rines girl squirmed. “A little.”

      “Good.” Anna stifled a scream as wind punched her knife wound. “Is it your arms or your legs?”

      “My hand.”

      “I need you to try to slide it out from under the rope, can you do that?”

      “I’ll try.” Keisha’s chair rattled more. “It hurts,” she whimpered.

      “Keep trying,” Anna watched the far end of the room, expecting Cain to return any moment. “You can’t give up. No matter how much pain you're feeling.”

      The girl cried as she pulled back her arms against the rope. “I can’t.”

      “There’s no can’t, Keisha. You must. Our lives depend it.”

      “It’s too much!” the little girl wailed.

      “Think of your parents,” Anna shouted over the child’s cry. “You do this if you want to see them again.”

      The wail crescendoed until the chair jolted a final time. Keisha panted. Rain lapped against the winds and pinged on the roof.

      “Keisha?” Anna asked. Her heart pounding.

      “...I did it.” Keisha replied, catching her breath. “My hand’s free.”

      Anna sighed with relief. She felt her torso numbing. “Untie yourself. Quickly. And then help me.”

      The little girl obeyed and slipped free of her binds. She jogged around the chairs. Anna noticed her banana yellow pajamas, the same outfit Lily Kendale wore when Anna found her. Keisha’s once glossy and silky hair shot out every which way like a bush of black wires, her lips were chapped, and her teeth was yellow from lack of brushing. She had her mother’s alluring eyes darkened by sleepless circles and her father’s cheekbones sunken with stress. Her bandage covered her stubs on her fingers. Her right hand--missing its two back fingers--was bruised and bleeding from sliding it out of the rope. Anna’s lip quivered.

      She’s right here. I can reach out and touch her. The concept felt weird and foreign as if seeing the girl alive was never an actual possibility. The dock line around Anna’s wrist gave way for her hand to escape. After twirling it a few times, Anna started on her ankles while Keisha worked on her other hand. Within moments, she sat free from her bondage. When she went to stand, a flash of pain sent her back into the small chair. Keisha stared at Anna’s wound with wide, fear-filled eyes.

      “Help me up,” Anna requested quietly.

      The child wrapped her arm around Anna and assisted her in standing. Anna winced at the action but knew the journey out would be much more painful. Gritting her teeth, Anna braced herself for her first step.

      At the far end of the warehouse, a door slid open and rain spattered on the concrete floor. Anna felt Keisha hug her tighter. I’ll face him standing up. Anna thought defiantly.

      Drenched head-to-toe, Agent Justin Rennard entered and slowly lowered his pistol at the sight of them. “Anna?”

      His black FBI jacket glistened from the rain and his Celtic rune necklace could be seen hanging over the zipper. Glumness sank his joyous face as he noticed Anna’s stomach. “What--”

      “Where’s Cain?” Anna wasted no time.

      “You’re the first person I’ve seen,” Rennard admitted as he hastily approached. “Backup’s on the way. I followed your text to the address, Anna. The neighbors heard gunshots but didn’t see which way the car went--”

      “He’s here, Rennard,” Anna cut him off. “We can’t let him get away. Not again.”

      The lights cut out with a whoosh. Suddenly, they were flooded in darkness.

      “He’s coming,” Keisha whispered.

      Anna looked around. Her eyes weren’t adjusting.

      “Get to the car!” Rennard shouted from an unknown location.

      Anna followed the sound of rain until she reached the wall. A muddy puddle pooled around her shoe from the foot gap at its bottom. A door opened somewhere in the lumber storehouse and shut quickly.

      “Rennard?” Anna called out.

      No reply.

      “What are we going to do?” Keisha whispered and shivered.

      Anna waited for her eyes to adjust. It took too long.

      “Can you get under there?” She pointed at the gap.

      “Maybe,” the child said with uncertainty.

      “Do it,” Anna commanded. “And find a place to hide until the cops come.”

      “But what about you?”

      Anna huffed in frustration. Her palm pressed against the hole in her torso. “I’ll find another way out.”

      Gunfire echoed through the building.   

      Keisha peered into the darkness with terror.

      “There’s no more time to waste,” Anna growled. A surge of pain shot through her being. “You got to get under there.”

      The child opened her mouth to speak but thought better of it. She lowered herself to the puddle and pulled the upper part of her body through the gap. Her little legs squirmed on Anna’s side, prompting Anna to kneel and push the child’s feet the rest of the way. Bombarded by torrents of rain on the outside of the building, the little girl gave Anna a final look of longing before running into the storm.

      Using a horizontal slat on the side of the tall shelving, Anna pulled herself up. Her knees baulked and a groan escaped her lips. She turned her gaze to the gap below the wall, wondering. You’re not that skinny, Anna. She put the idea to rest.

      On the other side of the building, another gunshot rang out.

      Anna’s hands groped at the shelf, feeling multiple horizontal planks running across the back end of the shelf. Against any doctor’s recommendation, she used them as ladder rungs. Biting into her lip to prevent screaming, she climbed one by one. Her belly flopped across the top shelf, leaving a red smear at the corner. She rested there for a moment, blinking back tears. Carefully, she stood and clenched her wound. Her palm was sticky against the pierced flesh and the dark room bent around her. She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened it again, her world twisted, but just not as bad. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the black room but could only make out broad shapes.

      Wood groaned underfoot as she jogged across the top shelf and slid behind tall stacks of long wooden sheeting. By the way the wood shifted underfoot, it became clear that the shelves were not nailed down. Another pistol round went off in the far corner opposite of Anna. She caught a brief look at the silhouette crouched behind a pile of wood. The identity of the shooter remained unknown so Anna hunched low, hoping not to be mistaken as the target.

      A second shooter fired at the first gunman from between two shelves, one of which Anna hunched on and the other next to it. Stealthily, Anna neared the shelf’s end and peered down at the man before her. He leaned out from behind the second shelf, gun raised and pointed at the far corner of the room. Anna rested her hand against the four-foot high stack of wood beside her to steady herself.

      “Rennard?” she whispered.

      The man swiftly turned his head up to her. Lightning from a nearby window reflected on his square glasses.

      With no hesitation, Anna jumped at him. He had time to squeeze off one round before her body plummeted into his and they were both floored. Cain gasped, the wind knocked out of him as Anna’s finger twined into his hair. With a cry, she yanked, tearing the glued wig from his scalp. Cain screamed, the skin peeling from his bald head. He smashed his fist against the wounded side of Anna’s head. Pain crippled her skull and forced her to close her eyes as she tossed the removed mop of hair aside. Getting ahold of the pistol, Cain shoved it against Anna’s chin, knocking her teeth together. Anna could smell the familiar smoke on his barrel. With cold eyes, Cain pulled the trigger.

      Click.

      Empty.

      Anna didn’t waste time counting her blessings. She hammered her fist into Cain’s glasses, punching a cracked lens into his eye. Bifocal frames twisted and hanging lopsided on his face, he groaned and shoved Anna off of him, but not before her other hand found his jacket pocket.

      Anna’s shoulder punted against the cold concrete as Cain scrambled to his feet. He shoved his hand into his front pocket. Panic struck his one good eye when he saw the antler-hilted blade clenched in Anna’s hand. Her forearms trembled as she pushed against the concrete to stand. Cain’s shoe kicked into her side. She rolled over, holding her belly and gasping for air.

      “Stand down!” Rennard stood five yards away, aiming his gun at Cain.

      Cain twisted around quick, flinging his depleted firearm at Rennard. The agent ducked the black pistol. As Rennard recovered from the dodge, Cain withdrew the extendable baton from his jeans and flung that as well. It smacked Rennard across the nose with wet crack! The FBI agent fell to his bottom.

      While Cain was distracted, Anna used her everything to push to her feet, groaning through her locked jaw. Hearing her, Cain turned to Anna as she slashed the blade at him. He raised his arm to guard against the swipe aimed at his throat, and his back three fingers shot into the air like confetti.

      “Oh,” he said, examining at his mutilated hand. With lopsided glasses, he focused his worried gaze on Anna as she lanced the blade into the wine stain on his shirt. The hilt met resistance just under his ribs.

      Cain’s spine slammed into the shelf. The top wobbled. Police lights flashed through the windows while sirens sounded over the pattering rain, but he only heard them for a second before three hundred pounds of dry timber rained down upon him.

      Leaving the knife in her adversary’s belly, Anna strode back in time to escape the deadly clamor. Only for a moment--as Anna looked upon the two limp legs stretched out from the crushing pile of wooden rubble--her pain subsided.

      “Is he…” Rennard asked from behind her, one hand clenching his gushing nose and the other steadying his pistol.

      “Yeah,” Anna replied softly, looking upon the wreckage and the lifeless man below. “He’s gone.”

      The rest of the night blurred into a symphony of blue and red flashing lights, radio chatter, and congratulatory statements. Watching Sheriff Greenbell place his warm coat over Keisha’s little shivering figure put a smile on Anna’s face. The smart wheels on the gurney spun in every which way as the poncho-wearing EMTs carted Anna to the ambulance. Rennard matched speed beside her. A purple swollen nose was the apex of the dashing agent’s face and blood stained the neck of his shirt.

      “Rest up, Anna. You’ve earned it.”   

      Eyes closed, Anna smiled at him as the EMTs lifted her into the back of the ambulance.

      “She’s lost a lot of blood,” one said.

      “Get her donor type. Quickly,” the other replied.  

      Two more EMTs carried out a second gurney from the lumber storehouse. It held the covered body of Wesley Jenkins, AKA Cain. Under the blanket, his arms were crossed over his chest.

      The antler-hilted blade was stored inside a plastic evidence baggie. The autopsy would reveal its terrifying point in Cain’s chest cavity to be the true killer, Anna knew. Whether the media used this information to paint her as a hero or villain, it mattered not. The job was done. Her promises were fulfilled.

      Torrents of rain splashed upon the officers and forensic photographers as they flooded the scene. The ambulance doors shut and Anna could finally rest.
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      When Trisha Rines got the phone call, she covered her mouth and her legs gave way. Avery caught his wife and pulled her close to his chest, allowing Trisha to bury her face in his shoulder. Hair uncombed and neglecting their daily shower, the Rines left their beautiful brick and white wood two-story home without turning off the lights or locking the back door. The BMW sped out of their driveway and headed down the winding back roads.

      Trisha blinked and they’d arrived at the hospital. A few stars dotted the indigo sky as the golden-orange sun peeked over the horizon. On a mission, they rushed through the hospital's automatics doors, not waiting for them to fully open. The woman at the receptionist desk was expecting them, recognizing their faces from the news. She guided them through the white halls that smelled sterile and made Trisha’s heart beat uncontrollably. Lightheaded, she digested a concoction of fear, anxiety, and hopeful anticipation not like how she felt when she discovered her daughter's talent, which turned the Rines family from small-town minorities into inspirational role models across national borders.

      She reached the door and felt her chest tighten. What remained of her daughter after spending weeks with the devil? Would she remember my face? Trisha understood the foolishness of the thought, but it was a mother’s gravest fear outside of the loss of a child, something that she knew too well. She believed her handsome husband would step up and open the door, but his fingers hovered above the knob. The blood left his well-structured face, and the fluorescent lights above grabbed at the sweat on his perfectly shaved scalp. Trisha touched the top of his hand and, together, they grabbed the knob. It felt good to touch his strong hand, to embrace the moment together after the hurricane that had ravaged their relationship for the last few weeks.  

      The door opened with a soft click. The Rines couple held their breaths and braved the threshold.

      The little child lay on a soft bed that was tucked against the wall in the small hospital room. Wide-eyed and swiftly hiding her hands under the covers, Keisha sat up and looked at her parents with bewilderment. For a moment, no party moved. Keisha’s lip quivered.

      A tide of emotions smashed into Trisha. She rushed to her daughter, smothering her with a mother’s love. She was so skinny it made Trisha’s heart hurt.

      “I was so scared,” Trisha said into her daughter’s ear. “I thought… never mind.”

      Keisha didn’t return her mother’s hug. She kept her hands hidden and cast her eyes to the shiny tile floor. “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      Trisha pulled away, keeping her hands on her daughter’s upper arms. “Sorry? No no no. There’s nothing to be sorry about. You did nothing wrong.”

      Avery mustered the courage to join the girls at the bed. “This isn’t your fault, Kei. Not one bit of it.”

       His daughter’s sullen expression was proof enough that she wasn’t convinced.

      “May I see them?” Trisha asked.

      Keisha’s teeth chattered. She avoided eye contact and revealed her hands from under the covers. They were tiny things with fresh bandages and gauze that covered her open area on the backside of her middle finger on one hand and the gap where her pinky once was on the other. Keisha sniffled, saying nothing to her parents.

      Trisha gently took her daughter’s incomplete hands into her own as if they were priceless china. She had no words, and Avery could barely bring himself to look.

      Keisha mumbled. “If you don’t love me anymore, I-I understand. He said you wouldn’t.”

      Avery balled a fist and shouted, “you should never believe a word that man said, you understand me? Never.”

      Keisha nodded obediently and sniffled. Avery bit his lip, upset at his outburst.

      Trisha pulled away from her daughter’s hand and used her index finger to turn up the little girl’s chin so they could see eye to eye. “Look at me, baby.”

      Reluctantly, the eleven-year-old obeyed her parent with a heavy frown on her face and dark circles under her almond eyes. “You think I care if you can still play piano?”

      “It’s how you make a living, isn’t it?” Keisha replied.

      “Your father and I will find another way. You are what we care about.” She put her hand on her daughter’s small face. “Whether you play the piano or not, we love you and nothing will ever change that.”

      Keisha fell into her mother’s arms. “I missed you so much.”

      Avery scooted into the hug, and the Rines were reunited.

      

      Anna thought she might as well move her office into the hospital after all the time she’d spent in there. The bed was second to her own, and, strangely, reminded her of her mattress in her father’s home. With all that had happened, calling the insurance company, scouting the scorched ruins, picking up her truck from the mechanic, and buying a new smartphone seemed trivial, but now the responsibilities and troubles of life were back to sock her in the jaw. Rest, Anna. She told herself, but if anything Cain said was right, it was that the world doesn’t stop spinning when bad things happen. She reached to the side table in search of a notepad and pen to jot down a list of errands when she noticed the envelope. It had a rosy pink hue with her name written in cursive on the back. How long was I out? Dragging her finger across the edge, she opened a tear at the top and removed the note.

      Dear Ms. Dedrick,

      We apologize for not being there when you awoke. My husband and I cannot express our gratitude for all that you’ve done for our daughter and this family. We’ve moved on now. I wish you swift recovery and godspeed with whatever may come next. Sincerely, Trisha, Avery, and Keisha Rines.  

      A slip dropped out from the envelope and drifted to the floor, landing facedown. Rolling to her side, Anna reached out for the check. Her face scrunched at the movement, feeling a jolt of pain in her torso. She grabbed the item and fell back on the bed, taking deep breaths. She checked the number on the paycheck. She remembered the other envelope in her dad’s truck that she hadn’t opened. That check alone will cover the hospital bills, and now I have two.

      A dreadful pit grew in her stomach after she thought about someone. She put the check and note back in the pink envelope and pressed the buzzer on the side of her bed. A few moments later, a nurse arrived with an inquisitive expression.

      “I’d like to see my father.”

      The nurse returned with a wheelchair and assisted Anna onto it. Wincing, Anna clenched the stitches on her gut and allowed the nurse to wheel her through the hall. A few passing hospital employees nodded curtly at her as she approached her father’s unit. Her nerves racked and her pulse quickened. She promised the doctor a reply to her father’s situation upon her return, and the time of reckoning had come.

      The nurse stopped in front of the door and opened it for her. She heard the news anchor’s voice from the TV mounted in the corner of the room.

      “During a violent confrontation with FBI and local law enforcement specialists, Wesley Jenkins--known as Cain, the Butcher of Van Buren--was killed, putting an end to his reign of terror in the historic Arkansas river town and the entire country. Here to discuss this monumental victory is Sheriff Garrett Greenbell, who helmed this case from the very beginning.”

      The white-haired sheriff cleared his throat. “To say I did this on my own would be a lie. It was a community effort and without the help of a special consultant, Cain would’ve escaped justice and the child starlet Keisha Rines would not be alive today. If that special person is listening, thank you for pushing us detectives to be better ourselves in ways we never thought imaginable.”

      Anna knew that was closest thing she’d get to a compliment from Greenbell, and it felt good. She refocused on the task at hand as she wheeled herself into the room. The breathing

      machine had vanished, and the tube down her father’s throat had been removed in its entirety. His broken leg was still suspended and bandages around his torso could be seen at the neck of his hospital garb. Richard’s bruises had faded into a sickly green color. He looked to have shaved ten pounds, but not the ashen whiskers on his square jaw and droopy cheeks.

      “Hey, Pops.” Anna said, parking the wheelchair at the foot of the bed. “You’re lookin’ good. Not like one of those sexy South Beach girls you compare me to, but still easy on the eyes.”

      The heartbeat monitor blipped nearby. The same green ripple slugged across the screen, unchanging.

      “I got him,” Anna smiled with subtle pride. “Saved the girl, too. You’d be proud of me. I want to tell you all about it, but the doctors aren’t sure if you’re going to wake up even with the strides you're making.”   

      Her father’s chest collapsed with every steady, raspy breath.

      “I’m sorry I left all those years ago. I don’t think I understood the grief you felt for Mom after she passed, but seeing you here…” Anna let her voice trail off. “I miss you, Dad.”

      The blips and blops of the machines were Richard’s replies. Anna sighed and swiveled the wheelchair around. With arms rotating the wheels, she trekked toward the door.

      “Anna,” a dry, croaky voice called out.

      The wheelchair halted. Anna felt herself shaking as she twirled around. With a crooked grin and half-closed eyes, Richard looked at her like a kid on Christmas morning. She rolled back to her awakened father.

      “What happened? You look hurt,” Richard asked, his excitement fleeting at the sight of Anna’s hospital get-up, bandaged head, and wheelchair.

      “I’m fine, Dad.” Anna took her father’s large hand and fought back a tear. “I’m perfectly fine.”

      Anna spent the next few days lying on the hospital bed, browsing through dozens of houses. With the permanent stain of Cain smudging the town’s history, a slew of new listings bombarded the real estate market and prompted Anna to stroke her chin as she thought of her father’s next residence. Riverside property was ideal, but Anna was unsure how many years of fishing Richard had in him. Less than he’d ever admit. Circling a number of listings in red pen, she charted out the order in which she’d conquer the addresses once her stomach and head had recovered. The grueling process of healing bored her out of her mind. She placed the real estate book next to a pile of assisted living facilities—last resorts for her father--and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      Knuckles rapped on the door. Anna scooted herself up to where her back rested on the bed’s backboard. The knob jiggled, and the door opened to Agent Rennard and the hospital hallway. He wore his Celtic rune necklace, a white v-neck and jeans, but no FBI jacket. Clear tape held white gauze to his nose, and purple bruising painted the underside of his eyes.

      “Glad to see you’re up,” he said, letting the door shut behind him.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t left town, Rennard. Van Buren that exciting?” Anna asked with a smile, happy he’d come back after the lumber house showdown.

      “Er, not particularly,” Rennard admitted. “This girl left all her stuff in my condo and I’m trying to figure out how to get rid of it.”

      “That,” Anna replied. “I didn’t forget. I have the keys to my office if you wouldn’t mind dropping it off.”

      She opened the side drawer and tossed him the keys. He caught them with a hand and pocketed them.

      “Where was that when Cain threw his baton at you?” Anna teased.

      “I know I’m not going to live that one down,” Rennard replied and approached Anna, hands in his pockets. “I talked to the director about you.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.” Anna was unsure where this conversation was going.

      “Well, he’s quite impressed with your work and thinks he may have a salary position open for you if you’re interested.”

      “I don’t know, Rennard. This last job gave me a helluva beating. I’m not sure if I’m ready to return that life.” But she wondered if she’d ever left.

      Rennard nodded a few times to himself and looked her in the eyes. “There’s no pressure, but you're good at this, Anna, and I don’t want to see your talents wasted on small town affairs.”

      Writing down a number on the back of one of his business cards, he laid it down on the side table. “This is the director’s number in case you change your mind.”

      Anna stared at it for moment, thinking.

      Rennard clapped his hands together. “Alright, I have to hit the road pretty soon.”

      “Right now?” Anna asked, disappointed.

      “There’s been a kidnapping in Little Rock that needs my attention. If it was not for that gosh dang paperwork, I would’ve visited you a few days ago. You know the drill.”

      “Duty calls,” Anna said, knowing full well about the career they’d chosen.

      “That it does,” the agent replied with a sigh.

      “Well, Rennard,” Anna outstretched a hand. “Till next time.”

      He took her hand and shook it firmly. “Till next time, Dedrick.”

      They lingered for a moment before pulling away from one another. Rennard gave her a tiny wave as he headed to the door. “I’ll leave your keys on the lip above your office door.”

      “Sound like a plan to me,” Anna said, and Agent Rennard disappeared into the hallway.

      Straining herself, Anna twisted to her side and lifted the business card with two fingers. She studied the distinct shield insignia imprinted on the front and flipped it over to read the phone number on the back. Her mind went to all the muck she dredged through to save the Rines girl, from the old wounds she tore open to the new scars she had collected. Through the grime, the blood, the tears, and the fire, Anna won and, in some weird way, saving that stranger’s life made it worth it.

      She squeezed her fingers together, bowing the card inward as she made her choice.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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