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      Carol Owens walked downstairs into her quiet living room, ready to make breakfast for her two children and send them off to school. Her husband, Paul, was at the lab, where he had the early shift as a medical technologist. Carol was between jobs, but there was always plenty to do around the house, starting with driving her children to school. She didn't want them riding the school bus, not when a girl had disappeared while walking home after being dropped off at her corner.

      Sarah Riley had been missing for over a week now, and the community was beginning to fear the worst, despite the limitless hope that she would be found. Search parties had failed to locate the girl. Authorities had declared the case a kidnapping and were actively pursuing suspects. It was a terrible situation. The local news reported on the missing girl each day. Carol felt so bad for her and her family. Each day Sarah remained missing was one day too many.

      She stared at the burner on the stove and got the mix ready to make pancakes. A glance at the wall clock near the refrigerator indicated that it was ten past seven. She could have the kids to school by eight with little issue, even given morning traffic, but they needed to hurry up. Walking toward the stairs, she shouted for them to get ready. “Kyle! Brittany! Don't be late. I'm making pancakes.”

      Footsteps sounding from above sufficed, and she returned to the kitchen. Kyle and Brittany both attended middle school, where they were two grades apart, Kyle in eighth grade and Brittany in sixth. She couldn't believe how fast they were growing. Time had moved at a breakneck speed. Carol, herself, was a year shy of forty. Her portable stereo played from atop the kitchen counter, near the microwave. As she poured the batter into the frying pan, the news continued with a story about a broken sewer main.

      Carol and her family had lived in Melville County, Florida for the past ten years. There was crime, just like any other place, but they lived in a safe neighborhood. Neighbors were friendly, and everyone seemed to look out for each other. Sarah Riley's disappearance felt like an anomaly, something not becoming of their community. She hoped that things would get back to normal soon, beginning with Sarah's return home.

      Kyle soon came downstairs, dressed and ready, with his backpack over his shoulder. He tossed it into the foyer and walked into the kitchen, seemingly famished. “Pancakes? Awesome. Can you make some bacon too?” he asked, pulling out a chair.

      Carol ducked inside the refrigerator and grabbed a pack of bacon. “Good morning to you too.” She went to the stove and placed six strips of bacon into another frying pan.

      Kyle held up his Game Boy Advance and began playing, much to his mother's dismay. She turned from the stove and reprimanded him gently. “How many times have I told you, no games at the table?”

      His eyes remained on the screen of his device as he responded. “What's the big deal?”

      Carol crossed her arms. “Rules are the rules. Do as I say.”

      Kyle let out a long sigh as he turned the device off and put it back in his pocket.

      “That's better,” Carol said, walking past the table. “Where is your sister, anyway?” Kyle shrugged as she called out for Brittany. “Brittany, breakfast is ready!” Oddly enough, she heard no response, no footsteps.

      “I knocked on her door already,” Kyle said.

      Carol entered the living room and called out louder. “Brittany Anne, get down here right now. You're going to be late!” She whipped her head around toward the stove as the burning pancakes began to smoke. “Kyle, will you take care of that, please?”

      He glanced at the stove with a groan and then rose, skidding his chair across the tile. “Man, I gotta do everything around here.”

      Carol ignored him as her focus shifted to the second story hall, where Brittany's bedroom door was closed. Carol left the kitchen and marched up the stairs, frustrated as she could be. “She better have a good explanation,” she muttered.

      She stomped toward Brittany's door and opened it without knocking. The door flung open and Carol stuck her head inside, shocked to see no trace of her daughter. The bed was unmade. There were clothes on the floor. Her backpack lay below the foot of her bed. Everything appeared completely normal, only Brittany wasn't there.

      Carol turned to the open closet in the corner and called for her again. Clothes hung from a packed rod within, but there was no sign of her daughter. While odd, she didn't yet believe anything was too much out of the ordinary. She walked out and headed down the hall to the bathroom, where the door was open and the light was off.

      “Brittany!” she shouted, flipping the light switch on.

      The toilet seat was up, and the shower curtain was open, without any sign that Brittany had bathed or even been in the bathroom. None of it made any sense. She left the bathroom and hurried back downstairs where Kyle was seated in the kitchen.

      “Where is she?” she asked.

      Kyle looked around the kitchen, clueless, as he shrugged. “Don't know. Maybe she already left?”

      Carol stepped toward him, pointing with increasing agitation. “I told you both that I don't want you riding the bus for a while. Did you hear her leave this morning?”

      “I haven't heard or seen her this morning,” Kyle answered.

      Carol leaned against the table. “Well, go find her.”

      “Okay, okay,” Kyle said, pushing his chair back as he rose.

      He then went through the living room and searched around downstairs for a bit before journeying into the backyard as he called for Brittany. Carol approached the kitchen window and looked at their freshly cut backyard. She then moved into the living room and looked outside. Parked in the driveway sat Carol's Toyota Camry. Their neighbor’s house was visible across the street. A woman passed by, walking her dog, but again Brittany wasn't around.

      With heightened fear, Carol left the kitchen and went to the garage to begin her own search. She passed by the dining room, where she saw Kyle standing outside the sliding glass door on the back porch, scanning the yard.

      She opened the garage door and flicked on the light switch. Paul's vintage Camaro was parked inside, taking up most of the garage as always. There was no sign of Brittany. Carol called out for her again as her voice echoed through the garage. She looked near the washer and dryer in the corner. No Brittany. Slamming the door behind her, she returned up the stairs for another sweep of the rooms.

      Part of her felt assured there was nothing to get worked up about, as various possible scenarios ran through her head. Brittany could have already left for school. If she wasn't at school, maybe Paul had taken her with him to work. She had mentioned joining her father at work for a few hours for an assignment. One thing Carol knew for sure was that Brittany had been in bed the previous evening. Carol had kissed her on the forehead and said goodnight. She had even turned off her light and closed the door. The only logical explanation was that Brittany had already left.

      But Carol had been up since six that morning, and she hadn't heard anything inside or outside Brittany's room. Her daughter wasn't known to sneak out. She was only eleven. Carol felt growing despair within the pit of her stomach. She hoped her intuition was wrong and that Brittany's disappearance was nothing more than a false alarm. She then thought of Paul and rushed downstairs to call him. She pulled her cell phone out from her purse on the kitchen counter and made the call, knowing that it would most likely go to his voice mail.

      The line rang repeatedly as she paced the living room, anxious and worried. From the window, she saw that Kyle was now in the front yard. He walked to the end of the driveway and looked both ways.

      “Come on, Paul. Pick up!” she said. But it was futile. He rarely ever picked up at work. She waited for the dreaded automated message and spoke after the beep.

      “Call me back, Paul. Brittany wasn't in her room this morning. Is she with you? I need to know before I drive Kyle to school.” She paused, prepared to say more, but couldn't think clearly. She just wanted him to answer. She needed to know that everything was okay. “Call me now. I'm waiting.” She ended the call and gripped it to her side as she approached the foyer. She opened the front door and stepped outside just as her phone vibrated. Her eyes went immediately to the screen. It was Paul.

      “Hey,” she said, answering.

      “Sorry, I was in the lab. What's up?”

      Carol continued toward the driveway, phone against her ear. “Did you hear my message?”

      “No, I haven't listened to it yet,” he began.

      “Is Brittany with you?” she quickly said.

      “Brittany?” he said, clueless. “Why would she be with me?”

      Her hopes were crushed in an instant. “Did you see her this morning? Did you hear anything?”

      “No, I—”

      “She wasn't in her room this morning,” she said, frantic. “We can't find her.”

      “What do you mean, you can't find her?”

      Carol approached her car, looking up and down their suburban street, quiet homes on both sides. Headed toward their house was the big yellow school bus with the numbers 2413 above the window and on the side. Soon it passed, engine rumbling and black smoke trailing from the exhaust pipes. It was their school bus. She found herself sprinting from the driveway, trying to catch the bus, but it was too late. Curious children watched her from inside the bus as she chased after it, only to be left in the dust.

      “What the hell is going on?” Paul asked.

      Carol stumbled onto the road as the bus roared off in the distance. “I thought she might be on the bus,” she said, catching her breath. “I just missed it. Maybe she got on. I-I don't know.”

      “Start from the beginning,” Paul said. “Where's Brittany?”

      “I don't know,” Carol shouted. “That's why I called you.”

      “I'm sorry, honey. Maybe she took the bus,” he said with a distracted tone in his voice.

      Carol lowered the phone for a moment and wiped the sweat from her brow. She circled the street and looked everywhere, catching glimpses of curious neighbors watching her. “I have to go, Paul. I'll call you later,” she said, hanging up.

      She lowered the phone to her side as Kyle called to her from the lawn. Carol spun around and saw him standing in front of their house with his back to her. She marched into the yard with one of her flip-flops flying off. As she neared Kyle, a feeling of dread consumed her, as though she knew that the key to Brittany's disappearance was right in front of them.

      Kyle knelt at a window screen lying in the grass. It was bent at the bottom and looked like it had been pried off. Carol scanned the area from the screen to what appeared to be two divots in the ground. She then looked up toward Brittany's window directly above them. It was absent a screen where all the other windows had one.

      “It's Brittany's,” Kyle said, looking up. “Either she took it out, or someone else did.”

      The two different scenarios raced through Carol's head. She backed away from the screen and then rushed inside. She called for Brittany throughout the house but heard nothing in return. She climbed the staircase with increasing panic, consumed by fear. She charged into Brittany's bedroom and all the warning signs were there, lying in front of her.

      Brittany’s backpack rested next to her shoes. Her hair tie on the dresser. Brittany always made her bed in the morning before leaving, but not this time. The sheets were flung to the side, touching the floor.

      Carol approached the window and looked down into the front yard where Kyle was standing, screen at his feet. She checked closer and saw that the window was unlocked. Her hands pulled up under it, lifting it quietly. An outside breeze hit her face as she backed away from the window, heart pounding. She then immediately dialed 9-1-1. The operator came on the line, and Carol struggled to not lose it completely.

      “My daughter is missing. I need help... finding her.”

      “What is your address, ma'am?” a woman's voice said.

      “I'm at 2403 Tilford Lane. I need the police here. I-I think someone broke into my daughter's room last night, and--” She suddenly stopped and brought her hands to her face, crying uncontrollably.

      Someone had taken Brittany, and she knew there was no guarantee that they'd get her back. Carol fell to the floor and retrieved the phone, apologizing to the operator as the shock turned to numbness. The reality of the situation still hadn't fully settled in. Perhaps she was overreacting. Then Carol remembered Sarah Riley, the girl who had gone missing the week prior. It seemed a terrifying pattern had emerged, closer to home than Carol could even comprehend.
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      A group of police vehicles was parked outside, some with their emergency lights flashing. Neighbors peered from their windows. Other residents walked to the end of their driveways and stared at the house in question. Detective Charles J. Knight soon arrived on the scene in his gray 2007 four-door Dodge Charger. He parked on the street in front of the house, since the driveway was already full. Officers stood outside and inside the house, while one of them marked off the area with caution tape.

      Detective Knight had received the call about an hour ago about a missing girl. He’d been given the rundown. Brittany Owens had been reported missing that morning by her mother. She wasn't in her bedroom before school that morning, and a thorough search of the house by her mother and the police revealed nothing. She wasn't at school or at a friend’s house or anywhere else. The screen on the window of her second-story bedroom had been removed, suggesting a break-in, which made matters worse.

      Knight stepped onto the sidewalk outside his car and adjusted his tie. He needed a new suit, but he was nearing retirement and didn't see the point. He had close to four weeks left before medically retiring after twenty-five years on the force. A full pension plus benefits awaited him. He didn't feel like a retired person or someone approaching retirement. At fifty-five, he had almost a full head of graying hair, except for his troublesome receding hairline. He shaved practically every day and was looking forward to growing a beard, destined to drive his wife Bonnie crazy.

      Being a detective had meant everything to him, but he had been injured in a vehicle crash by a fleeing assailant some years prior, suffering permanent back, knee, and hip injuries. He sometimes walked with a limp as a result. He made his way toward the house on Tilford Lane, comfortable yet commanding in his gray coat and slacks. His badge was clipped onto his belt as always, and his Glock 9mm pistol was holstered at his hip, fired only twice in the line of duty.

      He approached the driveway and observed the quaint two-story suburban home before him with its lawn freshly cut. His cell phone buzzed inside his coat pocket. He retrieved it to find an AMBER Alert listed on the screen: Brittany Owens, eleven years old, four feet, five inches. Approximately eighty-five pounds. Hair: Blonde. Missing since this morning. Melville had its share of crime, but child abductions were uncommon. Until now.

      Knight saw a grieving woman through the living room window. Her head was down, and she was crying. He looked around and noticed that he was the only detective on the scene amid six police officers. An earlier call to his partner had gone unanswered. He kept to the sidewalk leading to the driveway, careful not to step onto the grass and compromise any evidence.

      There were two police officers on the lawn taking pictures of the window screen that had been pried off from above. An ambulance parked in the street blared its alarm for a split second, startling anyone within earshot. Residents stood in the street, shielding their faces from the sun as they neared to get a better look. Tilford Lane looked like a quiet and undisturbed neighborhood tucked away from danger.

      A convoy of police cruisers outside the Owens house couldn't be ignored. Knight waved to the onlookers and continued up the driveway and inside the house. In the living room, the missing girl's mother cried with her face buried into her hands. She stood surrounded by three sympathetic officers, who were doing their best to console her. Her cries only grew louder with any word they said. Four other officers headed back outside as he stopped them along the way, asking for an update.

      “We've got teams searching for her right now within a fifty-mile radius,” Sergeant Lynch told him on his way out.

      “Nothing so far, Detective,” a clean-faced sergeant by the name of Higgins told him. “Looks like the girl was snatched right from her bed in the dead of night.”

      Knight nodded as they passed. He then turned and observed the front door for any signs of a break-in, but its frame was perfectly intact. He continued into the living room where the girl's mother stood, gripping a handkerchief.

      “Mrs. Owens, I'm Detective Knight,” he said, approaching her. She turned to him as he extended his hand. “I just want to let you know that finding your daughter is our top priority.”

      Tears streaming down her cheeks, she shook his hand and then wiped her face with a sniffle. “Call me Carol. I appreciate that, Detective. I... I just hope that we find her soon. I can't take much more of this.” She suddenly moved away from him and paced toward the window, trembling. “I need to see her now. I need to talk to her.” From the window she then spun around, her eyes open wide and livid. “Why can't any of you find her?”

      Knight approached and placed his hand on her shoulder. “We're working on it. It's going to be okay, Mrs. Owens. We're here to help you and your family.”

      The anger on her face soon shifted to sadness as she stared at him with unblinking, unconvinced eyes. “What about the other girl, Sarah Riley? She's been missing for a week.”

      Knight glanced at the three police officers behind him and then back at her. “We're getting close.”

      She wasted no time lashing out. “I want you to find my daughter. Is that so hard?” She buried her face into her hands again, sobbing uncontrollably.

      Knight placed his arms around her and pulled her close. She cried into his jacket, tears soaking into the fabric. He had dealt with several devastated parents and siblings over the years and tried to offer comfort in their most difficult hours. People reacted in different ways, but in the end, the emotional toll was always the same.

      “Who else is in the house?” he asked, stepping away.

      Carol looked up at him, calmer now, and wiped her face. “My son Kyle's up in his room. He helped me look for Brittany earlier this morning. He found the screen outside her window.”

      “Right here,” Kyle called, walking down the stairs in a ball cap, T-shirt, and shorts. He stopped and examined the room, in awe at all the uniformed officers.

      “Why do they have to go through my room?” he asked.

      “Because they're looking for your sister,” Carol answered, approaching him. She looked frantic and utterly defeated, color drained from her face. Knight could only imagine her anguish, but it was also important to get every detail, regardless of their emotional state.

      “My husband should be here soon,” she said, turning back to the window. “We don’t understand this. Do you really think she was kidnapped?”

      “We have to treat it as such,” Knight answered.

      Deputy Gibbs, a rookie with the department, entered the room from the kitchen with her clipboard in hand. Her uniform was freshly pressed, and her hair was tied back in a bun. “Update,” she began. “They're searching for footprints outside. We found divots in the ground from a ladder.”

      Carol gasped and covered her mouth. “Oh no... So, it's true. Someone broke in and stole my little girl.” She stumbled back as Knight caught her just in time.

      “There, there,” he said. “Let's sit you down.” He guided her to the nearby couch and sat her down as she wiped her face of tears. She thanked him and then stared ahead, beyond the china hutch and outside the living room windows, where the blinds were fully open.

      “How did they know what room she was in?” she asked, dumbfounded.

      Knight took her hand for a moment before he asked his next question. He waited for her eye contact and then spoke. “Now, Mrs. Owens, please understand that I have to ask this next question, so we can get this out of the way.” She nodded, and he continued. “Has Brittany ever sneaked out of the house before?”

      Carol thought to herself and answered with surprising calm. “No. Never.”

      Knight pulled a small digital audio recorder from his pocket. “I'd like to discuss any persons who have been inside your home within the past month: lawn service, electricians, cable repair, door to door salesman, whoever. Names and descriptions would help.” He paused and waited for a response as she stared out the window.

      “Yes. We've had some work done over the past few months.”

      “Whatever comes to mind,” Knight said.

      Standing by the couch, Gibbs scribbled onto her clipboard and then looked up, prompting her. “In some cases, the abductor is a family acquaintance. Sometimes they are family. Whoever broke in knew where to go.”

      The room got louder with the return of several police officers from outside. There were mentions of news vans on their way. Knight didn't want to be anywhere near them. He then decided to leave the living room and make his way upstairs. “I think I'll have a look in Brittany's room.”

      Carol nodded with a pained expression as he walked away, patting Kyle on the head. He continued up the stairs, passing a police sergeant on the way. From the hallway, he glanced at the first of three rooms to the right. Sunlight beamed from the room onto the hardwood floor below, revealing shadows of movement inside.

      Knight entered the room and saw two forensics crime scene investigators inside, dressed in their white jumpsuits, gloves, goggles, and face masks. At first glance, they looked like strangers, but it had to be McIntire and Rodriguez, the only two investigators at the precinct. Knight lingered in the doorway for a moment before calling out to them. “Any luck yet?”

      McIntire turned from the window where he was dusting for prints. “We're still looking.”

      Rodriguez was kneeling beside the bed, collecting particles with a tweezer.

      “Who declared this a crime scene?” Knight asked, growing suspicious. It certainly wasn't him. CSI stared at him blankly as he continued. “We don't even know for sure if this girl was kidnapped.”

      McIntire continued brushing for prints. “Your boss begs to differ.”

      “Marshall?” Knight said.

      “You know it,” McIntire said, laughing. “The captain thinks we have an epidemic on our hands, and he might be right.”

      “Meaning that we're looking for the same person,” Rodriguez added.

      “Well, thank you very much,” Knight said, pulling out a pair of purple latex gloves from his pocket. He placed them on each hand and then stepped inside the room, snapping pictures with his cell phone. The rainbow wallpaper afforded the room plenty of color. The shelves of stuffed animals and Barbie dolls left no question whose room they were in. A pink dresser sat across the room with a mirror attached to it. The unmade bed was centered, headboard against the wall. A red, circular patterned carpet rested at the foot of the bed.

      Knight approached a desk near the window where Brittany's backpack rested below. Mere inches away sat a single sneaker. Whatever the significance, he recalled Sarah Riley's missing shoe was found on the street where she lived after her disappearance. He took a picture of the shoe and then reached under her bed, retrieving two sandals but no matching sneaker.

      “We've got smudges on and around the window,” McIntire said. “The intruder wore gloves.”

      Rodriguez scanned the floor with a square magnifying glass. “There's fiber from a nylon rope here, I believe.”

      Knight stood up, knees cracking, and looked around the room. There were no noticeable footprints on the floor from an outside intruder. He approached the window and looked outside. A TV news van was parked a safe distance from the house with a camera crew setting up beside it. When it came to kidnappings, the news media often played a crucial role. Despite their pushiness, there was no one better to get the word out. “You guys want to be on TV?” he asked.

      McIntire and Rodriguez shrugged, too into their work to care. Knight stepped away from the window and glanced at Brittany's desk. She had some trophies on display along with a few small framed pictures, including what looked like a recent school photo. He grabbed it and turned to leave. “Going back downstairs. Let me know what you come up with.”

      “Her window was unlocked,” McIntire added.

      Knight stopped and turned around. “I'm sure she didn't count on someone using a ladder to get up here, nor did her parents.”

      “Strange that the intruder knew which room to go to,” Rodriguez said, huddled on the floor with his magnifying glass.

      Knight looked at the framed photo in his hands of Brittany Owens smiling perfectly into the camera, blue eyes and straight blonde hair down to her shoulder. “They could have been looking for a way in. Maybe got spooked when they found the girl and took her.” He paused and then offered another scenario. “Or maybe they knew exactly what they were looking for.”

      Rodriguez dropped fabric samples into a plastic bag with his tweezers. “I'd ask the mother if they regularly locked their doors and windows.”

      McIntire stepped back from the window, brush in hand. “I'll tell you what, no one is sneaking into my house at night. I pay good money for my security system.”

      “We're proud of you, Mack,” said Knight, slipping the framed picture into his coat. He turned upon hearing footsteps. Carol Owens stood outside the room with her arms crossed. Both McIntire and Rodriguez resumed their work without a word, leaving Knight to do the talking. He hoped that she hadn't heard them.

      “Can I talk with you for a moment, Detective?” she asked.

      Knight hurried over. “Yes. Of course.” He stepped outside and was surprised to see Gibbs standing nearby.

      “Deputy Gibbs. Can we help you?”

      Carol glanced at her and then back at Knight. “I wanted to talk with both of you, actually. Ms. Gibbs was the first one here after I called.” She paused and smiled glowingly at the young deputy. “She's been great.”

      Knight held his tongue and nodded in understanding. “Of course.” He then looked downstairs where the police occupied the space. “Is there somewhere we can talk in private?” he asked Carol.

      Carol looked past him down the hall and then turned to look downstairs. “The back porch. No one will bother us there.”

      “Great,” Knight said. He then looked at Gibbs. “Mind tagging along?”

      “Not at all,” she eagerly stated.

      “And turn your radio down, please,” he said, pointing to the transmitter on her belt. “I can't hear myself think.”

      Gibbs turned down the volume as Knight walked past her with Carol at his side. As they made their way downstairs, Knight looked around for his partner. Slater was nowhere to be found. He had been showing up late for a few weeks now, and going through a divorce, among other personal issues. Knight had been covering for him, but he couldn't do it much longer.

      Knight glanced into the living room and caught a glimpse of the news on TV. A female reporter stood on the street not far from the house he was in. A news banner occupied the bottom of the screen in big, white letters that said, “Second Missing Girl Prompts New Fears in Community.”

      He followed Carol into the dining room and toward the back patio as police took pictures of every inch of the house. He was sure that no matter how careful their intruder had been, evidence had still been left behind. There had to be a hair sample, a skin flake, clothing residue, footprints...something.

      Carol opened the sliding glass door, leading into the screened-in patio, and walked outside. Birds chirped in the quiet air of the backyard, peaceful and undisturbed. It was a beautiful day outside despite the circumstances. Carol wiped her face with her handkerchief, still sniffling, though she had calmed herself from the initial shock. Knight hoped to get some clear answers from her as she paced beside the patio, muttering to herself. They approached a small, circular table in the center of the porch and pulled chairs out. Carol sat with a distraught expression, chewing on her nails.

      “Just relax,” Knight said. “Your daughter is out there, and she needs us.”

      Carol's eyes seemed to glaze in acknowledgment as she sighed in exhaustion. Knight then looked at Gibbs, who had just shut the sliding glass door, and asked her to get Carol a glass of water. Knight then placed a hand on Carol's trembling shoulder, speaking calmly. “We're going to get to the bottom of this, I promise. Before I get to my questions, what did you want to talk about?”

      The sliding glass door opened, and Gibbs entered with a glass of water. She came to the table and set the glass down as Carol thanked her. She then took the glass and drank it down nearly to the bottom. Knight was aware of the subtle effects of shock. Dehydration was the first thing.

      For a moment, everything was quiet. Beyond the screened-in patio was a stone walkway, several lawn sculptures, and a sizable shed all surrounded by a wooden privacy fence. They could see the roofs of other homes but little else over the fence. Knight took notice of the well-maintained, thick Saint Augustine grass.

      Gibbs took a seat across from Knight and waited patiently as Carol rubbed her forehead and then looked up at them to speak. She glanced down, with a troubled expression. “I... I can't remember what I wanted to talk about. There's so much going on. I feel so overwhelmed right now.”

      “It's okay,” Knight said in a calm tone. “It'll come to you. Would you mind if I asked you a few things then?”

      Carol nodded as she gripped her handkerchief. “Sure. Ask away. I hope I don't sound redundant. I already told Deputy Gibbs everything I know.”

      Knight glanced at Gibbs's clipboard, resting on the table in front of her. He then leaned forward and placed one hand over Carol's, trying his best to calm her. “It's okay. You're going through something very traumatic. But time is of the essence. Let's start with this morning.” He pulled out a small digital recorder from his coat pocket and set it on the table. Pressing record, he continued “You told Deputy Gibbs that you woke up around six. You were in the kitchen a little after seven to fix breakfast for the kids.”

      Carol nodded along but struggled for words. Knight waved at Gibbs, pointing to her clipboard. She pushed it over to him, and he quickly began reading through it while continuing with the interview. “You said that your husband left for work at or around 4:00 am. We can assume that he didn't hear or see anything out of the ordinary at that time, putting the time of your daughter's abduction approximately around two to four in the morning.”

      Carol nodded again. “I was reading in bed until midnight.”

      Knight leaned back in his chair, thinking to himself. “Carol, I'd like to first identify any person who has been to your house in the past month. Anyone outside of the family.”

      She looked up with a troubled expression. “Someone who would break into my daughter's bedroom and take her? You think I would know anyone capable of that?”

      Knight stuck to the point. “Not at all. But we have to sort everyone out.”

      Carol rubbed her forehead. “I wouldn't even know where to start.”

      “Who does your lawn?” he asked, pointing into the grass in the backyard.

      Carol thought to herself. “Evergreen... Lawn Care, I think.”

      The name sounded familiar. “That's a good start,” Knight said as his cell phone suddenly vibrated. He pulled it out of his left pocket, flipping the top open to a message: Out front. Where you at?

      Slater had finally arrived. Knight typed a quick reply and told him that he'd meet him in a moment. Knight stood up as Carol looked up at him, confused. “I'll be right back,” he said, leaving his recorder running. “Anything that comes to mind, please tell Deputy Gibbs here.” He then touched Carol's arm with a sympathetic look. “We're here for you, okay?”

      Carol nodded, fresh tears welling in her eyes. Knight walked away and returned inside the house, where not much had changed. Cops were everywhere. He was pretty sure that they were investigating a kidnapping, but the answers weren't clear yet. Brittany Owens was out there, and he had to find her before it was too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Witness

          

        

      

    

    
      Carol's son Kyle sat on the living room couch with a police radio in his hand that one of the officers was showing him. Brittany's father hadn't arrived from work. Carol had mentioned that he was roughly an hour away. Knight continued outside, where the hot sun was unrelenting. Slater stood in the driveway under the shade of a stately oak tree. His burgundy Oldsmobile Cutlass was parked on the road behind Knight's Challenger. There were now two TV news crews on the scene, inching their operation closer to the house and in the process of interviewing a police officer.

      On closer look, Knight recognized the officer as Staff Sergeant Morales, composed looking, with jet black hair and a tall, thin frame. Knight approached Slater, glancing over his shoulder with suspicion. “He's already giving a statement?”

      Slater turned his head back and shrugged. “Guess he can't help himself.”

      Knight reached into his pocket and pulled out Brittany's picture. “We need to release this ASAP.” He returned the picture to his coat pocket and then observed his partner's disheveled appearance.

      Slater's collar was loose. His tie hung low. Part of his shirt wasn't tucked in. There was thick stubble on his round face, and his short hair stuck out in all directions.

      “You look bad. What happened?”  But Knight knew the answer. It was the same old story. After his wife kicked him out of their house, Slater moved into a studio apartment where he spent most of his time drinking. His wife was fighting for custody of their two children, who were well into their teens, and she was also expecting some hefty alimony.

      Knight worried about seeing his partner and friend of ten years in such a state. Slater wasn't far from retirement himself. If he didn't get his act together, he'd lose everything, including his pension. Babysitting him, however, was no easy feat.

      Slater looked up at Knight with tired, puffy eyes. “I'm fine. Just had a little trouble getting up this morning.”

      Knight grabbed his arm and leaned closer. “This is no joke. Another girl is missing.”

      “I know that,” he said, yanking his arm away. “What do you want from me?”

      “I want you to get it together and do your job,” Knight seethed. “Look the part. We're senior detectives for Christ's sake, and you look like you slept in your car.”

      Slater glanced down with a hint of shame. “I got it. Loud and clear.” He then looked up with what Knight hoped was sincerity. “I'll do better, okay? I promise.”

      “We're a team here,” Knight said. “We're supposed to look out for each other, but we can't lose sight of our responsibilities.”

      Slater backed against the side of Carol's Toyota Camry, seemingly disoriented. “I got it, I got it.”

      “Don't fucking yes me,” Knight seethed.

      Slater laughed until he saw the seriousness on his partner's face. “Go ahead and fill me in. What's the latest?”

      Knight noticed a growing crowd on the street, watching the house. A man with a ball cap walked by the crowd with a small dog on a leash. He didn't so much as glance toward the house, which Knight found strange. As he watched the man, they soon made eye contact. The man quickly looked away and kept walking.

      “Earth to Charles,” Slater said, waving his hand past Knight's face. “What's the scoop?”

      Knight stopped looking at the dog walker. “Brittany Owens, eleven, reported missing from her bedroom this morning. Window was unlocked, and the screen was found in the grass below. There are also ladder markings in the ground.”

      “You sure she didn't just sneak out?” Slater asked.

      “The thought crossed my mind, but no. Where would a child go in the middle of the night?”

      Slater scratched his chin, thinking. “The skating rink?”

      Knight leaned closer and buttoned his partner's collar, pulling his tie tighter. “Very funny.” He then turned away and moved quickly down the driveway, calling Slater to follow him.

      “Where are you going, hotshot?” Slater asked, pointing back toward the house.

      Knight stopped on the road and signaled to the small crowd gathered behind a recently placed police barrier in the street. “You go talk to them. See what they know. Take notes, names.” He turned to see the dog walker continuing down the sidewalk across the street. “I'll be back.” He and Slater split up and went their separate ways. Knight followed the dog walker, waving his badge at the man to make him stop. “Excuse me, sir. My name is Detective Knight. I'd like to have a word.”

      The man slowed and turned, slightly confused. His small dog pulled against the leash, sniffing grass. It looked like a Yorkshire terrier. The man didn't run, which was good for them both. Knight didn't feel like having a foot pursuit. It would be murder on his knees. The man wore a blue jogging suit and sneakers. He was skinny and looked fit, but there was also a certain aloofness that had drawn Knight’s suspicion.

      “You live around here?” Knight asked.

      The man faced Knight as his dog hopped around. “A few houses down, yes.”

      “Can I have your name, please?” Knight asked.

      The man glanced at him with slight hesitation and spoke. “Dale Schultz.”

      “Are you familiar with the Owens family?” Knight continued.

      “Yeah...” he answered with slight uncertainty. “Haven't spoken to them in a while, but my wife and I did go to their barbecue about a year ago.”

      “They had a break-in last night.”

      Schultz observed the police cars surrounding the house. “Are they okay?”

      “Yes and no,” Knight said. “Did you see or hear anything out of the ordinary last night?”

      Schultz stared at the Owens house, seeming puzzled. “Last night?”

      “Yes.” Knight bent over to pat the dog’s head. “Which house is yours, if you don't mind me asking?” he asked.

      “That one there,” Schultz said, pointing past him to the third blue house on the right. He then paused as though something had come to him. The terrier barked at his heels and then scurried down the sidewalk as far as it could go. “I walked Max last night, a little after midnight. I thought it was weird at the time.”

      “What was weird?” Knight asked, stepping closer.

      “Yeah... now that I think of it, there was a car circling the block. Had this rumbling muffler, not the most discreet sound in the world.”

      “You have a more specific time?” Knight asked.

      “Twelve, twelve thirty,” Schultz said. His eyes widened as though more information had just struck him like a brick to the head. “You know what? I saw that same car circle the block at least three times. And it did seem to slow down in front of the Owens house.”

      Knight stood back, concealing his excitement. “Did you catch a license plate?”

      Schultz shook his head. “Nah. Wasn't trying to. Couldn't see inside either, because the windows were tinted. And then, around two thirty last night, I was in bed with the wife, and I heard that same loud muffler pass by our house. Can't say for sure if it was the same car, but it sure sounded like it.”

      Knight couldn't believe what he was hearing. “Do you have a make and a model?”

      Schultz thought to himself again as his terrier yipped for attention. “Just a minute, Max.” He paused. “Looked like a Cadillac out of a mobster movie.”

      “What else?” Knight asked.

      “It had a dark red, glossy paint,” Schultz said with confidence. He then placed his hand onto his forehead. “Looked like a 1980s model.”

      “Did you see anyone else in the car?”

      “I couldn't see a thing through the windows,” he answered.

      A Cadillac circling a quiet neighborhood in the middle of the night could be a lead, or it could mean absolutely nothing. Knight reached into his pocket and then handed Schultz his card, thanking him. “If there's anything else that comes to mind, you let me know. The Owens family is counting on you.”

      “Sure will.” Schultz took the card and turned away, resuming his walk.

      Knight returned to the street scene, where he found Slater talking to a woman in workout clothes. She brushed her hair back with concern as Slater handed her his card. “Keep your windows and doors locked, and if you see anything, feel free to call me.”

      “Is it true a girl was kidnapped?” an elderly woman asked, approaching them, and despite the heat, wearing a jacket closed all the way up to her neck.

      “Brittany Owens, right?” a concerned mother asked.

      “Ladies, please,” Knight began with his hands up. “We're investigating the matter now and will let you know everything as soon as we can.” He paused to catch his breath, aware of their piercing, inquisitive eyes. “If there's anything you can tell us that might be helpful, please let me know.”

      A curly-haired woman in baggy T-shirt and sweatpants stepped forward, livid. “Another girl kidnapped? Are you going to find her?”

      Knight nodded in understanding and kept his voice calm and authoritative. “We're doing our best, ma'am. That is why we need the community to report on anything suspicious.”

      Murmurs followed among the small group. Knight backed into the Owens's driveway, keeping the women at a careful distance as they followed, almost up to the crime tape. Suddenly everyone froze as a speeding car emerged from up the street. Its engine blared as it got closer. It barreled down the road, flashing past homes and trees. with no sign of slowing down. Knight waved his arms at the women to move out of the road and onto the sidewalk.

      They gradually dispersed as the car swerved closer, slamming its brakes to a halt in front of the Owens house. A man hopped out of the car and charged toward the house with his tie fluttering in the wind. Such clear panic meant that Brittany's father, Paul Owens, had arrived. Knight and Slater followed him up the driveway but failed to get his attention as he rushed inside.

      Slater stopped near the Camry, hesitant to follow. “The father, I'm assuming.”

      “Yep,” Knight said. “Did you get any useful info?”

      Slater nodded as he glanced onto his notepad, squinting. “One woman mentioned seeing a car circling the neighborhood late last night. A Cadillac.”

      Knight spun around to face him, eyes wide. “What color?”

      Slater studied the scribbles that comprised words. “I believe she said gray.” He then looked up at Knight, satisfied. “Yes, gray.”

      “I heard red,” Knight said. “We'll get an all-points out for a 1980s Cadillac, and then we can narrow it down from there.”

      They continued toward the house just as the father rushed inside. His voice roared from the living room, demanding to speak to his wife. Knight heard the other officers try to calm him down.

      Knight walked through the foyer, entering the living room and raising his voice with an announcement. “I need everyone to clear out except forensics and investigators.” The room quieted down as he continued. “Go out there and find a 1980s Cadillac. The color is in dispute right now, but any Cadillac will do.” Low chatter followed as police officers began to shuffle outside of the house. Paul Owens stood in the living room, hugging his son. Knight approached and introduced himself with a handshake.

      “We're going to do everything we can to find your daughter.”

      Paul turned to him with his arms around his son. “She's really gone? Who took her, and why?”

      “We're trying to find that out,” Knight said.

      “Where's my wife?” he said, releasing Kyle.

      Knight glanced over Paul's shoulder and saw Carol still on the back patio with Deputy Gibbs. “She's talking to an officer right now. We need any information you can—”

      Paul stepped away the moment he noticed his wife and rushed to the porch. Knight remained in the living room, intent on giving the couple a moment. Once on the patio, he rushed to embrace Carol, lifting her from her chair and leaving Sergeant Gibbs to sit awkwardly to the side. After a few tearful minutes together, they all returned to the living room.  Kyle sat back on the couch, flipping through the television channels. Knight took the remote and turned the set off. Paul said to both Knight and Slater, “She couldn't have gone far,” sounding as though he was sure of it. The parents drifted back outside again.

      Slater paced the living room and then walked upstairs. Knight glanced toward the parents, still holding onto each other. A hand suddenly tapped on his shoulder. Knight turned around to see Sergeant Morales standing behind him. “The captain wants you back at the station when you have a moment.”

      He then handed Knight a handheld radio. “They want an update as well.”

      Knight turned the knob to the crackle and static of their frequency. He then led Morales toward the foyer, speaking in confidence. “I'll leave here shortly. Just want a word with the parents.” He left Morales's side and headed for the back patio without another word. He opened the sliding glass door and stepped outside. Paul turned from his seat to address Knight. And he wasn't happy.

      “Why are you not out there finding my daughter?”

      Knight calmly approached the table, sticking to his questions. “Do either of you know someone who drives a 1980s Cadillac?”

      Paul and Carol looked at each other, confused. “I have no idea,” Paul answered first.

      Knight sat at the table next to Gibbs. “What do we have so far in names of contractors who have been to the house?”

      Gibbs referred to her notepad. “Mrs. Owens listed Evergreen Lawn Care, Zapper Pest Control, Massey Real Estate, and Evans Brothers Painting Service so far.” She turned to Carol. “Is that right?”

      “That's all I can remember” she said, exhausted.

      “What are you trying to determine here?” Paul asked, skeptical.

      “They think it's someone who's been here before,” Carol answered.

      Knight clarified. “This appears to be a premeditated crime.” He then offered a caveat. “Someone familiar with your house and your daughter is the most likely scenario.”

      Their silence indicated an understanding, but they didn’t have anything else to offer.

      “Keep talking to them,” Knight told Gibbs. “I'll be back shortly.”

      Knight then excused himself and returned inside. Slater was in the living room, staring at the TV, back on again, where the kidnapping was being reported. Word was getting out.

      “Let's go see what the captain wants,” he told Slater.

      “Where is he?” Slater asked, focused on the TV.

      “At the station.”

      Slater scoffed as Knight walked outside toward his car. It was going to be a long day. Two girls were missing, and they had no evidence of a connection. They had a car description, vague as it was, but a start. Now they needed to find out who was driving it.
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      The mood inside the station was tense. Knight and Slater passed through the lobby and headed for their offices, ignoring the wall-mounted TVs with the local news playing in unison. Their offices inside the Investigations Department were relatively quiet. They had a modest team overall amid a county precinct. Captain Marshall's office was down at the end of a row of cubicles. His door was closed, and its frosted windows gave no indication if he was inside. But Knight knew better. He rarely left the office.

      Slater hung his coat over the chair of his cluttered desk and attempted to fix his bed-pressed hair with a small brush. Knight placed his coat over his own chair in the opposite corner and noticed his partner's nervousness.

      “Don't worry, he just wants an update.”

      “I feel like he has it in for me lately,” Slater said, adjusting his tie.

      Knight laughed. “You're sounding a bit paranoid these days, Simon.”

      The captain's door suddenly swung open as a lieutenant stepped out and hurried away from the office, lost in his own thoughts.

      “Tell Knight and Slater to get their asses in here!” the unseen captain shouted from inside.

      The lieutenant passed them with a brief nod and kept going. Knight glanced at his partner with a smile. “Time to face the music.”

      Slater jammed a piece of gum into his mouth and ran his hands through his hair one last time. Knight was long past caring what supervisors thought of him. He had never received a negative evaluation and prided himself on an impressive record that involved no sucking up. And he wasn't about to start now. Slater, however, was on thin ice as of late.

      “Hurry up!” Marshall shouted as though they hadn't heard him the first time.

      Knight walked inside the carpeted office as Slater followed, closing the door behind him. They stood quiet as the captain loomed over paperwork on his desk, pen in hand. He was a few years younger and was steadily moving up in the ranks, nearing his promotion to major. Normally, he'd offer them a seat in one of the two leather chairs in front of his desk. That morning, however, was an exception.

      “Another missing girl,” he began, voice deep and his eyes still down on his paperwork. “And here I am wondering why the Sarah Riley case is still open.” His patchy, graying hair showed signs of baldness. He pushed in his square-frame glasses that were almost too big for his face. He had large, inquisitive eyes that never let up in their skepticism.

      He looked up at them in near amusement, clicking his pen. A thin black tie ran from his collar, down his shirt, and ended precisely at the top of his brass belt. “I expect results from you two for a reason. Your experience in the field is second to none.”

      “We appreciate the vote of confidence, sir,” Slater chimed in.

      “That's enough from you,” Marshall said, raising his voice. He then looked down at his notes and continued. “We can assume that this Owens girl has been kidnapped. We can, and we will. The stakes are too high not to.” He paused with a long sigh as the air conditioner hummed and cool air flowed from the ceiling vents. “I'd expected a breakthrough by now with Sarah Riley, but reviewing your logs for the past week shows that you two haven't done squat.”

      Knight put one hand up. “Sir, if I may—”

      “No, you may not,” the captain said, cutting him off. “Just listen.” He leaned back in his chair, moving his mouse. “Knight, you were M.I.A. last week. Several days, actually.”

      “I told you that I had medical appointments,” Knight said. He had told Marshall of his appointments weeks in advance, and here the captain was throwing it in his face. “They're mandatory. You know that.”

      Sensing Knight was correct, Marshall then shifted his ire to Slater, who had wisely kept his mouth shut for the most part. “We barely see you around here anymore. Are you on an extended vacation?”

      Slater spoke with clear resentment. “Despite some minor personal issues, I've been doing my job just fine, thank you.”

      “Two months, Detective!” the captain shouted, leaning forward with two fingers displayed. “That's how long I've been hearing this excuse. Your partner here has stuck up for you enough times, and I've let things go for long enough. Get your shit together or stop wasting our time.” He paused for a moment and studied them, hand on his chin. Knight glanced at the large oak bookcase behind him. Its many shelves were filled with books, certificates, and photos. The wall next to it was adorned with plaques. Captain Marshall was never one to hide his achievements in law enforcement.

      “This goes for the both of you, and don't forget it,” he continued. “You're not going to float your way to retirement. I won't allow it. And if I must reprimand you both, that's what I'll do. Are we clear?”

      Knight and Slater glanced at each other and then back to the captain in understanding. As unfair as their ass-chewing sounded, there was no denying there was a certain level of truth to it.

      “Clear, sir,” Knight said.

      “Good,” the captain said, clasping his hands. “What do you have so far for me?”

      Unprepared, Knight dug into his coat pocket for his notepad. As he flipped through the mess of pages, he recalled that most of his notes had been recorded and not written down. But he still knew what the captain needed to hear. “We've got two witnesses who corroborated seeing a 1980s Cadillac circling the neighborhood late last night. There's a dispute on the color, and no license plate was reported, but we put out an APB.”

      The captain nodded with a blank expression, far from impressed. “No license plate? Wonderful.”

      Slater stepped forward. “We've narrowed the abduction down to between two and four in the morning.”

      Knight then said, “I've talked with the girl's parents. We're compiling a list of individuals who frequented the house the past month, from electricians to roofers to lawn maintenance.”

      Sipping from his coffee mug, Marshall turned to his computer screen and began typing. “Sometimes, gentlemen, the answers are right in front of us. I've taken some initiative with this case, including what information we're releasing to the media. And just because I'm behind a desk, don't assume I'm not engaged.” He set his coffee mug down and pressed a button on his office phone. “Cheryl, please send her in.”

      “Yes sir,” Cheryl's voice said over the speaker. He hung up and left Knight and Slater to wonder. As he resumed typing, he attempted to elaborate, though his eyes didn't leave the screen. “I've reached out for some outside help, gentlemen. Not that I don't have full confidence in your abilities.”

      “Outside help?” Knight asked, slightly annoyed. He felt the urge to quit right then and there, but a pending retirement was a tightrope. Quitting would lose him everything.

      “Our friends at the FBI have taken interest in the case,” the captain said as though it was final.

      Knight felt the case slipping away, not that he had much of a grip on it in the first place. They'd gone through about ten suspects in the Riley case and had come close to clearing every one of them. From there, they'd reached a dead end. The only difference between the two cases was how the girls were abducted. Sarah Riley was taken outside her house, Brittany Owens was taken from her own bedroom. Knight had a general profile of their suspect: male, early thirties to late forties, a loner, careful and intelligent. He hoped the Cadillac would bring them closer to an answer. It had to.

      A knock came at the door. Knight and Slater turned their heads as the captain called out for the person to come in. The door opened, revealing a black woman in a beige, three-piece suit and an FBI badge hanging from her neck. Her braided hair was tied up. She walked inside with a closed-mouthed smile. The captain stood up to welcome her.

      “I'd like to introduce Agent Tanya Garrett. She hails all the way from Columbia, South Carolina. Agent Garrett is a profiler with the FBI and was highly recommended to me.”

      Knight and Slater nodded with friendly smiles, but there was no denying the awkwardness that her unexpected presence had brought them. Knight wasn't sure how he felt. He knew that he could get stubborn and protective when it came to cases he was assigned. “Agent Garrett, this is Detective Charles Knight and Detective Simon Slater. They'll be assisting you with this case.”

      She shook their hands with a friendly nod on her freckled face. Her eyes seemed relaxed and observant. She looked to be in her late thirties if Knight had to guess. He didn't spend his time guessing people's ages. He had a hard enough time keeping up with his own.

      “Please have a seat,” Marshall said, signaling to one of the two chairs in front of his desk.

      She thanked him and sat, placing her purse on the floor. Even with a small couch sitting in the corner, Knight and Slater remained standing, and the message was clear. Knight's cell phone vibrated. He sneaked it out of his coat pocket and saw a message from Deputy Gibbs. She wanted to know when they were going to return. He sent a quick reply, telling her they’d be back soon enough.

      The captain continued. “As you know by now, we're looking for a serial predator. Two young girls of the same age have disappeared within proximity of each other.” He pointed to a county map on the wall with its push pins and markings. “Roughly five miles apart. We've got an update on a possible vehicle seen around the neighborhood, a Cadillac, 1980s model. But without a license plate, we're flying blind.”

      “It's a start,” Knight added to the silence that followed. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed that the FBI agent's arrival was indeed planned. There was no way that she had been called up that morning. Marshall must have made the call days ago. Her arrival, by coincidence, now coincided with Brittany Owens's disappearance.

      Marshall pointed at Knight and Slater with his pen. “I'd like you to work closely with my detectives and keep them in line.” Light laughter followed as Knight tried to maintain a good-natured smile, though he couldn't help but consider Agent Garrett anything but an outsider. “They're to share whatever information they have as well. I want this bastard caught and behind bars pronto.”

      Agent Garrett nodded in agreement with her elbow on her arm rest and finger against her cheek. “There's little doubt in my mind,” she said, “that our kidnapper is a local. He feels safe and confident in his familiar surroundings.”

      Marshall smiled. “You don't say?”, sounding pleased.

      Knight had already told him exactly that the week prior, but the captain seemed enamored with the federal agent in their midst. “I'd like some words with Agent Garrett,” he said to Knight and Slater. “Now, get out there and find this guy. Dismissed.” He turned back to Garrett with a much friendlier demeanor and began conversing. Knight and Slater both turned to leave without another word.

      Once outside and a safe distance from the captain's office, Slater expressed his frustrations. “Showboating in front of the FBI. I hate when he does that.”

      “Doesn't matter,” Knight said as they reached their cubicles.

      Slater pulled out his chair and sat with an exhausted sigh. “Yeah, well... you'd think we would have earned a little respect after all these years.”

      Knight sat at his desk and set his tape recorder aside. “Don't be so sensitive. There are two girls missing right now. That's all that matters.”

      Slater nodded. “I suppose you're right.” He then opened the top desk drawer and pulled out a coffee mug and a small bottle of Pepto-Bismol. Pouring nearly the entire bottle, he shook two tablets out from a travel-sized tube of Aspirin. “Maybe the captain’s right,” he said, taking the Pepto and pills with a sour face. “Maybe we need a new perspective.”

      Knight was adamant and sounding newly determined. “We're going to find this guy.”

      Slater bounced up in his chair, showing a bit of vexation. “Sure. Where do we start? Go through the sex offender rolls again?”

      Knight began typing on his computer. “I know you're frustrated. So am I. Let's just do our jobs. If our creep-o is local, then we're bound to find something.”

      Slater swung his chair back and logged on to his computer, looking drained. “I'll do a search for Cadillacs.”

      “Good thinking,” Knight said.

      As they got into their rhythm, it began to feel like old times again. The captain's blunt remarks that morning seemed to have lit a spark in them both. Ideally, they'd have a suspect before their visitor from the FBI even finished her briefing. There were numerous people convicted of stalking and other forms of harassment within the county database. It wasn't going to be an easy search. It never was.

      They worked steadily and quietly, the only sound a loud sigh occasionally. “How are we looking on those car matches?” Knight asked, stretching his arms overhead but keeping his eyes on the list of convicted sex offenders on his screen.

      “Over one thousand so far,” Slater said with another sigh.

      “Narrow down the date from ‘80 to ‘85,” Knight suggested. He heard typing followed by a cautious tone of optimism. “Two hundred and forty-two,” Slater said. “Guess that's better.”

      “Damn right it is,” Knight said. He typed in the zip code associated with the Owens house: 32609. His cell phone vibrated again, interrupting him. He pulled it from his pocket, expecting a message from Deputy Gibbs but found that it was from his wife, Bonnie.

      Don't forget to pick up some ground beef on your way home for tacos.

      At that point, he didn't know if he was going to be home in time for dinner. They heard the captain's door open as he walked Agent Garrett out, talking her up with boisterous praise. He pointed in their direction and sent her off. Knight sat at his desk, facing away from the door, as her footsteps approached. He tried to keep his attitude positive, lest they get off on the wrong foot.

      She walked between their two desks and asked how they were doing. Knight slightly turned his head and told her they were fine. What bothered him wasn't so much her presence, but that she seemed like a distraction. He had his own leads to follow, and the momentum between him and Slater was already there. They'd have to stop everything to brief her.

      “What are you up to now?” she asked them both.

      Slater grunted, offering a non-answer. Knight held his tongue and turned away from his monitor altogether to give her his attention. “I'm searching our database for convicted sex offenders. I want to see if there are any that live in or around the areas in question.”

      Agent Garrett nodded. “That's a good start.”

      “Same thing we did last week,” Slater blurted out, still turned around.

      Agent Garrett glanced over at his desk, curious. “You're referring to the Sarah Riley case.”

      “Yep,” Slater said.

      “And what are you working on now?” she asked, approaching him.

      Slater turned his head, surprised to see her standing over him and glancing at his screen.

      “Cadillacs,” he said. “Is that all right with you?”

      Knight got up and walked over to Agent Garrett to change the subject. “Thoughts on the case so far?”

      She turned and looked at him, pleased to be engaged. “Yes. It's clear that Brittany Owens was kidnapped from her room in the middle of the night. The intruder used a ladder to get inside her room. He wore gloves and was probably masked. His first action was to silence her to avoid waking up any family members. He moved swiftly, which means that he's done this before. He used nylon rope to bind her wrists, gagged her mouth with tape, and left her ankles free so that she could move. He either carried or forced her out the window and into a vehicle, then they left the scene.”

      Slater turned around, astonished. “You sure about all of that?”

      “There were bits of nylon found in the girl’s bed, and adhesive residue on her pillow from the tape,” Agent Garrett said with confidence. “Yes. I've been in contact with your forensics department.”

      Knight considered her theory and its validity. It seemed a better explanation than anything else he had heard that morning. He then suggested returning to the Owens's house to continue their investigation. “I was talking with her parents before being summoned here.”

      Slater laughed. “Yeah, Charles here thinks the lawn mower man did it. Or maybe it was the butler.”

      Knight flashed a middle finger and noticed Garrett 's eyes on him, awaiting further explanation. “If the girl was abducted from a second-floor window, I think it's safe to say that our culprit knew what he was looking for.”

      “Yes, that's correct,” Garrett said. She walked between Knight and Slater and approached a county map pinned to a bulletin board on the cubicle wall. Her finger traced an area of grid lines and streets somewhere in the middle. “Sarah Riley was abducted on Hibiscus Avenue, where she lived. Brittany Owens was abducted less than five miles away on Tilford Lane from her own bedroom.”

      Slater glanced at Knight with a dismissive shrug. Agent Garrett seemed to be formulating something, and they weren't sure where she was going. “Both neighborhoods aren't far from the local middle school,” she continued, trailing a red fingernail to the Bradford Junior High School. “That's only a few miles from both homes.”

      “What are you getting at?” Slater said.

      “I don't know yet,” she said with her back to them.

      Slater continued, irritated. “Well, I'll tell you what I'm looking at. We've got no reports of stolen Cadillacs, so that's a dead end.”

      Garrett turned around to face them with her arms crossed. “Our suspect sticks to the shadows. He's comfortable there. He's a watcher. He feels invisible.”

      Slater scoffed. “How do we even know that these abductions are related? Other than the homes being a few miles apart, we've got nothing.”

      “They are,” Agent Garrett replied in a matter-of-fact tone.

      Slater stared at her, shaking his head, and then turned to leave. “I need to get some air. You guys figure it out.” He moved quickly through the cubicles and out of sight as his footsteps trailed off.

      Knight looked at Agent Garrett, slightly embarrassed. “He's all right. Just going through some things right now.”

      Garrett nodded. “Tell me, Detective Knight. Do you believe the abductions are connected?”

      “I do,” Knight said.

      “I'd like to see the list of suspects you've acquired so far from the Sarah Riley case.”

      Knight walked to a nearby filing cabinet and opened the third drawer down. He grabbed a file labeled “Riley Abduction” and handed it to her. “Everything you need should be in there.” But he wasn't certain. There were files all over his desk, and he needed to get organized. “Would you like a coffee or anything from the break room?” he asked, turning away. A litany of thoughts flooded his mind. Though she was there to help, he couldn't think straight in her presence.

      “Sure,” she said.

      Knight pulled his chair out for her. “Make yourself comfortable, and I'll be back.”

      He left as fast as he could and headed straight for the lobby, down the hall. Through the glass in the outside doors, he saw Slater standing in a pavilion, smoking. Knight passed the front desk and outside the double doors. He walked down the concrete walkway, passing two police officers with a nod as they entered the building. Slater kept looking into the parking lot, not acknowledging Knight's approach beside him, as if he wanted to be left alone.

      “Smoking again?” Knight said. He recalled how Slater boasted of quitting a few months prior.

      “What's it to you?” Slater said, avoiding eye contact. He pulled nearly half the cigarette in one long puff and then blew the smoke in the air. Attitudes seemed all over the place that day. There was a definite rift between the two partners, widened further by the presence of an unwanted FBI agent in their midst, but Knight was determined to bring his partner back from the brink.

      “I understand your frustrations,” he began, “but we have to work with her. We do our best to solve this thing, and that's all we can do.”

      Slater gave him a side glance with narrowed eyes. “Easy for you to say. You've got less than a month before sailing out of here. I've got three-hundred and twenty-two days.”

      “Don't do this to yourself,” Knight said. “It's a job. We're not miracle workers.”

      Slater flicked his cigarette to the side and pivoted toward Knight, inches from his face. “I didn't spend twenty-five years on the force to be micromanaged by some FBI lackey. She can go find the kidnapper all by herself as far as I'm concerned.”

      Knight answered with equal tenacity. “What are you going to do, get reassigned?”

      Slater waved him off. “Go screw yourself,” he said, stepping away. He continued into the parking lot, out of the shade of the pavilion as though he was leaving for the day.

      “Where are you going?” Knight shouted to him, hands cupped over his mouth.

      “I've got things to do!” Slater shouted back.

      He hurried past rows of cars before finding his own. Knight watched as his partner swung open the driver's side door of his burgundy Oldsmobile open and jumped inside. The engine cranked on as the door slammed shut. He backed up and raced out of the parking lot, leaving a trail of exhaust.

      The Oldsmobile roared out with no sign of coming back. Knight placed his hands in his pockets, thinking. His options were limited. He could go inside and work with Agent Garrett or walk away like Slater. The choice was clear enough. He turned around and headed back inside the station.
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      Knight returned to his desk to find Agent Garrett going through his files. He wasn't surprised or upset about it. She showed no sign of hiding her intentions. Folders were open all over his desk, papers scattered everywhere. It looked like she'd been sent in there to give him an audit.

      “Is there something I can help you find?” he asked, holding two cups of coffee in hand.

      She swiveled around and looked at him matter-of-factly. “Just seeing if there's anything useful in this mess.” He then handed her a coffee as she thanked him with a smile.

      “Did you come up with an answer yet?” he asked, blowing on his coffee.

      “Answer on what?” she asked back.

      “On whether my files are useful?”

      She closed another folder and pushed it to the side. “Yes, they certainly are.” She then opened another folder from the Mitchell homicide from at least five years ago.

      “Is this some kind of internal review?” he asked, stepping forward with a friendly smile.

      Garrett sipped from her coffee and looked at him as though nothing was out of the ordinary. “Not at all, Detective. I just... love crime.”

      “You love crime?”

      “Studying cases and solving them. Finding criminals. It's my passion. I live for it.”

      Knight supposed that he had felt the same way early in his career. Curious, he asked her how long she had been in the bureau. She said ten years.

      “I spent a good five years in the army, but I wanted to move on. I never thought I'd finally get to this point in my career. It's exhilarating.” She closed another folder and then stood up with two files in hand. “This should be all I need.”

      He glanced at the files. “And what will you be doing with them?” He was beginning to understand Slater’s discontentment more and more.

      “I'm trying to establish connections, Detective.”

      “Well, you're a profiler, correct?” he asked. “What's your profile on this guy?”

      “Who says that it's even a male?” she asked.

      Knight stood back, surprised at the suggestion. Agent Garrett laughed. “Don't rule anything out.” He wanted to ask her more about her credentials, experience, and history, since she wasn't offering much.

      “I think we should go back to the house,” she said, pausing to look around. “Is Detective Slater coming back?”

      And once again, Knight found himself covering for him. “He was called away. We'll link up with him later.”

      Agent Garrett seemed satisfied enough as they left the office. The captain's door was closed, and his light was off. He must have left at some point. Knight sighed in relief and walked with Garrett beside him. They continued down a hall, past the conference room, where a briefing was taking place. The room was filled with police officers seated in front of a podium. One of the section leaders, Staff Sergeant Vazquez, addressed the room. Knight slowed and stopped in the doorway, listening with Garrett nearby.

      Different search teams had been dispatched throughout town. Volunteers from all over had pitched in to help, but they hadn't found anything yet. The obvious hope was that Brittany Owens was still alive. And if she was alive, they had to assume that she was being held captive somewhere. They were going to form a task force primarily designed to respond to missing children. Knight scanned the room for the captain but didn't see him anywhere.

      “The perpetrator broke into the bedroom of eleven-year-old Brittany Owens. He gained access into her second-story room through her unlocked bedroom window. It was a coordinated effort, pulled off without the girl’s family noticing. Each minute here is crucial. The family is counting on us to do our jobs.” Vazquez glanced up from his podium and noticed Knight in the doorway. “Did you have anything to add, Detective?”

      Knight partly stepped inside, his shoes touching the green tile. “A Cadillac was seen circling the neighborhood late last night. One witness identified it as red, another said gray. We've no license plate, but we're looking for an older model, early to mid-1980s. Keep your eyes open.” Knight glanced to Agent Garrett nearby and introduced her to the room. “Agent Garrett is here to assist us in finding the missing girls.”

      She stepped inside to address the room. “Keep the girls and their families in mind when you go out there today. Brittany's most recent picture will be disseminated throughout your department and the local news media.”

      Knight recalled the framed picture he had taken from Brittany's room. It was in his coat pocket at his desk. His own daughter, Holly, was twenty-six and had just graduated from college. She had moved back home temporarily, following a break-up with her fiancé. He couldn't imagine the thought of anything bad happening to her.

      One of the seated officers raised his hand, and Vazquez pointed to him. He was a young cop; a fresh face Knight wasn't familiar with. He thanked Vazquez as he stood and then addressed Vazquez. “What are we to do if we encounter this Cadillac? You had mentioned the perp as being armed and dangerous.”

      Vazquez nodded and answered. “Contain the situation, and call for backup before moving in.”

      “We want the person taken alive,” Agent Garrett said, gaining attention from the room as heads turned. “If anything happens to the perpetrator, we may never find out where the girls are.”

      Sergeant Rick Hoffman, a no-nonsense go-getter, snorted and belted out in amusement, “Can we at least shoot his balls off?” Laughter erupted as Vazquez quieted the room.

      “Is there anything else, Detective Knight? Agent Garrett?”

      Knight shook his head as Agent Garrett took the lead.

      “Every house, every person, and every car is suspect. The kidnapper could be your neighbor. It could be your local grocery store manager. It could even be a police officer. Open your eyes and stay alert. Sarah, Brittany, and their families are counting on you.”
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        * * *

      

      The Owens house no longer looked like a police department parking lot. Most of the cruisers were now on patrol, leaving two vehicles at the end of the driveway. Knight parked on the side of the road in the same spot he had before. There was no sign of his partner, which was of no surprise. With an FBI agent tagging along, the scrutiny of their investigation was far greater than before. Knight had no doubt that she was with him to be Captain Marshall's eyes and ears. It was frustrating, to say the least, but he also knew that they had a job to do.

      Agent Garrett exited the car on the passenger side and stepped into the street as a car passed them by. Knight got out on the sidewalk and stretched his arms. A few houses down from them, he saw the man in the jogging suit walking his dog again. Dale Schultz was his name, and Knight had given him his card. He pointed this out to Garrett as she approached him, explaining to her that he was their first outside witness. She turned and stared down the road as he waved to them.

      “Keep an eye on him,” she said, narrowing her eyes. The thought that Schultz was their culprit had briefly entered his mind, but he didn't think so. As they approached the driveway, she continued talking. “Missing persons cases are particularly tragic. Some linger on for ten to twenty years. Some never get solved at all. Did you know that only twenty-five percent are solved in the first year?”

      Knight nodded. “That's pretty bad.”

      They walked up the driveway in between cars as a police helicopter hovered in the far distance. They reached the front door, and Knight rang the doorbell. Deputy Gibbs opened the door, relieved to see him. “Glad you're back, Detective. Any updates?” Her face went blank when she noticed Agent Garrett standing behind him.

      “Deputy Gibbs, this is Agent Tanya Garrett with the FBI,” Knight said.

      Gibbs extended her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Garrett said in her friendly way, but Knight could tell that she was eager to get inside.

      “Wow. The FBI,” Gibbs continued in awe. “What's it like working there?”

      “Thank you, Deputy,” Knight said, politely nudging her out of their way.

      They continued past the foyer and into the living room where Paul and Carol Owens sat. There were other officers in the room. The television was on, with the local news playing a segment unrelated to any kidnapping. All eyes went to Knight and Garrett as they entered.

      “Detective Knight,” Paul said, rising from the couch. “What can you tell us now?” The questions were coming fast. Part of him wondered why he had come back to the house with so little progress made. Then he remembered. He wasn't done questioning the parents. He needed their help compiling a list of suspects.

      “We just left the station,” Knight said, turning to Garrett. “This is Agent Garrett with the FBI. She's been brought on to assist with your daughter's disappearance and that of Sarah Riley.”

      Both parents' faces lit up as though their prayers had been answered. Paul went immediately to Garrett and shook her hand, thanking her for coming. Carol remained on the couch, clutching a handkerchief and a steaming mug of coffee in her other hand. Her face was puffy and worn. She smiled with a nod as Garrett approached and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “I'm very sorry about what you're going through, Mrs. Owens,” Garrett began. “Just know that the bureau does consider this a top priority.” Even if it was a stretch, the words seemed to provide Carol the comfort she needed. She smiled in response, eyes watering and touched Garrett's hand on her shoulder.

      “What can you tell us?” Paul asked Knight, inches from his face.

      Knight turned from the touching display on the couch to notice Paul's frantic expression. “We're working on it, Mr. Owens,” Knight said. “I'd like to ask you some more questions now that we're here.”

      Paul looked up, confused but willing. “Yeah... questions.” He then ran both hands through his hair. “What do you want to know?”

      Knight signaled to the sofa behind them where Carol was sitting. “Let's all have a seat, clear our minds, and get to the facts that we know.”

      Paul seemed disoriented, nearing what looked like a complete breakdown. Knight's words eventually resonated with him as he stepped back and sat next to Carol.

      Knight sat on a leather recliner across from them. Garrett was on her feet, watching outside the living room window.

      Paul bit his lip, holding back tears. “They told me that Brittany's window was unlocked. Is that true?”

      Garrett looked at Knight for a response. “It appears so,” he answered. “Someone knew which room to go to. We found ladder indentations in the yard.”

      Garrett sat in another chair across from the couple, leaning forward to speak. “We can assume they were trying to break into your house, but I'd like to think they knew exactly who they were looking for and where she would be. Perhaps this person, given the opportunity, had unlocked the window beforehand.” She suddenly clasped her hands together, ready to move on. “Your daughter was abducted somewhere between 2:00 and 4:00 a.m. by an unknown assailant. We believe they used nylon rope and duct tape to subdue her.”

      Carol buried her head into her husband's shoulder, crying.

      Knight leaned forward and tried to steer the conversation back in the right direction. “You had mentioned pest control, lawn service, electricians, roofers, and painters; all different contractors you had employed the past year. Is that correct?”

      Paul nodded as Carol continued sobbing into his arm. Garrett suddenly stood up and walked with a deliberate, leisurely pace to the staircase. “Detective Knight has a point in looking at tradesmen,” she said. “There was a case last year of a missing five-year-old and his mother. They'd simply vanished, and the case remained unsolved for two years. Turned out, the electrician had kidnapped them, hoping for a ransom.”

      Carol covered her mouth, wailing, as Garrett turned to the grieving couple. “I apologize if that upsets you. Could I see your daughter's bedroom, please?” Paul nodded and gestured upstairs as Garrett left the room and ascended the steps, leaving Knight alone with the grieving couple. He pulled his audio recorder from his coat pocket, partly concealing it. “I have to ask; do you have any enemies?”

      They both looked up at him, shocked. “I don't think so,” Paul said. “I work at a lab. Carol, she's a stay-at-home mom. We make a decent living, but we're far from wealthy. I can't think of anyone who would do this.”

      Carol sat up, wiping the tears from her face. Her voice was strained as she spoke. “Have we completely ruled out that she went to school on her own? I know she isn't in class, but maybe she's somewhere with friends.”

      Paul rubbed her back. “We've contacted her friends, honey. We've spoken to their parents. No one has seen her.”

      Carol shook her head, wincing as though the truth pained her. “She has to come home. She has to!”

      Paul then looked at Knight and apologized. “This is hard, even though I know you're only trying to help.” He gave his wife a reassuring look before turning back to Knight. “Now, what were you saying about enemies?”

      “Is there anyone you know who would want to extort you for any reason? Friend, family member, or acquaintance?”

      Paul leaned back into the couch, balling his fists. “I don't know. My sister asks us for money all the time, but I don't think she would be capable of something like this.”

      Knight glanced at a family photo on a nearby shelf. Brittany and Kyle stood between their parents, smiling with the Grand Canyon behind them. “Is there anyone who has been in or around your house that you could describe as unusual? Perhaps you received a weird look or vibe from them. Anyone that comes to mind.”

      Paul thought to himself for a moment. “Fixing up this house, we've seen plenty of weirdos come in and out,” he said. “Where should I start?”

      Carol leaned forward, hand over her chest, as though the answer had come to her. “There was that painting company. I remember now. They did some drywall work, remember?”

      Paul thought for a moment and nodded. “Yeah. What about them?”

      Carol massaged her temples with both hands. “There was one man. Average height with this blond, bushy beard. He always seemed out of it. Smelled of alcohol. He worked with Evans Brothers Painting. I can remember, he was out back smoking a cigarette.” She paused to compose herself as her voice wavered. “I... I didn't think much of it at the time, but he watched Brittany play outside. The way he was staring at her… I should have said something.” She bowed her head, unable to go on as Paul rubbed her back.

      “What was his name?” Agent Garrett asked.

      Knight looked over, surprised to see her standing at the bottom of the stairs. They hadn't even heard her come down.

      “I don't know,” Carol said. “This was at least three months ago.”

      “Chet Daniels,” Paul said loudly. “Guy with a blond beard. I remember him. We talked about Arizona, because we were both from there, but he did seem aloof. I know he was drinking on the job too.”

      “When was the last time you saw him?” Garrett asked, entering the living room.

      “Only talked with him twice,” Paul answered. “About three months ago.”

      Garrett paced the room. “We'll bring a sketch artist in.”

      Knight nodded in agreement. He felt a certain satisfaction that his line of questioning had brought them to that point. His instincts had so rarely failed him. It wasn't everything they needed, but it was a start.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Knight arrived home just after eight. The sun had already gone down, leaving a night sky with its array of stars. Before getting home, he had dropped Agent Garrett off at her hotel. He wasn't sure exactly how long she was staying but was told that it would be at least a week. They had called a sketch artist in to compose an image of the mysterious “Chet,” mentioned by both Paul and Carol. By the end of the day, they had a lot of theories but no real answers.

      He shut off the ignition and sat at the wheel for a moment in silence. Bonnie's blue Volvo was parked beside him in the driveway. The lights were off inside the house. Bonnie must have gotten sick of waiting. He had forgotten to pick up the beef too. They lived in a three-bedroom house in the quaint development of Weatherford Park. Their daughter Holly was there, indicated by her red Honda Civic parked in the street. She'd been staying with them for the past couple of weeks after being hired as a teacher at a nearby elementary school.

      Knight loosened his collar and tie, hesitating to go inside. There were still so many unanswered questions. Agent Garrett. Brittany Owens. Sarah Riley. Chet. Evans Brothers. Their names swirled in his head. He thought of the police sketch of Chet Daniels, with his short blonde hair, sideburns, and beard. He had high cheekbones, a long, skinny neck, and a square chin. Both Paul and Carol gave virtually the same description. They had described his dirty work T-shirt and paint-stained blue jeans that they both saw him wearing.

      Knight stepped outside of the car, checking his pockets for his wallet and cell phone. His pistol remained holstered to his side with his badge clipped to his belt. He stared up at the night sky for a moment, taking a deep breath. It had been a hell of a day. Oddly enough, he hadn't heard from Slater since their confrontation in the police parking lot.

      He moved around the front of his car and walked along the concrete walkway to his house. He unlocked and opened the front door, hearing the TV from the living room. Once inside, he slipped out of his dress shoes, leaving them on the checkered tile. A small chandelier lit up the foyer. He walked into the living room, surprised to see no one there. The TV flashed its colors across the room. A single lamp was on, resting on a side table. To his left, he heard conversation coming from the dining room. He placed his coat over the back of the recliner and followed the voices.

      Bonnie was seated at one end of their small square table, with Holly seated next to her. In the middle of the table was a bowl of pasta and tomato sauce. Their plates were empty, with only the traces of food remaining. On the opposite side of the table rested Knight's waiting plate, ready for a helping. There was also a small bread basket, a wedge of cheese and a grater, a wilted salad, and a bottle of wine, probably near empty. Bonnie and Holly laughed, glasses in hand, oblivious to his presence.

      “Hello there,” said Holly. “Bout time you got home.”

      Bonnie glanced over at him, smile dropping. “Good evening, Detective. How may I help you?”

      Knight approached the table, placing his hands atop the empty chair next to Bonnie, letting her bit of sarcasm pass. “Mind if I join you before the night is over?”

      Bonnie studied him with suspicion. “I don't know. You're an hour late, and I was forced to make pasta without meat.”

      “I thought we were having tacos,” Knight said.

      Holly smacked the table, laughing as Bonnie joined in. Knight stood and watched them, unamused. “Here I come home after a long day to find you both deep into a bottle of pinot.”

      “Relax, Dad,” Holly said, waving him off. “We've all had a long day.”

      Knight took his plate and dished out cold pasta. “Sure.”

      “How was your day, dear?” Bonnie asked in a jokey manner while setting her empty glass down.

      “Never a dull moment,” he said, sitting down.

      “Why don't you heat that up?” Bonnie asked, staring at his plate. She then extended her arms. “Hand it to me, I'll toss it in the microwave.”

      Knight grabbed his fork and scooped some pasta up. “I'm fine. Thanks.” He had no sooner taken his first bite when Holly asked him about the missing girl case.

      “I heard it on the news today,” she said. “You found the guy yet?”

      He shook his head but remained hesitant, offering no details, but then Bonnie pushed him. “What's going on, Charles?” she began. “Why can't you stop this?”

      He chewed his food slowly and then held out his empty wine glass to be filled. “It's not a matter of stopping it. We have to find these girls.”

      Holly leaned closer. “What's the holdup then?”

      He set his fork down and then leaned back in his chair, staring at them, annoyed. He pulled his badge from his belt clip and placed it on the table for Holly. “Congratulations. You've been promoted to honorary detective. Lend us a hand.”

      “Very funny,” Holly said, pushing the badge back to him with a laugh.

      Knight sipped from his wine glass and took another bite. “They brought in an FBI agent to assist with the case. She's kind of a pain in the ass.”

      “Anything should be better than your current partner,” Bonnie said, standing up.

      Holly looked from Bonnie to Knight, confused. “What's wrong with him?”

      Bonnie chuckled in response. “Oh, nothing a complete detox wouldn't fix.”

      “Now, Bonnie,” Knight said, “you know there’s more to it. Simon is just going through some things right now. Divorce is a difficult thing, you know.”

      Bonnie took her and Holly 's plates, turning toward the sink. “Well, good thing our marital binds are too strong to break.” She paused in the entryway, glancing back at him with a teasing yet suspicious eye. “Right?”

      “Yes, dear,” he said, teasing back.

      Satisfied, she retreated to the kitchen to start the dishes. Knight had filled his empty stomach and leaned back, watching as Holly nursed her wine. “Your mother and I are very happy to have you back home,” he said her. “I hope you know that you're welcome here any time.”

      Holly smiled. “Thanks, Dad. And thanks for leaving my room the same.”

      Knight pushed his empty plate away and retrieved his badge. “You think your mother would let me touch that room? I wanted to make a man cave.”

      “Of course you would,” Holly said with a laugh.

      Knight knew there was pain hidden beneath her friendly veneer.

      “It's been tough, Dad,” she eventually said, the sound of running water in the background from the kitchen. “I miss Rick all the time, but I have to remember what he did. Seven years down the drain. It hurts sometimes. It really does.” He noticed the sadness in her face and placed his hand over hers.

      “You're going to get through this, and your mother and I are here to help.”

      She glanced up at him with an attempted smile. “What about these missing girls? Is it the same person?”

      Knight leaned back in his creaking chair. “Could be. We just don't know yet. I have a couple leads, and we're going to start fresh tomorrow.”

      “It's terrible. I can only imagine what their families are going through.”

      Knight finished his glass of wine when a thought suddenly occurred to him. “Both families...” he uttered.

      Holly turned her head. “What was that?”

      “The Rileys. I haven't asked them about their contractors. At the time, we didn't have a connection, a second abduction.”

      “Contractors?” Holly said.

      Knight stared forward. “Yes. Evans Brothers Painting & Drywall. Heard of them?”

      Holly shook her head. “Can't say that I have.”

      Bonnie entered the dining room, shaking her hands dry. “Have you had your fill?” she asked, glancing at his empty plate.

      Knight rose from his chair, stretching. “Yes, thank you.” He’d almost told Holly that they were looking for connections between the two abductions. Maybe later. Maybe not.

      Bonnie took his plate and returned to the kitchen with the bowl of pasta in her other hand.

      “I'm going to jump in the shower,” Knight announced.

      Holly began clearing off the rest of the table as the water ran again in the kitchen.

      “I'll probably see you in the morning,” he said to her. “Need to lie down.”

      “Okay, Dad,” she said, walking away. “Good night.”

      He stood at his chair and watched her and Bonnie in the kitchen, talking as they cleaned up. Holly had her mother's long dark hair and thin frame. The only trait she seemed to take from him was his blue-green eyes. Bonnie had an astute, sophisticated air in the way she dressed and conducted herself. As a librarian, she was as close to retirement as him. They had met at the library where Knight had been assigned security from time to time in his policing days. Time had passed so quickly, it was hard to believe they had been married for just under thirty years.

      

      Knight awoke with his wife gently shaking him. Morning had come too fast. In the darkness of their room, she stood over him, dressed and made up for work. He could smell her perfume. She told him that she was leaving soon, and if he wanted breakfast, he needed to get up. Knight opened his eyes a slit and tried to see the alarm clock on his nightstand, but it was a blur. He was shirtless and only wearing boxers. He could barely remember when and how he got to sleep.

      “...Time is it?” he muttered.

      “Eight,” she said, adjusting one earring. “And you have to be at the office at nine. Same as me.”

      He lifted his head up slightly and then plopped it back down. “Yes, dear.”

      She clapped before walking away to open the blinds, bringing in daylight inside the room. As she left the room, Knight slowly sat up and ran a hand down his stubble-ridden face. He reached for his cell phone, as he was accustomed to doing first thing in the morning, and scrolled through his messages and emails. There was nothing from Slater or Agent Garrett, and thankfully nothing from the captain.

      He stood on the plush carpet and stretched. His bare belly appeared hump-like as he looked down. He grabbed a nearby T-shirt hanging on a chair and put it on. Walking to the door, he peeked his head out and saw that Holly 's bedroom door was closed. He could faintly smell breakfast cooking in the kitchen. Bacon and eggs were Bonnie's specialty. He knew he'd have to hurry if he wanted to get some before Holly ate it all. They were both fans of Bonnie's cooking.

      After a hot shower and shave, Knight grabbed his gray suit from the closet, which he usually wore once or twice during the week, and a blue tie. He took his gun and badge from the drawer of his nightstand and left the room. He continued down the hall, whistling. He soon passed the foyer and living room, where daylight glowed from the open blinds. Entering the kitchen, he found Bonnie at the stove, turning around, spatula in hand.

      “I went to get the paper this morning and found a note on our door.”

      Knight scratched his head and glanced to the side. Tuesday's newspaper sat on the counter with an envelope on top of it. On closer inspection, Knight could see his name typed on the front in what looked like old-fashioned typewriter font. His address wasn't listed on the long, white envelope, nor was there a return address or stamp.

      He looked up at Bonnie. “This was on our door?”

      “Taped right there in the middle. I almost missed it.”

      Knight snatched the thin envelope up, finding only his name on the outside. “You didn't see who left it there?”

      She scooped eggs onto two plates as toast popped up from a nearby toaster. “Not a soul. I just figured it was one of your detective buddies.” She paused and noticed his frozen stance. “Well, open it up and find out.” She took a step toward the bedrooms and called Holly to breakfast.

      He peeled open the letter. The adhesive was dry, which indicated that the letter had been sealed well in advance. Bonnie walked past him and set both plates down at the counter in front of two stools—their usual eating spot. He pulled out the folded letter and opened it. It made no sense. The message was brief and nearly incoherent.

      

      Dear Charley,

      You Are Looking For Me. I Know This. And Now I'm Watching You. Don't Worry, I'm Just Getting Started. - X

      

      He stared down at the typed message, a shiver running down along his arm. “Is this a joke?”

      Bonnie hurried back over to get a look. “What is it? What's wrong?” She stood beside him with her eyes scanning the page. Neither one said anything, but a small chill filled the silent space.

      Someone had left it on their door with the intention that it be found. Whether it was a practical joke, he wasn't sure. His instincts, however, told him it was serious. He thought of the open investigations on his plate. He thought of convicted murderers he had sent to prison, or anyone who might have had a motive to send such a threatening warning. The questions he had asked Paul and Carol Owens about having enemies came back to him. Knight had accumulated more than his fair share of enemies over his career.

      “I'm just getting started,” Bonnie read. “Doing what?”

      Knight moved past her, opening a cupboard above the microwave. He grabbed a Ziploc bag and slipped the letter inside with the envelope as though they were evidence of a crime. “It's nothing, dear. Don't worry about it.” He turned to her, placing both hands on her shoulder and looking into her eyes. “Just keep the windows and doors locked when you're here and tell Holly to do the same.”

      Bonnie gazed at him, acknowledged what he’d said, then softly sighed. “Don't tell me that some crazy person is after you again.”

      “It'll be okay,” he said, squeezing her shoulders. He kissed her forehead and then backed away. “Don't worry about it.” He opened the refrigerator and took out some orange juice.

      “Oh!” said Bonnie, back in the everyday world again. “Holly wanted to see if we'd like to go bowling tonight after work.”

      Knight turned to her and snorted. “Bowling?”

      Bonnie jokingly smacked his arm. “She's back home and feeling nostalgic! You should feel lucky that the old bowling alley is even still there, and that our daughter wants to spend time with us.”

      “We're extremely fortunate,” he dryly stated while sipping his orange juice.
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      Knight arrived at the station with a newfound sense of paranoia. He couldn't make sense of the letter. It didn't feel like a joke. He had already called Slater's cell twice that morning, unable to get through. He read the letter with each first letter capitalized. From the parking lot, he watched from afar as people shuffled inside the two-story brick building. Big brass letters on one side said Melville County Police Department. His second home, but not for much longer.

      He slipped the letter back into his coat and opened his door, searching the parking lot. He approached the station, tucking his white button-down shirt in and brushing his slicked-back hair with one slide of his hand. He entered the lobby of the station through the double doors and found Deputy Gibbs at the front desk. She greeted him with a welcoming, rosy-cheeked smile. “Good morning, Detective Knight.”

      Knight slowed at her desk and then stopped. “Weren't you assigned to the Owens's residence last night?”

      Gibbs shrugged and held up a mug of steaming coffee. “Pulling a double.”

      “That's always fun,” Knight said as they both laughed.

      He wished her a good day and continued inside the station. Farther down a long, narrow hall, he turned and entered a familiar row of cubicles. Not far from his own desk sat Slater with his back turned toward him, typing. Knight slowed his steps, sneaking closer, trying not to be seen yet.

      “Excuse me,” Knight began as he entered their area, putting on his cop voice. “Do I know you?”

      Slater turned around, revealing a fresh shave and rested demeanor. “That depends on who's asking.”

      Knight looked around to see Silvia and Branham, two younger detectives, seated in their cubicles across from them. The captain's door was closed, and the lights were on. He assumed that Agent Garrett was inside, reporting on everything she had seen and heard from the day before.

      Knight sat at his desk, facing Slater. “When did you get here?”

      “About twenty minutes ago,” Slater said, continuing to type.

      Knight rolled forward in his chair. “I called you yesterday. What's with the avoidance?”

      Slater stopped typing and then turned around. “I turned my phone off, okay? I needed a break from this shit. And look at me now. I'm better. Hell, I can even work with that FBI broad, no problem.”

      Knight looked around. “Give her a break. She's on the level.”

      Slater scoffed and shook his head in apparent amusement. “Oh yeah? Both girls are still missing. She can't be that good.”

      Having heard enough, Knight produced the letter from his pocket and slammed it onto Slater's desk. “You see this? You know what this is?”

      Slater looked at the envelope inside the Ziploc bag. “A letter from the president?”

      “Very funny,” Knight said, holding it up. “This was taped to my front door this morning. I have no idea who did it, or when or why. I just know that someone is toying with me.”

      Slater scratched his chin and then observed the envelope and the careful way Knight's name was typed in the center. “Strange. What's it say?”

      Knight slipped it back inside his pocket, knowing he was acting dumb.

      “What the hell? Can I see it, or what?”

      “Hold on,” Knight said, rising. “I need to get it analyzed for prints.”

      “Can you tell me its contents, your majesty?” Slater asked.

      Knight glanced toward the captain's office. The door was still closed. “It's a letter, brief and to the point. It says, ‘you're looking for me and now I'm looking for you.’”

      Slater sipped from his coffee mug and chuckled. “That's it?”

      “They addressed me as Charley,” said Knight with a shake of his head. “Whoever it is, I don't like them knowing where I live.”

      Slater set his coffee down. “Who are we looking for then?”

      “The kidnapper,” said Knight. “Last line says that he's just getting started.”

      “You think he sent this?” Slater asked with both hands up.

      Knight paced back and forth, pushing his chair in. “It could be anyone I've dealt with the past twenty-five years.”

      Slater rested his chin on his hand. “Too bad they didn't offer more specifics.” They couldn’t hold back their smiles.

      Knight motioned to leave and was almost to the door when his office phone rang. He walked back, looking at the ID screen and not recognizing the number. Though it was local. “Detective Knight,” he said, answering with the receiver against his ear.

      A distant, echo-sounding voice came on the line. “Morning, Detective. This is Paul Owens.”

      Knight turned and signaled his partner. “Yes, Mr. Owens. How can we help you?” He heard construction, from beeping dump trucks to drills and hammers. The line then got quieter and clearer as Paul spoke again. “Sorry, I had you on speaker there for a moment. I'm on the back porch now.”

      “How's Carol?” Knight asked. “And your son?”

      “Well, you know...” Paul said after a moment’s hesitation. “I wanted to see if you had any updates for us. It's just torture sitting here like this. I want to be out there looking for this guy.”

      “Mr. Owens, I understand where you're coming from,” Knight interjected. “We're about to follow up on some leads right now. It should only be a matter of time before we find something.”

      “That's also what I wanted to talk about,” Paul said. “The guy we told you about yesterday. We had a leak in one of our rooms.”

      Knight gripped the phone, listening. “Which room?”

      Paul's sudden silence seemed to indicate that he had made a connection as well. “Brittany's...”

      Knight spun around, ready to spring into action. “Mr. Owens, we'll follow up with the company and the employee you mentioned first thing this morning. I promise to keep you updated.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” His friendly tone then shifted to one far more ominous. “I hope you catch this guy before I do, because it won't be pretty.”

      Knight responded with tact. “Again, I respect your position, but I'd strongly advise against that or any kind of vigilantism. All that matters now is finding your daughter.”

      “Damn right,” Paul responded. “Thank you, Detective.” And then he hung up.

      Knight turned to face his partner. “Chet Daniels...”

      “Who's he?” Slater asked with a blank expression.

      Knight crossed his arms and leaned back against his desk. “Oh, that's right. You abandoned us yesterday, and now I need to bring you up to speed.”

      Slater smirked. “Kindly go pound sand.”

      “Chet Daniels was identified by both Paul and Carol Owens as exhibiting strange behavior during his employment as a drywall repairman,” Knight began.

      Slater stood up and grabbed his coat off the back of his chair. “What are we waiting for then? Let's go talk to this scumbag.”

      As they assembled to leave, the captain's door opened. Agent Garrett walked out with Marshall behind her. She headed toward them, dressed in a dark gray blazer, a white T-shirt, and black slacks. Her FBI badge dangled from a lanyard around her neck.

      She entered their cubicle before Knight could respond. The captain soon followed, observing both detectives with annoyance. “I hope you two slept well, because it's going to be a long day.”

      Slater swiveled around to his computer screen, ignoring them as Garrett offered a friendly greeting. She stood beside Knight as the captain waited nearby, gripping the side wall of the cubicle with his glasses in hand. He cleared his throat and began with a direct tone. “It seems that we're making some progress. A little slow, but progress nonetheless.” He paused and then pointed from Slater to Knight in a scolding manner. “Do your jobs and find these girls.”

      “We have a name,” Knight said, almost too eagerly. “He's a random find.”

      The captain narrowed his eyes and bit the end of his glasses. “Do tell, Detective.”

      Knight pointed to Slater. “Do a search for Chet Daniels, please.”

      Slater spun around in his chair, ready to type.

      “Who is he?” the captain demanded, growing more impatient by the moment.

      “Paul and Carol Owens gave us the name of a contractor who had been to their house,” Knight began, excitement in his tone. “He helped fix a leak in their daughter's room.”

      “Well, I'll be damned,” Slater said from his computer. “Chester Alan Daniels. Born 1976. Resident of Melville County, Florida. Priors: drunk and disorderly and possession of marijuana, less than five ounces.” He paused, reading the screen. “That's all he's got. Not exactly a hardened criminal.”

      Knight walked to Slater's desk and leaned toward the monitor to get a better look. His picture was a near match to the sketch, except in the picture he had trimmed hair and a thinner beard. The glazed eyes, however, were a perfect match. “That's him,” he said. “I can't believe it.”

      “Are you two sure about this?” Captain Marshall asked, approaching them. “I don't want you on some wild goose chase over a name.”

      Agent Garrett stepped forward. “Call Sarah Riley's parents and ask them if the name sounds familiar. That could be our connection.”

      Knight dialed Steve and Annette Riley on speaker phone. He had the number memorized by now because of their frequent calls to the station. He stepped back and waited as the line rang several times with no answer. He hoped more than anything that they'd answer. Just when he thought the call was going to switch to voice mail, a woman's voice answered in an exhausted tone. “Hello?”

      Knight leaned closer to the phone. “Hi, this is Detective Knight with the Melville County Police Department. Is this Annette Riley?”

      A pause followed as she took a deep breath and then spoke. “Yes. I'm sorry. I heard the phone ringing from outside and ran in. What can you tell me, Detective? Do you have news?”

      Knight paused and looked up, feeling all their eyes on him. He wished he could have told her something encouraging. “We're working on it, Ma'am,” he continued. “That's one of the reasons I'm calling. Do you or your husband know the name Chet Daniels?”

      A long pause, then: “Who?” she asked.

      “Chet Daniels. He works for Evans Brothers Painting. Were they ever employed by you or your husband?”

      Another pause followed, before she responded in a distracted tone. “I don't know who that is, but maybe Steve does. Steve! Can you come here a second?”

      They waited patiently as she eventually put him on the line.

      “This is Steve Riley,” he said. “You have a name for us?”

      “Chester Daniels,” Knight said. “Goes by Chet. He works or worked for Evans Brothers Painting. Are you familiar with that business? Have they ever done work on your house” He glanced up in time to see Marshall skeptically glance at Agent Garrett as though the entire phone call was a futile exercise.

      “I don't recognize the name,” Steve began, “but we have used Evans Brothers before.”

      Knight slammed the desk with his fist, unable to conceal his excitement. “When did you hire them, and what work did they do for you?”

      “Well...” Steve began, thinking. “They painted the front of our house about a month ago. Why?” He paused, seemingly realizing a connection. “Does this have any connection to my daughter's kidnapping?”

      “We're trying to find that out,” Knight quickly clarified.

      “Chet Daniels?” Steve asked, his tone intense, yet hopeful. “Is he a suspect?”

      Knight attempted to downplay the connection, lest they not deliver. “We don't know yet. But we'd like to show you a picture.”

      Captain Marshall approached the phone and spoke louder than he needed to. “Mr. Riley. Would it be at all possible for you to come to the station this morning? We have quite a bit to discuss.”

      “Yes, we can do that,” he responded with a slight hesitation. “Haven't gone to work since Sarah's disappearance. Why start today?” He held the phone away and coughed. “What time?”

      “As soon as you can,” the captain said. “And please bring Annette.”

      “Okay,” Steve said. “We'll be there soon.”

      Captain Marshall looked to Knight as the call ended. “Good work.”

      Knight, surprised by the comment, downplayed it with a small shrug and slipped his coat on. “Evans Brothers has an office downtown. Let's see what they can tell us.” He approached Slater's monitor where Daniels's file was on the screen. “Print that, please.”

      “Commencing print function,” Slater said with a tinge of sarcasm.

      Captain Marshall stood in the middle of the group with his arms crossed. “And what are you going to ask Mr. Daniels once you find him?”

      “We're going to ask him where he was Sunday evening, for starters,” Knight answered.

      Agent Garrett added, “Finding him is all that matters right now.”

      Slater glanced at her, surprised by the vote of confidence. Even the captain seemed to agree.

      He pointed at Knight. “Get a list of all former and current employees from the painting company. Leave no stone unturned.”

      “We're on it,” Knight said, grabbing the Daniels printout from a nearby desk. Slater put his coat on and prepared to leave. For that morning, at least, it seemed like they had a plan.

      “I want an update within the hour,” Marshall said, exiting the cubicle. He then beckoned Agent Garrett to follow, and they walked toward his office. Knight hadn't yet mentioned the letter to either of them. Part of him wanted to simply dismiss it as a prank and move on. With a potential suspect almost in their grasp, the lab would have to wait.

      Slater took one last drink from his coffee mug and then set it down. “You ready?”

      “Been ready,” Knight said. “Let's go.”

      They walked down the carpeted aisle between cubicles, office phones ringing and quiet conversation around them. They stopped at the hallway and turned around to see Agent Garrett conversing with Captain Marshall. For a moment, they weren't sure if she was going with them or staying. She turned to them with a wave and a wait-for-me finger in the air, hurrying toward them as Marshall returned to his office. She joined them, breathless. “Sorry for the hold up.”

      “Don't worry about it,” Knight said.

      They continued down the hall as Garrett continued. “There's a lot of pressure on him over these missing girls. The commissioner and the chief of police have been giving him hell.”

      The kidnappings had the town on edge. Parents were afraid to let their children leave their homes. By the second day, Brittany Owens's disappearance was known all over the news now. “Lock your doors and windows” was the mantra of the week. Knight understood the situation all too well.

      Agent Garrett zeroed in on Slater with veiled amusement. “Looks like we missed you yesterday.”

      Slater stepped back, studying her as he slowly unwrapped a piece of gum and stuck it in his mouth all at once. “Yes,” he said, chewing. “Some things came up. But I'm glad to be in your lovely presence once again.” He carefully folded up the gum wrapper and foil and placed them in his pocket.

      She then glanced at Knight and put on a happy face. Moving on. “Where to first, gentlemen?”

      “I figure that we confirm Mr. Daniels's employment with the Evans Brothers,” Knight said.

      They continued down the long hallway toward the lobby, passing police along the way. Knight glanced at his cell phone, feeling it vibrate. There was a message from Bonnie, reminding him that he left his lunch in the fridge. He had left in haste without even saying goodbye.

      “Why don't we just call them?” Slater said. “Save us a trip to downtown.”

      They had reached the lobby doors, and Knight didn’t slow down. “I want to know what kind of people they are hiring.”

      Slater opened the door for Agent Garrett. Knight stepped up beside her. He asked her how she slept.

      “Just fine,” she replied.

      Knight nodded. “Let's hope we can wrap this thing up soon. I'm nearing retirement.”

      “When's that?” she said, alarmed.

      Slater suddenly slapped him on the shoulder. “Twenty-seven days, right?”

      Garrett stared at him as she paused, looking for his car. “I'm surprised.”

      Knight stopped and then patted his leg. “Medical retirement. I wear a leg brace here. Back's all messed up, too. I was struck by a car some years ago.”

      “Son of a bitch tried to run him over and kill him,” Slater added. He looked at Knight with a smile. “But at least he gets a nice chunk of disability pay.”

      As they neared the parking lot, Slater asked who was driving. Knight and Garrett both volunteered in unison then looked at each other with embarrassed smiles.

      “It's your town,” Garrett said. “I've got a rental we could take though.”

      Knight shrugged. “It's up to you. I wouldn't mind saving the gas money.”

      Slater hurried past them, entering the parking lot. “I'll drive.”
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        * * *

      

      The Oldsmobile rolled across the street toward Evans Brothers Painting & Drywall, a small office among many in the downtown business district. Upon entering the crowded parking lot, Knight scanned the area for Cadillacs. Agent Garrett sat up front with her arm resting on the open window. They found a space under a light post in the third long row. The gray, overcast sky had stayed consistent through the morning, sparing them from the otherwise normal summer heat. Slater turned off his ignition as exhaust from his faulty muffler floated down outside the car. The Evans Brothers office was on the corner of the plaza, beyond several other shops and businesses. Both the driver and passenger side doors swung open as Slater and Garrett exited the car. Knight crawled out the back of the two-door car once the seat was brought down.

      A cool breeze flowed through the parking lot, which gave Knight a sense of fresh clarity. The doors slammed shut, and they walked through rows of parked vehicles, zeroing in on their destination. The office on the corner of the plaza had no sign. Its glass door entrance had an Open sign with the letters etched onto the door amid a logo for Evans Brothers Painting & Drywall.

      Knight told Agent Garrett that he'd like to do most of the talking. “I want to put the screws to this place, but not too tight.”

      “Careful now,” Slater said. “Our boy Chet could make a run for it. That is, if he even still works here.”

      “We're going to find out,” Knight added.

      They stopped a good ten feet from the store, waiting for a car to pass. The lights inside the Evans Brothers office were on. Knight could see a long counter beyond the glass manned by at least two employees, with shelves of paint buckets behind them. The door swung open and a man, tanned and muscled with a bandana around his head, hurried outside with a five-gallon bucket of paint in his hand. Slater caught the door before it closed and held it open for Knight and Agent Garrett.

      “Good man,” Knight said, following Garrett inside. They stepped across the glossy cement floor and toward the front counter. Posters adorned the walls, advertising various sales and deals. There was a Gumball machine in one corner next to a water cooler and a large potted plant on the other side with a line of leather waiting chairs.

      Knight approached the counter with Agent Garrett and Slater hovering behind him. A huddled group of employees were in the back, dressed in red collared shirts. A young man glanced up at them from behind the counter with big, curious eyes inspecting them from under the bill of his hat. His counterpart, a short, frumpy man with a black beard was busy on the phone.

      “How can I help you?” the associate said.

      “Yes,” Knight began, leaning against the counter. “We'd like to speak to your manager, please.”

      “Uh, okay...” the man said, hesitant. “What's this about?”

      “We're with the Melville County Police Department,” Knight said. “We just have some questions we'd like to ask.”

      The apprehensive associate soon left and went through a door at the opposite end of the counter. Slater stood near the front door as if watching it. Garrett scrolled through her cell phone. “Emails from headquarters coming in hot,” she remarked. “They want an update.”

      Knight told her that the Evans Brothers were about to be arrested. They laughed as the door opened and a man approached the counter. He was tall and broad-shouldered with dark, curly hair and glasses. He wore a red shirt like all the others but didn't appear to have a name tag. His brow raised upon nearing them. “Yes, how can I help you?” he asked with a hint of nervousness.

      “Are you the manager?” Knight asked.

      “Yes, I am,” he said, extending his hand. “Lloyd Evans. Pleased to meet you.”

      Knight showed his badge and then shook his hand. “I'm Detective Knight with the Melville Police Department, Criminal Investigations Unit. This is Agent Garrett with the FBI, and behind me is my partner, Detective Slater.”

      Kelly shook his hand as Slater simply nodded. “Yes...” Evans began. “Joey told me that the police were here. What can I do for you?”

      “Consider this a routine visit, Mr. Evans,” Knight began. He then paused and looked around. “Is your brother here as well?”

      “No,” Evans said with a chuckle. “Danny's out of town on business. But I'm sure whatever it is, I can assist just fine.”

      “We appreciate your cooperation,” Knight told him. “We're investigating a missing person’s case, and some names have come up that are associated with your business.”

      Evans nodded with an inquisitive expression. He leaned closer as the bearded associate on the phone next to him continued talking. Knight unfolded the Daniels printout and placed it on the counter. “We're looking for this man, Chet Daniels. Does he work for you?”

      Evans looked at the black and white picture below him, narrowing his eyes. “Yes. I know him. He's done jobs for us from time to time. Haven't see much of him lately though.” He paused and looked up at the detectives. “What's this all about?”

      Knight took the printout back and re-folded it. “I can't disclose too much right now, but his name has come up.”

      “We'd like to ask him some questions,” Agent Garrett added.

      Evans folded his hands across the counter. “Is there something we should be concerned about?”

      Knight asked, “How would you describe Mr. Daniels?”

      Evans thought to himself and then responded. “I never saw much of him on the job sites. He's a pretty good worker as far as I know.”

      Knight asked, “Is he working for you today?”

      “I'm not sure,” Evans said. “I don't think so.” He then reached into his pants pocket and pulled out his cell phone. “I can call George, my foreman, and see. They're at a job right now.”

      “Please do,” Knight said.

      Evans hit the pre-programmed number and held the phone to his ear. “Hey, George,” he said. “I'm wondering if you've seen Chet today. Chet Daniels...” Evans paused and listened. He then lowered the phone and looked at Knight. “He's not there. George says they haven't seen him in about a week.”

      Knight and Agent Garrett glanced at each other, disappointed. Chet Daniels was beginning to look like more of a possible suspect. Evans thanked him and ended their call, reminding the foreman to contact him if Daniels showed up.

      Agent Garrett leaned closer, seemingly taking over. “We'd like to verify the address we have with what you have on file.”

      “Sure,” Evans said, though Garrett wasn’t finished yet with her requests.

      “We'd also like a list of all current and former employees from the past four months. There are two families who hired your company. I'd like to know who was on those teams, names, phone numbers, and home addresses.”

      Evans just stood there with a blank face as though he didn't know what to make of her request. “That could take some time,” he began, hesitant. “Maybe that’s not even legal. Just saying . . .”

      Agent Garrett showed no signs of backing down, just said pleasantly, “It would be most appreciated.”

      “It's important to our case,” Knight added.

      “I suppose I can get some of the team on that,” Evans said, reluctant. “Has Chet done something wrong?”

      “We're not sure yet,” Knight said. “But until we speak with Mr. Daniels, there is nothing we can disclose.”

      He gave them the address of the two houses as Evans shuffled in the back where his employees had convened. He spoke to them and they soon dispersed, presumably to get the files needed.

      Agent Garrett cut in. “We need to get to Daniels before someone tips him off.” Her eyes followed Evans as he walked into his office in the back and closed the door. “Even if it's done inadvertently, the slightest comment could have him covering up his tracks.”

      “Then go,” Slater said, leaning on the counter.

      Knight and Garrett looked at him curiously until he elaborated. “I'll stay here and wait for the files. You two can go find him.”

      “You don't mind staying?” Knight asked.

      “Not at all,” Slater said, pointing at the chairs in the lobby. He then walked past them and took a seat.

      “But you drove us here,” Knight said.

      Slater fished out his car keys and tossed them to Knight without another word. Knight looked at Agent Garrett. “Ready to hit the road?”

      “I suppose so.”

      They walked toward the exit and waved to Slater on their way out. Knight opened the door, holding it for Garrett as cars slowly drove past them. Sunlight hit his face as they emerged from the shaded plaza walkway. Their destination wasn't far. According his recollection, it was only a few miles away in the mobile home division off Saxton Avenue. Knight knew the place. One of Bonnie's friends used to live there. If Daniels was home as they hoped, their investigation just got more interesting.
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      Palm Landings was a mobile community on the outskirts of town. It had once been a premier location for retirees who relished the rural surroundings it offered. Over time, however, it had become run down and full of crime. The dozens of mobile homes and campers that filled its grounds were largely concealed by the surrounding forest.

      Detective Knight drove Slater's Oldsmobile down a bumpy dirt road, through the entrance gate which was open, with a No Trespassing sign hanging over the chain-link fence. Agent Garrett sat in the passenger seat, looking ahead with her sunglasses on. She hadn't said much during the drive but made a phone call to headquarters, telling them that they were making progress on the investigation.

      Once through the gate, they veered right and followed the curve, passing beneath moss-hung trees that shaded everything underneath. Each trailer had a vehicle or two in the car port or patch of land that acted as a port. There were a few people outside, sitting listlessly in the front yards. A mother was playing with her two children, running from them with a doll in her arms. The Oldsmobile received a few curious glances as it passed by. This was not a place where people went out for Sunday drives.

      “You think this Daniels guy is the one?” Knight asked, glancing over but keeping his hands on the wheel.

      “Don't know,” Garrett said. “Only one way to find out.”

      Knight felt a lump in his throat. He hadn't really let himself consider that either girl could be deceased, but maybe they were getting close to knowing.

      “How do you want to do this?” he asked Garrett as they neared the trailers with addresses in the 700s on both sides of the road. One man looked up from the engine of his open hood, staring at them and eventually looking away. Garrett rolled up her window then spoke. “Go to the front door and knock. I’ll stand near the car port and watch the back.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Knight said, slowing down. There was a trailer ahead obscured by a large oak tree. In the shade of the covered car port was a pick-up truck with a large dent in its side. The house number was 735. Knight felt a sliver of disappointment. He had been hoping to find a 1980s model Cadillac and piece everything together from there. Perhaps it would turn up soon anyway.

      “That's our stop,” he said pointing to a blue and white aluminum mobile home.

      It had a small front lawn, recently mowed. The windows and door were closed, and the blinds were drawn. Knight caught sight of a shovel in the car port, leaning against the wall with its blade covered in sand. He stopped before reaching the trailer and parked on the side of the road, with number 735 to their left. No one was visible inside or out.

      The pick-up truck was the only vehicle. Knight turned off the ignition as they watched the house. It didn't seem as though any lights were on inside. Aside from the truck, it didn't appear that anyone was home.

      Garrett turned to him as she lowered her sunglasses, her thoughts somewhere else. “Detective Slater...” she paused as if choosing her words carefully. “He clearly wanted to stay behind. Is he okay?”

      “He's fine,” Knight said. “Just going through a divorce.”

      Garrett leaned back. “Yesterday when briefing me, Captain Marshall told me to keep an eye on Detective Slater.”

      Knight looked at her, hoping his face hadn’t shown too much, though he wasn't surprised. “Slater is going through a rough patch right now, but things are going to get better, starting with our cracking this case.”

      Garrett then suggested that Slater should stick to paperwork and stay out of the field for the time being, which Knight took immediate issue with.

      “Have you ever been married, Agent Garrett?” he asked. He only knew that she wasn't currently wearing a ring, but he had no idea of her history.

      “Engaged, yes,” she said. “Married... no.”

      “Then you should know how it can go sometimes; how hard a breakup like that can be.”

      “I do,” she said, nodding. They sat in silence as they continued to watch the trailer. Cicadas chirped insistently from within the surrounding palmettos. The overcast sky had brightened a shade with some blue showing between the clouds. The predicted storm had fizzled out. But there was still a chance of rain that day, according to the report.

      “What exactly did Captain Marshall say about Slater?” Knight asked, unable to help himself.

      “He didn't elaborate,” Garrett said. She then turned toward him to speak more directly. “I'm sure he's had an esteemed career, but—” She suddenly stopped. “I thought I saw movement from inside. First window on the left.”

      Knight gripped the steering wheel and leaned forward, narrowing his eyes. “I'd say it's about time to go in. Are you ready?”

      Garrett opened the door and stepped outside, her answer clear enough. Knight stepped out too, quietly closing his door. He checked for his sidearm and felt the bulge of his pistol, nesting in its hip holster. He walked ahead and stayed to the dirt road with Garrett following.

      They soon reached the front yard and traveled up the oil-stained cement driveway that led to the car port. He circled around the truck, glancing inside at the single bench seat in front. Trash littered the seat and floor but nothing out of the ordinary. He examined the back of the truck, where scattered layers of pine needles covered the truck bed. From behind the truck, he glanced into the backyard, with its small fire pit and lawn chairs.

      Past the fire pit was forest and the faint outline of other trailers beyond the brush. Agent Garrett stood on the driver's side of the truck, looking inside the trailer. There’d been no further sign of movement. Might have been a pet, or the shadow of a swaying tree. There wasn't anyone around, the house was quiet, and Knight began to wonder if they had the right location. He hoped that no one from the painting company had alerted Daniels and given him time to run. He circled back to the front of the truck, ready to make their presence known.

      “Awfully quiet around here,” he said.

      Agent Garrett backed toward the side of the house. “I've got a good view of the place from here. Go ahead and see who's home.”

      “Got it,” Knight said, moving along a cement path. He walked up the steps and tried to look inside the window, but the blinds were drawn. He listened at the door and heard faint music playing inside. He glanced toward Garrett near the car port and held out a finger, turning back to the door. He knocked and waited. “Mr. Daniels? Are you in there?” But there was no answer. Footsteps sounded from inside as he waited.

      Agent Garrett waved at him, eyes widened as she looked in the backyard. “Side window!”

      Knight kicked the front door open without hesitation. Pain traveled up his leg as the door swung wide, dragging on the hinge. He'd be feeling it in the morning. Through the haze of marijuana smoke, he saw a shirtless man with long hair sprinting outside the back door.

      Knight charged through the living room, only to halt in pain. His leg and knee were throbbing, and he could barely remain standing. He glanced around and observed a tattered couch with a cluttered table in front of it. There was a stereo on a shelf with rock music playing and a small TV across from the couch, its flickering images illuminating the room. Knight hobbled forward, frustrated, as Agent Garrett rushed through the backyard in pursuit. She sprinted past the back door and off to where Knight could no longer see her. He leaned against the couch, stretching his leg back. “Come on… Get moving!”

      He took a deep breath and moved toward the kitchen where the open door swayed in the wind. He began to get his footing back and walked outside, down the steps and into the backyard, a few feet from the fire pit. He swung to his right and saw Agent Garrett enter the forest with her pistol out. She shouted, “Stop! FBI!” before disappearing behind the brush.

      Knight brought a hand down his face as he muttered. The last thing he expected was a chase. Following her lead, he pulled his pistol from his side and hobbled through the yard, pushing branches aside as he entered the woods. He heard rustling and panting but couldn't see anyone. He stepped through bushes and underbrush, discovering a clear path that curved right. He hurried as adrenaline minimized the pain with each step. Agent Garrett ordered the man to stop, threatening to shoot.

      As he rounded the curve, Knight saw Agent Garrett running with the back of her coat flapping behind her. The shirtless man was ahead of her as she closed in, darting through the trees. Then the man suddenly tripped and nearly fell, allowing Garrett to tackle him onto the ground. They rolled around, kicking up dust, cursing as Knight pushed ahead, desperate to intervene. He had never seen anything quite like it, not with a female FBI agent.

      Garrett managed to get her arm around the man's throat as she pulled his arm back. Lying on his chest with dirt and leaves on his face, the man seemed to come to his senses. He gave no fight as she handcuffed him. Knight approached, gun drawn and out of breath. Agent Garrett and her arrest subject were both breathing heavily after their intense chase.

      “You want to read him his rights?” she asked, her knee pressing against the man's back.

      “Who the hell are you people?” the man asked, hair in his face, his breath-starved voice hoarse and angry.

      Knight stood over the man, amused. “I think I made that clear when I knocked.” He then began reading his Miranda rights and helped hoist the man onto his feet. His chest and pants were covered with dirt, dead leaves, and pine needles. Agent Garrett checked the man's pockets but found them empty.

      “Chet Daniels?” she asked him.

      Knight pushed him forward as they began their walk back to the house.

      “Yeah...” he said, still catching his breath.

      “Why'd you run?” Knight asked. “We just want to talk to you.”

      “Is there something you're hiding?” Garrett added. Their footsteps crunched through along the fallen needles and twigs toward the clear pathway. Daniel's trailer was partially visible through the trees ahead. A plane droned far above them in the gray sky. Unseen insects scattered for cover with their movement. Chet shook his head, hanging it low as they neared his house.

      “I didn't know who you were,” he said. Knight saw that he had the same dirty blond beard and tousled short hair as in his mugshot. His face was thinner though, and his tired eyes seemed sunken in, as if he were ill.

      “I told you that we were police,” Knight said, gripping Daniels's back as they led him forward.

      “I ain’t done nothing wrong,” he began with a sigh. “Y'all had me spooked. Startled, you know?” He glanced from side to side, searching for their approval, but neither Knight nor Garrett made eye contact. “Come on. This is all one big misunderstanding.”

      Knight chuckled. “I imagine every foot pursuit begins as a misunderstanding, but you were clearly running from us, Mr. Daniels. There's no denying that.”

      “I'm high, man. That's all,” he pleaded. “Y'all freaked me out.”

      “I apologize,” Knight said. “Perhaps if you had just answered your door like a normal person, you wouldn't be in handcuffs right now.”

      “Screw you,” Daniels continued. “I want my lawyer.”

      Knight and Garrett guided him through weeds and into his backyard. They moved around the side of the trailer and across the front, bringing him to the Oldsmobile parked in the road.

      “I'll call the station for backup,” Knight said to Garrett. “Get a search team out here. Check out everything.”

      Upset, Daniels asked what they were talking about. “How do I even know that you’re cops, man? I wanna see some ID!” His voice rose with anger as he tried to pull away. Knight gripped Daniels's sweaty shoulder, holding him in place as Garrett opened the car’s back door. Knight pushed him inside. Daniels flew onto the car seat and looked up at them, enraged.

      Knight showed his badge and introduced himself.

      “So, what do you want?” he asked them, voice shaking.

      Knight unclipped the radio from his belt and held it up, clicking the call button. “This is Detective Knight over at Palm Landings, where we have a suspect in custody. We need a couple units and a search team here, pronto.”

      After a moment, a dispatcher's voice came through, confirming deployment.

      He lowered the radio and stared at Daniels, whose face had turned white. “Is there anything you'd like to disclose?”

      Daniels shook his head. “Nothing at all.” He paused, rocking back and forth in his seat with his anger rising. “I was smoking some weed. Big deal! Wasn't harming no one.”

      Agent Garrett suddenly cut in. “You work at Evans Brothers Painting and Drywall, correct?”

      “Yeah, sometimes,” Daniels said, wide eyed and confused. “Is this about the tools I took? I told them that I was just borrowing them. They said okay. I was gonna bring 'em back later this week.”

      “Forget all that,” Garrett said, staring at him through the dark shades of her sunglasses.

      Knight studied Daniels for a moment. He seemed to be hiding something, but it wasn’t clear. “I haven't done anything, you hear me!” he shouted, drooling.

      “We'll find out soon enough,” Knight said, ready to close the door.

      “Listen, I owe money to some bad folks around town, and I’ve just been laying low,” Daniels pleaded. “I thought you were one of those people. I heard this pounding on my door, looked out, and saw a red car I’ve never seen before. Why wouldn't I run?”

      Knight held up a hand, urging calm. “Save your breath. We're going to look inside your place now.”

      Garrett then asked him if there was anyone else inside.

      “I live alone,” Daniels said.

      Knight closed and locked the door, securing Daniels inside. He then returned to the trailer with Kelly. They entered the hazy living room with its old furniture, filled ash trays, and empty beer cans all over the place. Knight pulled out two pairs of latex gloves from his coat pocket and handed her one set. She took the gloves, thanking him, as they both pulled them on, snapping them in place. Knight observed the countertops and sink, both filled with dirty dishes.

      They walked past the open back door as a breeze blew inside, dissipating the smoke in the room. A glass bong rested on the coffee table amid candles, beer cans, and a plate of eaten chicken wings. “Looks like this guy really was hiding out.”

      Garrett nodded as they slowly moved toward the hallway that led to a bedroom and a bathroom across from one another. There wasn't much else to the place. There was no sign of the girls and no sign of anything beyond a messy trailer. Knight entered the bedroom and observed each article of clothing on the floor. There were men's T-shirts and pants, but nothing that looked like it belonged to a child. Garrett opened a hall closet between the bedroom and bath, finding it full of towels and blankets.

      “Nothing so far, but let's keep our eyes open,” she said, heading inside the bathroom.

      Knight continued his search of Daniels's room. He opened the blinds next to the two stacked mattresses and allowed daylight into the room. There was a dresser with all sorts of items on top of it: dog-eared car magazine, dirty t-shirt, joint wrapping papers, keys. The closet was open and full of clothes. Knight walked around the bed, eyes to the ground, and spotted a small yellow sock. It looked out of place among the other items on the floor. He knelt to get a closer look. It was a familiar-looking child's sock. And then he remembered where he had last seen one like it.

      “Agent Garrett, get in here!” he shouted.

      She hurried into the room, curious. “What do you have?”

      Knight remained kneeling on the floor, hesitant to even touch it. “This yellow sock. I saw one just like it in Brittany Owens's bedroom on the morning she disappeared.”

      Garrett hunched down closer, not saying a word. She examined the sock.

      “It's him,” Knight said, standing up. “We have him dead to rights.”

      Garrett picked up the sock with her gloved hands. “Are you sure? There’s lots of socks in the world.”

      Knight furiously paced the room, tossing clothes about. He approached the tall dresser in the corner and pulled out the drawers, from top to bottom. Inside each drawer were more clothes, some papers, and a drawer entirely filled with tools. He swung around to see Garrett standing at the bed with the sock in her hand. “He could have the girls held at another location.”

      Knight approached the closet, pushing hung shirts aside to look deep inside. He went to the bed next, grabbed the top mattress, and flipped it over. Garrett jumped back, startled.

      “Take it easy,” she demanded. “We don't want to compromise a potential crime scene.”

      Knight glanced at her, breathing heavily with his eyes widened. “We have to find those girls.”

      “You're basing all of this on a sock,” she said. “And while it might be important, we need more evidence.”

      Knight nodded as he calmed himself. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and then walked right past her, leaving. Garrett called out as he made his way across through the living room and out the front door. He walked down the steps and saw Daniels in the back seat with his head rested back and eyes closed. An intense anger brewed inside Knight. He moved swiftly through the yard, feeling as though he was on autopilot. The burning desire to punch their suspect's face in felt satisfying and justified.

      Daniels's eyes opened as Knight neared the door, swinging it open with uncontrollable anger. Before Daniels could even react, Knight pulled him out of the car and threw him against the driver's side door. “Where are the girls, you bastard?” He paused and then balled his fist. “Tell me!”

      Daniels responded with panicked ramblings and pleaded with Knight not to hurt him.

      “We found Brittany’s sock,” Knight seethed.

      Agent Garrett soon approached from the trailer and told him to back off. Knight hesitated as police sirens wailed in the distance. The backup he requested was not too far away. He suddenly released Daniels and backed away, out of breath with his heart pounding. Daniels fell against the car, struggling with his handcuffs.

      “Come on,” Garrett said. “Let's get him back in there.”

      They guided him back to the car and placed him in the backseat as he ranted at Knight. “I have rights, you know? I'll sue the hell outta your entire department.”

      “Shut up,” Knight said, slamming the door shut.

      Two squad cars appeared down the road, approaching the trailer with a cloud of dust behind them. Their sirens were off, but the lights were still flashing. Agent Garrett touched his arm, causing Knight to turn around from the car.

      “We're going to find out everything soon enough,” she said. “Just keep it together.”

      Knight nodded as the squad cars came to a halt in the dirt road beside them. Garrett had stressed patience, but every minute was crucial, especially with two missing girls.
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      Chet Daniels sat at the table in the interview room with his head down and his arms across the table. He was wearing a T-shirt they had given him along with a pair of loose-fitting shoes. Knight watched their suspect on an outside monitor with Agent Garrett and Captain Marshall beside him. Daniels's hair hung in his face as one leg bounced up and down under the table. He'd been left alone in the room for the past twenty minutes. News had traveled fast through the station that a suspect had been captured, making everyone both relieved and excited. So far, however, Daniels wasn't talking.

      Knight held an evidence bag with the yellow sock recovered from Daniels's trailer, identical to the one from Brittany Owens's room. It was the strongest evidence they had linking Daniels to the kidnappings. Search teams had been deployed to Palm Landings to comb the area. The hope was the girls weren't far. All that mattered was finding them alive.

      Captain Marshall spoke as they watched Daniels on the screen. “He's got an ex-wife and a daughter. They both live out of state.”

      “How old is his daughter?” Agent Garrett asked.

      “Twelve,” Marshall said. Garrett gave Knight a look and shook her head.

      Knight ignored her. He straightened up and heard the faint snapping sound of paper crunching, coming from his coat pocket. The anonymous letter taped to his front door. He needed to get it to the lab to check for prints, but Daniels was the priority.

      Detective Slater suddenly entered the room, flustered and carrying some files. “Thanks for leaving me stranded at the paint store for the past hour.”

      Knight turned from the screen. “We're sorry, okay? We got caught up.” He then pointed at Daniels. “What do you think? This could be our guy.”

      Slater glanced at their motionless suspect, unimpressed. “Looks like a real loser to me.” He then placed the files on the desk. “Here are the Evans Brothers employment records.”

      Agent Garrett thanked him. “I'm sure it will be very useful.”

      The captain barely acknowledged him as he turned to Garrett. “Does this man fit your profile?”

      She studied Daniels on the monitor and responded. “By his age and appearance, yes. But I do have my doubts.” She then looked at Knight. “I'm sorry.”

      Knight held up the evidence bag. “We found an identical sock. I say that sums it up.”

      Garrett said, “DNA inside the sock will tell us something.”

      “Too bad he doesn't drive a Cadillac,” Slater added. “That would really seal the deal.”

      “I've got a plan,” Knight said, shifting toward the nearby room. “Agent Garrett, if you would accompany me, I'd like to study his body language up close.”

      “He looks catatonic,” Marshall said with his arms crossed.

      Knight pulled the folded letter from his pocket. “He won't be when I show him this.” He walked away without elaborating as Garrett followed. He opened the door to the interview room and turned around and gave a thumbs up to the captain. He and Garrett then entered the room, shutting the door behind them.

      Daniels slowly raised his head to look up at him. “Where's my lawyer?”

      Knight stared him down as he pulled a chair out and sat. “We'd like to ask you some questions first.”

      Daniels slammed the table with cuffed hands. “I told you I didn't kidnap those kids! You've got nothing.”

      Knight casually placed his evidence on the table like a card dealer. “Can you tell me which sock belongs to you, Mr. Daniels?” He paused and glanced back at Agent Garrett standing behind them. “Can you tell them apart, Agent Garrett?”

      “They look about the same to me,” she said, leaning on the back of an empty chair.

      The tinted bubble in the ceiling was capturing everything as they continued. Knight reached into his coat pocket and pulled out yet another bag, this time with an envelope inside. He opened the bag and pulled out the letter, unfolding it on the table. “Do you know anything about this letter, Chet?” Knight watched for signs of nervousness, fidgeting, or recognition on his face.

      Daniels stared down at the letter, unblinking. “What's that?”

      Garrett leaned closer.

      “It was left on my door today. Know anything about that?”

      Daniels read the message and smiled with what looked like relief. “Never seen that in my life, sorry. I didn't even know who you were until today.”

      Knight leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. “Is that so?” He glanced at Garrett, hoping that she could fill him in. “What do you think?”

      Garrett pushed her chair closer to the table and spoke to Daniels directly. “Mr. Daniels, can you tell us where you were on the night of June eleventh?”

      Daniels thought to himself and answered. “I was home drinking and listening to music.”

      “Was anyone else there with you?” she asked.

      “Nah,” he said. “I was home alone. Passed out until morning.”

      “That's a hell of an alibi,” Knight added.

      “It's the truth!” he shouted.

      Knight stood up, his temper rising. “Bullshit, Daniels. Tell us where the girls are before we have you locked up through the next century.”

      Garrett then spoke to Daniels with an opposing calm. “You seem awfully confused about a lot of things. Let me clear the air.” She began pacing the room, walking behind Daniels. “You are suspected of kidnapping two missing girls. Sarah Riley was last seen not far from her house one week ago. Brittany Owens was kidnapped from her room in the middle of the night yesterday. The cases have been all over the news. I'm sure you've heard of them.”

      Daniels stared ahead, and for the first time, looking frightened. “Yes... I heard of them. But that's it.”

      Knight cut in. “The girls' homes were both serviced by Evans Brothers Painting, the place where you work. Both their parents singled you out as an uncomfortable presence, a real creep.”

      Daniels tilted his head back, laughing. “Wait until my lawyer gets a load of this.”

      Agent Garrett walked past the table, holding their strongest piece of evidence. “Who does this belong to, Mr. Daniels?”

      Daniels's eyes shifted to the sock. He then clasped his cuffed hands to his chin and sighed. “My daughter left some clothes after her last visit. I may not be the best father, but I ain't no kidnapper.”

      Knight narrowed his eyes, studying Daniels. Their suspect seemed to have an answer for everything, but it still didn't add up. There were too many coincidences, too many things had led them to Chet Daniels, far too many signs and clues. “What can you tell us about a red 1980s Cadillac?” he asked.

      Daniels shook his head. “What Cadillac?”

      “Come on, Chet. Several witnesses corroborated a Cadillac circling the neighborhood on the night Brittany Owens was kidnapped,” Knight said. “What's wrong, your pick-up truck wouldn't do the job?”

      Daniels looked away, more alert now than he had been, becoming aware of the danger he was in. Knight's cell phone vibrated in his pocket. For a moment, he ignored it until he felt two more vibrations, indicating text messages. Knight reached into his pocket and pulled out the phone just as Garrett began asking Daniels about his job. Knight’s phone showed three messages from Bonnie urging him to call her back. Another letter, said the text, taped right to our door.

      Knight nearly jumped out of his chair but tried to compose himself. It was hard to make sense of it. He was in a room with the man he believed responsible for the kidnappings, but somehow another anonymous letter had been delivered. He began to piece together the possibilities when it all began to make sense. Yes, of course, he thought. The letters have nothing to do with the kidnappings. It’s someone else. Someone messing with me, harassing and trying to scare my family. He'd deal with it after the kidnapping case. His phone buzzed again with another message.

      It's much stranger than the last letter, said the text.

      Knight sighed and typed back, Tell me what is says.

      After a moment, she responded. Call me, please.

      Frustrated, he stood up, sliding the chair legs noisily across the tile floor, and excused himself from the room. “I'll be right back,” he said, and headed toward the door. Garrett and Daniels both watched closely as he half-limped to the exit. Outside the room, he saw Captain Marshall standing nearby with Slater. The captain looked over at him as if to ask what he was doing. Knight raised a finger and told him that he'd be right back. He then hurried down the hall with the phone ringing against his ear. Bonnie picked up on the second ring, a distraught tone in her voice.

      “Bonnie, I'm in the middle of an interrogation right now.”

      “I'm sorry, but it's important. I don't know what to do.” She sounded like she was moving through the room and out of breath.

      “Calm down,” Knight said, stopping halfway down the hall. “Just tell me what happened. What does the letter say?”

      “Oh, God...” she began. “They knocked. I heard a knock. I opened the door, and no one was there. They were gone, but the letter was there. I don't know who these cretins are, but I don't feel safe.”

      “Honey, please just tell me what the letter says.”

      “Okay,” she said, sniffling. “I kept everything locked just like you said. Holly isn't here right now, and I'm scared out of my wits.”

      “The letter!” Knight said, increasingly frustrated.

      “I'm sorry. Okay. Are you ready? I'm going to read it now.”

      “Go ahead.”

      She took a deep breath and began. “Charley, you've wasted so much time, and now I've got another one. Her name is Jenny. Third one’s a charm, signed X.”

      Knight froze against the wall, phone gripped in his hand. It was impossible. It had to be an elaborate hoax. “Can you take a picture and send it to me?” he said, struggling with his words. Why would someone take the risk of sending such brief, meaningless messages? If they were playing a game with him, what was he supposed to do with no information, no demands? “I'll be home soon, I promise,” he told her. “Put the letter down. Stop handling it. Call me if you’re scared.” He paused and waited for a response. “Still there?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I was distracted, sorry. Just get home soon, okay?”

      “I will. I love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      He hung up and lowered his phone, realizing his shirt was damp with sweat. Before he reentered the interview room, he knew he needed to get it together. He walked back toward the room and waved Slater over. For a moment, he didn't care about Chet Daniels or any of it. He only wanted to find out who had delivered the letter. Slater left Captain Marshall by the viewing monitor, seeing that Knight was clearly distressed.

      “What's going on?” he asked.

      Knight glanced both ways down the hall and spoke quietly. “I'm not sure. I need your help.”

      Slater pivoted back. “Sure. You found something else?”

      “Some letters...” Knight began as he shook his head. “Bonnie just called me and said that someone left another one on our door.”

      Slater jerked his head back. “Wait! Today?”

      “Just now,” Knight said. He scratched the bottom of his chin, fear rising.

      Slater held both hands out helplessly and asked, “Well... what did it say?”

      “She's sending me a picture of it,” Knight said. “They even knocked on my door this time.”

      “Whoa!” Slater said. “Did she see anyone?”

      “Not a soul...”

      “How is that possible?” Slater asked. “Are we dealing with a ghost here?”

      Knight's phone suddenly vibrated in his hand. He immediately checked the screen and saw a new message from Bonnie. “The letter...” The picture appeared, and he saw that the letter was identical to the other one in its small lettering and typed font. This time, as Bonnie had told him, the mysterious person mentioned a name. He examined the picture and then held it up for Slater to see.

      “Who’s doing this?” Slater said, his eyes still on the screen.

      “I don't know,” Knight said, “but it needs to stop.”

      “I've got another one?” Slater said, reading the message. “Her name is Jenny...” He paused and looked up at Knight. “This is serious.”

      Knight lowered the phone, in deep thought. “Daniels already denied the first letter. I don't know how it would have been possible for him to deliver this too.”

      “You said so yourself, that he was vegging on his couch in a haze of pot smoke when you got there.”

      Knight glanced down the hall and saw that Captain Marshall was watching them. “We need to follow up on this name,” he said quietly to Slater. “See what it means.”

      “Wish they could have been a little more specific,” Slater said. “Given a last name at least.”

      Knight felt helpless with the weight of the case pressing down on him. What he had believed to be a malicious prank was beginning to seem related to the very case he was working. He walked past Slater and hurried back to the interview room. Slater followed, asking him what they were going to do. Knight stopped at the door, aware that the captain was still watching them.

      “First, I want to get a DNA sample from Daniels. Get that out of the way. Then get these letters analyzed at the lab.” He paused and leaned closer to Slater. “Look into this Jenny name. Get on the scanner and see if anything comes up.”

      Slater nodded and then turned away just as Marshall approached.

      “What is it, you two?” he asked them. “Clearly you're up to something.”

      “Nothing, sir,” Knight quickly said. “We were just discussing how to proceed.”

      Marshall put both hands on his hips, looking from one detective to the other. “I'm all ears.”

      “We need to get a DNA sample from Daniels,” Knight told him.

      “I'd say that matching sock alone puts him on the chopping block,” the captain said.

      “Yes, but he's denying everything, even with his nonexistent alibi,” Knight said.

      The captain glanced at the monitor desk and then looked back. “Our FBI superstar appears to be getting something out of him as we speak.”

      “What do you mean?” Knight asked.

      “She's got him writing a statement,” Marshall said with a satisfied grin.

      Knight reached for the door and opened it without another word. He stormed inside the room, slamming the door behind him, and saw Daniels writing on a notepad with Agent Garrett standing over him.

      “What the hell is going on here?” he asked, stepping toward them.

      Daniels looked up, startled, but Garrett maintained her calm, collected demeanor.

      “I'm having Mr. Daniels put it down in writing,” she began.

      Knight leaned on the table, hands inches from the scribbled notepad. “What's the point if it's all bullshit?”

      “Regardless, it's his statement,” Agent Garrett said. She then leaned against the back of Daniels’s chair and spoke closely. “Of course, he understands the consequences of perjury, and lying to the FBI at that.”

      Daniels stopped for a moment, hesitant to go on. Knight asked him if everything was okay. Sensing the newfound attention, Daniels continued writing. Knight leaned closer to get a better look at the words. The handwriting was sloppy but descriptive. Daniels began the statement by claiming that he was “baked” on the night in question and never left the house.

      He described the articles of clothing left behind by his young daughter during her last visit, including the yellow sock. He also stated that he ran because he thought Detective Knight and Agent Garrett were some people he owed money to. As Knight watched him nearly fill up the page, a hard knock came against the door. He turned around just as the door opened, revealing Slater in what appeared to be in a state of panic.

      “We're a little busy now,” Knight said.

      “Can I talk to you outside?” Slater asked.

      It then suddenly hit Knight, knowing what his partner could be so worked up about. Knight excused himself once again and left the room in a hurry. Outside the room, a quiet eeriness filled the air. Captain Marshall was no longer at the monitor. Other than Slater, there wasn't anyone around.

      “What is it?” Knight asked. “Did you find something on the name?”

      “Just heard it over the radio,” Slater said, catching his breath. “AMBER alert is forthcoming. Jenny Martin. Young girl who was just reported missing by her mother. And this is where it gets crazy...” He paused as though he couldn't get the words out fast enough. “Witness reports that they last saw her being pulled into a red Cadillac.”

      The weight of it hit him. He should have turned in the first letter right away. If he had, maybe it would have led them somewhere. There was going to be hell to pay.

      Knight backed against the wall with a tightness in his chest that almost brought him to his knees. It was impossible. Someone was playing a game with him. The letters. The distractions. Evans Brothers Painting. It felt connected and not at all connected at the same time. Slater stared at him as though waiting for word on what to do next. But Knight didn't have the answers, though his mind raced in search of them.
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      Chet Daniels remained seated, with his head down, in the interrogation room. His hands rested on the table near a half empty coffee cup. Agent Garrett stood across the table, talking to him. In another room, Detectives Knight and Slater watched them on the monitor screen and listened closely. Garrett promised him leniency for his full cooperation. She asked him repeatedly where the girls were, but Daniels only denied his involvement. His written statement scribbled on a notepad was in front of him, incomplete. Both Knight and Slater had questions of their own but decided to stay back. News of another missing girl had left them stunned and grasping for answers. With a suspect in custody, how was that possible?

      Knight's initial shock gave way to feelings of paranoia. Was someone within the department watching him? How did the mysterious letter writer know where he lived and managed to deliver his letters without being seen? And how did he manage to kidnap these children with such confident ease? He glanced at Slater, whose tired eyes were on the screen.

      Captain Marshall had returned to his office after getting a call from the police chief. It would only be a matter of time before Knight and Slater faced another chewing-out session. Three girls missing within two weeks. It didn't bode well for the department. Knight looked around the bay of cubicles, watching nearby office personnel busy at their desks.

      “The search for the red Cadillac continues,” Slater said.

      “Yeah...” Knight said, distracted.

      Frustrated, Slater ran his hands through his hair. “How hard can one car be to find? And if Daniels isn't our guy, why'd he run?” They were questions with no immediate answer, but he knew people often ran, even the innocent, for all kinds of reasons.

      Knight turned away from the screen, got up, and started walking toward the interview room. “He knows more than he's saying.” He turned the door handle and walked in, with Slater following.

      Garrett looked up as they entered, and the look on their troubled faces told her something else was wrong. “Everything okay?”

      Knight approached the table, leaning against the back of a chair. “We're fine.” He then glared at Daniels, whose eyes were fixed on the table. “Mr. Daniels, do you have any idea why you're here?”

      Daniels parted the long, stringy hair covering his face. “Where's my damn lawyer?”

      “I know that Agent Garrett has been very patient with you,” Knight continued, moving closer, hands on the table. “It's time to come clean. Your name and description were given to us by parents of both the two missing girls.” He studied Daniels's blank face for a reaction. Whatever he thought of the accusations, he hid behind a face of indifference. Knight released his grip on the chair and stepped back as Garrett and Slater quietly watched. “So far we've found a ladder and a yellow sock at your home. I'm sure we'll find more.”

      Daniels scowled. “I told you that sock belongs to my daughter!

      Knight hit the table with his fist, startling the room. “Who are you working with? How long have you been following me?”

      Agent Garrett jumped up to diffuse the situation. “Let's stay on track here. I've made him aware of the benefits of cooperating, and he’s in the middle of writing a statement.”

      Knight swiped the notebook from the table and held it up as the yellow pages fanned in the air. “This load of garbage?” He glanced at the scribbled writing and read aloud in a mocking tone. “On Tuesday afternoon, I was at my home of residence and watching TV when Detective Knight and Agent Garrett kicked down my door and scared me. I ran, and they chased me. I had no idea what I'd done wrong.” He tossed the notebook with contempt as Daniels ducked out of the way. Someone knocked loudly at the door, bringing the room to silence.

      Knight spun around as Slater opened the door, revealing a suited man with jet-black hair, balding in the front. His striped tie and air of indignation was familiar enough, and Knight knew that their investigation was about to get more complicated.

      “I'm the legal counsel for Mr. Daniels,” the man said, walking in without an introduction. “How long have you been engaging my client?”

      “A few minutes at most,” Slater spurted out.

      “That’s a lie,” blurted Daniels.

      Knight and Garrett glanced at Slater, signaling him to keep quiet.

      “Marv Dixon…” Knight said, recalling his name.

      Dixon hurried past him, briefcase in hand. He set it on the table and noticed Agent Garrett with her FBI badge. “What's going on here? What's the charge?”

      “Conspiracy, evading police, resisting arrest, for starters,” Knight began.

      “Mr. Dixon...” Agent Garrett began.

      “Please, call me Marv,” he said.

      Agent Garrett continued, all business. “Mr. Daniels is involved with this investigation whether he likes it or not. While he denies having any connections to the kidnappings, we believe he knows more than he's saying.”

      “Kidnappings!” Dixon feigned shock, followed by an exaggerated laugh. “Have you lost your minds? My client works part-time for a painting company, barely getting by. He possesses neither the skill nor inclination to engage in such criminal activity. He needs to be released at once.”

      Knight stood beside Dixon, inches from his face and wishing he could throw him out of the room. But that wouldn't help the investigation any more than threatening their hapless suspect, who observed them in silence. “We have evidence that led us to believe he’s involved in two kidnappings.”

      Dixon stared back, amused, and then noticed the notepad tossed in the corner. “What's this?” he seethed, moving around the table. He knelt and picked the notebook up from the floor as his eyes scanned the writing. “What in the hell...?”

      “They asked me to write a statement,” Daniels said innocently.

      “Not another word,” Dixon said, cutting him off with a raised hand. “Got it?” He glanced up at Knight with new contempt. “I'd like a moment alone with my client. That is, if constitutional rights still matter around here.

      Knight signaled to Garrett and Slater. “Very well, Mr. Dixon. Take your time. We'll be outside.”

      “You're too kind,” Dixon said testily. He then pulled a chair to the table and sat as the room cleared out. Knight and Slater walked into the hall and turned around as Garrett closed the door behind her. Slater stood nearby, asking what they were going to do next.

      “Daniels isn't going anywhere,” Knight said, hand cutting through the air.

      They went to the nearby cubicle with the monitor screens and watched as Dixon talked to his client. It was privileged; they couldn’t hear what they were saying. Daniels was waving his arms excitedly and jumping to his feet. Dixon got up too, putting a hand on his shoulder, and getting him to sit back down again.

      Slater pointed at them on the screen. “Lawyers like Dixon don’t come cheap. How do you think our boy can afford it?”

      “I don't know,” Knight said, “but we need to keep an eye on them. Probably pro bono, court appointed.”

      Slater shook his head and then glanced toward Garrett, who had so far been quiet. “Agent Garrett, have you heard the latest?”

      She looked from Slater to Knight, and her brow furrowed. “About what?”

      Knight took the lead and cleared his throat. “Bad news. Another girl was just reported missing.” He paused with a long sigh. “A witness claims to have seen a red Cadillac drive right by the girl's house.”

      For a moment, Garrett said nothing, seeming to cope with the impossible. A third missing girl from the same vehicle meant that Daniels was off the hook... for now.

      “She was taken just outside her house?” she asked.

      “It would appear so,” Knight answered.

      “And you’re just telling me now?” She was irate. “Wait till Dixon hears this, and that you continued to interrogate his client while already knowing it and continued after Daniels had asked for an attorney!”

      Deputy Gibbs appeared from down the hall, looking to be in a hurry. The radio on her belt crackled with urgent-sounding cross chatter and gained their attention immediately. Knight looked at her, surprised. The hours and days had all blurred together from the beginning of the week. “Detective Knight, good. You're all here,” she said, out of breath.

      “What’s up?” Knight said.

      “Captain Marshall wants to see you and Agent Garrett immediately.”

      It was time to face the inevitable. The captain was predictably upset, only this time Agent Garrett was included. Knight thanked Gibbs as she hurried off. “Ready to face the captain?” he asked, turning to his team.

      Slater rolled his eyes, shaking his head. “I think I'll sit this one out.”

      “No, you won't,” Knight said. He walked toward the hall as Garrett stayed by his side. Slater soon caught up despite his reluctance. The captain could yell all he wanted to. Nothing was going to change the fact that the case before them was a mess from top to bottom. And things were getting worse.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Marshall sat at his desk with the lights blinking on his office phone. There were stacks of files in front of him. A nearby filing cabinet had its drawers open as though it had been raided. His flat screen television in the corner displayed the local news on mute. Nothing had been reported yet about the third missing girl, Jenny Martin. A tense silence filled the air as he typed wildly on his keyboard. Knight stood in front of the desk with Garrett and Slater on opposite sides.

      The captain abruptly stopped typing, adjusted his glasses, and looked up at them. His sleeves were rolled up and his tie was loose at the collar. He then spoke with a surprising calmness as the color drained from his face. But it was a calm that could be deceiving.

      “I've been doing some thinking,” he began, finger to his chin. “I've come to the conclusion that this case might be too much for you.” He then made eye contact with Agent Garrett. “With all due respect, I'm including you in this too.” His leather chair squeaked as he leaned forward. “I just heard that another girl has gone missing. How is that possible when you have a suspect in custody? And how is it going to look when you have to release him?”

      Knight could feel the anger rising in his voice. “We have a perpetrator who is operating in broad daylight with no fear of being caught. What do you suppose gives someone that kind of confidence?” He shook his head, eyes down as though he didn't know what else to say. He then looked up at them, seemingly defeated.

      “You have one day to fix this mess and find these girls.”

      Knight stepped forward. “I still believe that Daniels is involved. He could be working with someone.”

      Marshall grabbed his keyboard and smashed it against the desk, startling them. “Get out there and find this red fucking Cadillac! You hear me? We have multiple families relying on us.” They heard somebody knock. “Just a minute!” the captain yelled. He then narrowed his eyes at them, taking special notice of Garrett. “Agent Garrett, do you have anything to say about this? Your superiors called today, asking my objective opinion on your assistance with this case. I told them I thought you were doing a good job. Don't make me a liar.” A knock came again at the door, causing Marshall to shout louder, the veins bulging at his neck. “What is it?”

      The door creaked open, revealing a timid Gibbs sticking her head inside. “I apologize, sir. The counsel for Mr. Daniels wishes to speak with the detectives at once.”

      Marshall leaned back in his chair, throwing his hands out in frustration. “Well, we can't keep Mr. Marv Dixon waiting, can we?”

      Knight hesitated. “Sir, if I may—”

      “Out of my office. All of you. Dismissed.” He resumed typing without another word. Knight, Garrett, and Slater exchanged glances and then turned to leave. Once outside, Knight perked up at the sight of Dixon standing near his desk down from the captain's office. He was leaning against the cubicle wall, scrolling on his cell phone. He approached Dixon with his anger rising.

      “Hello again, Detective Knight,” Dixon said, glancing up. “Agent Garrett, hello.” He then paused and looked at Slater, curious. “I'm sorry. I didn't get your name.”

      “What do you want?” Knight said, cutting in.

      Dixon smirked as he slipped his cell phone into his pocket. “Mr. Daniels suffers from several acute afflictions, all verified by his therapist. I spoke to her earlier.”

      Knight stepped back, amused, and crossed his arms. “Oh yeah. Like what?”

      “Fear of tight spaces, for one,” Dixon said. “He also suffers from agoraphobia, which is a fear of leaving one's home. A look at his history, and you might find that it's impossible for my client to engage in these kidnapping escapades.”

      “Escapades!” shouted Garrett.

      “Nothing is impossible,” Knight said. “And you're wasting our time.” He attempted to bypass Dixon, but the lawyer's hand touched his shoulder to block him. Knight glared at him, stone-face.

      Dixon backed off, offering a nervous smile. “Easy there, Detective. I just want to give you a heads up. You broke into my client’s home, on the flimsy excuse that he had once worked for two of the grieving families. And then you battered him and took him into custody and interrogated him after he had asked for an attorney.”

      Agent Garrett offered her own stern warning. “Your client is looking at two years minimum for evading a federal agent. We'll see you in court soon enough.”

      Knight then studied Dixon with suspicion. “Who's paying you? We know that it's not Daniels.”

      Dixon's smile grew wider. “We worked out a very sensible retainer. I like to help the disadvantaged when I can. It makes for some great PR.”

      Knight shook his head, holding onto whatever patience he had left. “We're done here.” As he began to walk away, Dixon called out, “I heard another girl got kidnapped.” Knight stopped and slowly turned around, surprised that the news had reached him.

      Dixon approached and spoke quietly. “I know that my client is most likely going to spend the night in jail--”

      “You're damn right,” Knight said.

      “But being held in a cell could lead to severe psychological damage.”

      Slater then pushed Dixon aside. “Save it for the judge. We have work to do.”

      Dixon gasped as he fell back into the cubicle wall, holding his arm. “That's assault, Detective!”

      Slater pointed his meaty finger inches from Dixon's nose. “Keep pushing it, Dixon. I'll kick your head so far up your ass, you won't see daylight for a week.” Garrett intervened and pulled him away as other officers began looking in their direction.

      “Let's all calm down,” she said. “None of this is helping.”

      “Fuck this,” Slater said, pulling away from her grip. “I’m done.” He stomped off down the hall and left them behind. Knight called out to him but was ignored until Slater reached a pillar at the end of the hall and shouted back, “I'm going to find this guy. Enough is enough.”

      Garrett and Knight watched him leave. Dixon adjusted his tie and cleared his throat. “I merely wished to stress the point that my client is innocent. And one more thing: when Internal Affairs investigates your conduct today, do you think it might affect your retirement and pension, Detective Knight?” And with that, Dixon walked toward the lobby with his briefcase in hand.

      “We need to focus,” Garrett began. “There's still someone out there, and he has Jenny Martin.”

      Knight took a deep breath. “We've got half the department out there looking for both girls. What do you suggest?”

      Garrett grabbed her satchel from his desk as though she was ready to go. “We'll take separate cars and search the entire city if it takes all night.”

      Knight nodded, but then hesitated, as though he’d reached a decision. He reached into his coat pocket and produced a Ziploc bag with an envelope inside and handed it to Garrett. She took the letter, which she took to be evidence, since it was in a baggie.

      “This was sent to me yesterday,” Knight began. He took his phone out and displayed the picture Bonnie had sent. “I’ve been meaning to give it to Forensics. The second letter was delivered to my house today, where they mention Jenny by name.”

      Garrett stared at the screen, astonished. “You're just telling me this now?” she asked.

      He offered a halfway sincere apology. “I didn't think it was related at first. I thought it was some stupid prank. I don’t know…”

      Garrett looked around at the other officers, observing their surroundings with caution. Knight wondered if she was feeling the same paranoia that was gnawing at him. She handed the letter back to him with his phone as though there was nothing more to say about it.

      “You better face the music and turn that letter in. If you don’t, things will only get worse.”

      “I will,” he said. “I promise.”

      As they turned to leave, he noticed that Slater had left his jacket hanging on the back of his desk chair. He thought of taking it with him, but quickly changed his mind. They had work to do.
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        * * *

      

      The radiant pink sky was amassed with streaked clouds and a sun that was slowly sinking. Darkness would be problematic in the search for Jenny Martin. The red Cadillac was still missing, and for the life of him, Detective Knight didn't understand how one car could be so difficult to find. There wasn't one witness yet who had managed to get a plate number, which also baffled Knight. He drove steadily through the latest neighborhood to be singled out by their serial kidnapper.

      Jenny Martin lived in an upscale area of newer suburban homes known as Windsor Falls. Though not gated, the community had little criminal activity. Its rural location, among other housing developments under construction, separated it from most of the town.

      The Dodge Challenger growled through residential roads, past houses with freshly cut grass and street lights that were just juicing up. Windsor Falls was within the same general vicinity as Sarah Riley and Brittany Owens's home, roughly five and a half miles from both neighborhoods. The kidnapper had a clear pattern, a stalking ground all his own. And for some reason, he had so far been able to operate with impunity.

      Knight turned onto Berkshire Drive, drawing closer to Jenny Martin's house on his right. There were police cars in the driveway, which was a scene all too familiar that week. He slowed the car, as though parking near the sidewalk in front of the house was his intention. But instead, he rolled past it.

      The two officers standing outside the open front door didn't even take notice. The house was soon in the reflection of his rear-view mirror, growing smaller as he continued down the road. Knight couldn't do it. He couldn't bring himself to face another ailing, traumatized mother. His entire focus was on finding the car.

      He listened to every radio transmission through the police box below his dashboard. Law enforcement had cordoned off much of the area, setting up checkpoints within a twenty-mile radius. All hands were on deck. He reached a stop sign and braked as a station wagon passed. Hesitant at the wheel, he turned left to circle the area again, wondering which way the kidnapper had gone. He continued down the long, newly-paved road, which had a lake on the right side and homes on the left. More questions entered his mind. He hadn't yet wanted to consider what the kidnapper was doing with the children he had abducted. The closest link between two of the girls was Daniels, and he wasn't talking.

      Knight guided the Challenger toward the right lane of a forked road, leaving Windsor Falls behind. He remained alert to any off-road tracks that might lead into the passing forest at his side. “Where are you?” he asked under his breath. Their suspect was local. He had to be. Whoever it was, they knew how to stay hidden. Knight jumped as his cell phone rang from the middle console. He glanced at the screen, expecting more bad news. It was Agent Garrett, which gave him some hope. He turned down the police radio and answered his phone on speaker.

      “Hey,” he said, as he turned onto State Road 75 into town. The two lanes on each side were a constant flow of semi-trucks and trailers passing through. The cracked pavement, splattered here and there with roadkill, passed through an area that was desolate and isolated, flanked by wide pastures and thick forest. Such surroundings stood in stark contrast to the city miles away. The kidnapper had chosen this area for a reason.

      “Find anything yet?” Garrett asked.

      “Not yet. You?”

      “I'm downtown. Traffic is moving slow. No sign of any red Cadillac yet.”

      “He couldn't have gotten too far.”

      “Well, I've never seen so many police cars around one area in my life,” Garrett said.

      Knight drove around a slow-moving pick-up truck in the left lane. Once past, he slammed on the gas, barreling down the road.

      “Any word from Detective Slater yet?” Garrett asked.

      “Nothing yet,” Knight said. He gripped the wheel, staring ahead as the yellow lines in the middle of the road raced under him. “Doesn't matter right now anyway.”

      “Do we know if Jenny Martin's parents hired the Evans Brothers before?” she asked.

      “I haven't talked to them yet,” Knight said. “I drove right past the house. I couldn't face them.”

      “Understood...” she said in a flat tone. “I'll keep to the east side, you keep to the west.”

      “Affirmative,” Knight said. His cell phone suddenly vibrated with another call. This time it was Bonnie. “My wife's calling. I’ll call you back in a bit.”

      “Okay. Good luck and stay safe.”

      He switched calls, taking his eyes from the road. “Bonnie? Is everything okay?”

      She was sniffling, providing him the answer that everything wasn't okay. “I'm scared, Charles...”

      “What happened?” he asked. His exit near home was only a few miles away.

      “Holly's been gone all day and not returning calls,” she continued. “I can't stand being alone any longer, not after this morning.”

      The exit drew closer as he veered into the right lane. “Where has she been?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Are you done for the day? I need you to come home.”

      “I'm driving now,” he said. His words stopped as he hesitated to go any further. He couldn't tell Bonnie about the third missing girl. She was shaken enough.

      “You're on your way home?” she said hopefully.

      “Not quite,” he replied. “Let me see if I can get a hold of her.”

      Bonnie's tone grew more desperate as she continued. “She's not answering. I need you to be here. Please...”

      Knight sighed as he steered the Challenger along the curved road, stopping at a busy intersection. It was already ten past seven, and the light was giving way to evening. “I'll be there in twenty minutes.”

      Bonnie sounded relieved as she told him to be careful on his way home. He turned the police radio back up, guilty that he wanted to keep looking, but wanting to be home with Bonnie too. Dispatched cars filled the line with brief code and random information about their search. A drunk driver had been discovered at one of the checkpoints, along with a white, newer-model Cadillac at another, with an elderly couple inside who knew nothing of any kidnapping.

      Such dead ends were to be expected. Knight called his daughter's line, and it went to voice mail after a few rings. He tried to dismiss his concerns. Holly was twenty-six years old and could handle herself. He told himself this even as his speed increased along the open road, engine rumbling in the night.
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        * * *

      

      The Challenger idled in the driveway under the glow of street lights. Knight sat at the wheel, observing his quiet home. The lights were on, showing through the blinds in the windows. Bonnie's blue Volvo sat next to him. Holly's car was nowhere to be seen. Knight switched off the ignition and remained seated. He turned and looked down the street from his driver's side window. There were cars parked alongside the road as always, most of them familiar.

      He wondered at that moment if the kidnapper was watching his house, plotting another letter. He doubted the charade would be ending with the last one. If finding him planting the letters was one way to catch him, he was as good as caught.

      Knight would stake out the front of his house for days and weeks on end; whatever it took. He’d get help. He lived on a quiet street, seemingly removed from the crimes he investigated. But this time, the person he was looking for knew where he lived. He opened his door and shifted out of the car, staying low. He closed the door lightly and circled the front of the car, sneaking to the front door along the shadows under the roof.

      Once inside, he closed and locked the door, walking through the foyer and into the living room. Bonnie looked up at him from the couch, stricken with worry. Her hair was tied up, and she was wearing a green bathrobe, phone clutched in her hand. She rushed into Knight’s arms, and he held her close as tears slid down her cheek. He glanced at the TV and saw the news in bold letters at the bottom of the screen: Third Girl Goes Missing.

      “Do you know about this?” she asked, tears welling in her eyes.

      Knight grabbed the remote from the couch and turned it off. “Yes. Don’t worry. We're going to catch him. Only a matter of time now.”

      “This happened in broad daylight in front of the girl's house,” she said. “The letter is on the kitchen counter. They said the name Jenny. That's this missing girl's name. Jenny Martin. The Jenny in the letter.”

      They sat on the couch and he placed a hand on her knee. “I know. It's the same person. The kidnapper knows where I live. He knows that I'm investigating the case. But he'll never show himself. He lives in the shadows.”

      “I can't stay here another day,” she said, voice trembling. “I'm frightened and exhausted and angry as hell.”

      “Me too,” Knight said, patting her leg. “We've got someone. He may not be the kidnapper, but I know he's involved.”

      Bonnie shook her head, eyes closed. “Our own home isn't safe.”

      Knight leaned closer and spoke with conviction. “I'm going to request a watch detail first thing tomorrow, round the clock. Whoever is leaving these letters is going to do it again. And then we'll catch him.”

      Bonnie opened her mouth but stopped before she could get a word out. She then dabbed at her eyes and turned away from him. Knight didn't like to see her like this, defeated and broken. It was unlike Bonnie, but everyone had their limit. In their fleeting moment of silence, the door opened and they heard Holly walk in, announcing herself as she entered the living room. Knight stood up as she smiled at them, purse hanging from her shoulder, wearing a glittery dress, her hair and makeup done up.

      “We've been calling you,” he said sternly. “Where have you been?”

      Holly looked surprised by his tone and the fact that he was still in his suit coat and tie with his gun holstered at the hip.

      “I was out,” she said. “Kimberly and I spent the day in St. Augustine. I thought I told you guys.”

      “You never told me,” Bonnie said. “And I've been worried sick!” Her voice cracked as she held the handkerchief again to her face, barely able to keep it together.

      Holly stood awkwardly to the side of the couch with her hands at her side as though she didn't know how to proceed. Admittedly, she had been away from home for a while, but she was well past the age of asking permission to stay out.

      “There's a lot going on,” Knight told her in a calmer tone. “We need to know that we can get a hold of you in case of an emergency.”

      Oblivious to their concern, Holly dug into her bag and produced her cell phone, staring at the screen. “I'm sorry. I turned it off. Rick kept calling me about some nonsense, and I couldn't take it anymore. I just wanted to unplug myself from the world, you know.” She took a deep breath and exhaled. “You should try it sometime. It feels great.”

      Bonnie shot up from the couch with her anger still showing. “Well, I'm glad you enjoyed yourself. I'm going to bed.” She then hurried off down the hall and into the bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Silence fell between Knight and his daughter as she stared down at the carpet. “I am sorry,” she said.

      Knight approached her, placing his hands on her shoulder. He looked into her eyes and saw the same little girl he took to school on her first day. “Go easy on your mom. She's dealing with a lot right now.”

      “Like what?” Holly asked. She noticed his perturbed glance and changed her flippant tone. “I just want to know for real what’s going on. I want to help.”

      Knight backed away, rubbing his eyes. “I'll explain everything later. My head feels like it's been through the shredder.” He leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “Just be careful. Check in with us when you're out. Don't leave your mother alone in the house all day. At least for the next week or two.”

      “Okay...” Holly said, confused. She then stepped around him and headed toward her bedroom down the opposite side of the house. “Good night, Dad.”

      “Good night,” he said, pivoting around. “We'll talk tomorrow. I promise.”

      Her door shut, and Knight stood in the middle of the living room alone with his thoughts. He took his coat off and set it over the back of the recliner next to the couch. A few paces toward the kitchen, he slipped his shoes off and continued inside, switching on the light. The counters were spotless and empty. There wasn't a single dish in the sink. He approached the microwave and saw the tri-folded letter resting nearby.

      Knight took the letter and walked into the dining room, where he sat at the head of the table. He then took his pistol out and set it in front of him within reach. He slipped on his latex gloves. It was only a little past eight, but it felt like midnight. Exhaustion swept over him, coupled with a range of emotions. He stared down at the letter in his hands, reading the typed font repeatedly until the words were ingrained in his head.

      I've got another one. Her name is Jenny. Third one's a charm, signed X.

      He couldn't have written and delivered the letter after taking the girl. He knew well in advance who he was going after and why. And it wouldn’t be too long before he set eyes on a new victim. Knight was certain of it.
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      Detective Knight woke on the living room couch, startled to see that it was morning. He sat up and looked around as dishes rattled from the kitchen. Bonnie was up too. The faint light of dawn glowed from outside the shut blinds. He had slept in his clothes, tie loosened around his neck, wrinkled slacks, and black socks still on his feet. He searched for his sidearm and saw the pistol lying on the end table beside him. He didn't recall falling asleep. It must have come instantaneously when he sat on the couch hours ago.

      He rubbed his hands through his hair, frustrated, as he shifted his feet on the carpet and stared at the blank TV screen ahead. The letter rested on the coffee table. He wondered if the morning would bring another. He stood up and shuffled toward the kitchen with his neck and back aching. Bonnie was making coffee.

      Knight greeted her in his raspy morning voice. She turned and smiled, dressed in a T-shirt and shorts with her hair tied in a ponytail. “You didn't have to sleep on the couch. We do have a bed.”

      “I know. I'm sorry,” he said, approaching. He glanced outside and saw a few cars passing by their house, probably on their way to work. “I had planned to stay up all night.”

      Bonnie poured a mug of hot coffee and handed it to him. “I hate to break it to you, Charles, but we're not spring chickens anymore.”

      Knight blew on the coffee as steam rose from the top. “I'm well aware of that.” He had more pressing problems and glanced at the wall clock near the refrigerator. It was seven thirty. He was due at the office at nine, earlier if he could muster it.

      His pockets were empty, and he couldn't remember where he had left his cell phone. It was probably full of missed calls and text messages from Agent Garrett and Captain Marshall. Just thinking of the case gave him a headache, though Bonnie's coffee always made his mind sharper. He glanced outside the kitchen and asked about Holly. “Is she up yet?”

      Bonnie shook her head, pouring her own mug of coffee. “I haven't seen her. She likes to sleep in.”

      Knight laughed. “Nothing changes, does it?” He paused, noticing the worry on Bonnie's face. Leaning forward, he gave her a kiss on the cheek and assured her that everything was going to be all right. “We can't put too much on her right now. Just give her space.”

      Bonnie sipped from her mug. “I've been doing that, but I refuse to spend another day alone in this house.”

      “I'll talk to her,” Knight conceded. A few sips later, he hurried out of the kitchen and returned to the couch, turning on the TV. “Have you seen my cell phone and wallet anywhere?” he called out to Bonnie.

      “You left them on the dining room table,” she shouted back.

      “Thanks...” he said as the morning newscaster appeared on the screen, delivering a weather report. He got up from the couch and walked toward the foyer, where the front door awaited him. Part of him didn't want to open it.

      “I'm going grocery shopping later,” Bonnie said from the kitchen. “You need anything?”

      “No thanks,” he said, reaching for the door knob. He swung the door open with one thrust. His heart pounded with anticipation. Sunlight streamed inside, and he saw that the door was untouched. No letter had been placed there. He let out a big breath. He stood on the outside step and looked around, feeling as though he was being watched.

      “Your phone's ringing!” Bonnie said from the kitchen.

      He went back inside and shut the door behind him, hurrying to the dining room. One looked at the screen and saw that Agent Garrett was calling. He answered with an immediate apology.

      “Agent Garrett, hi. Listen, I'm sorry. There were some issues at home last night, personal matters I had to deal with. I didn't mean to bail on you. I'm headed to the office in a minute—”

      “Slow down. It's okay,” she said. “I was worried about you. That's all.”

      Knight paused. “You were? Again, I apologize.”

      “It's okay. The kidnapper is still at large. No Cadillac. No girls found. Nothing. But I've got a plan.”

      Knight left the dining room with his phone against his ear, listening as he walked down the hall toward his bedroom. “What is it?”

      “How soon can you get to the office?”

      Knight moved through the darkened room like a madman. He threw the closet door open and grabbed some fresh clothes, tossing them on the bed. “Thirty minutes tops.” He thought about it some more and realized that with morning traffic, it would be closer to forty-five. He could always forgo a shower, but he needed one.

      “Very well,” she continued. “I'll pick us up some coffee and meet you there.”

      Knight said, “Got it,” and hung up. A quick scroll through his phone showed two missed calls and a text message from Agent Garrett the night before. There was nothing from Slater, which concerned him. Pressed for time, he made the call anyway, hoping to hear something from his absent partner. Predictably, it went to voice mail.

      “Son of a bitch,” he said as the automated message played.  He then spoke after the beep. “Simon, it's Charles. Starting to worry about you, buddy. Meet me at the office. Agent Garrett has a plan. Just... call me back. We need you.” He hung up and tossed the phone onto the queen bed next to his clothes. His eyes remained on the screen as he undressed in haste. No message from Slater appeared. Knight cursed under his breath and then went into the bathroom, where his hot shower awaited.
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        * * *

      

      The Dodge Challenger pulled into the station at 8:31 on the dot, nearly an hour from his last phone call to Agent Garrett. He had sent her a text message on his way, telling her that he was running behind, receiving an “OK” in return. He felt on edge and overwhelmed. His nerves were shot, and there didn't seem to be a silver lining to any of it. The parking lot was filled with police and civilian cars alike, and it was strangely crowded before nine. It made Knight feel more behind.

      With the door open, he flew out of the car and almost tripped. The sun beat against his face without the comfort of a breeze, despite it being October. He pivoted around to take one last glance of himself in the reflection of his driver's side window. His hair was slicked back, his face clean shaved, and his suit neatly pressed. He always made sure to have a fresh one on standby. His roundish face and double chin were inescapable.

      “Okay, let's go,” he said to himself, hurrying toward the precinct building. There was a news van at the end of the parking lot with its crew setting up. He had no doubt what story they were covering. News of Jenny Martin's disappearance had gotten out. The focus on the investigation had only intensified, and Knight was at the heart of it.

      He hurried past a group of police officers exiting the building, acknowledging them with a head nod and a good morning. They offered curious glances in return, as though the frenzy of his mind was on full display. Once inside the lobby, the cool air conditioning provided immediate comfort. Two orderlies at the front desk gave little notice as he raced past them, scanning his card at the double doors. Once opened, he continued down the hall with his bad leg throbbing every step of the way.

      Reaching his cubicle, Knight felt winded from the journey. To his relief, Agent Garrett was nowhere to be seen, though a store-purchased coffee cup sat next to his computer. He plopped down at his desk with a sigh and leaned back, staring up at the ceiling. Phones rang from nearby offices. He heard low chatter and saw his co-workers pass by from both directions.

      Everyone seemed fixated and into their work, whereas Knight didn't know where to begin. He spun his chair around to see Slater's unoccupied desk behind him with his partner's coat still hanging on the back of the chair. Knight shifted uncomfortably in his chair and pulled his cell phone from his side pocket, swiping at the screen. There were no calls or messages from Slater. Knight's patience was nearing its end. They were at too crucial a moment in the case for Slater to pull his vanishing act. This was the final straw. Knight was prepared to tell the captain just that. He stared at the abandoned coat and noticed something sticking out from the side pocket.

      Knight wheeled his chair closer and pulled the coat off. He looked around for a moment with the coat in his lap and then pushed himself back to his desk. His hand reached into the side pocket and pulled out three photographs, seemingly developed by a professional. As he examined the pictures more closely, his heart nearly skipped a beat. There was the same young girl in each one of them, playing in her yard.

      The pictures were shot from some distance near the front of the house, but the girl's side profile was clear enough. Knight had seen her picture on the news last night. It was Jenny Martin. He flipped the photos around and saw a name written in marker on the back of each one: “Jenny.”

      He dropped them on his desk, gasping for breath. It didn't make any sense that Slater had the photos but had said nothing. Unless, of course, he was involved, which was unthinkable. Knight heard someone approaching from behind him and gathered the pictures together, hiding them in the drawer directly under his keyboard.

      “There you are,” Agent Garrett said as she walked in. “I had almost given up on you.”

      Knight turned around and tried to conceal his nervousness. “Good morning!”

      He grabbed the tall coffee cup and held it up. “Thanks for the coffee. I owe you.”

      “Don't mention it,” she said, poised and professional as always. “I just spoke with Captain Marshall, and he's on board with my plan. I have to hand it to your boss, he can be fair when the situation calls for it.”

      Knight nodded. “What's the plan then? You mentioned you one. Let's hear it.”

      Garrett smiled as she pulled Slater's chair over and sat. “No guarantees, but I think it might work.”

      Knight leaned forward with his hands folded. “I'm all ears.”

      She began with her hands out as though she was giving a presentation. “It's simple, really. We push to get Chet Daniels arraigned today. We agree with his counsel's request to set bail.”

      Knight's cooperative demeanor stopped as he narrowed his eyes. “Have you lost your mind?”

      Garrett hit his desk with her palm, startling him. “So we can follow him, Detective. Get it? If he's as involved as you think he is, we'll simply track his movements after his release. It's our best option right now.” She leaned closer, talking in confidence. “I believe the real kidnapper is a professional. They're using Daniels somehow. This could be about money, or it could be something far worse. Either way, this isn't going to stop. We have to consider our options.”

      “What options? If it's about money, where's the ransom demand?” Knight asked. “What do you think he's doing with these girls?”

      Garrett closed her eyes, lowering her head. “I don't know. We can only imagine.” She then looked at Knight. “Are you on board?”

      Knight thought of the pictures in his drawer. He had no idea what Slater would be doing with them. Unless, of course, his partner of ten years was involved in the kidnappings. The mere thought was surreal, insane even. He didn't know what to think of it, but there had to be a reason why Slater wasn't answering his phone.

      There had to be an explanation for his evasiveness, beyond his usual excuses. The pictures changed everything. Knight stared past Garrett as she waited for his answer. A sinking feeling of betrayal festered within. How could he have been so blind to his partner's deception? The letters left on his front door began to make more sense.

      Garrett waved a hand in front of his face. “Still with us, Detective?”

      He glanced up at her. “Yes. If you think that's the best way to go with this, count me in.”

      “We have to be patient though. He may not lead us to the kidnapper right away, but in the meantime, we’ll get a warrant to track his phone and vehicle.” She then turned and looked at Slater's desk. “Have you heard from him yet?”

      Knight hesitated to answer. “No. Not yet. I don't think he's going to be much help from here on out, honestly.” He stood up in a hurry and opened the desk drawer, grabbing the photos. He slid them inside his coat pocket as Garrett looked away and then told her that he had to make a phone call before they left. A hint of suspicion came across her face that made him nervous. “My wife and daughter are in a bit of a spat right now,” he continued. “I just need to call and make sure everything is okay.”

      “Certainly,” she said, moving out of his way.

      Knight hurried past her and down the hall toward the restrooms and vending machines. He leaned against a nearby pillar and placed one last call to Slater. This time, the phone went to voice mail without a single ring. He waited for the same annoying beep and then spoke, hushed but intense. “Call me back right away. You have some explaining to do, and if I don't hear from you, I'll take it straight to the captain. I'm not joking, Simon. Fucking call me back before we go to your apartment and yank you out of there.” He hung up with an exhausted sigh, still unable to completely process his latest discovery. A group of police officers walked by as Knight ducked behind the pillar and out of sight. Once they passed, he returned to his desk, limping as the pain in his knee returned.

      Agent Garrett was there with her bag of files over her shoulder, ready to leave. “That was quick. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Thanks.” He turned to leave and then halted and snapped his fingers. “We should go by Slater's apartment later. I'm concerned about him.”

      Garrett nodded and looked at her watch. “Sure, we can do that. Daniels is set to see the judge at ten, so I'd advise that we go to the courthouse first.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Knight said.

      They left his cubicle together and continued down the hall. Their morning was off to a strange but promising start. He was certain that things were only going to get more complicated as the day progressed.
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        * * *

      

      They arrived at the Melville County Courthouse with time to spare. Knight pulled his car into one of the few empty spaces left in the back of the parking lot. After nine, the place was always crowded. Agent Garrett rode along in the passenger seat, eager to put her plan into action. She had already contacted headquarters and received a surveillance warrant for Chet Daniels, pending his bail. The bureau could work quickly when it wanted to. Garrett was determined to see the case through, which Knight had to admire. She hadn't given up yet despite their setbacks.

      Once parked, Knight sat with his hands gripping the wheel as the car idled. He felt sick inside and nervous about the outcome. He was angrier at his partner than he had ever been, but he still couldn't bring himself to show Garrett the pictures. Slater had operated with impunity right under their noses. Knight blamed himself. How could he have been so blind? Garrett finished her call to headquarters and then looked at him, suspicious as though she could read guilt on his face.

      “Is something bothering you?” she asked. “You seem distant this morning.”

      Knight turned to her and wiped his brow. He was sweating even though the car was cool inside. “I was just wondering about Dixon again. If we can find out who's paying him, that might bring us closer to the truth.”

      Garrett shook her head. “According to Dixon, he's on a reduced retainer fee from Daniels.”

      “I call bullshit,” Knight said.

      “Be that as it may, we can't prove otherwise. Dixon has a history of taking on low-income clients. He stated that it helps his PR image.”

      Knight switched off the ignition and opened his door. “Doesn't add up.”

      “Well, you can ask him yourself in a moment,” Garrett said, opening her door and stepping out.

      Knight stepped out of his car and swung the door shut. There was an increasing chill in the air. The radiant blue morning sky was now overcast with a chance of light showers, according to the weather report. They walked across the parking lot toward the brick courthouse with its curved entrance ramp and tall glass windows. Armed security guards stood near as they walked inside, through the metal detectors and up the stairs to Courtroom A, where Daniels was to be arraigned.

      Knight reached the second floor, winded, as he leaned against a side railing to catch his breath. Garrett walked past him, intent on her mission. The courtroom doors were open. Well-dressed men and women moved about through the nearby halls, their footsteps echoing on the marble floor. For a moment, Knight felt invisible to them all. He hadn't been to the courthouse in a month or two. He had never much cared for the place, though he couldn't deny the appeal of its old-fashioned aesthetic and design.

      There were large columns that reached high to the glass ceiling above. The walls outside the courtroom were of a glossy stained-wood. Large historical paintings were hung all along the corridor, as if in a museum. Somewhere within these walls, justice was being served.

      Marv Dixon stood near the open courtroom. Garrett approached him, with Knight at her side. The lawyer appeared pleased. Agent Garrett played her part as she withheld their intentions. Dixon shook her hand, offering pleasantries. He nodded at Knight and even made a joke about the stairs at Knight's expense, or so it seemed.

      “They should really put an escalator in this place, eh Detective?” he said with a wink.

      “The easier it would be for you to chase ambulances,” Knight said back, the best he could come up with. Besides, there was an elevator somewhere.

      Dixon smiled, his slicked jet-black hair shiny as ever. “Very funny. I trust that you'll both be fair, given my client's reluctance to discuss certain abuse at the hands of your department.”

      Knight stepped forward and snapped, “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Tossing him onto the ground like a rag doll after he was in handcuffs,” Dixon said. “And I haven't even gotten to the abuse he suffered in the interrogation room.”

      Agent Garrett moved in between them to get things back on track. “Never mind all of that. The charges against your client stand, and that's between you and the prosecutor.” She then spoke with a tone of compromise, surprising the lawyer. “We're not going to stand in the way of Mr. Daniels's bail. That's all you need to know.”

      Dixon took a step back. “That's an unexpected turn, Agent Garrett. Seems like you two have had a change of heart.”

      “Another girl was kidnapped, as you know,” Garrett said. “We no longer believe that Mr. Daniels is connected to this, though he did evade a federal agent.”

      Knight stood quiet as he held his tongue. Dixon seemed to buy into what she was saying, and that's exactly what they wanted. He looked at his watch and then back at them, beaming with confidence. “Looks like the show is about to start.” He walked into the courtroom, leaving them standing there.

      “I can’t stand that guy,” Knight said to Garrett.

      She beckoned him inside, disregarding the comment. They entered the courtroom, where rows of long wooden benches were arrayed on both sides. There were a few people seated. Beyond the wooden railing ahead were two long tables, opposite each other, a jury box, and the judge's raised bench, which overlooked the courtroom.

      Dixon sat at the defendant table, opening his briefcase. The county prosecutor sat opposite him, writing on a notepad. He wore the grayest of gray suits and had thinning hair in the back. Tall windows lined both sides of the room, their blinds open.

      A bailiff soon entered the room from a back door, escorting Daniels inside. The handcuffed defendant wore an orange jumpsuit and looked tired and disoriented as he was led to his table. After being seated, the judge entered the room from a back door on the other side, dressed in a black robe.

      “All rise for the Honorable Judge Elliot T. Paulson,” the bailiff announced.

      The room stood as the judge made his way to the bench, carrying a thick docket of paperwork bound together. He was an older man with white hair and a flabby neck that hung low. He glanced at the room through his large-framed glasses and asked them to sit. Knight recognized Paulson from over the years.

      The judge opened his binder and began to separate papers into different stacks. Dixon spoke quietly into his client's ear as they waited. Knight and Garrett watched the proceedings from the third row on the left. Garrett stared ahead, motionless, thinking only of Daniels being granted bail and being released.

      Paulson leaned forward and spoke into the microphone attached to his desk. “Will the defendant please rise?”

      Dixon touched Daniels on the shoulder as they both stood up.

      “Mr. Daniels, you have been charged with evading arrest and obstruction of justice of a federal investigation. How do you plead?”

      Daniels timidly leaned forward and answered. “No contest, your Honor.”

      Paulson then looked at the prosecutor. “How would the prosecution like to proceed?”

      The man rose from the table, much taller than expected standing up, and addressed the judge. “Both penalties carry with them up to five years and a hundred-thousand dollar fine. The county also believes that Mr. Daniels may be involved in a kidnapping ring.”

      Dixon spun around, infuriated. “Objection, your Honor! There is no evidence to support such allegations, which is why no such charges were filed.”

      Paulson placed a wary hand up, demanding calm. “Save it for trial, Mr. Dixon.” He glanced down, reading from his file, and then spoke into the microphone. “Given Mr. Daniels’s finances and psychological history, bail will be set at five thousand dollars.” He grabbed his gavel and paused, glancing up at Knight and Agent Garrett in the back row. “It's my understanding that the arresting officers are in the courtroom today. Would they have anything to add?”

      Knight looked at Garrett as she immediately stood up. “We agree with the judge's decision and have no objections. We would only ask that Mr. Daniels be considered a flight risk and barred from leaving the city limits.”

      “Certainly,” Paulson said. “Bail is set, and we'll reconvene at a later date.” He smacked the gavel with finality and turned away.

      Dixon appeared ecstatic as he slapped Daniels on the back and shook his hand. Knight looked at Garrett, trying to feel as good about what just happened as she did. “That was faster than usual,” he said.

      “It buys us a little time, but we need to get moving.”

      Dixon looked back at them with a gaping smile as he gave them a thumbs up. If Knight didn't know any better, he'd think that the lawyer was in on the plan as well. The bailiff soon escorted Daniels out of the room, and the courtroom bustled with light conversation. Garrett walked off and approached the wooden railing where Dixon stood victorious. Knight pushed himself up with a grunt and followed.

      Dixon closed his briefcase and glanced at his watch as though he was in a hurry. “I'm glad you saw fit to treat my client with a modicum of fairness.”

      Garrett's lips curled into a brief smile as she offered her own assessment. “I hope you've got a good defense ready come trial. The bureau is looking to throw the book at him.”

      Dixon covered his mouth, aghast at the threat even as his cockiness showed through. “Come on, Agent Garrett. The charges are spotty at best. What do you get out of destroying the poor man's life?”

      “The law is the law,” she said, straight faced. “In the meantime, tell your client to stay out of trouble.”

      Dixon grabbed his briefcase and walked through the swinging partition, exiting the courtroom without another word. After he was out of hearing range, Knight leaned in. “I'm assuming that he'll be driving our suspect home.”

      “We can count on it,” Garrett said. “He seems very protective of his clients.”

      “This one, especially,” Knight added.

      “Come on,” Garrett said, touching his arm. “We've got federal agents in an unmarked car watching his trailer as we speak.”

      They left of the courtroom, determined to see where Daniels would lead them. Garrett mentioned that they had attached a GPS tracker under Daniels's truck in addition to monitoring his calls and text messages. She was using all the resources at her disposal. Knight hoped her plan would work, despite his mixed feelings about his partner's possible involvement. He couldn't keep it from Agent Garrett much longer. She was sidetracked, however, talking to her team on a Bluetooth earpiece. Once outside, they continued through the parking lot toward Knight's car. He had a single destination in mind, a slight detour along the way. He only hoped that Slater would be home.
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        * * *

      

      It was a little past noon, almost lunchtime. Knight drove through downtown, past a plethora of office buildings, shops, restaurants, and bars. Even midday traffic had its share of congestion. Marv Dixon drove three cars ahead of them as they kept a careful distance. Garrett was right. The dedicated lawyer seemed to be driving his newly-released client home, though they were far from the outskirts of town, where Palm Landings was located. Most curious of all, they were drawing closer to Slater's apartment complex.

      They approached a busy intersection as Dixon veered into the left turn lane. Garrett perked up, leaning forward in her seat, and told him to get closer.

      Knight moved into the turn lane, now with only one car separating them from Dixon's shiny black Chrysler. The windows were tinted, and it was hard to see him or Daniels inside, but they were certain they had the right car. The light turned red as Knight turned down the volume on the police radio, which crackled with endless chatter. The search for Jenny Martin had reached its second day, and the department had dedicated full assets to finding her, including police officers and their vehicles. As they sat at the light, Garrett scrolled through her cell phone map of the area.

      “Dixon's law office is only two blocks away.”

      Knight felt a moment of relief. Not Slater’s place after all then? “Two blocks that way?” Knight asked, pointing left.

      “Precisely,” she answered.

      The light turned green, and they continued to follow him down a one-way street of shops and street vendors on both sides. Knight shifted his sunglasses and tried to keep down as the line of traffic slowed. He had followed cars before, closing in on suspects while always maintaining an element of surprise. That day felt no different, though he couldn't shake the feeling that they were being led away from the target.

      A tall brick building came into view on the right. The outside sign listed several businesses located within, the law offices of Marv Dixon being one of them. Ahead, Dixon's car flashed its right turn signal and sped into a parking lot next to the building.

      Knight bypassed the lot and remained with the flow of traffic, leaving the building behind them. Garrett whipped her head around, eyes on Dixon's car as it parked.

      “Slow down,” she said. “Find a place to pull over.”

      “Where?” Knight said, waving his arm to signal the lack of any nearby parking.

      “We're losing them,” she said.

      Knight turned to her with increasing frustration. “We know exactly where they are. Unless Dixon is in on it too, this is a waste of time. We’ll catch up with Daniels, don’t worry.”

      “Fine. Then turn around,” she said.

      Knight gripped the steering wheel. “Not yet. There's somewhere I want to check first.” Slater's apartment complex was a mile or two away, which seemed awfully convenient. He caught a glimpse in his rear-view mirror of Dixon and Daniels exiting their car.

      Garrett turned around completely in her seat, watching them. “Wherever you plan on going, I hope it's quick.”

      “It will be,” he said, accelerating as traffic thinned out. “Trust me.”
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      Green Harbor was an old apartment complex that seemed to change its name every year. Its three-story buildings had brown wood siding from the 1980s. Slater had been living there since the separation, spending many of his nights at the pub across the street. Knight turned into the parking lot, past the management office and toward one of the buildings at the end. Nothing was gated, allowing them easy access into the facility.

      There were several spaces available near Slater's second floor apartment. Knight pulled up to the building and parked next to a dumpster. Agent Garrett didn't understand his insistence on going there to look for Slater. Short of revealing the pictures he had found, Knight simply told her that it was important.

      “I have to speak with him,” he said as they parked. “Find out what he knows.”

      The comment made Garrett more suspicious. “What do you think he knows that we don’t?”

      Knight glanced up at the apartment directly above them, looking through the balcony railing. “Maybe nothing. But I haven’t heard from him since yesterday, and it has me concerned.”

      Garrett lowered her cell phone and looked at Knight. She didn’t look happy. “Wait. Are you saying that Detective Slater might have found something?”

      “I think he knows more than he's telling us,” Knight said, letting the mask slip. He knew eventually that his suspicions were going to come out. All he had to do was show her the pictures. But something in Knight still afforded his partner the benefit of the doubt. Despite the betrayal, he couldn't bring himself to reveal his findings to Garrett, not until he verified the culpability with his own eyes. He opened his door, stepping out as the car idled. “Just wait here, please. I'm going to check on him.”

      “Make it quick,” she said, still studying the map on her phone. “Dixon and Daniels could be leaving the office any time.”

      Knight closed his door and continued across the cracked pavement toward the stairs at the corner of the building. Slater's car was nowhere to be seen. No one else was around. Everything was quiet. Knight hurried up the stairs, making it to the second story, where doors lined the shaded walkway close together like hotel rooms. He approached apartment 222, a few doors ahead, with his hand readied at his pistol. He stopped at Slater's door and listened. The blinds were closed, and not a sound could be heard. He braced himself and knocked heavily on the door, calling out Slater's name.

      “Come on. Open up!”

      He leaned toward the window beside the door and tried to peek inside. There was only darkness beyond the slits in the blinds. He knocked again with his voice raised, demanding that Slater come out. Knight backed away from the door and pulled his cell phone out. “You can't hide forever. I can get into this apartment if I must. All I have to do is talk to the manager.” He waited in vain, with only one option left. “All right, Simon. You leave me no choice.” He searched for Slater's ex-wife's number and placed the call. After a few rings, she answered.

      “Hello, Anne. This is Charles.”

      “Charles? Oh, hi. You caught me at the store. What's going on?”

      “I don't want to take too much of your time, but I was wondering. Have you seen or spoken with Simon in the last day or two?”

      She paused, and when she came back on, she sounded worried. “No. I haven't spoken to him in a few weeks. Is everything all right?”

      “It's probably nothing. He left the office yesterday a little upset, and I haven't seen him since. He's not answering calls or text messages. I'm at a bit of a loss.” He glanced down from the balcony and saw Garrett in the passenger seat through the windshield. She was talking on her Bluetooth again and not seeming to notice him.

      “I don't know what to say,” Anne continued. “I wish I could help, but we're not really on the best of terms right now, Simon and me.”

      Knight nodded as the sickness in his stomach grew. “Listen, thanks. I'm sure it's nothing. He'll turn up sooner or later.”

      “Have him call me, please,” she said. “I worry about him.”

      “Of course. Thanks, Anne. I'll keep you posted.” Their call ended, and he was no closer to answers than when he had arrived. Knight rapped on the door and called out to Slater one last time. It was no longer a question whether they should try to find him. Nothing else seemed as important, not even the missing girls. Walking away from the apartment, Knight stared at the broken concrete, his thoughts racing with scenarios. He could search every bar in town, and it wouldn't help. It was clear Slater didn't want to be found, and that's what bothered Knight the most.
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        * * *

      

      Agent Garrett wasn't happy by the time they returned to the building where Dixon's office was. His Chrysler was no longer in the parking lot. They couldn’t have missed them by much, maybe five or ten minutes by Knight's estimate. No one seemed to stay in one place too long anymore. They turned into the parking lot, just to make sure, but saw no sign of the lawyer or his client.

      “Damn it, we missed him,” she said, hitting the dashboard and giving Knight an accusing look.

      “Watch it,” Knight warned her.

      She turned to him, livid. “I told you to stay on them. This puts our whole operation in jeopardy and my plan in the toilet.”

      “You have a team at the trailer park. That’s what matters.” Knight slammed on his brakes, halting the car. “If you want to personally follow Dixon all day, I'll gladly drop you off at the station, and you can take your own car.”

      Uncomfortable silence passed between them as Garrett glanced out her window. “That won't be necessary.” She paused and took a deep sigh. “I apologize for haranguing you. Let's try to get back on track.” She then touched her Bluetooth earpiece to communicate with her stakeout team, who Knight had yet to meet. “Any status on Daniels?” She paused, listening. “Okay. Thanks. Let me know as soon as he arrives.”

      Knight's foot remained on the brake. He hadn't moved since stopping in the middle of the parking lot. He wanted to toss the pictures in her lap and tell her how blind they both had been but decided against it. There was enough friction between them as it was. “Where to now?” he asked.

      Garrett looked around and then referred to her cell phone map. “There's a coffee place down the road. Would you mind going by there?”

      “Sure thing,” he said, releasing the brake and hitting the gas. They circled the parking lot and then turned off another one-way street going in the opposite direction. A few blocks down, they came to Harry's Coffee, in a small building of other shops. Knight pulled alongside the sidewalk and parked. “Want anything?” Garrett asked. He could tell she was feeling a little bad about their earlier spat.

      “I'm good, thanks,” he said. Then he immediately changed his mind. “Just some tea, if they have it.”

      “Anything else?” she said, smiling, and he shook his head.

      She swung her door open and got out, entering the crowded coffee store as Knight waited, still on the job, alert for Dixon’s Chrysler, or any Cadillac for that matter. The street was crowded with cars and trucks of varying makes and models, but nothing he was looking for. He placed yet another call to Slater for the hell of it. Like clockwork, the voice mail greeted him. He hung up, not leaving a message. He then grabbed the hand mic from the police radio and called out for all units to be on the lookout for a black four-door 2009 Chrysler.

      “Do not engage,” he clarified. “Just report the location.” Responses of acknowledgment flooded the airwaves. He set the mic back onto its clip just as Garrett rushed to the side of the car and swung the door open in a panic.

      “I just heard from my team,” she said, jumping inside. “The goose has landed.”

      “What?” Knight said, “they’re on him?”

      “Yes. The lawyer just dropped Daniels off at home. They're watching him now.”

      Knight shifted his car into Drive as she closed the door. “Are we joining the stakeout?”

      “Negative,” she said. “We'll take a position outside the trailer park, in case he makes a move. Eyes in separate places, you know.”

      The instructions were clear enough. Knight waited for traffic to pass and then continued down the street. Garrett had left the store without her coffee or his tea. They were on a mission, though vague in its intent. They would have to drive ten miles across town to reach Palm Landings. Knight hoped it would lead somewhere. There was still hope for the three missing girls. That was if he and Garrett knew what they were doing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They parked in a dirt lot on Saxton Avenue, a long stretch of rural road, surrounded by deep Florida woods. As they arrived, Daniels had been home for approximately twenty minutes. The two federal agents in the car, flown in from D.C., reported that the subject had gone straight inside after being dropped off and hadn't come back out. Agent Hicks and Agent Desmond were their names. Garrett explained that she only knew them by reputation and that their hasty dispatch to Melville County was by order of her superiors.

      If the FBI couldn't figure this mess out, Knight believed that no one could. The plan, as he knew it, involved following Daniels's GPS signal once he left his home. But there were no guarantees. They could be waiting for days.

      “I sure hope this works,” Garrett said, sharing Knight's sentiments.

      They didn't have any drinks or snacks either, making their stakeout tedious, with what could be hours ahead of them, waiting. Knight unbuckled his seat belt and took off his coat, preparing for a long day and possibly longer evening. His department was following the bureau's instructions now, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      “This is what happens when we can't get the job done,” he said.

      Garrett glanced away from the empty road running past them. “What do you mean?”

      “This was my case, and I blew it. So, that's why we're here. Not that it bothers me.” He tried to clarify. “I'm just thinking out loud.”

      “You're as much a part of this case as I am,” she said. “I know that your boss puts on a big show, but he's told me great things about you. You were right about Daniels, and we're going to prove that soon enough.”

      Knight offered a sheepish grin. “I appreciate the kind words, but there's no need for a pep talk. I accept things for how they are. You have to in this line of work.”

      The rumble of a semi-truck echoed down the road as it shuttled past them, shaking the windows. Knight thought to himself in the silence that followed and then came to a decision, reaching behind him and grabbing his coat. “I told you about the letters and all, right? The ones that were left on my front door.”

      Garrett looked up from her cell phone as it charged from a dangling cord connected to the dash. “Yes. Gives me the chills. Our kidnapper is confident. He clearly considers this a game for his amusement.”

      “I requested a twenty-four-hour detail this morning to watch my house. Captain Marshall hasn't gotten back to me yet.”

      Garrett seemed surprised. “If that's the case, I'll call him now.”

      Knight moved his hand toward her. “Wait. There's something else I need to show you, but I ask that you keep it between us for now.” He searched for a hint of understanding on her face but wasn’t encouraged by what he saw. But there was no going back now. Knight reached into his coat pocket and produced the three photographs, handing them over. Garrett took the photos, wide-eyed and silent. There was no need to explain what she was looking at, beyond where he had gotten them. She stared at each picture, motionless, until she flipped them over and read the name written on the back.

      “I found those this morning,” Knight began. He took a deep breath and continued. “They were in my partner's coat pocket, the one he left in the office. I don't know what it means, but—"

      “Why didn't you show me these earlier?” she demanded. She held the photos up, clutching them in her hand. “This is Jenny Martin. What was Detective Slater doing with these?”

      Knight shrugged in an exhausted attempt to explain. “Maybe he had sent them like I was sent the letters. Maybe he's involved in this somehow.”

      Her eyes returned to the photos, where she meticulously studied each one, her hands trembling. Knight didn't have an excuse prepared. He had gotten so used to covering for Slater that it had just come naturally.

      “We need to find him,” she said. Her eyes zeroed in on the one photo where Jenny's young face was fully visible.

      “What do you think I've been trying to do?” Knight said.

      Garrett gave no response as she repeatedly flipped through the pictures. Her silence seemed to make things worse. Perhaps she was feeling betrayed. “I'm sorry I didn't tell you,” Knight continued. “I didn't want to complicate things any further.”

      “That's enough,” she said, raising a hand. “You need to call Captain Marshall and let him know right away. It's bad enough you kept him in the dark about this.” Before Knight could say anything, her earpiece flashed a blue light. She pressed on it and spoke. “This is Agent Garrett…” She froze, listening, and then grabbed her satchel from the floor. “Okay. We're on it. Stay in position.” She turned to Knight. “Daniels is leaving. He's in his red pickup.”

      “Perfect,” Knight said. “What do we do?”

      Garrett reached into her satchel and pulled out a handheld monitor. The digital map display of the hidden GPS showed a single blinking light traveling on a nearby road. “We wait,” she said. “Keep our distance while maintaining the proper range.”

      They both watched the tiny screen in anticipation. Within moments, the vehicle they were watching drew near. Daniels's red pick-up truck soon passed them at top speed, leaving a trail of dust in its wake.

      “He's headed north,” Knight said, “away from the city.”

      “Give it some time and then follow him,” Garrett said.

      There was no time now to argue about the pictures or anything else. Garrett spoke with urgency into her earpiece. “We're tracking the vehicle and will commence pursuit momentarily. Maintain your position until told otherwise. Agent Garrett out.”

      The Dodge Challenger coasted ahead and peeked out into the road. Daniels's truck was far ahead and showing no signs of slowing down. Knight steadily increased his speed. Garrett looked up from the tracker screen and reminded him again to keep a careful distance, which Knight knew all too well. They continued along the road, up and then down a modest hill with Daniels far ahead. He was alone and headed toward an unknown destination that Knight hoped would shed some light on their perilous journey.
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        * * *

      

      The open two-lane road stretched for miles. Chet Daniels was out of view, but his movements were being tracked. He maintained a steady trek, north toward Jacksonville. Thickets of grand pines dominated both sides of the road. There wasn't another town for some distance. Hunters frequented the area, and there were a few homes every so often, but the area was mostly uninhabited. Detective Knight had to believe that Daniels was driving this way for a reason. He could be attempting to flee the state for all they knew, but he wasn't going to get far if that was the case.

      Agent Field's eyes were glued to the GPS tracker. She had her team stationed at Palm Landings, watching Daniels's trailer for anyone else who might show up. Knight had two teams pulling surveillance; one outside his home and another outside Slater's apartment. As far as the captain knew, Slater had simply gone missing. Implicating him would change the dynamics of the entire case and reflect poorly on the department.

      Knight wanted to verify his partner's involvement, though part of him had to accept the betrayal for what it was. As they followed the GPS signal for twenty miles. Garrett had said very little. She was either completely immersed in her work or upset with Knight for keeping information from her. Or both. The tension in the quiet car was palpable.

      “Fifty-two, what is your location?” a voice said over the police radio.

      Knight grabbed the hand mic, hesitating. It was Captain Marshall himself. He must have been monitoring their actions closely.

      “Sir, we're headed north on 95, still in pursuit.”

      “Copy that,” the captain said. “Don't lose him, and if he gets far enough, make sure to stop him before he crosses state lines.”

      “Tracking,” Knight said, returning the mic to its clip. They passed a rusty 55 MPH speed limit sign. The Dodge wasn't going over sixty, lest they get too close to Daniels. He had to feel safe and alone. Only then would he lead them to the main culprit involved, or so they hoped.

      “Has he made any calls yet?” Knight asked Garrett as he swerved to miss a pothole.

      “Daniels?” she said, looking up. “Yes. Two when he returned to the trailer. We're trying to track the numbers now. Both local.” She looked down suddenly and stamped her foot. “He's veering off and slowing down.” She pressed her earpiece and repeated the information for the team.

      Knight eased off the gas, decreasing their speed. “Follow or pull over?”

      Garrett held up her hand, eyes on the tracker. “Stay on him, but don't get too close.”

      Without a car in view, Knight felt blind. “How far ahead?”

      “About a mile,” Garrett said. “He's stopped. He must have pulled over. Be on the lookout.” Her eyes widened as the flashing dot on the screen moved. “Correction. He's moving again. He turned left down a road.”

      From the looks of their surroundings, Knight didn't know what road he could have pulled onto. There wasn’t a road that he knew of. Then it hit him. “There's a ravine about a mile up the road with an old bridge running across it. Been closed for years. You don't think he's going to drive through it?”

      Garrett shook her head. “I don't know. He's traveling very slowly. Just stopped, now he's moving again.”

      Knight leaned toward the tracker, trying to get a better look. The flashing dot was inching down the trail. The map was largely green with few roads indicated beyond the one that they were on. Beyond the bridge was more undeveloped land, maybe some homes. Knight wasn't sure.  It was clear that their isolated surroundings would be ideal for a hideout. He accelerated up to 70 MPH as the road rushed under them. Daniels wasn't going to get away.

      “He's stopped,” Garrett said, excitement in her tone. She called back to her team, filling them in. “Be advised, we may need backup. Stay in place until further notice.”

      “What's going on?” the captain said on the radio. He didn't bother using a call sign this time. Knight ignored him, focused ahead and increasing his speed. Another vehicle appeared at the top of the road, a large truck.

      “Trail closing in,” Garrett said, reading the tracker. “First turn on your left.”

      Knight only saw forest and long-stretching power lines on both sides. The truck in the other lane neared and then raced past them at top speed. It had big spotlights on the roof and giant tires. Hunters, probably. Knight ignored them and kept alert for a concealed path on their left.

      Garrett warned him that they were about to pass it. Up ahead, he saw a barely visible dirt road, hidden by tall weeds. The car shook as he hit the brakes, dropping from seventy to a near stop. They took a sharp turn onto the trail, where there were tire tracks ahead amid compacted grass and weeds. Looming oak trees curved atop the path, shading it. The Dodge coasted forward at an idling speed. Its engine wasn't loud, but it was loud enough to give them away if they got too close.

      “Is he moving yet?” Knight asked.

      Garrett studied the tracker. “I don't know if Daniels is moving, but his truck hasn't moved an inch.”

      Knight looked around as they continued along the rocky path. “We should probably get off the road in case anyone else shows up.” Daniels had driven all this way to either meet with someone or go hiking. Knight was betting on the former. Garrett pointed to an area off road where they could park. He drove over a patch of bushes, scratching against his front grill and under the car. The Dodge would forgive him in the long run. They pushed through the brush and turned behind a fallen tree, broken at its base. They had cover, but not completely.

      “Let's go,” Garrett said as she felt for her side holster. Their pursuit had taken a different turn than Knight had imagined. For much of the way, he figured that Daniels was just trying to make a clean break for the state line. Garrett was already out the door before Knight had even unbuckled his seat belt. He radioed headquarters that they were pursuing Daniels on foot.

      “Where are you?” the captain seethed.

      “By the old bridge near Wymore County,” Knight said, opening his door. “I'll send coordinates by phone.”

      “Watch your backs,” Marshall said. “It's no man's land out there.”

      “I know, sir. Thanks,” Knight said, returning the mic to its holder. He grabbed his coat and the pictures and quickly left the car, following Garrett as she moved around the fallen tree.

      She whispered into her earpiece, eyes forward, one hand clutching the tracker. There was no sign of the truck yet, but they were close. Knight could feel it. They continued up the pine needle-laden ground as dead leaves and sticks cracked underfoot. The trees above shielded the overcast sky. Garrett had her pistol drawn, not taking any chances. Knight slipped his coat on, trudging behind Garrett as they reached a winding trail. They moved fast and kept low, stopping as the red truck came into view, parked just ahead and empty. Garrett held a fist up, halting. She crouched down for cover and scanned ahead. Daniels was gone, but he wasn't far.

      “Which way is the bridge?” Garrett asked in a hushed tone.

      Knight pointed ahead. “Just down that trail.” He then stepped ahead of her and continued walking. “Follow me.”

      They moved together with stealth, keeping their steps light. Knight drew his pistol as they passed the red truck. He peeked inside and saw the same empty beer cans and cigarette packs strewn about from earlier. He continued and checked their surroundings for the slightest movement.

      Ahead, through the trees, he saw an old wooden bridge with a barricade in front of it. The sound of flowing water became louder with their every step. They followed the road as it curved around a thicket of palmetto bushes. Garrett kept watch behind them as Knight led the way. He stopped roughly fifty feet in front of the bridge and ducked for cover behind the nearest tree.

      “What is it?” Garrett asked, taking a knee.

      “Daniels,” Knight whispered. “He's on the bridge, and he's not alone.” They could barely see Daniels or his mystery companion through the branches and hanging moss on the surrounding trees. Garrett fished a pair of miniature binoculars from her coat and surveilled their twelve o'clock. Knight watched her as she seemed to freeze with shock.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      She kept the binoculars to her eyes, hesitant to answer. “It looks like... Detective Slater.”

      Knight's heart skipped a beat as he grabbed the binos from her. “Let me see.”

      He held them to his eyes and saw two men standing against the railing of the bridge with their backs facing him. He could recognize Daniels anywhere. The person next to him had gray disheveled hair, thick stubble on his cheek, and a trench coat.

      “Oh no...” Knight said as he watched the two men converse. Garrett was right. His missing partner had been found. Knight returned the binos and then wiped the sweat from his forehead, hanging his head.

      The truth was obvious enough. Slater was a part of the entire scheme. Knight had been a fool to cover for him so long. The betrayal enraged him. With the pistol in hand, he wanted nothing more than to use it. He stood up from their concealed position as Garrett pulled on his coat.

      “What are you doing?”

      He turned around and looked at her. “I'm going to arrest my partner. What does it look like?”

      “Wait,” she said, rising next to him, binos to her eyes. “There's something happening. They're arguing.”

      Knight turned and saw the two men face to face, yelling at one another. Slater suddenly stepped forward and grabbed Daniels with both hands by the collar of his shirt, shaking him as he shouted. “We have to move in,” Knight said, hands on his pistol.

      “Stay in position,” Garrett said. “This bridge is a rallying point. There could be others who arrive.”

      Knight paused, emotions raging, and then darted off down the trail without looking back. Garrett yelled at him to stop, but she was a distant echo. He ignored the pain in his knee, charging forward as dirt kicked up behind him. Garrett was off and steadily approaching. He didn't know if she was joining his pursuit or trying to stop him. Either way, he pushed forward and reached the wooden bridge with its creaking planks under his feet.

      “Tell me, you bastard!” Slater shouted with Daniels still in his grip. Neither of them noticed Knight approaching them. He reached the middle of the bridge, ten feet from them, and raised his pistol, shouting at them to freeze.

      Slater looked over Daniels's shoulder, startled, and released him immediately. Daniels fell back and turned around, equally shocked as both men stood there, frozen.

      “I said freeze!” Knight said. “Hands in the air!” His arms were extended outward with both hands gripping the pistol. His index finger caressed the trigger, prepared to fire.

      Daniels turned slightly with his hands in the air. Slater stood against the railing, hands down with his eyes narrowed. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I should ask you the same thing, you lying son of a bitch!” Knight shouted. He heard hurried footsteps behind him as Agent Garrett approached. She kept a careful distance, slowing behind Knight, and ordered both men to turn around and drop to their knees. Daniels complied immediately and fell to the ground with his hands as high as he could hold them. Slater, however, had yet to make a move.

      “Do you two mind?” he flippantly stated. “I'm in the middle of something.”

      Knight reached into his pocket and tossed the pictures toward Slater's feet. “You want to keep playing dumb? We found these in your coat. I wondered how the kidnapper knew where I lived. And now it's clear. You're the mole!”

      Slater scoffed. “Give me a break.”

      “You haven't answered your phone in twenty-four hours. Now, tell me exactly what the fuck is going on!”

      “Easy,” Slater said. “I'm trying to find the kidnapper.”

      Agent Garrett stepped forward, pistol aimed. “Detective Slater, I'm not going to tell you again. Get down on your knees and put your hands in the air.”

      He stared back at her and then slowly raised his hands, taking his time. “Has anyone told you that you're a callous bitch?”

      “Do what she says!” Knight shouted.

      A tense silence followed, relieved for a moment by a cool breeze from the ravine. Knight kept his attention on Daniels and Slater. None of it made any sense, and he certainly didn't trust a word Slater said. As Slater slowly turned around, hands in the air, a kneeling Daniels reached into his pants pocket, feeling for something. Knight glanced down and saw a bulky protrusion from the outer lining of his pants. His reaction was automatic. He fired one shot, blasting one round into Daniels's chest.

      Slater jumped to the ground in a panic. Birds scattered from all around the bridge. Daniels collapsed onto his side. Blood was already pouring from his mouth. He lay there motionless with his eyes open, as though life had already left his body. It had happened so fast, Knight didn't even get a chance to see what he was reaching for. Before he could even register his actions, Slater leapt to his feet with his pistol aimed, shifting between Knight and Garrett.

      Garrett shouted at him to drop the weapon. Knight was still shaken, the pistol hot in his hands. He looked at Slater, stunned to see that his gun was out and aimed at them.

      “Just back off, both of you!” Slater shouted. “I was trying to find answers. Don't you understand?”

      “Bullshit,” Knight seethed.

      Slater kicked the pictures away from him as their standoff continued. “The bastard sent me those photos anonymously, just like the letters to you. I had to keep it a secret. I couldn't tell anyone, or he would kill the girls. That's what he told me.” Slater paused as he fell back against the railing, catching his breath. “I was to meet him here at this time. Him or some cohort.” He kicked Daniels, rolling his lifeless body onto his stomach. “I assumed this lump of shit here was working with him. But when I talked to Daniels, he said he was told the same thing.”

      “Quiet!” Knight said. “Drop your gun or we will shoot you.”

      “Listen to your partner,” Garrett advised.

      Slater shook his head at them with contempt and no sign of complying. “I'm just trying to solve this case. We're on the same team here, so back the fuck off.”

      Knight stepped forward. They were both inches from the barrel of each other's pistol. Garrett was rendered helpless to intervene. Instead, she took careful steps back, increasing her distance. The chaos of the situation was clear. “Tell us what you're really doing here, Simon. Enough lies.”

      Slater glared at him, livid, and then lowered his pistol at his side, shaking his head. His flushed face drooped as he stammered. The truth, it seemed, was on the tip of his tongue. “I wanted my money,” he began softly.

      “From who?” Knight shouted.

      Slater lowered his head and then looked up, anguished, a despair that Knight had never seen on his partner's face. “I don't know.” He paused and pointed to Daniels. “I only know the person as a voice on the phone.  He paid Daniels to find the girls.” He paused, reluctant to go any further. But he had already said too much. “The voice, whoever, paid me for info. Cash delivered by his lackey here, no questions asked. He said that no harm would come to the girls. They'd be released for ransom, but when no ransom came, I started to get nervous.”

      “You told this man, this voice, about me?” Knight asked in a devastated tone.

      Slater dropped his head and then nodded. “I'm broke, Charles. Between alimony and gambling debts and everything else.” He let out a slight grunt with an air of defeat. “I guess I'm just a real piece of shit.”

      “Do you have a description?” Knight asked.

      “Never met the man. I was given a number to call one night at the bar. This chick said I could make some easy money by entering this game.”

      “A game? And you spoke to a woman?” Knight said. “Who is she?”

      Slater nearly collapsed against the railing and shrugged. “It doesn't matter. Those kids are probably going to die now because of me. I sabotaged the investigation.” He looked up with tears in his eyes. “I betrayed you... a friend.”

      “Is Marv Dixon involved in this?” Knight asked, sticking to his questions.

      Slater shook his head, eyes down as though he was drifting off. “He was paid to help Daniels, but he doesn't know why. I'm sure you'll get another letter soon.” With that, he brought the pistol up and aimed it at his temple. “I'm sorry...”

      Knight lunged forward in a panic as the gun blast ripped through the air. Blood exploded from his partner's head. He collapsed, slumped next to Daniels's body. Knight fell to the ground next to him, unable to hear his own screams over the ringing in his ears. Garrett rushed from behind him and called for backup.

      “We need an ambulance here right now!”

      Knight knelt beside his partner's twitching body. He placed an arm around his bloody head and attempted to hold him. As Slater convulsed, his eyes looked at Knight with remorse. He was trying to speak but couldn't form the words. Knight saw shame and regret in his eyes before they closed. Sirens wailed in the distance. He could hear the familiar approach of a helicopter. Blood flowed into the ravine below, in sharp contrast to the natural beauty around them.

      Knight couldn't get his thoughts together. He couldn't think straight. He felt like he was in a waking nightmare. Slater was his partner. Nothing mattered more. Knight held him until the dark red blood trickling from the exit wound pooled on the other side of his head. “Hang in there, buddy,” he said, crying. “I got you. I'm here.” He remained crouched down at Slater's side, holding him as the sirens got closer. A man and a woman. Daniels. Dixon. They were all connected somehow. They were all part of this game Slater had spoken of. And it wasn't over yet.
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            A Reprieve

          

        

      

    

    
      Two bodies lay across the blood-stained bridge. Water ran below from a shallow ravine, under a gray, overcast sky. The smell of gunfire was in the air. Detective Charles Knight had fired once at their suspect, hitting him in the chest. His partner, Detective Simon Slater, had then placed the tiny barrel of his revolver against his own head and pulled the trigger. Knight was kneeling at his partner’s trembling body with his coat sleeve pressed against the open head wound in vain. No amount of pressure would stop the blood flow. Slater’s mouth was open. His eyes were rolled to the back of his head. Knight knew that he was losing him. Sweat dripped from his face, as he tried to make sense of what had just happened.

      “Stay with me, Simon.”

      He yanked the tie from his own collar and wrapped it around his partner’s head. Thick red blood ran down his motionless face and over Knight’s shaky hands. Blood was everywhere, but there was still hope, desperate as it seemed. Knight had seen people survive gunshot wounds to the head before, depending on where the bullet was lodged or had fired through. He didn’t see an exit wound, but as he checked Slater’s pulse, he felt it fading.

      FBI Agent Tanya Fields paced behind him along the creaky wooden bridge, calling for backup. “Need EMTs here right away. We’ve got an officer and one suspect down.” She provided their location the best she could. They were on the outskirts of town off a rural state road.

      After trailing their suspect through the woods, they found him on an old bridge where he was engaged in a secret meeting with one of their own. Detective Knight had begun to suspect his partner of being involved in the kidnappings that had lately plagued the area. Once he saw Slater and Chet Daniels together, he felt vindicated but also deeply saddened and betrayed.

      Daniels was a drywall repair man and their lead suspect in the case of three girls who had gone missing in the past two weeks. Daniels had led them to the bridge, and what had happened next changed everything. A standoff ensued. Knight had moved in to arrest them, his pistol drawn, with Agent Fields close behind him. Daniels had reached for what Knight believed to be a weapon. He wasn’t sure.

      It had all happened so fast, and before he knew it, his partner of ten years pressed his own gun against his left temple, confessing to his role in the plot. He had been paid for information about the case by an unknown benefactor, the same individual Daniels claimed was paying him. The kidnapper, they explained, was someone they had only talked to by phone or letter. Sirens wailed in the distance. A faint helicopter sounded. Help was on the way. Chet Daniels lay on his side. He wasn’t moving and was presumed dead. The shot to his chest must have reached his heart. Knight pulled Slater’s coat off, hoping to use it to prop his head up.

      As he began to roll the coat, he noticed a letter on the inside pocket. He took the letter out and set it carefully to the side. He glanced at his hands and saw that they were covered in blood. He didn’t want to compromise evidence, but he had to know what Slater was being told and how he had gotten involved with this mess in the first place. Agent Fields’s footsteps echoed across the wooden beams of the bridge as she paced up and down, talking to her team. Even she struggled to explain the situation.

      Slater gasped and wheezed as Knight lifted his head slightly and placed the coat underneath. He was fading fast but still breathing. Knight unfolded the letter and placed it on the ground, careful not to smudge it with blood. The typed font looked like the one used in the letters sent to him recently by some unknown character. The letter gave times, locations, and detailed instructions for Slater to follow to “solve the case.” He was repeatedly reminded that large sums of money awaited if he completed the tasks. Knight focused on the third request listed on the page:

      Provide me the name and address of your partner so we can watch him as well.

      He continued to the last of the instructions at the bottom.

      You will meet a contact at Clayton Bridge. Your contact will provide further instructions from there, including directions to your last location.

      From there, the letter ended. Knight crawled toward Daniels’s now-lifeless body a few feet away and rolled him onto his back. His eyes were closed, and his mouth was open and red with blood. Knight unzipped his jacket, opening it fully, and searched the inner pockets. Inside, he found a letter and quickly unfolded it. He found instructions specifically addressed to Daniels, including meeting Detective Slater on the bridge at a specific time. Then at the very bottom were directions telling Slater how to proceed.

      Walk two hundred and forty-six paces past the bridge and head northwest at 285 degrees. You will be provided a compass to assist you.

      Knight stopped and quickly patted Daniels on both sides, discovering a small bulge in his right pocket. The realization that Daniels had been shot unarmed had yet to fully weigh on Knight. He pulled a compass from Daniels’ pocket and stood up, knees cracking. Fields spun around from the railing on the other side of the bridge, demanding a status.

      “Slater is just barely hanging on,” he said, frantic and shaken. He glanced beyond the bridge and into the woods from where they had come. An array of bar lights flashed from behind the trees. Backup had finally arrived, sirens blaring. Knight then turned the other way and continued across to the other end of the bridge. Fields called out to him, asking where he was going.

      “Not far!” he shouted back. “I’ll be right back.”

      She wanted to follow but was clearly hesitant. Someone had to stay behind and explain the situation to the arriving officers. Once across the bridge, Knight drew his pistol and continued down a winding path and into the trees. He maintained a steady pace count, careful not to go under or over the letter’s required two hundred and forty-six paces. For all he knew, he could be walking right into a trap, but Knight had to know. He was on a mission. He held the compass and letter in one hand and his pistol in the other, moving quickly.

      He veered off the path and into the forest, with the compass as his guide and alert to anything in his path. He pushed branches aside and moved around sprawling bushes in his way, going deeper into the dark, woodland surroundings. Fields called for him, voice ringing through the air. He was too far, too focused to respond. He had already reached two hundred paces. His eyes darted from one side of the forest to the other. His heart raced with his intensified breathing.

      “Come out and show yourself!” But the only footsteps moving through the forest were his own. As he neared just over two hundred and thirty paces, he saw an object through the trees. It looked like a vehicle. His pace quickened, and he saw the long red body of a classic car. The Cadillac!

      He sprinted ahead and nearly tripped, consumed by pure adrenaline. He pushed through thorny branches and neared the car that had plagued him the entire week, simply parked in the middle of the forest. But just as he closed in, an ominous, unseen ticking got louder, followed by the ringing of a timer and a blast that launched him backward. Knight hit a tree and fell to the leafy ground as heat flowed over him in a deafening blast. The car exploded into an instantaneous fireball. Metal and glass flew all around him as Knight shielded his head with both arms. The blast left a ringing in his ears as searing heat wafted over him. Smoke soon filled the air around him. Agent Fields shouted for him in the distance as she approached.

      Knight lifted his head up, squinting. The classic 1980s Cadillac he had been searching for was ablaze. Flames consumed its scorched metal frame. Knight had been less than twenty feet from the car when it exploded. As he lay on his stomach between the trees, he tried to make sense of the situation. Someone had rigged the car to explode. Car bombs took a variety of types. The big question was, why?

      Knight attempted to push himself up from the ground. His entire body ached from the fall, but he knew how lucky he was to be alive. A few more seconds and it could have been fatal. Hurried footsteps approached from behind as Fields continued to shout for him.

      “Over here!” Knight said, pushing himself to his knees.

      Fields reached for him and helped him up as they stared at the dancing flames ahead.

      “What happened?” Fields asked, astonished and out of breath.

      Knight leaned against a tree and coughed as smoke thickened. “The Cadillac… it’s the one we’ve been looking for.” He turned around, frantic, as he tried to find the letter. “Daniels was supposed to give Slater a letter before we intervened. It-it was supposed to lead him here.”

      “What’s that?” Fields asked, pointing.

      Knight turned to the tree beside him and saw another letter pinned to the trunk. He grabbed it immediately and read as the fire continued. He assumed that it was meant for his partner. Its amused, confident tone was similar to the taunting character of the letters he had been sent. Fields looked over his shoulder as he held up the letter, reading the typed font.

      Detective: The Cadillac is loaded with ten pressure cookers, timed to explode in unison. Hurry up and dismantle it before they blow! The timers are in the trunk. The keys to the trunk are in the glove box. Will you take the risk? This is the car I used to kidnap my girls. I heard about it all over the news. The most wanted car in America, and now it’s yours. If you fail to dismantle the bomb in time, you’ll lose one significant piece of evidence. Best of luck.

      I appreciate the information you shared with me about the case. It certainly helped me stay a step ahead of your department. Your partner, Charles, is a real stiff. You could do better. Alas, I’m retiring. I’ve got three lovely girls, and they’re a part of my family now. Don’t try to find me, because you won’t. Take the money and run, as they say. Speaking of which, there’s a hefty sum in the trunk, if you can open it in time. About the car. I was ‘borrowing’ it from Chet’s mother. Or Chet was borrowing it for me. His mother knew nothing of our transaction, as she’s got dementia. See ya.

      Knight re-read the letter, unable to take his eyes off the page. Fields leaned closer from behind him to get a better look. He snapped out of his shock and spun around, clutching his pistol.

      “We just missed him,” he told Fields. “The son of a bitch was here.”

      She took the letter from his trembling hand as he paced forward, scanning his surroundings through the haze of smoke. “He couldn’t have gotten far.”

      Agent Fields noticed him straying from the scene and called out for him. “We’ve got paramedics and police here. We need to let them know what’s going on.”

      Knight ignored her and continued through the smoky clearing, toward the woods and past the fire.

      “Detective Slater might still have a chance!” she shouted. But her words didn’t register. All Knight could think about was finding the man responsible for terrifying his town and destroying lives. He saw some movement deep within the woods and sprinted ahead, fleeing the burning car.

      “Detective Knight!” Fields said, chasing after him. “Don’t do this on your own.”

      He moved around the trees and dense brush in his path, widening the gap between them, but not for long. Fields was closing in, the limp in his leg slowing him down. He thought he saw something move ahead, but the blurred vision of his watering eyes could be deceiving. He fired three shots in succession straight ahead, cursing to himself.

      His shouts rang through the air as the gunshots faded into a distant echo. He halted suddenly and fell against a tree, gripped by an intense pain. His breathing was labored and wheezing. His forehead dripped with sweat. His hand clutched his chest as he coughed. Something was wrong with his heart. He had pushed himself too far. Fields soon caught up and rushed to his aid.

      “Are you okay? Speak to me, Detective.”

      He nodded as he slid down the base of the tree and unbuttoned his shirt. Fields remained at his side despite the rising sound of sirens in the air. Knight rocked his head back and tried to steady his breathing. He didn’t have it in him to continue the hunt any further.

      Fields radioed in their location, requesting medical personnel for Knight. He turned from the tree and tried to raise his pistol, aiming with great difficulty. The pistol fell to the ground as he sighed in exhaustion. “How did I get so old?” he asked with a faint chuckle.

      Fields laughed and squeezed his shoulder. “We’ll all get there soon enough. You just take it easy.”

      He sat and waited as she left his side to signal the approaching backup team. Knight watched as flames danced through the trees. The Cadillac continued to burn like a pyre, almost as though the car had never existed.
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      Five Years Later

      Melville County, Florida

      Tuesday, October 23

      

      Quaint suburban homes sat serenely along the neighborhood street. It was late afternoon, and school had let out. As always, children would soon populate the yards and nearby park, riding their bikes or playing sports as they always did. Drivers had to be alert in case one of those same kids darted out into the road, as they were known to do. For the time being, things were quiet.

      A long yellow school bus drove down Anderson Street and stopped at the bottom of a hill, opening its doors. Several children stepped off the bus, eager to be free. The ten or so of them dispersed in different directions and groups. Some continued past the front of the bus and down the road of the next adjacent street.

      Twelve-year-old Crystal Parker hopped off the bus and followed her two friends, Erin and Amy, going the opposite way from the others. They walked toward the rear of the bus as its doors closed and it shifted to drive on. Their stop was one of the last ones on its route. Crystal’s house was right down the street from her bus stop and she had no problem getting there in just a few minutes. Her friends lived on the next street over. They usually got together later in the day, ideally when homework was completed. Crystal walked beside her friends, recapping the day.

      They laughed together as the bus drove off, exhaust trailing in its wake. Crystal looked up and saw the slow, steady advance of an old car in the opposite lane. At first glance, she thought it was somebody’s parent, come to pick them up. The idling car neared them. The other girls didn’t seem to notice it, but it was on Crystal’s radar.

      “Who’s that?” she said, trying not to stare.

      Erin and Amy looked up, noticing without much care.

      “I don’t know,” Amy said with a shrug. “Just some weirdo.”

      A glare across the windshield blocked Crystal’s view of the driver. The windows on all four doors were tinted enough to conceal whoever was inside. It soon rolled beside them to a stop as the driver’s side window came down. Crystal and her friends continued without acknowledgment. She felt vindicated in her earlier concern that had been so easily dismissed. A sudden chill passed as the driver called out to them, asking for directions.

      “You girls seen an Irish Terrier around here?” a man asked. He had a calm, friendly tone that Crystal found suspicious. The girls waved him off and veered onto the sidewalk off the road where they felt safer. The man turned his head, calling to them. “His name is Buster. He loves children. Thought you might have seen him.”

      The girls slowed and turned to look at the man, shifting the backpacks strapped over their shoulders.

      “No, mister. Sorry,” Erin began.

      “We haven’t seen any dog,” Amy added, finishing her sentence.

      The man watched them from behind the wheel. He wore sunglasses and a ball cap. He had a thick mustache and the collar of his jacket reached up to his chin. To Crystal, he was the textbook example of the kind of stranger she had been told to avoid. A strange smile jetted up both sides of his face as his arm came out the window, dangling a dog leash. “The little bugger escaped, and now it’s time for his walk.”

      “I’m sorry,” Amy said, more forcibly than before. “We haven’t seen him. We just got off the bus.”

      The man pulled the leash back inside the car, smile dropping. He then seemed to zero in on Crystal, who stood between her two friends. “Haven’t heard anything from you. And I know that Buster has walked past your house plenty of times.”

      Crystal had never seen the man before or his dog, but it chilled her nonetheless that he might know where she lived. “I haven’t seen him,” she began. “Like she said. We just got off our bus.” The man suddenly looked forward, seemingly distracted by the other group of kids who were turning onto an adjacent street ahead.

      “Thank you, girls,” he said, shifting a lever on his steering wheel. “Please keep your eyes open.” His car abruptly jerked forward and raced away, tires squealing against the pavement. And just like that, the strange man was gone. Amy grabbed Crystal’s hand as she walked faster. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get home before he comes back.”

      “If he comes back,” Erin added.

      “Maybe his dog’s really missing,” Crystal said, trying to loosen Amy’s grip.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Amy said. “Guy’s got creep written all over him.”

      Crystal’s house was a straight shot down the street, though she still had a bit of a distance to go.

      Amy and Erin veered off the sidewalk and toward their street on the opposite side. Erin looked back. “You okay?” Crystal had pulled away from them and remained in place. “I’m good now, thanks.”

      Her two friends stopped in the middle of the road. “I thought you were coming over to my place,” Amy called.

      “After my homework,” Crystal said. “My mom was clear on that.”

      Amy and Erin exchanged glances and snickered. “Someone’s a mama’s girl,” Amy said.

      “I’ll call you later,” Crystal said, turning away.

      She continued past the next house, sticking to the sidewalk. Most of the driveways in her path were empty. The adults were at work, their homes sealed fortresses. She saw a few elderly neighbors in their garages or outside on their front porches. One offered her a wave, which she returned.

      She swung her head back and saw Amy and Erin venture down their street, heading home. She didn’t know if she even felt like hanging out with them. Her parents had been fighting a lot lately. They never seemed to be happy, and their arguments were escalating. Her dad would sometimes hit her mom, her mom sometimes hit her dad, and nothing ever seemed to change.

      As a result, Crystal stayed confined to her room, where she felt safest. She saw her house up ahead on the right. Its blue stucco siding and arched roof was a welcome sight. The garage door was closed, and there were no vehicles in the driveway. Her brother, Jeremy, didn’t get home from high school until later. Both her parents were working. Crystal liked the idea of having the house to herself, for at least a few hours when things were at their quietest.

      Her pace quickened, nearing number 2455, the only house she had known. She avoided a fallen branch on the sidewalk, lying under the shade of a looming oak tree. Three houses down from her destination, Crystal heard the engine of an approaching car. She glanced quickly behind her and noticed that the car was driving fast. They were wasting no time.

      She did a quick assessment of her surroundings as best as a twelve-year-old girl could do. There were tall bushes to her immediate right and a fire hydrant to her left. The only place to run was straight ahead. She’d reach her driveway if she was lucky, maybe even make it inside, but the car was speeding at a ferocious rate. As its familiar burgundy shape came into view, her legs froze in fear.

      Where was he going to in such a hurry? Was he trying to scare her? Crystal didn’t know.

      The car sped closer and then stopped directly beside her, tires skidding to a halt. Crystal flinched and readied herself to run. Her young instincts told her that it was no ordinary car and that its driver was no ordinary man. The passenger side window quickly rolled down as the car idled, spewing exhaust into the air. He looked to be the only person in the car. He smiled at her from behind his sunglasses and shouted over the rumbling engine. “Hey, I think I found Buster!”

      Crystal cautiously nodded. She looked for a neighbor who could help her and then realized that she was completely alone. There were no cars driving by or curious glances or waves from her elderly neighbors. Time seemed to have stopped, leaving only the strange man and his mysterious dog as her guide. “Wanna hop in and go see?” he asked.

      Frozen with fear, Crystal shook her head. The man seemed to revel in the opportunity to engage her further. “Come on!” he said, patting the red vinyl seat next to her. “Just a quick drive to the park.”

      “No thanks,” she said, just above a whisper. Her throat was dry, and she felt overwhelmed with the situation. No stranger had ever made such an offer to her in all her life.

      “Get in the car!” he seethed, teeth gnashing.

      It was just the alarm bell she needed. Crystal backed away and saw a clearing between the bushes that ran along both neighbors’ lawns. She turned to run with her adrenaline on overdrive. The car engine revved as though he was trying to scare her. She darted for the path between the bushes and directly into someone who blocked her way. Gloved hands suddenly grabbed her by the throat and hoisted her into the air. Crystal gasped, eyes closed and arms flailing as the driver shouted for them to hurry up.

      “Quit squirming, you little bitch!” a raspy voice demanded.

      Before Crystal knew it, a cloth bag fell over her face. Everything went dark as an arm wrapped around her waist and she was lifted high in the air. She tried to scream, but the grip on her neck had nearly cut off her oxygen. With one swift hoist, she was thrown into the car as it sped off. Then came the sound of tape, zip-ties around wrists, and the potent odor of motor oil searing her nostrils.
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      The call came to the station by evening. Dana Parker returned home from work and found that her daughter, Crystal, wasn’t there. Her friends hadn’t seen her since school ended. Two friends who had walked home with Crystal reported a “creepy man” who asked them about his missing dog. The man drove an old burgundy car, though they couldn’t identify the make or model. Worst of all was a letter left in the Parkers’ mailbox from the apparent kidnapper. Detective Vanessa Harris was briefed before arriving on the scene, fully expecting two distraught, grieving parents who needed answers.

      She arrived in her department-issued green Ford Taurus to find two police cruisers already parked in the street. In the driveway were what she assumed to be Dana and Ronald Parker’s cars, a black Ford F-150 and a small red Datsun. Accompanying Harris in the passenger seat was the investigation unit’s second-in-command, Detective Lieutenant Ken Felder. They often worked together on cases, both in their third year with the Melville County Police Department.

      “What are you thinking of for dinner?” Felder asked as they parked behind the second police cruiser.

      Harris turned to him, surprised and unamused. “Are you for real? We’ve got a missing girl here.”

      The handsome and somewhat vain Felder checked his trim dark brown hair in the visor mirror, brushing it back with his hand. “That’s no reason to starve. The case will go on, regardless.”

      “You’re unbelievable,” she said, playfully hitting him on the shoulder.

      “I’m a realist,” he responded. “Might I add that we were about to clock out for the day?”

      Harris shook her head, glancing at her own reflection in the rear-view mirror. Her straight black hair went down to her shoulders, parted on the side. She had thin, dark eyes and full lips she often bit down on, leaving a hint of red lipstick on her front teeth. For an investigations detective, she was relatively young at thirty-two.

      She had always wanted to work in law enforcement and had made it her career since graduating from high school. This was where she wanted to be: the first line of defense against criminals and their victims. Though as a detective, her forte wasn’t so much in stopping crime as it was in resolving its aftermath. And this was her first missing children’s case that involved an actual letter from a kidnapper.

      She stepped out of the car, her black loafers striking the sidewalk that led to the Parkers’ driveway. The pleasant street had a long stretch of homes on both sides, tucked away within the quiet neighborhood. Cars slowed as they passed by, revealing curious commuters unaccustomed to the sight of police outside one of their homes. Harris saw neighbors watching from their windows across the street. Some glanced over as they checked their mailboxes or dragged empty trash cans up the driveway.

      Harris pulled her handheld police radio from her belt and reported back to the station. “Jane-24 with the lieutenant.” She paused and glanced at her wrist watch. “It’s 5:45. We just arrived at 2455 Anderson Street to talk with the parents.”

      “Copy that, Jane-24,” said Dispatch. “Keep us posted.”

      She clipped the radio back onto her belt where her badge was displayed. Her trusty Glock .380 pistol hung at her side from a shoulder holster, concealed between her dark blazer and white button-down shirt. She waited as Felder eventually exited the car, wearing the dark suit and tie that he was rarely seen out of. “Waiting on you, Lieutenant.”

      He closed his door and hurried over from the street. “Yes, yes. I’m coming.” Once on the sidewalk, he touched her hand. “Just promise me that we’ll go to dinner after this.”

      Harris moved her hand away and spoke softly. “Let’s slow things down, Ken. I think that would be good for the both of us.”

      Felder jerked his head back, surprised. “What are you talking about?”

      She responded in a serious tone. “You know exactly what I mean.”

      “Look, I’m talking about takeout,” he said, arms out. “Hell, even a drive-through would work.”

      “Let’s go,” she said, walking away.

      He followed behind her on the sidewalk, muttering. He liked to play dumb sometimes, but Felder was every bit as perceptive as she was. Their relationship as of late had crossed professional lines. Their co-workers were getting suspicious. Harris had heard some things and denied all the rumors, but she could only deny things for so long. They soon traveled up the driveway and toward the open front door walkway.

      The lawn was a lush manicure of trim thick grass as green as a summer valley. A small sign stuck into the ground in the corner advertised Evergreen Lawn Care. Harris walked under the shade of a roof overhead toward the front door as the lieutenant followed.

      “The girl was kidnapped right outside her house?” he asked.

      “Walking home from her bus stop, yes,” Harris answered quietly. “Her parents should be able to tell us more.” She stopped and leaned forward, knocking on the slightly open door.

      “Need to get a look at that letter,” said Felder, as though it wasn’t the first thing on Harris’s mind. They heard chatter from inside as a police officer peeked her head around a corner to see them. There to greet them was Sergeant Julie Gibbs.

      “Detective Harris,” she began. “Lieutenant Felder. Please come in.”

      Harris thanked her and entered the foyer with the lieutenant. They walked past a closet and turned left into a spacious living room, where Dana and Ronald Parker sat on a couch together. Behind them was a darkened dining room with all the blinds shut.

      Staff Sergeant Greg Sykes stood beside the couch with his clipboard and radio buzzing with static and cross chatter. As she approached, Harris noticed a letter on the coffee table in front of the couch. She saw that the words were typed in old-fashioned typewriter font. Harris glanced up from the paper, noticing the parents’ attention on her and Felder as they walked in.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Parker, I’m Detective Harris,” she said, extending her hand.

      They nodded and shook hands, their anguish brewing just below the surface and noticeable on Dana Parker’s tear-streaked cheeks. As she twirled the end of her blonde, curly hair, she looked understandably frazzled and in a state of shock. She was dressed sophisticatedly in a teal-colored silk dress that stopped at her knees and an open, white cardigan sweater. “I just don’t know what to make of this,” she began with a wavering voice. “It can’t be happening.”

      “What should we do?” her husband asked, staring at them through his glasses. He wore a beige Dockers sweater with the collar of a dress shirt poking out. He ran one hand through his thinning hair and sighed. “How do we find this guy?” He then smacked the coffee table with his palm. “There’s no ransom or anything else. It’s all gibberish.”

      Felder stepped forward to introduce himself, his earlier playfulness hidden behind a serious demeanor. “Could we see this letter, please?”

      Sergeant Gibbs circled around. “It was found in their mailbox, placed there with the regular mail.”

      “Yes…” Dana Parker said, wide-eyed and lips quivering. “I-I checked the mail like I always do. It was around four o’clock this afternoon. The door was locked. Windows were locked. Everything was locked.”

      She paused and pulled out some Kleenex from a box on a nearby end table. After dabbing her eyes, she continued.

      “I expected Crystal to be home. We tell her that she can’t go to her friends until her homework is done. It didn’t even look like she’d been home yet. I called for her and checked her room and couldn’t find her anywhere.” She grabbed the letter and held it up, frantic. “And then I found this in our mail, hidden between the bills.”

      Harris reached for the letter as Dana released it, crying. The message was brief and offered no real insight into Crystal’s kidnapping. It also provided a name she was not familiar with.

      

      After much deliberation, I’ve decided to start the game once more. You will not see your daughter again. But do not worry. No harm will come to her if she accepts her place in the family. Be sure to tell Charley that I’m at it again. He would love to know.

      

      Harris flipped the letter around and saw nothing on the back. She then handed it to Felder, who was dying to get a look. “Seems like one giant riddle to me,” she told the parents, though she knew her assessment wasn’t helping. They wanted clarity, but the crises before them offered none.

      “Who’s Charley?” Felder asked while reading.

      Dana looked up, near hysterics. “We don’t know! What are you going to do to find Crystal?”

      Staff Sergeant Sykes interjected with a calm, professional tone. “We’ve got some teams looking for Crystal now based on your description: fifty-nine inches, roughly ninety pounds, blue eyes, blonde hair, and carrying a Hello Kitty backpack.”

      An angry Ronald shot up from the couch. “We need to put her picture on every damn telephone pole on every damn street around here. Get it on the news. I don’t care. We’re wasting time here.”

      Dana held up a shaky hand, urging him to calm down. “Please, Ronald. Keep your voice down.”

      He spun around, staring at her with narrowed eyes. “I told you that we needed to hire an afternoon sitter. She’s not old enough to be home alone. I told you that.”

      Dana looked away and seethed under her breath, “How dare you…”

      Ronald placed his hands on his hips. “You know I’m right. If anything happens to our daughter, I’ll put the blame squarely on you.” A tense, uncomfortable silence followed. Sergeant Gibbs and Sykes exchanged awkward glances. Harris understood how difficult the situation was for them, as it would be for any parent, but arguing and placing blame wasn’t going to help get Crystal back. Before she could say a word, Dana grabbed the box of Kleenex and threw it at her husband. He ducked, avoiding it, as she stumbled to her feet. “Don’t you speak to me like that, you son of a bitch!”

      Harris quickly stepped between them not only to mediate, but to get them back on track. “Let’s everyone stay calm. Right now, each minute is crucial in finding Crystal.” She paused as the tension between the sparring couple simmered and they both returned to their seats. “It’s my understanding that you have a son, too. Is he home yet?”

      Ronald shook his head. “No, Jeremy is at football practice right now. Or should be there, anyway.”

      “Someone must have seen something,” Dana said, wiping at her eyes. “It happened in broad daylight.”

      “We’ll talk to your neighbors,” Felder said as he lowered the letter.

      Dana’s eyes lit up with hope. “We haven’t called all of her friends yet. That letter could be a hoax or a prank. A mean prank, but a prank nonetheless.”

      Harris wanted to consider the notion, but her instincts told her otherwise. She leaned closer to the couple and spoke in her most understanding tone. “It’s best that we proceed on this as a legitimate kidnapping. While the motive remains foggy, we’ll put the pieces together and figure it out.”

      Silence again settled around them like a fog as an undeniable certainty filled the air. Harris wished that she had the answers, but they could only operate on what was known: Crystal Parker was lost in the unknown. Someone could have been stalking the neighborhood. It could have been days or weeks even. They could have seen Crystal before or sensed the opportunity and taken her on an impulse.

      Felder then offered his take. “If we get a better description of this car, that will help narrow it down. If your daughter never made it into the house, that means she was taken between two-thirty and three o’clock. That puts her kidnapper at an advantage of approximately two hours and forty-five minutes.” He paused as two police officers entered the dining room from the back porch. Apparently, they had combed the house inside and out, including the backyard. A police officer entered the living room, wiping sweat from his forehead as his partner followed.

      “There are no signs of a break-in. Backyard is undisturbed,” one officer said. He then held up a small hair tie. “Found this at the end of the driveway. Could be your daughter’s.”

      Dana slowly rose from the couch and walked over to him to get a closer look. “These are the kind I buy her,” she said, taking it.

      Ronald scoffed with increasing frustration. “What the hell does that mean? Her hair tie was found?” He lunged forward, ripping the letter from the lieutenant’s hand. “You should start by getting fingerprints off this damn letter. Or maybe I can take it to the university and do it myself!”

      Felder nodded in understanding while trying his best to remain sympathetic. “It’s okay, Mr. Parker. The letter will be taken into evidence with anything else we find.”

      Heads turned from the living room as a young girl cautiously entered the house with what looked to be her mother at her side. Dana walked over to them and looked as if she was about to burst out sobbing again.

      “Sandra. Amy.” They all reached out and hugged each other.

      Amy too looked to be on the verge of tears. Sandra stood behind her, hands on her daughter’s shoulder. “After you called, I sat down with Amy and tried to figure out what kind of car she saw,” Sandra began. “I got a pretty good description and then sort of searched on the Internet until I found a matching car that Amy said looked like it.”

      Ronald stood up from the couch and walked over anxiously. “What did you find?”

      Sandra continued. “The closest I could get was a 1987 Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera, but it was more than just close. When I showed her the picture, Amy identified it as the same car.”

      “He had a hat and sunglasses and a big mustache,” Amy said in a nervous tone. She had clearly been crying too, and guilt was written all over her face. Harris almost cried for her, knowing the pain she must feel. But Amy was no more responsible for what happened to Crystal than anyone else.

      “We’ll get a sketch artist here pronto,” Felder said. He then beckoned the other officers to join him outside. He turned to Harris before leaving. “Get whatever information you can. We’ve got to pounce on this with every resource at our disposal.”

      He walked past Sandra and Amy, thanking them, as the four police officers in the room followed him outside the front door. Having a specific vehicle in mind certainly provided an advantage, but Harris still couldn’t shake her growing apprehension. If they were fortunate, their mustached suspect was a careless criminal. Anyone who would abduct a young girl in broad daylight in front of her house possessed some degree of sloppiness. Or he knew exactly what he was doing and ditched the car in question long before law enforcement got involved.

      Ronald suddenly grabbed his coat from a nearby rack. “I’m going to find this car. I’ll drive all night if I have to.”

      Harris stepped forward to intervene. “Mr. Parker—”

      “No!” he said, spinning around. “I’ve seen my share of crime shows. You think I’m going to just stand idly by and let this turn into some cold case file?” He paused, seeming to realize the harshness in his tone. “I know you’re only trying to help, Detective, but it’s my job as well to find her.”

      “You should really let us handle this,” Harris said.

      “Listen to her, Ronald. This is no time to play the vigilante,” Dana said, looking at Sandra and Amy for confirmation as they stood awkwardly to the side.

      Ronald, dismissing her, grabbed his keys and wallet from an end table. “I refuse to sit here one minute longer.” He paused and raised a stern finger in the air. “I’m going to cut his balls off.”

      The lieutenant suddenly entered through the foyer alone and looked at Ronald, curious. “I sent the officers out to find the car. We’re putting an APB on it as well. Should only be a matter of time.”

      For a moment, Ronald seemed satisfied enough and hesitated leaving. “I think we should all be out there looking,” he announced.

      Felder glanced at him with masked skepticism, repeating Harris’s point. “We have to assume that this individual is particularly dangerous. Your heightened emotional state could put you and your daughter at risk.”

      Ronald stared at the lieutenant in disdain. “God forbid either of you have to deal with something like this.”

      Sandra hugged Dana, allowing her to cry into her shoulder. Amy inched away and looked out the window in what appeared to be a lingering state of shock. Felder took Harris by the arm and led her toward the dining room, stopping out of view in the kitchen.

      “What is it?” Harris asked, pulling away.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked, smile growing on his face.

      “I’m worried for that little girl,” Harris said. “We don’t know what kind of sicko we’re dealing with here.”

      “I know, I know,” he said. “The sketch artist should be here within the hour to get a description from her friend. Maybe we could canvas the neighborhood and see if there are any other witnesses.”

      There were countertops and cabinets on both sides of them, a humming refrigerator and a top-of-the-line stove. Everything in the house seemed clean and untouched. She began to wonder just how random Crystal Parker’s kidnapping was. If it involved extortion, the amount could indicate whether their suspect was known by the family. That was usually how such cases went. Suddenly both their handheld radios blared with chatter.

      “Detective Harris, Lieutenant Felder,” an officer’s voice said. “Do you read me?”

      They both drew their radios out at the same time. Felder paused and looked at Harris, smiling. “It’s all you.”

      Harris then pressed the side button of her radio and spoke. “Copy. This is Detective Harris. What do you have?”

      Static. Lots of it, followed with a pause. It was none other than Staff Sergeant Sykes. “I just got word of a car matching your description at the Try N’ Save parking lot. Headed there now.”

      “Try N’ Save,” Felder said, indignant. “Thought they closed that place years ago.”

      Harris held the radio closer. “Burgundy Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera, right?”

      “That’s the one,” Sykes said. “No occupants are in the car though. They could be anywhere.”

      “Thank you, Staff Sergeant. We’re on our way.” She returned her handheld and looked at Felder with excitement. “This could be our big break. Let’s move.” They hurried out of the kitchen, sparing the Parkers the details lest it be a false alarm.

      “Something has come up,” Felder began. “We’ll be back soon.”

      Ronald studied them with suspicion. “Is it about our daughter?”

      “We don’t know yet,” Felder continued.

      “It should only take a moment,” Harris added as they headed toward the door.

      Not satisfied, Ronald followed them. “You can’t leave us in the dark like this. I won’t have it!”

      Felder whipped around with urgency but with calmness in his tone. “Mr. Parker, please. We’ll let you know as soon as we can. The best place you can be is here.”

      Dana soon approached and placed her hand on Ronald’s shoulder, urging him to calm down. Harris and Felder promised that they’d be back soon. They had to leave, and it was important. Harris wished that they could say more, but spreading misinformation to distraught parents was not in their protocol.

      Harris and Felder left the house as the Parkers watched them from the doorway. The Ford Taurus was parked by itself in the street, absent the police cruisers parked in front. They said nothing to each other until they were in the car with the engine started. Harris then expressed her doubts.

      “We could have told them that it might be the car,” she said, driving forward past the house.

      The lieutenant shook his head. “Negative. Let’s get the facts before getting their hopes up.” He dug into his pocket, pulling out his cell phone. “Ah, crap. Missed a call from my boy.”

      “Tommy?” Harris said.

      Felder paused and turned to her with a smirk. “Tommy is my son’s name, yes.”

      “I know that, jerk!” Harris said, smacking his leg. Once out of the residential area, she sped onto the main road with its three lanes and minimal traffic. The Try N’ Save was on the other side of town, just over the railroad tracks where poverty and crime had increased over the years. They weren’t surprised that the Oldsmobile in question would be found there.

      All that mattered was finding Crystal Parker in time. It would have been wise for their abrasive kidnapper to ditch the car for something else. Harris was certain that was the case. She had the letter in her coat pocket. The letter had mentioned a man named Charley. She could only imagine who that was. There were no immediate answers. They were chasing phantoms amid an intense search for a missing girl.
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      The sky was a deep blanket of orange. Evening’s imminent approach only complicated the search for Crystal Parker. Detective Harris and Lieutenant Felder reached the Try ‘N Save just after seven. The old grocery store was still open, being one of the few businesses left in the run-down plaza. The sprawling parking lot was scattered with cars.

      The Oldsmobile in question was parked in the corner under a light pole. It sat away from the other cars as though it had been abandoned. Two flashing police cruisers took position ten feet away on opposite sides of the car. All four doors of the Cutlass Ciera were locked. Several officers had gone into the Try ‘N Save to find the driver.

      Harris parked near an empty cart return and got out. The lieutenant soon followed as they approached the car with their pistols out. The car wasn’t exactly hidden. It had been left there for a reason. Maybe it was meant to throw them off. Most damning of all, there was no license plate on the back of the car.

      It had either been removed there, in the lot, or before the abduction. As she approached the car and its tinted windows, Harris knew that their next mark consisted of a different vehicle, something witnesses may have seen. Felder pointed out that there appeared to be no cameras in the parking lot or around the store. Finding witnesses was more important than ever.

      Harris circled the car, looking through the windows with her flashlight. She stopped at the rear and examined the missing license plate. The Oldsmobile couldn’t have been parked there for more than an hour. Things were starting to add up. With gloved hands, Felder attempted to open each door despite being told that they were locked. He cupped his hands at the driver’s side window with frustration.

      “Car’s clean. I can’t even see a gum wrapper in there.”

      “You’re surprised?” Harris asked, approaching. “We’re looking at an empty vessel now.”

      “Yeah, well, it won’t matter after we dust this car for prints.” The lieutenant took a step back as Staff Sergeant Sykes took pictures of the car. The other officers on the scene were still inside the Try ‘N Save trying to find the driver of the vehicle. It may have been a futile effort, but they had to look regardless.

      As they waited, Felder radioed the station. “We need more units here to cordon off this area,” he said. “Might want to set up some checkpoints around here as well. Get me a forensics team and a tow truck on standby.”

      Harris watched him with pride. She liked the lieutenant. They respected and learned from each other and sometimes a little more, unbeknownst to the station. They hadn’t planned on getting involved with each other. Felder was a recently-divorced single father. Harris and her boyfriend of five years had split up months prior. To Harris, it was inevitable, though they both took their jobs and careers seriously. No one needed to know, and no one would, as far as they were concerned.

      As Felder paced the parking lot, radioing headquarters, he seemed in stark contrast to his earlier playful self in the car, whining about an empty stomach. Now he was all business. Harris remained alert and scanned the parking lot for anything unusual.

      Cars passed by from the outer street, with some heads turning in their direction. She looked at the old, industrial-looking buildings across the way. Some had the lights on in the windows, others with Now Leasing signs fully visible. She wondered if their suspect had truly left the area or if he was in fact watching the parking lot from afar.

      “We need a way inside this car,” Felder said into his cell phone. Harris wasn’t sure who he was talking to. “Hell, I’d jimmy it open myself if I didn’t want to compromise evidence.” He paused and then answered with disbelief. “How do I know it’s the car? It’s got no license plates, sir. Yes, I’m serious. We have an Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera that matches the description of the car seen mere hours ago. Our kidnapper must have ditched it after that AMBER Alert was issued. Yes sir… thank you.” He approached Harris, ending the call. “That was the captain.”

      “I figured,” she said. “What do you want to do?”

      “Besides wait?” he asked, turning to her. “Need to get inside that car.” His eyes then scanned the Oldsmobile from front to back. “I’d love to see what’s inside that trunk most of all.”

      Sergeant Gibbs soon approached, leaving the Try ‘N Save with two officers and an older woman. Harris took notice as Felder’s attention remained on the car. He suddenly snapped his fingers as though an answer had occurred to him. “I have an idea,” he said, excited.

      Harris turned back to face him. “What?”

      Felder stepped away. “Some of these old cars have a spare. Just have to know where to look.”

      She watched as he returned to the car and began looking under it from all sides. “I hope you’re right,” she called out. “You look ridiculous on all fours like that.”

      He paused and turned to her with a sarcastic grin. “Thank you.”

      Harris then approached Sergeant Gibbs, meeting her near the cart return. She recognized Sergeant Cummings and Corporal Rodriguez behind her. Gibbs escorted the older woman by the arm. The woman looked to be in her sixties and a little baffled. The lights were still flashing on the police cars, and it was getting darker by the moment. The blanket of night would soon be thrown over the city. The woman adjusted her thick glasses and tried to get a better look at Harris as Sergeant Gibbs introduced her as Louise. “She might have something.”

      “You’re a detective?” the woman asked Harris, astonished. “You look young enough to be my granddaughter.” In a way, Louise wasn’t too far off. With her permed white hair, blue knitted pants, and matching jacket, she reminded Harris of her own grandmother.

      Gibbs suddenly interjected. “We talked to every customer and employee we could find. Louise recalls seeing people leaving the Cutlass and driving off in a van.”

      Harris’s eyes widened. “A van? People?” She looked at Louise directly. “Do you remember the color, make, model perhaps?” She held her breath and refrained from asking about a license plate just yet.

      Louise thought to herself and then spoke. “It was blue with white lines running along the side. Maybe more of an aqua color, now that I think of it.”

      Harris waited for more, but it appeared that Louise was done.

      “Didn’t you say you thought it was a Ford?” Gibbs politely asked.

      Louise nodded. “Ford or a Chevy. Can’t really tell the difference.”

      “Who did you see get into the van?” Harris asked, stepping forward.

      Louise stared ahead in thought and then spoke with uncertainty. “I really can’t say for sure. I just remember sort of glancing over when I got out of my car. That van pulled right up to the other car there. I saw one man run around to the driver’s side and another person get in the back.”

      “Adult or a child?” Harris asked, with growing intensity in her tone.

      “I believe it was another adult,” Louise said.

      While her recollection wasn’t perfect, it was better than anything Harris could have hoped for. She looked at Gibbs and asked her to get a statement from Louise if they hadn’t already.

      Staff Sergeant Sykes fidgeted with his radio and then spoke. “From what we’ve seen, it’s unlikely anyone from that Cutlass went into the store. The parking lot was more of a dumping ground than anything else.”

      “Why would they park it in the open like this?” Harris asked. It was a question she had been asking herself since they pulled in. They could have left the Cutlass on the side of any road or anywhere hidden from public view. This was different.

      “I’m going to help Louise with her groceries,” Gibbs said, announcing their leave.

      Harris thanked them both and then handed Louise her card. “Please call if anything comes to mind.”

      “I sure will,” Louise said with a friendly smile.

      They began to walk back toward the store as Sergeant Cummings and Corporal Rodriguez remained in place. Harris felt hopeful that the unexpected tip would lead them somewhere. The kidnapper or kidnappers were on the run. There was no doubt. The main question involved their eventual destination. Her attention returned to the Oldsmobile. The lieutenant was on his knees near the back tire. He had even gotten Staff Sergeant Sykes to assist, hunched down and sliding his hands under the front.

      Standing next to Harris, Sergeant Cummings sighed in exhaustion. “What the hell are they doing?”

      Harris laughed. “Lieutenant Felder wants in the trunk. He’s hoping there’s a spare key hidden somewhere.” Rodriquez and Cummings joined in the laugh. It wasn’t a bad idea, but something about seeing Felder and Sykes scrambling around on their knees brought amusement to an otherwise intense situation.

      Cummings looked around in thought. “I’ve got some tools in my car that’ll pop that trunk right open. Be right back.” He then walked off toward the police cruiser parked at an angle just past the Oldsmobile.

      Harris glanced up and saw a line of police cars driving down the road, sirens wailing. She spotted a tow truck and EMT in the convoy as well. She crouched down toward Felder, waved her hand to get his attention and trying to shout over the noise. “Give it a rest! Sergeant Cummings has tools!”

      Felder suddenly yanked at something under the bumper, scooched out from underneath, and held it up in triumph. “What did I tell you?” he shouted back. He proudly stood up and displayed a tiny magnetic box. Harris remained in place watching as Felder opened the box and grew ecstatic. “There’s a key! Just like I said.”

      Sergeant Sykes jumped to his feet and hurried over, problem solved.

      Cummings and Rodriguez walked past Harris to get a better look as well, but Harris wasn’t satisfied or relieved just yet. Her mind returned to the letter as she pulled it from her coat, unfolding it and reading its ominous text once again. After much deliberation, I’ve decided to start the game once more, it began. Things began to make more sense to Harris as she pondered the reasons behind the Oldsmobile’s exposed location.

      Lieutenant Felder quickly stuck the key into the driver’s side to no avail. He tried the next door and then made his way to the trunk as Harris and the other officers watched. “Looks like that narrows it down,” he announced.

      Harris approached them in anticipation. Once inserted into the trunk lock, the key was a perfect fit. Felder turned it, the lock made a low, satisfying sound and the officers cheered. Harris turned away, momentarily distracted by the roaring convoy that had entered the parking lot.

      She glanced back at the car just as Felder opened the trunk, followed by a faint clicking sound. In the split second that followed, she saw his face freeze in terror as if realizing what he had just seen or done. There was no time to react. The explosion happened almost instantaneously. A searing ball of fire and a deafening blast threw Harris back onto the ground, knocking her head against the pavement.

      The other officers, closer to the car, flew back screaming and flailing. The fire swirled into the air, emitting thick black smoke. The entire back end of the Oldsmobile was ablaze. Glass, wires, and plastic covered the pavement all around it. Harris saw the car lift into the air upon exploding and then drop in a thunderous crash.

      Her vision was blurred and hazy. She felt the heat waft over her, the potent smoke filling her lungs. A throbbing pain seized her back and head. In her momentary bout of disorientation, she didn’t understand what had even happened. The flames got taller as emergency sirens got louder. Before Harris knew it, she was surrounded by police and paramedics new to the scene. They placed an oxygen mask over her face. She tried to speak but couldn’t muster the words. Felder, she thought. Where’s Ken?

      She was helped to her feet as the fire raged twenty feet in front of her. She pulled away from the two male paramedics holding her and stumbled forward. They urged her to stay back, but she rushed ahead, adrenaline pumping through her. The heat intensified the closer she got to the burning car. It felt like a training scenario from the academy but was all too real. She veered behind the car with her shoes crunching on broken glass. Sergeant Sykes, with burns covering his upper body, was unconscious on the ground and being treated.

      Two officers lifted him up onto a stretcher and rushed him away from the scene. Harris dashed ahead, tears stinging as they flowed into facial cuts that she hadn’t even noticed before. Her hair bounced in the air with her quickening pace. She saw someone lying flat on his back at a good distance from the car, probably tossed there by the explosion.

      Surrounding street traffic had nearly come to a halt at the spectacle taking place in the parking lot, which police were now blocking off. Two officers reached the quiet, distant body in question before she could. They went on their knees and examined it. As she neared the men, Harris saw an unrecognizable and burnt body in a charred suit and the remnants of a red tie still showing. Not paying attention to where she was stepping, she tripped and flew to the ground, skinning her knee through her already-tattered pants.

      Harris pushed herself up, gagging from the smoke, as the two officers glanced over to see if she was okay. The unconscious man was short; too short to be the lieutenant, who stood just above six inches. It was then through her concerned eyes that Harris noticed his legs were missing just below the knees. She gasped in pain for him, her heart racing. The man’s face was scorched and blackened. She couldn’t even see his eyes. A scream escaped from her throat, long and rattling, and she felt the arms of the officers quickly pulling her back.

      She was in no condition, they said, to be running around there. The area was far too dangerous for anyone, but especially for her, they implied. Harris fought against them in vain and succumbed to the exhaustion she had been fighting. They pulled her away as two fire trucks roared into the parking lot. Their blaring sirens extinguished every other sound.
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        * * *

      

      After passing out, Harris came to in the back of an ambulance, with cool air blowing onto her face. There were wires suctioned to her chest and an IV running into her wrist via a thick tube and needle. She felt alert and rejuvenated. The back doors were open. Through the haze of drifting smoke, she saw into the parking lot, illuminated by a dozen police cars and the light poles above. The grotesque scent of burnt flesh still lingered. Harris checked herself in a panic. Her coat was gone, the sleeves of her dress shirt were rolled up, and her left arm was bandaged. She felt gauze on her cheek and began to hyperventilate.

      “You’re going to be okay,” a reassuring voice said. She whipped her head to the side, surprised to find a young paramedic sitting beside her. “We’re going to get you out of here soon, okay? You’ve suffered a dangerous level of smoke inhalation. Other than that, we don’t detect any permanent injuries.” He paused as the beeping of the machines around her continued. “You’re extremely lucky to be alive.” A startling memory rushed back to her as she quickly sat up. Lightheaded, she fell back, nearly passing out, as the paramedic urged her to relax. “Please go easy, Detective,” he continued. “Don’t push yourself.”

      “Felder…” she said, her lips dry and blistered.

      The paramedic leaned forward with his boyish trim hair and blue EMT jacket. “I’m sorry?”

      “Lieutenant Ken Felder,” she continued. “Where is he? Is he okay?” It seemed that the answer was obvious, but she hoped and prayed against it.

      “I don’t know his condition, ma’am,” he continued. “Three police officers were injured in the blast, yourself included. One of them unfortunately didn’t make it.”

      The world stopped as Harris held a nearby handkerchief against her mouth, unable to breathe. “No…” she said, gasping. “It can’t be.”

      Sensing a change for the worse, the paramedic stood up and walked to the doors, hunched over. “We’re going to get you to the hospital.” As he grabbed the doors, Captain Star suddenly appeared behind the ambulance with headlights from the patrol cars lighting his face. “Hold on a second,” Captain Star said. “I need to talk to her.” He climbed inside, his face wearing a stern and solemn expression. His crew cut was trim as always, his face smooth and free of stubble. He wore his dress uniform with the captain bars pinned to his shoulder. He sat next to Harris, struggling for words as he studied her.

      “Okay…” he said with a sigh. “You’ve got to tell me what happened.”

      Tears leaked from Harris’s clenched eyes. “We got too eager… should have waited.”

      “What are you talking about?” Star asked. “Eager for what?” A few people had gathered at the doors, but nobody said anything. “I’ve got one dead and two unconscious,” he said, his voice heavy with frustration. “Sergeant Gibbs is fine, but she only knows so much. Let’s start at the beginning…”

      Harris opened her eyes, sobbing as she wiped away the tears. “Ken found a key into the trunk. I guess he thought that we had gotten lucky. It was a trap.”

      Star’s eyes closed briefly in acknowledgment. He then leaned forward and tenderly took her hand. “Detective Harris, I want you to listen carefully. You’re right. The explosion was no accident. There were at least six pressure cookers placed inside the trunk, rigged to explode upon a breach.”

      Harris lunged forward, trying to get up. “Pressure cookers? No. No.”

      The captain held his hand up. “Take it easy. You’re not going anywhere.”

      “I want to see Ken,” she said, struggling to sit up.

      The concerned paramedic watched them from outside as smoke wafted past. Firefighters were still dousing the fire, leaving behind the charred remnants of an Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera. Star told her that Lieutenant Felder was in no condition to be seen. She fell back and stared at the ceiling, sighing.

      “I know that he’s dead. I saw him. He was… burned beyond recognition.”

      She wiped tears from her eyes and felt a crippling emptiness. The monitors around her beeped in unison. She had survived with what appeared to be minor injuries. The blast was still vivid in her mind. Felder hadn’t had a chance from the moment the trunk was opened. It was obvious the explosion was meant as a diversion, but it wasn’t the work of an ordinary kidnapper.

      Captain Star folded his hands and spoke urgently. “This act of terrorism changes everything. The Feds are going to get involved. There’s going to be an investigation. We’re going to need to find out who found the car and why it was left in this particular place.” He paused. “So many unanswered questions… I don’t know even know where to begin.”

      “We start with Crystal Parker,” Harris said, sitting up. “She was kidnapped earlier this afternoon walking home from her bus stop.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of that,” Star said.

      “The car and the kidnapping are connected,” Harris continued. “We wouldn’t have even known about the Oldsmobile had one of her friends not stepped forward. But I’m certain those involved wanted us to find this car. It was a trap.” She thought of the letter and began to search her pockets frantically. Her coat, badge, and gun were all missing, furthering her panic. “Where’s all my stuff?”

      Star placed a hand on the thin vinyl mattress as fluorescent lights flickered from above. “It’s in my car. Everything is bundled up and secure, don’t worry.” After a brief pause, he then reached into his pocket and produced a single letter burnt around the edges and slipped into a plastic evidence bag. “Let’s talk about this,” he began.

      Harris stared at the letter with its familiar typewriter font and wording. “The game…”

      Star lowered the letter and then cleared his throat, holding a fist against his mouth. “Something very similar happened about five years ago, before your time. There were three kidnappings, all unsolved to this day. The investigators who came close to unraveling it were led to an abandoned car in the woods. It too was rigged to explode. That time, however, the explosive was on a timer. The lead investigator, Detective Charles Knight, retired sometime after that. His partner, Detective Simon Slater, was implicated in the conspiracy but died at the scene. The car’s physical evidence went up in flames.”

      Harris put it together. The ‘Charley’ in the letter now made sense. “This same person is still at large?”

      Star nodded and lowered his solemn eyes. “I’m afraid so. The department moved on. Lots of forced retirements as a result. My predecessor, Major Marshall, hung in there but has since transferred. And now that my command is nearing an end, we find ourselves in the same position.” He cleared his throat again and then stood up. “We can expect these kidnappings to continue. But now that we know this heinous individual’s tactics, we can be ready and finally catch the bastard.” He turned to leave and then offered some parting words. “Just rest up. I’ll need you alert and ready tomorrow.”

      He left the ambulance, hunched down, and then hopped out as the paramedic closed both doors behind him. Harris could barely get her thoughts straight. The back of her head throbbed from the impact suffered during her fall. She feared a concussion but also wanted nothing more than to return to the field. The reality of Felder’s death hadn’t fully sunk in. None of it had.
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      By morning, the Melville County Police Department was overwhelmed with activity. The local news media had dubbed the parking lot bombing a terrorist attack. Crystal Parker’s abduction hadn’t been factored as a connection yet. As far as the news was concerned, the two were separate incidents. Detective Harris arrived before nine with barely a parking space available. She had been discharged from the hospital the evening prior with a few cuts and bruises, but her entire body ached, and she had been advised to only perform minimal work.

      The Band-Aid on her forehead and left cheek was a constant reminder of what she now had to do. Sergeant Sykes and Cummings were still at the hospital, recovering. Corporal Rodriguez and Sergeant Gibbs, both a fair distance from the explosion, were fine but understandably rattled. The loss of Lieutenant Felder was sure to be felt throughout the station. His picture had already been shown on the news as the victim of the deadly bombing.

      Harris sat behind the wheel with the vents blowing cool air on her face. She braced herself and reached for her cell phone, staring at the screen through dark sunglasses. She navigated through her pictures and swiped across to shots of her last beach outing with Felder. They smiled together in each one, happy as they could be.

      Harris closed her phone immediately and choked back tears. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the sight of his charred face, blackened and red. His mouth was open, exposing teeth with the skin melted from the skull. It was a needless and tragic death, and part of Harris blamed herself. But how would she have known? How would any of them?

      “Ken,” she said, tears trickling down. She gripped the wheel and lowered her head. “I can’t do this. I can’t just move on and go about this case. You were my closest friend here.” Her forehead pressed against the wheel as she sobbed. “What the hell am I going to do now?”

      There were no easy answers. Maybe she wasn’t ready to go back to work. Captain Star had suggested taking some time to recover, but she couldn’t stay away; not with the killer at large. She opened the door, hesitating to step out. Her pistol hung from her shoulder holster, her badge clipped on her belt.

      Her shoulder-length hair was neatly brushed on both sides and parted in the middle. Her makeup covered several of the small cuts on her face. The bandages wrapped around her arms and wrist were concealed by the sleeves of her blazer. She grabbed her satchel from the passenger seat and got out. Closing the door, she turned toward the long brick building she called home.
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        * * *

      

      The crowded briefing room bustled with chatter. There were uniformed police officers, plainclothes detectives, and high-ranking officials. Captain Star stood at the podium, preparing to address the room. He was wearing his dress uniform, as he had the night before, with his shiny badge at the chest and rank on the shoulder of his blue coat. He stood in front of a bulletin board with black and white photographs pinned along the top and a county map in the center. An U.S. flag hung in the corner from its flagpole.

      Seated at the table beside him were two police majors and Sherman Jenkins, Chief of Police. The burly white-haired, red-faced chief was a no-nonsense individual. He rarely, if ever, attending morning briefs, but there were obvious reasons before them. Detective Harris entered the room, surprised to see him there. She squeezed inside and moved quickly to the back corner. Leaning against the wall, she noticed Sergeant Gibbs and Rodriguez seated a few rows ahead among other police. With no seats available, it was standing room only. The mood was noticeably tense. Sunlight poured in from the three caged windows, reflecting onto the green tiled floor.

      Harris looked for some of her counterparts in Investigations. There were some people in suits in the front row. She recognized most of them. She saw the jet-black hair of Detective Briggs and the balding head of Detective Rosado. They had called her the night before when she was at the hospital. The news of Lieutenant Felder’s death had sent shock waves through the station. Melville County Police Department hadn’t experienced a fallen officer in some time, certainly before Harris had arrived there from Chicago PD.

      From the podium, Captain Star shuffled papers and then looked up at the crowd, asking for their attention. “Good morning, everyone. Let’s get right down to business.” He adjusted his small, circular-framed glasses, seemingly at a loss of words. The decorated Chief of Police’s watchful eyes studied the captain, anticipating what he might say. The room quieted, with only the hum of the air conditioner remaining. “This is a very tough day for the department. Not only did we have to tell the parents of Crystal Parker that their daughter is still missing, we also informed the next of kin to Lieutenant Kenneth Felder that he was killed in the line of duty.

      “Lieutenant Felder left behind a son, Tommy, and is survived by his parents Leland and Judy. He was recently divorced from Sheila, who is equally distraught. A memorial service plan is underway for our fallen detective. Details will be disseminated accordingly.”

      The captain removed his glasses and ran his hand across his eyes, squeezing the bridge of his nose. He then took a deep breath and continued. “The governor has ordered flags to be flown at half-mast today, which was the first order of business this morning. This department will honor and respect the memory of this exceptional lieutenant and ensure that all that can be done, will be done, for his family.”

      “Sir, when and where can we begin to find the scumbag who did this?” a police officer called out from the back. Murmurs of agreement soon followed as the captain demanded calm. The higher-ups beside him examined the crowd of fellow officers with stern faces. “No questions until I’m done. Understand? This isn’t a press conference.” He then glanced down and opened a folder. “Speaking of which, Chief Jenkins will be holding a conference at noon from the state attorney’s office, so we don’t want to keep him here too long.”

      “Let’s hear the facts, Richard,” the chief said in his deep voice, tinged with the Bostonian inflection they knew so well.

      “Let’s recap.” Captain Star moved on with the best overview of events that he could muster. “At approximately 4:30 pm, our police department was contacted by Dana Parker, reporting that her daughter, Crystal, wasn’t home from school. She had determined that Crystal wasn’t with any of her friends. She spoke with two girls who last saw her daughter, and these girls reported a strange man circling the neighborhood in what was later reported as an Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera. The driver reportedly asked the girls if they had seen his missing dog.” Star then held up the bagged letter to full display. “This was left in the Parkers’ mailbox, we assume, from the kidnapper. In it, his intentions to keep the girl are clear. No ransom is being demanded.” He lowered the letter and continued.

      “Fast forward a few hours later, a car matching the description given to us by Crystal’s friends is found in the Try N’ Save parking lot, seemingly abandoned. Officers on the scene were Staff Sergeant Sykes, Sergeant Rodriguez, Sergeant Cummings, and Sergeant Gibbs, who had found the vehicle.” He glanced in the back, noticing Harris. “Detective Harris soon arrived on the scene with Detective Lieutenant Felder, and they proceeded to examine the vehicle. The doors were locked, and an attempt was made to open the trunk with a key found just above the left rear tire. This was no amateur setup. The six pressure cooker bombs were equipped to detonate once the trunk was opened.

      “The explosion equated to roughly the impact of a forty-pound bomb, instantly killing Detective Lieutenant Felder and injuring the other officers at the scene.” Star paused once again as though from the weight of the investigation. “Where are we now? Ladies and gentlemen, this is not terrorism. It is a kidnapping and a car-bomb murder. They are connected, and this isn’t the first time we’ve dealt with this individual. This is not a copycat. We believe it could be the same person behind the abduction five years ago of three local girls whose cases remain unsolved.” A hand suddenly went up, making Captain Star pause. “Yes, Sergeant Gibbs.”

      “Sir, if I may,” she said, standing up to address the room. “I remember this. Roughly five years ago, I was new on the force and responded to a call from the parents of Brittany Owens. The similarities between the abductions are unmistakable.”

      Star held his hand out and offered Gibbs a slight bow. “That’s correct. Those unsolved kidnappings have been a stain on this department ever since. If there’s anything else you can remember that may assist with this case, we would welcome that help.” Gibbs sat down as he thanked her. The captain resumed his briefing. “Expect a federal task force to lead this case. In the meantime, I want everyone on staff alert and ready to catch this individual. We owe it to the community and to Lieutenant Felder.”

      Harris stepped forward with her hand up. The captain called on her as heads turned. She was hesitant and even a little nervous with the attention but pressed on. “I’d like to stress the point that we’re looking for two individuals, not one.”

      “That’s right,” Sergeant Gibbs added. “A witness at the Try ‘N Save identified two persons leaving the Cutlass behind and taking off in an old 1980s-model blue van.”

      Star nodded and stepped back toward the bulletin board. “Yes, thank you for clarifying.” He pointed to a picture of a GMC van with patterned lines running along the blue paint. “This is what we’re looking for. Not the exact van in question, but close to what Ms. Louise Garner described. Be aware that they may be using stolen or fraudulent license plates.” He turned to the chief and asked if there was anything else.

      Chief Jenkins leaned forward in his chair and observed the room, fingers interlaced. “I want this person or persons found today. Get out there and do your jobs before the Feds take over. While they’ll provide limitless resources to the investigation, there’s no reason we can’t handle this thing locally. Do I make myself clear? One more thing. Keep everything under your hat.”

      “Yes Chief,” the room said in unison.

      Star dismissed everyone as they rose from their chairs, conversing. It got loud quickly. Harris felt boxed in and unable to think. She maneuvered her way behind the last row of chairs and escaped before anyone could stop her. Once outside the room, she headed straight for the restroom down the hall. She rushed in and found refuge in the last stall, shutting the door behind her. Her body trembled as she leaned against the door, short of breath.

      “Can’t fall apart now,” she said under her breath. “Need to push on.” Whoever had kidnapped the girl and planted the car bomb couldn’t be far. No, they were biding their time and watching the chaos unfold with great amusement. They, or he, had managed to stay hidden for years. She only hoped that their luck would soon run out. She closed her eyes, thinking of Felder.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Harris passed her corner office and approached the captain’s door at the end of a row of cubicles. She saw lights on through the blurry glass and knocked against the wooden door frame. From inside, he called out to enter. She turned the brass knob and poked her head inside. Star was at his desk, wearing a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a striped tie. Phone against his ear, he waved her in. To her relief, no one else was around but he looked intent, nonetheless, as he listened to the caller.

      “Yes, Shelly. Tell them no further comment until the chief gives his noon briefing. We have nothing to say. And let me know when the head of the task force calls again. Thank you.” He hung the phone up and glanced at Harris as she stood in front of his desk. “How are you feeling?” he asked, distracted. He then began typing wildly on his computer. “It’s going to be one of those days, for sure.” He glanced over and offered a seat in one of the two chairs in front of his desk. “I don’t have a lot of time. Sorry. What do you have for me?”

      Harris sat with a clearer head since the morning. “I’m sure it’s crossed your mind, sir, but I had an idea.”

      “Oh yeah?” he said, typing. “What’s that?”

      “Charles Knight, the retired detective. I’d like to speak with him.”

      Star ceased typing and then turned to her, skeptical. “What do you expect to find out? Knight never solved the case. It’s picking up exactly where he left off.”

      “I know that, sir,” she continued. “He must have some information that’s useful.”

      Star nodded and then swung his chair back to his computer. “Just look at his files. It’s all there in Records. Better than having you out in the field… at least for a few days.”

      Harris, however, wasn’t satisfied. “He could be the asset we need right now.”

      Frustrated, Star slammed his hands onto his keyboard but remained facing his monitor. “He’s retired, Vanessa. And I don’t want to put him in any danger.”

      “I won’t let that happen,” she continued. “I’ve already reviewed a dozen of his files this morning. The man was a good detective. He came closer to solving this thing than anyone else.”

      Star swung around again to face her, looking as though he’d had enough. “Is that so? Think about this. Our bomb-making terrorist kidnapper had an informant in this very department only five years ago. We don’t know who’s watching us or how.” He suddenly paused and then sifted through the files on his desk, pulling the bagged letter out, its burnt edges as black as night. “Our culprit clearly wants to start this whole damn game of his all over again. Don’t you see that?”

      “I’m aware of their tactics,” Harris said.

      Star narrowed his eyes with a smile as he leaned back. “Ah. Their tactics. The two-kidnapper theory.” He then pointed at her with a pen. “I think you’re on to something, Detective. All we need are their descriptions and a license plate.”

      “Sir, I’m requesting to speak with Charles Knight today.”

      Star opened his mouth but was cut off before he could object.

      “I’ve been reviewing files for the past hour. I need to do this. At least afford me the chance to find him. He was involved in the kidnapping cases dating back to five years ago.”

      Star studied her for a moment with an expression that was hard to read. His office phone suddenly rang as he leaned forward and pressed the speaker button. “Go ahead, Shelly.”

      “Sir, a man from the Bureau wants you to call him back immediately after the press conference. I’m sending the number over. Dana Parker also made several calls today, demanding an update on her daughter.”

      Harris tensed up at the mention of Dana’s name. When she and Felder had last seen the Parkers, they had left the house promising to come right back. Then everything that had happened had left Harris a functional wreck. She tried to shake the feeling that she had let the parents down, but she didn’t know much more about the case than she had the day prior. The kidnapper was a serial predator with a partner, he or she had an in-depth knowledge of explosions, and they showed no signs of slowing down.

      She imagined that the girls were being held at a secluded location, hidden from the open. They knew the area well and knew how to stay hidden. Ruling out financial gain as a motive, she wondered just what they were after, although the worst motives also seemed the most likely. Some people just liked to do evil things. It was as plausible a reason as any.

      Captain Star resumed typing while ending his speaker call. “I’m on it, Shelly. Let me finish up here. Thanks.” Hanging up, he glanced up at Harris again, shaking his head, resigned. “Okay… you want to talk to Knight, go ahead. They should have his address and contact info in Records.”

      Harris jumped up from her seat, excited. “Thank you, sir.”

      “But don’t spend all day on it. Call him on the phone if it helps. No need to devote resources tracking down retired detectives.”

      “Yes, of course. May I see the letter too?” She held her hand out, waiting.

      Star glanced at the evidence before him and then reluctantly gave it to her. “Be careful with it.”

      She thanked him again and turned to leave. Once at the door, he called out to her as she paused.

      “There’s a manhunt for these people,” he continued. “Two males, I’m assuming, but you never know.”

      “I hope they receive the full justice from the law,” Harris responded. She tried to avoid mentioning the lieutenant. The situation was bad enough. Felder deserved a posthumous award of the highest merit. She was sure that the captain agreed. For now, they had to focus on finding the culprits. “I miss him already…” she said, hand on the door. She sniffled and quickly wiped away the tears.

      “Me too,” Captain Star said sadly. “Now get out of here.”

      Harris left the office without another word. The line of cubicles outside were full of investigators and other staff, pacing around with phones to their ears. The scene resembled a newspaper office just before press time. Of course, the local media wouldn’t be too far behind in reporting their every move. All eyes were on Melville County PD. Harris hurried to her corner office, drowning the noise out as she closed the door.

      She twisted the interior blinds closed and plopped down at her desk. The walls of the small office enclosing her were mostly bare, with a few framed plaques and certificates hanging near the desk. Harris was never one for decorating. Her desk was a scattered assortment of files she’d been reviewing all morning. It was close to noon, and she needed to get moving. Unbeknownst to Captain Star, she had already gotten Charles Knight’s number and address and had planned to call him after their meeting.

      She shifted her rolling chair forward, pushing files to the side to make room on her desk. She placed the letter squarely in front of her. Just the sight of its childish wording motivated her. Forensics’ review of the recovered Oldsmobile found all the elements of bomb-making but little else. It was clear that they wanted the car decimated along with whoever opened the trunk. Harris was determined to prevent it from happening again.

      She flipped open her notepad where she had scribbled Knight’s information. Her computer pinged with email notifications that she ignored. Nothing was more important than making the call. She lifted her phone’s receiver and dialed with her heart beating rapidly. A few rings later, a woman’s voice answered.

      “Yes, can I speak with Charles Knight, please?” Harris asked, pen in hand.

      “Charles?” the woman said. “Yes, I suppose. Who’s calling?”

      “My name is Detective Vanessa Harris with Melville County Investigations. Something has come up, and I’d like to talk to him for just a minute.”

      The woman paused, and in the empty silence, Harris wondered if she had hung up.

      Then the woman took a breath. “What is this pertaining to?” she asked cautiously.

      “A new case. I’ve been reviewing some of his old files, and I believe he can offer some insight.” She suddenly heard some side chatter between the woman and the distant voice of a man.

      “She says that she’s with Melville County Investigations,” the woman continued, clearly cupping the phone. “Detective Harris?” Footsteps approached as someone took the phone and spoke. “This is Charles Knight. What do you want?”

      Harris sat up straight. “Mr. Knight, hello. I’m Detective Vanessa Harris. Do you have some time to talk?”

      “Not really. No,” he said bluntly.

      Nervous laughter followed from Harris as she continued. “Even better. Would you like to meet somewhere?”

      “I don’t think you heard me,” he said. “I’m not interested. Leave me alone.”

      “They’re back,” Harris said, urgently. “The kidnappers. They even mentioned you in a letter.”

      “They?”

      “I’m pretty sure there are two of them.”

      “Ah…” he said, sounding impressed. “Well. I wish you the best of luck in finding them.”

      Harris gripped the phone, determined. “We have to meet. Please. There was a car bomb just last night. It killed our lieutenant. You can help me, please. Five minutes of your time.”

      A long pause followed. He eventually responded in a quiet tone. “I just saw that on the news. Seemed familiar.” There was a squeaking sound, as if he might be sitting down, and then he continued, almost painfully it seemed. “You’re dealing with an intelligent psychopath, or two of them, as you suggested.”

      “When can we meet?” she asked, persistent.

      “We can’t,” he said, hanging up.

      Harris held the phone to her ear as the dial tone buzzed. But she wasn’t ready to give up. Knight’s refusal to meet with her rang hollow. He wanted the case solved as much as she did. He had to. She searched his address and found that he still lived in Melville, roughly twenty miles from the station. She could easily drive there. She might get turned away and have the door slammed in her face, but there was also the chance that he would talk. And it was a chance worth taking.
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      Crime scene tape extended from one light pole to the other in a square formation. The charred, warped frame of the Oldsmobile was in full view with scattered bits of glass, metal, and wires surrounding it. The back of the car had been nearly destroyed. The front end was still intact for the most part, burnt from the fire but not hollowed out like the rest of the car. A few forensics investigators were on the scene, carefully examining the car’s exterior shielded under a makeshift canopy, put up for privacy and shade. Others collected pieces of the pressure cooker found at distances of a hundred yards from the blast.

      Local news vans populated a safe distance from the blast site, with several reporters on the scene. The connection between the deadly car bomb and the kidnapping of Crystal Parker hadn’t been officially established, but that was soon to change. Chief Jenkins was to call a press conference within the hour to provide details on the parking lot bombing. The governor himself was expected to be on the scene.

      Detective Harris parked her department Ford Taurus next to the forensics van and got out. The air smelled of burnt metal. The lot had been sealed off to the public, and the Try N’ Save was closed as a result. Passing traffic slowed as commuters inevitably gawked at the explosion site. The forensics team wore surgical face masks, blue jumpsuits, and latex gloves. Harris was dressed in her usual business clothes.

      She wasn’t about to begin crawling on the blackened pavement near the car, picking up fuses and wires. She simply wanted to see the aftermath of her horrific experience. Little had been discovered about the car beyond what they already knew. The license plate had been removed before the car had been discovered. Harris assumed that it was stolen. A search through the database of stolen vehicles would help narrow it down to a geographical location.

      The director of the crime lab, Lieutenant Edwin Woods, noticed her approach while taking pictures of the car. He was their resident expert on explosives and forensics. “How can I help you, Detective?” he said through his surgical mask. She recognized his full-rim glasses and gray-speckled hair brushed to one side. “You should really be wearing one of these,” he continued, pointing to his face mask. “Good deal of toxins still in the air. Nothing to create a public scare, though.”

      “I won’t be here long,” Harris said, staring at the car. “Just stopped by for an update.”

      The Oldsmobile tilted up at the front in an angle, its back section largely absent. The rear tires were lying at least fifty feet away, blown off. Thick ash littered the pavement all around them with footprints tracked through it. From the pulverized remains of the car, Harris thought it fortunate there hadn’t been more injuries or deaths from shrapnel alone. As she looked to the area far behind the car where Felder lay the night before, she tried to contain her emotions. Woods noticed and placed a gloved hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry about the lieutenant. He was a class act. Such a bright future.”

      Harris bit her bottom lip and thanked him; she wasn’t the only one hurting.

      Woods removed his hand, turning toward the blast site as he switched gears, back on the job again. “Our perp understands bomb-making very well. Each of the six pressure cookers were packed with enough explosives to take out a tree stump. About two hundred pounds of good old-fashioned black powder was rigged to detonate upon breaching the trunk.”

      Harris swallowed and then wiped the building tears from her eyes. “They wanted us to open the trunk. Left the key right for us.”

      Woods nodded. “Sure seems that way. A hot car parked out in the open like this. Offered the perfect distraction.”

      “A witness said she saw two individuals leave the scene in a van,” Harris said. “Blue van with white lines running on the side.”

      Woods pulled his surgical mask down, seemingly to get some air. “If you come across that van, make sure to tell us first. Take no chances.”

      Harris glanced toward her feet, where a broken piece of the bumper lay. Nothing in her career had even come close to such devastation. She wished there could have been another outcome. She wished they would have just gone out for a bite like Felder wanted to. Other detectives could have handled the case. They were almost off the clock anyway. She was going to miss him. The full weight of her loss hadn’t been realized yet, but she could feel a breakdown on the horizon. Lieutenant Woods noticed her troubled expression and distant stare and asked how she was holding up.

      “Hanging in there,” she replied. “Really want to catch the bastards who did this.”

      “We all do,” Woods added. “We’re doing our best to gather all the evidence we can to trace the material used in the bombs.”

      “Are we dealing with terrorists?” Harris asked.

      “Your guess is as good as mine. This was no haphazard operation though,” Woods said. “And how would kidnapping figure into a terrorist plot?”

      Harris surveyed the destruction in silence as Woods excused himself and joined his team near the car. She stayed behind the crime scene tape and took everything in, from the noxious smells to the remnants of the burnt vehicle. She paced back toward her own car, holding her cell phone against her ear, having just made the call. An unsuspecting and familiar voice answered. “Hello?”

      “Detective Knight?”

      A pause followed as he sighed.

      “You again? Look, I told you I wasn’t interested. If I had caller ID on this thing, I wouldn’t have answered.”

      Harris had to smile at the prospect of anyone still using a landline telephone. In this instance, it had worked in her favor, but Knight’s patience was nearing the end.

      “I’m at the blast site right now. Six, count them, six pressure cooker bombs with no less than two hundred pounds of explosive material. Our lieutenant is dead. Two of my friends are in the hospital. It’s a miracle any of us survived.”

      “Detective Harris…” he began, trailing off.

      “And there’s still a girl missing,” she continued. “You must have heard about it on the news by now.”

      He didn’t say anything right away but was still there as she made her way to the car. “I have heard,” he said. “But what do you want me to do about it? I can barely get around these days. I never solved the case. What could I possibly offer you?” He had a point, but Harris nevertheless wanted him involved. He had dealt with the kidnapping, bombing, murdering low-life who had murdered her friend and long plagued the town.

      “Can I be honest with you, Detective?” she asked.

      “Sure. Go ahead.”

      “I don’t have all the answers yet. I feel like this person feels a connection with you. Your involvement might draw them out of the shadows and propel them to make a mistake.” She opened her car door and could hear the stunned indignation before he even spoke.

      “Are you kidding me? I haven’t heard from that psychopath in years, and I’d like to keep it that way. You think I would do anything to put myself or my wife in danger?”

      Harris sat behind the wheel and started the ignition. “I’m coming over.”

      “No,” he said, growing desperate and angry by her persistence. “Now’s not a good time.”

      “Five minutes with you, Detective,” she said. “Then I’ll leave you alone.”

      He said nothing, as though hanging up on her was futile. “If you’re going to drive out here, we can make it ten. But only because my schedule is currently open.”

      Harris smiled and thanked him as she drove off, circling in the opposite direction. The mostly-empty parking lot was in her rearview mirror as she neared the intersection. She turned and caught one last glimpse of the smoldering wreckage that had nearly cost her life. There was no question about it. She wouldn’t be able to stop until she caught the monsters. It was her mission for as long as she had a badge.

      Part of her wanted the sole responsibility but once the federal agencies got involved, she’d have less control than now. She’d be reduced to the role of an adviser or assistant with the case. Terrorism was nothing to take lightly. The area would be on lockdown, in addition to checkpoints and barricades already being set up throughout town. A manhunt was underway. No updates were being reported over the radio. Harris’s phantom devil was out there, elusive as ever.
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      The first thing Detective Harris noticed when she pulled into the driveway was the big palm tree in the center of the freshly-cut lawn. Detective Knight lived in a pleasant suburban neighborhood. Homes stretched for miles, populated by other retirees. A golf course existed just over the hills. Things were quiet here, and it seemed largely protected from the growing danger facing the those outside. Harris knew, however, that no amount of manicured grass and tranquility offered any real safety.

      For the time being, no one was safe. There was a single Jeep parked in the driveway in front of her. The garage had a large screen where its opening was. Inside, she saw what resembled a rec room with card tables and a small billiards table. There were fishing poles in the corner and a kayak on the ground. Retired life looked pretty good.

      Assorted shrubs covered in mulch were planted along the front of the beige stone house. She opened her door and stepped into the sunlight, the sound of a distant lawn mower echoing through the air. She approached the one-story house with its pitched roof and chimney. She continued along the cement walkway to the front door sheltered under the shade of an overhead canopy.

      The doorbell glowed from the stucco wall near the frame. Harris paused at the door and took a deep breath. She was there for a reason. Though years had passed, Charles Knight had knowledge of the case. Perhaps she could unearth something in him, a memory that had remained long dormant. She pressed her finger against the doorbell as it rang from inside. She waited and heard nothing.

      At least a minute passed before a grunting voice neared the door. He opened it halfway, revealing a roundish-face, glasses, and white hair. His eyes were large and inquisitive, and there were bits of stubble on his tan cheeks. Harris presented her badge and introduced herself. She recalled seeing Knight’s picture. He was obviously younger then and his hair had been a lot shorter. The shaggy-haired man before her, dressed in a Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts, appeared to be the epitome of contented retirement. He extended his hand while leaning against the foyer wall in slight discomfort. She noticed he had knee braces as well.

      “Pleased to meet you, Detective Knight,” she said as they shook.

      He offered her a tired smile. “Call me Charles.” He then stepped aside and invited her in.

      Harris thanked him and entered the foyer with her satchel of case notes over her shoulder. Knight led her through the tiled foyer and into an adjacent living room on the left. He then walked across the carpeted room and opened the front window blinds, allowing sunlight to enter. There was a large sofa against the wall, with end tables on both sides. A coffee table was cluttered with files and papers. Harris noticed a stack of folders and notepads on a nearby recliner and an open box of files on the floor.

      Knight moved the mess on the recliner and offered her a seat. Harris approached and turned toward the dining room where she could see outside, beyond a sliding glass door. A woman was on her knees in the backyard, wearing a sun hat and gloves, tending a garden. Knight sat on the couch and closed his laptop, resting it on the coffee table. “Pardon the mess.”

      Harris set her satchel down and took a seat. “No problem at all. Are you working on something special?”

      Knight responded with a smirk and nervous laugh as he looked away. “No. No. Just a project of mine. Always wanted to write a novel.”

      Impressed, Harris nodded. “That’s wonderful. How long have you been working on it?”

      Knight took an old newspaper from a nearby stack and tossed it aside. “Far too long.”

      “Mind if I ask what it’s about?” she asked.

      Knight shook his head as he leaned closer, fingers interlaced. “Let’s talk about your case. Time is valuable, especially where missing persons are concerned.”

      Harris had no problem with getting to the point. She opened her satchel and pulled out the bagged letter with its burnt edges. Across the room and against the wall stood a quaint entertainment center. Harris leaned forward and carefully placed the note on the coffee table, right under Knight’s eyes.

      “This note was left in the mailbox at the Parker residence. I’m assuming the ‘Charley’ being referred to is you. After all, I know you had a history with this person, and no one knows this case better than you.”

      Knight stared down at the letter, hardly breathing. His eyes stayed fixed on the words, but he didn’t touch it. Harris heard a dog bark from outside. She glanced toward the backyard where Knight’s wife tossed a tennis ball to a golden retriever. The dog was excited and full of energy, and the woman looked like she was having fun. She didn’t seem aware of Harris’s presence, but probably was. Knight slowly leaned back against the sofa pillow with his arms at his side, his face slack. “The kidnapping case…” he began as he swallowed. “It went cold. The girls… they haven’t been seen since.”

      “And now he’s got another one,” Harris added.

      “No thanks to me,” Knight said in a deflated tone. She could tell that even thinking about the case was difficult for him. Five years had passed since Sarah Riley, Brittany Owens, and Jenny Martin’s disappearances. Since that time, theirs had been considered one of the highest profile unsolved cases in Florida. Harris clasped her hands together and leaned forward, prepared to motivate Knight and return him to reality; a reality in which the missing girls weren’t his fault.

      “Charles, in five years there hasn’t been a single detective who has been able to crack this case. What does that tell you? Heck, you even had the FBI involved. Closure doesn’t always happen. You know that better than anyone.”

      Knight stared down in thought and then squeezed the bridge of his nose, clenching his eyes. “Yes. I know this.” He then tossed his hand down with a sigh and turned his head in her direction. “What do you want, Detective Harris?” He leaned forward in discomfort as both hands went to one of his knees. “I’m sorry for not offering you anything. It hurts to walk sometimes. But you’re welcome to a soda or whatever you can find in the fridge.”

      “I’m fine, thank you.” She then pulled a hand-held digital audio recorder from her satchel and set it on the table. “Do you mind if I record our conversation?”

      He glanced at the recorder as a smile spread across his face. “No. That’s fine. The sight of one of those things takes me back. I still use mine to dictate notes and stuff.”

      Harris pressed Record and after first stating the time and place and her name and Charley’s, she began. first stating the background. “The person or persons we’re looking for blew up a 1989 Cadillac all those years ago. Do you believe they were trying to kill you?”

      Knight brought a hand to his forehead with a troubled expression. “I don’t know,” he said, sighing. “It was about this stupid game. They paid my old partner off for information. They knew where I lived. It always seemed like they were watching, which is funny because we’re supposed to be the ones watching. Detectives, that is.” He paused for a moment as though he was rambling. “I’ve played that day over again in my mind since it happened. Slater and Daniels were both in on it, I thought, but denied their involvement… or any details, for that matter.

      "They both died that day. I should have been more prepared. I thought I had them, but they turned out to just be pawns.” He began massaging his forehead as his words trailed off. “The kidnapper was running the show. I have no idea who put that car there, but they were long gone by the time I showed up. I believe it was meant for Slater. They wanted to get rid of loose ends. Instead, I watched my partner shoot himself and almost got blown up myself.”

      Harris nodded while remaining as attentive as could be. “I’ve read the written statement you gave many times. It’s very detailed and descriptive. Feels almost like I was there.”

      He smiled, appearing flattered. “Maybe this novelist thing will work out after all.”

      “I’m sure it will,” she said. “You had described finding a note on your partner with detailed instructions that led to the Oldsmobile. But you didn’t know at the time what you were looking for. You described hearing a ticking timer just moments before the car exploded.”

      “Yeah. That’s right,” Knight said with a shrug.

      “That car was rigged to explode either way. They used a different tactic this time,” she said. “The Oldsmobile Cutlass was a trap from the get-go. It detonated upon opening the trunk.” She paused as a wave of anguish swept over her. “I’m sorry. The emotions are still raw.”

      Knight seemed to study her with understanding. “Don’t push yourself too far. At the end of the day, it’s just a job.” He then patted one of his bad knees. “And no job is worth everything.”

      “I need to stay active in this investigation,” she said. “If I were to just sit on the sidelines, I’d lose it. The more active, the better. I feel like I’m doing something about it.”

      Knight pointed to his TV across the room. “From what I heard on the news, a federal task force is being assigned. Your only choice might be to work with them.” He glanced down at the audio recorder on the table and back at Harris. “You didn’t come here just to ask me about my statement, did you?”

      Harris thought to herself for a moment and then answered. “No, I didn’t. I was just hoping that maybe you could…”

      “Could what?” he said, increasingly irritated.

      She gripped the sides of the recliner, her voice raised. “Help me figure this thing out.” They studied each other in silence as she attempted to gather her thoughts. Charley shook his head. She then spoke calmly. “We’re pursuing two suspects. They’re working together. That might explain how they’re able to pull off some of these more elaborate stunts. And right now, we’re looking for a blue van with white stripes running along the sides.”

      Knight suddenly shifted to one side of the couch and stretched his leg out. “You think I just dropped the case after I retired? I asked myself the same questions for years. I followed leads, I did research, I talked to people, and I played detective for some time, even as a civilian. I’ll tell you what I found out: the culprits had vanished. The girls had all disappeared without a trace. The case remains unsolved to this day, and there is nothing I can do about it.” He stared at her with an upsetting intensity. “I failed those girls. Me, and no one else. If I find the bastards who did this, I’ll kill ‘em on the spot, no question.”

      “We’re going to find them this time,” Harris said with certainty. “We have to.”

      Knight glanced at his watch, a big thing with Roman numerals, and then back at her. “Ten minutes is almost up. Anything else you want to ask while we’re on the clock?”

      “Yes,” she said, rising from the recliner. “Can you help me solve this case?”

      He stared at her with an amused smile on his face. “You’re actually serious.” He then sat up, swinging a leg back down. “You seem like a smart and eager professional. No harm in asking, but I’m afraid I’m busy with my novel.”

      Harris noticed some typed pages resting on the table, double-spaced. At the top of the page, she saw a chapter heading. “The Kidnapper’s Demise…” she said, reading.

      Knight lunged forward, eyes scowling, as he grabbed the stack of pages and pulled them away. “That’s enough. Good day, Ms. Harris.”

      But she wasn’t going anywhere. Not then. She remained standing and folded her arms on her chest, almost daring him to cross that uncrossable line. All the while, she knew that angering Knight wasn’t going to bring him to her side. She had to display a certain tact to get what she wanted. She pointed to the typed papers. “You can’t get the case out of your mind, can you?” she asked. “I know I can’t.”

      Knight fidgeted with a stack of magazines, refusing to make eye contact. “It’s just material for a novel. Nothing more, nothing less. Use what you know, right?”

      Leaning closer, Harris took the letter back and held it up. “The kidnappers, they’re calling you out, Charles.”

      “So?” Knight said, unfazed. “I’m sure the task force will do their job. Have a little faith.”

      “Lieutenant Detective Felder was murdered yesterday,” Harris began, “and I’m not going to rest until we find the monsters who did it. I’m offering you a chance to finish this thing. We can go through the proper channels and figure it out together. Please, Charles. I need your help.”

      Without looking at her again, he suddenly pushed himself to his feet, struggling to stand. Harris went to him with a hand on his shoulder as he waved her off. “I’m fine. Thank you.” He limped past her toward a side hallway. “I have to take some medication. I trust you know what to do with yourself.”

      She watched as he walked past her, using the walls for balance. Their brief sit-down had had its share of contention, but she wasn’t quite ready to give up. She even thought Knight was exaggerating his physical ailments to further drive her away. He sighed and groaned theatrically all the way down the hallway. A bedroom door closed as Harris stood alone.

      In the quiet that followed, she paced the living room, glancing among the scattered mess of papers and boxes everywhere, not wanting to pry but doing it anyway. She approached the bookcase, observing the framed family pictures standing on a shelf. In the photos were a younger Knight, his wife, and a little girl.

      In more recent pictures, the girl looked to be almost Harris’s age. She stopped to look at a picture of Knight at a ceremony being awarded a citation. He looked proud and distinguished, at the peak of his career. She smiled at the picture and then spun around as the sliding glass door opened behind her. Knight’s wife walked inside the dining room and glanced at Harris with less than welcoming eyes. The woman removed her sun hat and placed it on the chair with her gardening gloves. Her brunette hair was tied into a ponytail, and her eyes were a glossy blue. After closing the door, she stood frozen in jean overalls. Harris introduced herself with a smile. Knight’s wife, however, couldn’t have been more suspicious.

      “What are you doing here?” she said, approaching the living room. “Didn’t you call earlier?”

      “Yes, that was me,” Harris said. “Charles, I mean, Detective Knight, agreed to meet.”

      The woman shook her head, staring into the distance. “That’s not a good idea. I think you should be on your way.”

      Harris politely extended her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Bonnie,” she said with a limp shake. “Now please be on your way.”

      Feeling the tides against her, Harris grabbed her satchel from next to the recliner. “Mrs. Knight, your husband could be an asset to this investigation. Another girl has been kidnapped. Our lieutenant was murdered in a car bomb—”

      “I don’t care!” Bonnie shouted, cutting her hands across the air. “You’re the detective, you figure it out!”

      Harris stepped back, prepared to leave. “I’m sorry to have upset you.”

      “It’s not Charles’s responsibility anymore,” Bonnie continued, still angered. “He’s been obsessing about that case since retirement. Blames himself for those missing girls. It nearly destroyed him.” She then paused to catch her breath as Knight emerged from the hallway, leaning against the wall. Sensing his presence, Bonnie spun around with watering eyes.

      “It’s okay, Bonnie,” he said in a calming voice. “Detective Harris is our guest, and we need to treat her as such.” He then glanced past her toward Harris. “Would you like anything to drink now?”

      Harris nodded, feeling dryness in her throat and a small sense of hope.

      “Water okay?” he asked.

      “Yes, thank you,” Harris said.

      Knight then asked his wife if she would bring them some water. Harris believed it was a way to get Bonnie briefly out of the room. Bonnie’s suspicious eyes remained on Harris until she turned and finally left. Once alone, Knight signaled to the recliner and then sat on the couch. Harris seated herself once again, sensing a change of heart in the formerly stubborn and crusty detective. He then produced a plastic bag of his own, revealing several letters inside.

      “I kept each one,” he began. “After I retired, I considered moving, but part of me wanted him to come back here. I wanted to be ready when he did.” He slid the letters toward her and then leaned back against the sofa. “I spent many restless nights armed and pacing this house, waiting for him to return. I invested in outside security cameras all around the house. The years passed, and I got sick of waiting. They never came back. They never sent another letter. No more kidnapped children. They just stopped. But I always knew they’d start it again. You don’t pull something like this and just retire. You try it again and again, until one day you get caught.”

      He stopped talking when Bonnie entered the room with two glasses of water, placing them atop coasters scattered on the coffee table. Harris thanked her as Bonnie sat with an air of dissatisfaction no matter what pleasantries were sent her way. “What is it you two are talking about? The letter writer again?” She turned to Harris. “You want my advice? Put a cop on every block. Increase the reward to a million per missing child. Hell, get America’s Most Wanted on the case.”

      Knight urged her to slow down. “Bonnie, that’s enough. We’re having a conversation here.”

      She looked at him, initially to object, but soon acquiesced. “Fine, Charles. But I’m not going anywhere. I’d like to hear what Detective Harris has to say.”

      Harris looked up and noticed both their eyes intent on her, waiting. She quickly pulled a file from her satchel and opened it, reading one of Knight’s old reports back to him. “Your profile back then stated that our culprit was a local who was independently wealthy and had the ability to blend in. Caucasian male in his late thirties to early forties. He utilizes disguises and never stays in one place too long. He also has a knowledgeable background in explosives.” She paused and looked up from the folder. “Former military perhaps?”

      Bonnie turned to Knight. “Did that ever occur to you?”

      “Of course,” Knight said with a shrug. “I’ve looked into the military and law enforcement background before and didn’t have much luck.”

      Looking from her husband to Harris, Bonnie continued. “I apologize if I came off as rude before.”

      Harris waved her off. “Don’t worry about it.”

      But Bonnie wasn’t done. “I do have a question for you, and I’d like an honest answer.”

      “What is it?” Harris asked.

      Bonnie placed her hand on Knight’s knee and hesitated, as though she wanted to choose her words carefully. “What do you want with Charles? What do you think he can offer this case? And don’t tell me that it’s his expertise.”

      Harris thought to herself. If it was honesty they wanted, she would offer the best possible explanation. “No one has a better insight into this case. And no one is more adept at bringing the kidnappers out of the shadows.” Nobody challenged her remarks, and she hoped that she had said the right thing. “I don’t think the girls are dead,” she continued. Knight then leaned forward and she asked him, “What do you think?”

      “I-I’ve always hoped they were still alive,” Knight said. “But they’d be sixteen by now. How could anyone keep them captive for so long?”

      Bonnie suddenly stood up, perturbed, and sprang close to Harris. “Hold on now. Back up. When you said Charles could bring the kidnappers out of the shadows, did you just suggest that you want to use Charles as bait?”

      Knight waited for an answer as realization swept across his face, although the idea wasn’t completely new. Harris tried to elaborate as best she could. “Yes, the appearance of Detective Knight’s involvement could further propel them into making contact. A few trips to the station should get them watching. But what they won’t know is that we’re watching him too.” Knight scratched his chin as Bonnie remained standing in shock. Harris then continued. “Have you received any messages from them over the years?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “They must have seen the security cameras I installed.”

      “Can you come to the station later today?” she asked.

      Knight scoffed as though they were moving much too fast. “Have you even discussed this plan with your superiors?”

      Harris shook her head. “No, but I see no issues with a station visit. Right?” She looked at the silent couple, fully expecting Bonnie’s resistance. Instead, she sat back down next to Knight, touching his shoulder. She then said, teasing him, “Honestly, you should get out of the house. You’ve become a shut-in.”

      He squeezed his lips, trying not to smile. “You’re fine with this?”.

      “Not really,” she said quickly. “But if this crazy plan works, maybe you can start sleeping better at night.” Harris was equally surprised by her support. Bonnie then pointed at her and lowered her voice in an almost threatening way. “If anything happens to Charles, I’ll hold you personally responsible.”

      “Bonnie, please—,” Knight began.

      “No, that’s my condition,” she said, shushing him. “And I want them to pay you, too.”

      He gave a That’s-My-Bonnie smile and turned to Harris with a nod. “Let me think about it, and I’ll get back to you. I won’t take too long.”

      Harris stood up and pulled out her card, handing it to him. “With a federal task force behind the plan, we can’t lose.”

      Knight laughed as he slowly rose. “That’s what I thought when they sent the FBI. Didn’t matter much though in the end.”

      He handed Harris her audio recorder after she grabbed her satchel. They walked toward the foyer together with Bonnie trailing. Harris thanked them for their time and hospitality and tried to read what they might be thinking. She hoped that her visit had made an impression. Most of all, she hoped that Knight would return to the case, even if only for a few days.

      Procuring the assistance of a retired detective wasn’t the most conventional method, but it was time for a new approach. She wanted the kidnapping duo to believe that Knight was back on the case. She hoped that his involvement would lead to more letters. More letters provided an opportunity to catch them.

      Knight opened the door and stepped aside. “I imagine them holding these girls in an underground lair. Wherever it is, they’ve got money, space, and privacy. That much I know.”

      “See?” said Bonnie. “We now have a well-considered picture.” Harris shook his hand and Bonnie’s as she stepped outside. “I’ll be at the station later this afternoon. Feel free to call my cell, though, if you need to get in contact with me right away.”

      “Where are you going now?” Knight asked. The directness of his question threw her off-guard.

      “Just some legwork on my own,” she said, putting on her sunglasses. “The kidnappers are getting these cars from somewhere. Stealing them is risky. Must be from an old chop shop or junkyard. Going to drive around and see.” She continued down the cement walkway and waved goodbye.

      “Good luck,” Knight said, closing the door.

      Harris reached her car feeling successful in her efforts. The meeting could have gone a lot worse. Just hours before, Knight had refused to even talk to her. Now, he was considering a role in the investigation. But for her plan to work, everyone at the station had to believe his interest in the case was spontaneous. She stood at the car with the door open, observing her surroundings. There were homes across the street with empty trash cans at the foot of their driveways. A quiet eeriness permeated the neighborhood.

      A station wagon soon drove by with a mother at the wheel and two children in the back. From underneath the scant shade of a palm tree in Knight’s yard, Harris looked in all directions. She wondered if the kidnappers were somewhere watching her, too. She wondered how they could be everywhere and nowhere at the same time. She was confident, however, that they weren’t going to get away with it again.
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      Down a long stretch of dirt road, past a fence with a weathered wooden gate, sat an old, two-story brick farmhouse. There were bars on the windows and two tall brick chimneys protruding through the black shingled roof. Forest surrounded the house and its spacious grounds. A red barn stood near the house, its tall doors shut. Stacks of hay occupied the ground outside. Far behind the house squatted an old silo that hadn’t been used in decades. A fenced-in pasture was absent livestock or horses. Its grass was tall and bent from the weight of the seed heads. On the other side of the house was an empty stable.

      The only animals to be found were a few chickens, pecking in and around their coop. The farm house at 2444 Clark Hill Lane had its share of secrets. Power lines ran from one end of the dirt road to another, though there wasn’t another house for miles around. The rural, secluded location was ideal for anyone who valued privacy.

      Fifty yards from the house, near an idyllic brick well in the back, was an incinerator the size of an outhouse, with a long chimney stack at the top. Inside the barn was a blue GMC van with white stripes running along the lower sides to the rear quarter panel. The van was filled with explosives but not quite ready to be launched. That was for later.

      The house consisted of eight bedrooms, five rooms upstairs and three below. There was a bathroom on each floor and a vast cellar below. The seventy-year-old, picturesque house had a more sinister history than its rich, antique exterior suggested. Its reclusive occupants only left for business. They never had visitors. They lived with a strict routine each day.

      It was Tuesday afternoon, and Crystal Parker was going to learn about her new home, most importantly that there was no escape. She awakened from a deep slumber and found herself lying on a single mattress, on the floor in a darkened room. There were four walls and no windows.

      The room itself was empty save for a LED lamp in the corner that offered faint illumination. Crystal saw light under the slit of a closed door across from her bed. She pushed herself up as the plastic mattress cover peeled away from her sweaty skin. Using the wall for balance, she rose to her feet and stepped slowly toward the door on her wobbly legs. She turned the small brass handle and found the door to be locked.

      She pressed against the surface and felt only the thick, impenetrable wood. She backed toward the mattress, picking up the LED lantern along the way. She guided it along the bare walls and came to what looked like a metal window shutter. There was one beside her and one on the wall in front of her. She saw electrical outlets lost amid the flower-patterned wallpaper.

      Her footsteps creaked along the hardwood floor. She stopped in the middle of the room and examined the white popcorn ceiling above. One thing was certain: she was trapped against her will with no way out. She opened her mouth to scream, but stopped, hearing footsteps approaching the door. Running to her mattress, Crystal went to her knees and huddled in the corner, gripping the lantern like a shield. The door unlocked, sending a wave of terror through her stomach, and then opened a crack, allowing a moody gray light to enter the room. Crystal closed her eyes, terrified. The footsteps resumed with the full opening of the door. A soothing woman’s voice said, “Shhh. It’s all right.”

      Crystal opened her eyes, shrank back, and saw the silhouette of a woman approach her. She was wearing a long dress and her hair was tied up in an old-fashioned bun resembling a motorcycle helmet. Her glasses glared in the light as she moved swiftly toward the bed, as though she was lighter than air.

      “Come now, child. Don’t be afraid,” she said in a soft, Southern-sounding tone. “I’m Belma. Your new mother.”

      Crystal hugged the wall, wincing as tears flowed from her eyes.

      Belma knelt on the mattress beside her and held her hand inches from the girl’s hair. “It’s time for the confusion to end and your new life to begin. You’ve been bestowed a wonderful honor. You’ve been chosen in the service of our family.” She stroked Crystal’s hair without warning, and Crystal began screaming and screaming, the sound amplified as it bounced off the walls of the empty room. The LED light went flying across the room. Belma backed away and gasped, holding her chest. “Goodness, my dear. You should calm yourself.”

      But Crystal remained in the corner, wrapped in a ball and crying. She repeated the few words she could muster as Belma watched her, concerned. “I wanna go home… I wanna go home… I wanna go home.”

      “This is your home,” Belma said, as though it were fact.

      Her poised calmness did little in containing Crystal’s hysterics. The young girl was far from home, trapped in an empty room of a stranger’s house.

      “I can see that this is going to take a while,” Belma continued. She then slowly rose from the bed and walked across the room to retrieve the lantern. “You don’t want to damage your light source, sweetie. Without this, it’ll be pitch black in here.”

      She set the lantern next to the bed and then stood over Crystal with her arms crossed. “I can bring you some food shortly. I’m sure you’re hungry.”

      Crystal removed her hands from her face and looked up, pleading to go home. “I-I won’t tell anyone. Just let me go.” She became overwhelmed with sobs as Belma simply watched, shaking her head.

      “You need to understand that your new life is a blessing and not a curse,” she began. “You have a purpose now; something and someone to serve. And you’re still so young.” Belma paused as it was clear Crystal wasn’t hearing a thing over the sound of her own cries.

      The door was still open behind her, and with it the opportunity to escape, but Crystal was paralyzed with fear and Belma seemed to confidently know that. “Perhaps I’ll come back with some food and we can talk then.” She waited as Crystal lowered her head against her knees, unable to stop crying. For a moment, Belma seemed to look at her with pity.

      “Crystal, listen to me. Do you remember how you got here?” She waited for an answer, but Crystal only shook her head. “You inhaled a hearty dose of chloroform, and you probably have a headache.”

      Crystal nodded, shuddering as she took a deep breath.

      “Don’t worry, dear. I’ll take care of you.” Belma turned around and walked toward the door, heels clicking against the floor. Once outside, she halted and turned her head back toward Crystal. “Your new father would like to meet you later as well. He’s working hard on a project right now, but he always tries to make time for his children.”

      Crystal looked up in anguish. “Let me go!”

      For a moment, Belma stared back, not saying a word. “I understand that you’re upset, but this isn’t helping. Good girls listen. Good girls don’t scream and cry.” Her eyes suddenly narrowed with contempt. “That’s what bad girls do. And we have no use for bad girls here. Understand?”

      Crystal slumped over into the mattress, muffling her cries and too distraught for any normal conversation. Belma seemed to understand this as she closed and locked the door behind her. Left alone in the dark, Crystal crawled off the mattress and fell to the floor with uncontrollable sobs.

      The footsteps echoed from the outside hall, growing distant. Crystal perked up then, hearing the faint sound of a man’s voice. A conversation between Belma and the man began, though she couldn’t hear what they were saying. All she could do was lie there in anticipation of the unknown.
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      Detective Harris drove through the gates of Kenny’s Auto Salvage and parked across from a large office trailer in a dirt lot among other cars. Beyond the trailer was an ocean of junk cars and scrap that extended for acres. She stepped out of her car, swiping away at the dust in the air. The rattling blare of a nearby crushing machine drowned out all other sounds. A man drove a forklift that carried a stack of crushed vehicles. Four other men organized scrap piles in a nearby parking lot. The sun beamed from a cloudless sky.

      She didn’t envy the men as they worked outside during the summer. Industrial fans blew hot air that was at least better than nothing. No one noticed Harris as she continued toward the trailer with its Open sign hanging from the door. She walked under an American flag, flapping from its perched angle, and climbed the three steps to the door, opening it with one turn of the handle.

      She stepped inside where the air was cool. There was a counter to the right with an open logbook and a bell. A bearded man sat on the other side, typing on an old computer. His back was to her, though his head turned slightly upon her approach. He wore a netted camouflaged hat and had on a pair of big blue overalls. A horizontal window gave her a view of the yard and its endless rows of junk cars. Harris took her sunglasses off and leaned against the counter. A glance at the logbook showed a running page of scribbled names.

      The man spun around in his chair and rose to welcome her with a bright smile. “Can I help you?”

      Harris showed her badge and introduced herself. His relaxed demeanor changed in an instant as he halted a few inches from the counter and straightened his back. “I just had some general questions about a case I’m working on. Could I speak to the manager?”

      The man nodded. He had thick black hair stuffed into his cap and a tan face reddened from the sun. “Kenny’s out back somewhere. That’s my dad.” He then extended his hand. “I’m Jason.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Jason,” Harris said, noticing that his friendly eyes had a hard time looking away. She broke eye contact, glancing at a swordfish mounted on a wall plaque. “It looks pretty busy here today, so I don’t want to take up more of his time.”

      Jason waved her off with a smile. “Oh, Kenny will make all the time in the world to talk with a pretty woman like you.” Harris thanked him, slightly smiling as he stepped away. “I’ll be back.”

      Just as he reached the door, Harris turned back and called out to him. “Real quick, Jason, before you go. Do you often make sales for vehicles here or is it just parts?”

      Jason stopped near an open doorway behind the counter, thinking to himself. “Well… let’s see. We’ve had cars purchased right off the lot, sure. Mostly for scrap.”

      Harris nodded. “How about for regular use?”

      He thought some more and then opened a nearby filing cabinet. “I know there’s a transaction book around somewhere.” He began pulling out files and placed them on the desk. If she could get the information from Kenny’s son, then she didn’t have to see Kenny. But the boss might be privy to the type of under-the-table deals she knew existed, the kind that might be helpful to her.

      The yard was located on the end of a dirt road near a milk processing plant and an antique warehouse located just outside the industrial area. She knew of the drug problem in the area, mainly involving pharmaceuticals. So far, however, Jason had seemed very cooperative. He continued digging through the filing cabinet until she told him not to worry about it.

      “Just a few words with your father, and then I’ll be on my way.”

      Jason stepped away from the cabinet and knocked against the door frame. “Sure. Yeah. Let me go get him.”

      Harris thanked him as he left the room. She looked around, tapping the counter as an air conditioner unit hummed on the wall beside her. There was only a slim possibility that any of the vehicles in question had come from Kenny’s Auto Salvage. It was, after all, a recycling plant and not a dealership. She hoped to find a connection somewhere between a seller and a buyer, especially for the van. Her attention shifted to a small stack of Auto Trader magazines on the counter. She took one and began leafing through it as a door swung open inside the other room.

      She heard footsteps and two men speaking. Jason soon returned and smiled at her. An older man walked in with long hair just past his ears and a thick mustache. He wore a blue-and-white striped mechanic’s shirt with the name Kenny stitched over the chest. His gut protruded from the middle of his shirt, and he stood with a slight hunch. He removed a pair of tan aviator glasses and set them on the desk. “You’re police?” he asked with implied suspicion.

      “Detective Vanessa Harris. Nothing to worry about,” she assured him. “I’m the lead investigator on a missing person’s case,” she began. “I’d appreciate a moment of your time.”

      Kenny nodded with narrowed eyes and his mouth halfway open. “Hell, my son Jason knows more about how this place runs than I do these days. Since my wife’s passing, I’ve been sort of in and out as you can imagine.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said with sincerity.

      “Let’s just help her the best we can, Pop,” Jason said, leaning on the other side of the counter.

      Kenny reluctantly approached as he lit a pipe from his pocket and puffed away. “Sure. I’m all about supporting local law enforcement.”

      Harris went right to the point and placed three pictures on the counter. The first one was of a red Cadillac as close to the model Knight had described as possible. The second picture was of the Oldsmobile Cutlass before it exploded. The last photo was of a blue van, matching the description given to them by Louise, the elderly woman from the parking lot.

      Their eyes scanned the pictures, seemingly clueless about their significance as she pointed to the photos, one after the other. “All three of these vehicles belonged to the individual or individuals responsible for the kidnapping of three local girls five years ago. You may remember the case.”

      Kenny squinted and then looked up, nodding. “Yeah. Girl got kidnapped the other day. It’s the same person?”

      “We’re pretty sure of it,” Harris said.

      Jason grabbed the picture of the Oldsmobile and held it up. “I remember this car. The parking lot explosion. That was just yesterday!”

      She was glad they both knew about the case. It would give her less to explain. “Yes. All those vehicles are linked to the same persons. The Cadillac was blown up by an improvised explosive five years ago. The Oldsmobile suffered the same fate just yesterday. The van, as far as we know, is still intact and was last used as a getaway vehicle from the Try ‘N Save.”

      “Interesting taste,” Kenny said, staring down.

      “We believe they are using stolen plates to get around, and in some cases, no plates at all,” Harris said. The father and son appeared intrigued by the case. With their attention on her every word, she hoped to get some help. “To your knowledge, have you ever had any of these vehicles in your salvage yard?” They both looked at each other and scratched their chins in unison, thinking.

      “I’m sure we’ve had plenty of Cieras come through here,” Kenny began. He then brushed back one side of his parted hair. “Opened our doors in 1982. I can’t remember every clunker that’s been through the property though.”

      “I’m talking about the past six months to a year,” Harris said. “Has anyone sold or purchased a red Ciera and blue van with stripes from your yard?”

      Kenny took a puff of his pipe, politely blowing the smoke over his shoulder. “Not that I know of.”

      Great, Harris thought. Wasted my time. The junkyard was just one of the places she wanted to visit in her hunt for the vehicles. She collected the pictures just as Jason’s expressive eyes widened with excitement. “Wait. I remember something,” he said, holding a finger in the air. “Bill Simmons. A friend. He had a van he recently sold this guy. Described him as a real weirdo. That’s how come he told us about it. Said the guy would only pay cash. Was in a real hurry and didn’t even want to drive it.”

      Harris gripped the counter, steadying herself and not wanting to look too excited. She opened her satchel, searching for her audio recorder. She couldn’t find it through the mess of files. She took out a notebook instead and began jotting. “Who’s Bill Simmons?”

      Jason snapped to, as though just realizing that the name wasn’t familiar to just anyone. “Oh. He’s a mechanic who works at a place off 44. He’s on my bowling team.”

      Harris scribbled wildly as the first real break in the case seemed rear. “When did he sell this van?”

      “About three weeks ago.”

      Harris slammed the notebook onto the counter, startling Jason, who jumped back a step. “Are you kidding me? Three weeks! Get me Bill’s phone number and address right away. I don’t have a moment to spare.”

      Kenny then snapped his fingers. “Come to think of it, I know who bought that van.” He paused, saying the name proudly after a deep breath. “Bill Avery.”

      Jason rolled his eyes with a sigh. “No, Bill Avery didn’t buy a van. He got that Firebird from the yard. Says he was going to fix her up.”

      “You sure?” Kenny asked.

      Jason cut his hands across the room, dismissing the idea of Bill Avery. “Yes, I’m sure. Bill Simmons told me about the weirdo who bought his van just the other day.”

      Harris stopped writing and looked up, frustrated. “Gentlemen, please.” She then pointed to Jason. “Do you have Bill’s number?”

      Jason reached into his pocket for his cell phone. Once in hand, he scrolled through the numbers on his screen and read it out to her. “His cell service is spotty, so hopefully it works.”

      “And where does he work?” Harris asked.

      Jason closed his eyes. “Uh… It’s just some little mechanic shop down 44.”

      Kenny slapped Jason’s shoulder and gave a small laugh. “You’re thinking of Shelly,” He then looked at Harris with a smile. “Shelly’s Auto Repair, that is.”

      “Anything else you can tell me about these vehicles?” she asked, trying hard not to be impatient.

      Both men shook their heads. “No Ciera or Cadillac came from this lot,” Kenny continued. “I can tell you that. Some detective came around here years ago asking the same question.”

      “What detective?” she asked.

      “Some guy. Forgot his name,” Kenny said. “He only asked about Cadillacs. Told him the same thing. No working Cadillac ever came from this lot.”

      “What about stolen?” Harris said. “Any vehicles ever stolen?”

      Laughter erupted from Kenny as he slapped the counter. Jason turned away, hiding his own smile. Harris waited patiently until Kenny caught his breath, apologizing. “You gotta understand, Detective. We get jerk-offs trying to break in here all the time. Some of them are after the same copper wire they’ve traded in. But Razor usually chases ‘em off.”

      Jason looked at Harris to clarify. “She’s our Rottweiler.”

      “The best guard dog,” Kenny added.

      Harris nodded politely as Jason leaned against the counter with a nervous smile. “Hey, so I can take you to Shelly’s if you’d like.”

      “I’ve got my own car, thank you,” Harris said.

      She suddenly saw discomfort in his face. “I meant,” he said, “you could follow me there. I know exactly where it is. It’d be no problem, really.”

      Kenny then looked kindly at his son as though he had made a blunder. “I think our detective friend here can find her own way.” His attention returned to Harris. “That is, unless you could use the help?”

      “That’s fine,” Harris said. “I’m okay.” She noticed the disappointed look from Jason but didn’t want to give any false hope. He seemed nice enough, but her complete focus was on the case. “I do appreciate your help,” she continued, placing her card on the counter. “Please contact me if anything else comes to mind. Crystal Parker’s life depends on it.” Before leaving, she had one more thought. “For your own safety, please don’t mention I’ve been here to anyone.”

      They wished her a good day through the screen door as she left the trailer. She walked down the steps into the dirt lot with the endless sounds of machinery around her. With a quick glance at the office behind her, she saw Jason watching her through the blinds. He quickly stepped away as if embarrassed. Harris shrugged it off and quickened her pace toward her car. Its green exterior was already dusty from all the activity in the lot. She got inside, noticing the ganders of a few nearby workers at the crushing station.

      From their curious expressions, they seemed to know she was law enforcement. They looked away once she started the engine with a quick turn of the ignition. She backed out and drove through the gate, leaving endless rows of junk cars in her rear-view mirror. Kenny’s Auto Salvage had a friendly enough veneer, but something about it left her with an uneasy feeling of suspicion. It wasn’t going to be her last visit. That much she was sure of.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            The Blue Van

          

        

      

    

    
      Halfway toward the mechanic shop, Harris received a call from the station. Surrounded by other vehicles, she slowed and turned into a CVS parking lot. Sergeant Gibbs was on the line. Harris held the phone on speaker and asked her to repeat herself over the failing signal.

      “I’m on the other side of town, you’ll have to speak up.”

      “Did you ask Detective Knight to come to the station today?” Gibbs continued.

      Harris was surprised to hear that she knew. “Yes. Earlier. He was supposed to come in this afternoon.”

      Gibbs moved away from the loud chatter of the offices. “Well, he just got here, and he’s looking for you.”

      Harris lowered the phone as street traffic zipped past the parking lot. The sky had grown cloudy for some time now. A few drops of rain hit her windshield, earlier than usual. Florida showers were guaranteed each day but usually in the afternoons.

      She sat with the car idling, trying to figure out why Detective Knight had come in so early. Was it a good omen, or bad? She had hoped Knight would call her before making his way to the station. It had only been an hour or so since their meeting. Perhaps his early arrival showed a certain eagerness to assist in the case. She could only hope. “Is he there with you?” she asked Gibbs. “Can I talk to him?”

      “Um. I think he’s in the captain’s office,” Gibbs said. “A lot of people wanted to talk to him. I think he’s a bit occupied.”

      Harris couldn’t help but smile. “Okay. Tell him I’m just following up on a lead right now. I’ll be at the station as soon as I’m done.”

      “You got it, Detective. We’ll see you then.”

      Harris thanked her and then hung up, placing her cell phone on the middle console. As pleased as she was to know that Knight had decided to go to the station, she felt worried about what he might tell the captain. No plan had been run past her superiors, and the task force assigned to investigate the bombing were likely to have their own ideas. The van purchase was a huge lead, and she fully intended to follow through.

      Her eyes watched the road beyond her windshield as each vehicle passed. The kidnapper could be driving around anywhere and planning to leave another trap for them in his wake. No vehicles so far matched the van that Louise had described leaving the Try ‘N Save, but that didn’t stop Harris from seeing it on every corner. She soon left the parking lot, jetting down the four-lane road. Just past the traffic lights ahead, she saw a sign on the right for Shelly’s Auto Repair. She’d found the place, tucked away among a small string of shops and a check cashing business. Harris drove through the bumpy, pothole-laden lot and arrived at an open garage on the corner with several cars parked inside.

      Mechanics in blue jumpsuits were busy at work, bending into open hoods and under cars on their wheeled boards or overhead lifts. Harris parked near a tiny office on the side of the garage and shut off the engine. She turned and observed the garage, looking around for Bill Simmons. If her streak of good fortune were to continue, she’d find him here.

      She had no idea what to expect as she got out of her car and walked toward the garage, badge in hand and pistol concealed under her blazer. The four mechanics in view were too busy to notice her approach. Their drills and hoses and air pumps, compressors, and hydraulic jacks set a kind of background hum. She stood under the open rolling door of the first bay for a moment before turning toward the office. A tall mechanic with long, skinny arms called out to her from a monitor station near the entrance.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?” he said with a Southern accent. “Sorry, we can’t have people in the garage.”

      His sleeves were rolled up, exposing oil stains and tattoos. He wore wrap-around goggles and a red bandana on his head. Harris approached him, relieved to be talking to someone but hesitant to state her business. She subtly displayed her badge and asked to speak with the manager. Any one of the mechanics could be Bill Simmons, maybe even this guy, and she wanted to stay low-key and avoid speculation. “No one is in trouble,” she said. She simply needed information.

      “The manager?” the man said, pausing to scratch his side. He looked around the busy garage and then through the office window. “He’s around here somewhere. Anything I can help you with?”

      Harris decided to get right to the point. “I need to talk to one of your employees about a very important matter. Is Bill Simmons here?”

      The man paused, not wanting to disappoint her maybe. “Bill? Man, I haven’t seen him around here in days.” He then turned toward the office and knocked on the window. A pudgy man in a work polo shirt glanced up from his desk and pointed to the phone he was holding against his ear.

      “That’s Frank. He’s the shift manager,” the man continued. “He should be able to help you out.”

      “I’m Detective Harris by the way, and you are . . .?”

      The man pointed to himself. “Me? I’m Rick.”

      Harris pulled out her pocket notepad and pen. “Rick, when was the last time you saw Bill Simmons?”

      He hesitated for an answer as other mechanics began to look over. The shiny badge clipped to Harris’s belt always caused speculation. “Last week I think I saw him. Then this week I thought he might be on vacation but wasn’t sure.”

      “It’s my understanding that Bill owned a blue van he recently sold. Do you know anything about that?”

      Rick shook his head just as the manager made his way into the garage, wiping his sweaty forehead and looking concerned. He appeared tired and overworked. Harris hoped that he wouldn’t be put out that she’d talked to Rick first, but Simmons not being at work for a week was concerning enough.

      “I’ve got this,” Frank said, and Rick looked back toward the garage but stayed put. The manager turned his attention to Harris. “Yes, how may I help you?” he said, extending his hand.

      “She’s asking about Bill,” Rick said, cutting in.

      Harris smiled after shaking hands and noticed the manager glance down at her clipped badge. “Nothing serious,” she assured him. “I had some questions for Bill about the sale of his van.”

      Frank thought to himself, hands on his hips, and sighed. “Well, I haven’t seen Bill all week. What’s today, Wednesday?” Harris nodded. Frank turned to Rick. “Was he here last week?” Rick shrugged. Harris couldn’t believe the confusion among the staff. One of their own mechanics were MIA, and they didn’t even seem to notice.

      “Is he here today?” Harris asked, knowing the answer.

      Frank shook his head. “No. I haven’t seen him. But he’s not on shift, anyway. He’s supposed to come in tomorrow.”

      “I need his address and phone number,” Harris said as she scribbled into her notepad. “It’s very important that I speak with him today.” The manager seemed apprehensive about whether he could disclose such information, but Harris set the record straight. “I’m going to get it somewhere, so I’d appreciate you saving me an hour.” Frank and Rick exchanged glances. “It’s perfectly fine,” she continued. “He’s not in any trouble, I assure you.”

      “She was asking about a blue van,” Rick said to Frank. “You know anything about it?”

      Frank placed his fingers over his chin as another mechanic moved closer and began to watch them. “He used to drive one, yeah. Sold it a couple of weeks ago.”

      The pieces were beginning to come together. “Do you know to who?”

      “Nah,” Frank said dismissively. “Never mentioned anything to us.”

      Satisfied enough, Harris proceeded to ask again for the address. If Bill wasn’t at work, she was going to find him somehow. Frank shuffled back inside, offering to call Bill first and see if he was home. Harris followed him, thanking Rick as she passed. She waited patiently at the counter with customers seated nearby in a small lobby, reading dog-eared auto trader magazines and watching TV.

      Frank came around through another door and sat in front of a computer, presumably to search for Bill’s information. He picked up the office phone and made a call as Harris watched. It was strange that neither the manager or a co-worker hadn’t seen or talked to Bill in days. She considered walking through the garage to inquire further with the other mechanics, but she wanted to see what a phone call would garner. Frank sat on the phone for a minute and then began speaking.

      “Hey, Bill. It’s Frank. Could you call us back here ASAP? It’s important. Thanks.” He hung up the phone and swung his office chair around to face Harris. “Voice mail. I know he likes to sleep in.”

      “What’s the address?” Harris asked, cell phone in hand.

      Frank squinted at his monitor screen. “5512 Piedmont Drive. That’s what it says here.”

      She typed the address as her GPS searched for results. Simmons’s house was a fifteen-minute drive from the shop. There was no reason to hang around any longer. Harris thanked the manager and Rick and promptly left through the lobby exit, hurrying to her car. Before she got in, she again noticed the stares from mechanics who had stopped working to look at her from their stations.

      Rick stood in the middle of the bay, eyes shifting toward the ground. Word must have gotten out that she was looking for Simmons. If he wasn’t home, then she planned to return to the shop to ask more questions. For now, the clock was ticking. How amazing would it be, she thought, if I solved this thing without any help from that fancy task force? The idea propelled her further as she hopped inside her car, started the engine, and sped off to find another piece of the elaborate puzzle.

      

      The green Taurus coasted down the narrow street of a quiet neighborhood. Old homes were obscured by trees and brush on both sides. Harris neared a small, elevated yellow home on her left with a chain-link fence surrounding it. The mailbox at the end of the oil-stained driveway was clear enough: 5512. There was a classic aqua Chevy Camaro parked just outside the closed garage. As she slowed and turned into the driveway, Harris saw that the otherwise glossy, refurbished car was covered with twigs and leaves from an overhead oak tree. She examined the house from behind the wheel.

      There were two windows in the front with the blinds closed. There were three concrete steps that led to the door, four newspaper rolls atop the first step. All the signs were there of something unusual. Harris turned off her engine and got out, closing the door lightly. She felt her stomach tighten.

      She watched the curtains for anyone watching but saw no movement. Stepping back, she approached the mailbox and opened it. The inside was stuffed with mail. She looked down both sides of the street and didn’t see any cars coming. The quiet air made her nervous. She hoped that Simmons was there. Turning back to the house, she walked up the driveway and opened the chain-link fence gate. She followed a cement walkway to the front door. Her eyes remained on the windows, but there was no movement, no shadows behind the curtains. Perhaps Simmons was sleeping.

      She walked up the three steps and knocked on the door with authority. She waited a moment before noticing the doorbell on the side. Pressing the button, she heard light chimes from inside. And then nothing.

      “Mr. Simmons!” she said, pounding on the door. “My name is Detective Harris. I need to speak to you.”

      She waited once again with her ear against the door. No sounds came from within. There were no footsteps or movement of any kind. She rang the doorbell again, assuming he was sleeping. There was no reason he would be hiding. He wasn’t in any trouble. She just wanted to talk. The classic car in the driveway wasn’t a guarantee that he was home. She called out for him again, her patience waning.

      She moved to a narrow, vertical window beside the door and tried to peek in. It was dark inside, and she could barely see a thing. She didn’t want to leave without speaking to him. She was even prepared to wait for him if he wasn’t home, even though Detective Knight was expecting her at the station. Walking down the steps, Harris pulled her cell phone out and called his number again. It went to voice mail as it had done when his boss called.

      “This is Bill. You know what to do.”

      Harris soon spoke. “Mr. Simmons, I’m Detective Harris with Melville County Investigations. It’s important that I talk to you.” She faced the house, pacing before the steps. “I’m at your house right now. I need your help. I need you to call me back ASAP. Thank you.” She hung up and lowered the phone with increasing concern.

      The man who had potentially sold his van to the kidnappers had vanished. She didn’t want to go into details over the phone, though she hoped she hadn’t scared him off. She approached the door and knocked repeatedly. She then listened against the door and heard a chime from inside coming from what sounded like a phone.

      She went for the doorknob and found it unlocked. She pushed the door halfway open as it creaked. Calling out his name, she reached for her pistol. Sunlight seeped into the foyer as she stuck her head inside. “Mr. Simmons? Are you in there?”

      She heard another chime. She didn’t have a warrant but felt there was a fair amount of probable cause to enter. A potent odor suddenly struck her as she stepped inside. Unmistakable. Something wasn’t right indeed. With her pistol out, she moved slowly through the tiled foyer, past a line of shoes lined up against the wall. She passed a cluttered living room and didn’t see any signs of Simmons yet. A small kitchen awaited her ahead, where she noticed a cell phone resting on the counter and plugged into a nearby outlet. The smell of decay seemed to get worse the deeper she got inside the house. There wasn’t a window in the house without curtains drawn or blinds closed.

      She flicked the light switch on and immediately backed away from a circular kitchen table in the corner where a man was sitting. Gasping, with her pistol in the air, she shouted, “Put your hands up!” But the man didn’t move.

      Her eyes adjusted to the hanging light above the table and rested on the slouched man, who was covered in blood from his neck down. She stared at the gruesome sight and thought she was going to be sick. A waft of feces and rot struck her, more potent than the last time. She covered her mouth and cautiously approached the table, her pistol steadied in one hand. The man before her had his throat slit.

      Dry blood had crusted to his shirt. The table was stained with the same brownish red. Harris circled around him and saw that his arms were bound behind the chair with a zip tie. His eyes were closed. His mouth was open in a state of frozen shock. He was barefoot and wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Harris spun around, alert at the prospect of the killer still occupying the murder scene, although it was obvious this wasn’t a fresh killing.

      Everything in the house was still and quiet. A nearby refrigerator hummed. She could still hear birds chirping from outside. She supposed that the corpse at the table was Bill Simmons. She approached the cell phone on the counter and saw that her number was displayed on the screen as a missed call.

      “What happened to you, Mr. Simmons?” she asked, turning back to face him.

      She then moved quickly out of the kitchen and down a hall with one bedroom at the end and a bathroom across from it. Her search yielded nothing more. It was just a normal bedroom, slightly messy with clothes everywhere. She noticed a desk inside with its drawers open and papers tossed about. Then it hit her. If Simmons had produced a bill of sale, it could lead to the purchaser of her van, the ‘weirdo’ Simmons himself had referred to. But now was not the time to go rummaging for documents. There was a murdered corpse in the kitchen.

      Harris estimated his death to have been within or around forty-eight hours. She moved back through the house looking for any signs of a break-in. The windows were intact, and the home didn’t appear to be burglarized. A full entertainment center was on display in the living room amid a shelf with collectible plates. This was about something else. The connection was far too great. She drew her cell phone from her pocket and called the station.

      “This is Detective Harris,” she said urgently to the dispatcher. “I’m at 5512 Piedmont Drive with a 187. Victim is male, late forties. Throat slashed and left to die. Send backup.”

      Harris then called Captain Star’s office. After three rings, the captain picked up. She could tell she was on speaker. “There’s been another homicide that I believe is directly linked to the kidnappings.”

      “What are you talking about?” he said, sounding irritated. “I’ve got a retired detective here who says you called him in to help with the case.”

      “Sir, I did, but first, there’s a murdered man by the name of Bill Simmons. He may have sold the kidnappers their getaway van. I came to talk to Mr. Simmons and found him dead in his kitchen. His throat was slashed, and his hands were tied behind his back. I’d say he’s been dead for at least twenty-four hours.” She paused and wasn’t surprised to find dead silence over the line. She imagined them huddled around the phone, minds racing.

      “Wait…” the captain said. “So. You’re there now?”

      “The door was unlocked. I walked in after a whiff of a strong decaying smell.”

      Star sighed as his chair creaked forward. “The chief is supposed to deliver a statement within the hour. The task force is supposed to arrive soon after that. They’re calling this an act of domestic terrorism. I’ve got to drive to Felder’s next-of-kin this afternoon with the chief and the major. And now you’ve found what, another victim?”

      Harris entered the kitchen, pacing with the phone to her ear. “Yes. I think our killer wanted to silence him, stop him from leading us to them. It’s like they know our every move.”

      Then Knight got on the line, speaking from a distance in the chief’s office. “Sounds familiar,” Knight said.

      Harris thanked him for coming in. “Can you come to the scene?”

      A hesitant pause, and then Knight said, “As long as I’m not in the way.”

      “Don’t worry about that, Charles,” the captain said. “We’re going to need all the help we can get.” He then addressed Harris. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll send CSI right over.”

      “Yes sir,” she said. He hung up without a word. She left the kitchen, unable to take the smell, and went out the front door. The clean air was instantly refreshing. Harris gagged at the thought of Simmons’s corpse at the table. There was no doubt in her mind as to the identity of the deceased. It had to be Bill Simmons. And his killer was the same sick individual who had murdered Felder. The investigation had gone full circle, and she had a van to find before another victim turned up. She sat on the steps and waited. Far from feeling the closure needed, she felt more determined than ever.
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      Everett sat comfortably behind his work bench, soldering some wires. He’d been down in his basement for hours and was starting to get hungry. The red numbers of the digital clock said 2:15 pm. The past few weeks, he and Belma had been busier than he could recall. They’d been moving around a lot, living in one place just long enough to get settled, and then moving on, but lately had decided to return to the place they used to call home: Melville, Florida.

      Their family had grown over the years. Everett felt invigorated at their prospects. They had long moved from their secluded cabin in the hills to a sprawling farmhouse where they could complete their work and retire in peace. Everett always had a knack for explosives. Before serving a higher purpose, he had worked as a pyro technician for concerts and fireworks shows. His self-taught bomb-making skills were exceptional. He’d learned a lot from his army father, who had served in the ordinance corps during WWII. His father had always believed in him, even if Everett saw disappointment in his eyes before he died. For so much of Everett’s life, he had lacked direction. All of that changed after he met Belma.

      The door opened, and he heard footsteps. Belma soon came into view at the top of the stairs, carrying a tray. She looked into the darkened basement, squinting.

      “Why don’t you turn some lights on?” she asked, annoyed.

      Everett looked up from his desk lamp, his glasses resting on the tip of his nose. “I haven’t replaced some of the bulbs yet.” A lone fluorescent bulb flickered from above. The seven other bulbs were all burnt out. Everett had put it off for a while. He was preoccupied with a myriad of other tasks. Belma came downstairs and set the silver tray down on the corner of his workbench where there was space. A ham sandwich rested on a plate, along with a snack-size bag of chips and a glass of milk. She couldn’t have arrived at a more perfect time.

      “I figured I’d bring some food down to your cave. Lord knows the next time you’ll emerge.”

      Everett glanced up with his smile, holding his soldering gun. “Thank you, my love. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You’d endure endless suffering,” she said, squeezing his free hand. She then walked past the table, observing the rest of the spacious room that resembled an underground lab.

      There were maps and blueprints on the wall next to a long white board with equations written all over it in marker. In the corner and under the stairs were shelves stocked with medical supplies, survivalist kits, canned goods, and non-perishable foods. Tools and wires occupied the shelves of another unit, next to a full pallet of fertilizer. On the ground were rows of pressure cookers. Everett’s basement had all the supplies necessary to construct improvised explosives, giving him everything he needed to perfect his trade and carry out his mission.

      Everett set his soldering gun down and leaned back in his chair, stretching. The entire room smelled of cooked wires. His sleeves were rolled up. A small lens scope hung from his neck. Belma was right. He’d been in that room all day. He pushed himself up against the table and rose to his feet, his knees cracking. Belma fiddled with the tuning knob of his portable stereo. He’d been listening to the oldies station. She considered most music rubbish but did have an affinity for classical.

      “You know how much that bothers me,” he said as static crackled from the radio.

      Belma turned the volume down in response, stepping away. “You need stimulation, dear.”

      Everett pushed his work aside and moved the tray in front of him. She cut his sandwich in diagonal angles, just the way he liked it. He set his glasses aside and took his first bite, noticing her fixation on the blueprints taped to the concrete wall. “How’s our girl?” he asked, chewing.

      “Terrified,” Belma answered. “Hysterical. Unable to say a word.”

      Everett shrugged and took another bite. “The others worked out just fine.”

      “Not all of them,” Belma said.

      Everett continued chewing, mind wandering. “Look, I miss Sarah and Jenny like it was yesterday,” he began. “Sometimes things happen that we have no control of, and we have to move on.”

      Belma moved away from the wall and then leaned against the table. “You never answered my question from last night. How are our finances?”

      “We’re fine,” he quickly said. “You know money has never been a problem for us.”

      Belma shook her head and stepped back. “I don’t want to move again, Everett. I want to stay here and raise our family. Teach them our ways, spread our message to this whole damn town.”

      He set his glass of milk down and wiped his face. “This is home now, B. Everything is going just as planned. This will all end soon. And then we can focus on our family.”

      “You really want this to be the last girl?” Belma asked.

      Everett thought to himself and then responded. “We’ll see how it goes. Once her first cycle starts, I’ll do what’s necessary. And then we’ll see what kind of fruit she bears.”

      Belma crossed her arms with something clearly on her mind. Everett went to take another bite of his sandwich and then looked up, noticing. “What is it?”

      She answered with a sigh and a shake of her head. “We’ve been through this before, and I’m not going to dwell on it. But do you enjoy your time with our girls?”

      The remaining sandwich dropped from his hands. “I would be lying if I said otherwise. But I’m doing this for us. We have a legacy to uphold, a message to spread to this world. It begins with us here. It begins with our family.”

      Belma lowered her arms to her side and then sauntered toward him, dragging her long nail along the table. “Sometimes I wonder if you think of me when you’re bedding these girls or if you’re thinking of the girls when you’re bedding me.”

      Everett slammed his hands on the table, losing his patience. “Dammit, Belma. I’ve got work to do here. Don’t you understand how important this is? That detective woman reached out to Knight, just as we had planned.” He suddenly stood up, chair rolling out behind him, and moved to the map and blueprints on the wall behind him. “This ends everything. The police won’t know what hit ‘em.” His hand smacked the wall against a van’s diagram. “Pretty soon every lawman in the county is going to be searching for our blue van. Right now, it’s safely hidden in the barn. Soon enough, it’ll be right on their front doorstep.” He spun around and smacked his hands together, indicating an explosion. “After I’m done making these explosives, that baby’s going to leave a crater in the ground the size of Wyoming.”

      A smile slowly swept across Belma’s face as she stared at him with a star-struck gaze. “And our retired detective friend?”

      “He’ll be summoned into action. We might have to start following him around again, but mark my words. They’re all going to die. The police have meddled long enough. We will send them a clear and defiant message.”

      Unable to contain her glee, Belma threw her arms around him and squeezed tight. “You always have the answers, baby. I’m so happy for you…for us.”

      “Me too,” he said, squeezing her back.

      After a quiet moment of holding each other, Belma looked up at him with newfound concern. “What about that man who sold you the van?”

      She looked at him, admiring his gray eyes and even his stubble-ridden face. His formerly blond hair had nearly turned completely gray over the years and hung just over his forehead in a shaggy mop-top. He said reassuringly, “I took care of our van dealer friend just the other day. Gotta tie up those loose ends, you know?”

      Belma nodded as she rubbed his chest. “You should go meet Crystal. The sooner the better.”

      “All in due time. I’d like to check on Brittany first. She’s had her hands full with the little ones,” he said.

      Belma nodded. “Everett Jr. tried to escape the other day. Forgot to lock the door behind me.”

      Everett placed his palm against her warm cheek. “We could all stand to be a little more careful. Not to worry; this will all end soon enough. And it will end with the death of our enemies.”

      “Hypocrites,” Belma seethed. “Those liars and bastards.”

      “We’ll take out as many as we can,” Everett continued. “And in the ensuing chaos, destroy all potential evidence linking us to a crime. And then we get on with our lives, starting with fixing this place up.”

      Belma hugged him again. “You always know what to say.” He rubbed her back as dim static buzzed from the radio. “Everett?”

      “Yes?” he said, eyes closed and cheek pressed against hers.

      “Have you ever resented me for not being able to have children?”

      “No,” he said. “Never. Like I’ve said before, there’s always another way. We are the prophets of light, drawn together to change the world. It’s coming to a glorious close.” As they hugged, he reached over and grabbed a flyer from the table, handing it over. “What do you think?”

      Belma backed away from him and observed the crumbled flyier for the annual Melville County Fall Harvest Festival. The event was set to commence in two days at Hyde Park. “How are you going to get the van anywhere near this event?”

      “We’re not going to do anything,” Everett said. “Our friend Detective Charles is going to help us.” He gently brushed Belma’s auburn hair back with one hand and returned to his table. “You just make sure we have a room ready for his wife. I’ll be paying her a visit today.”

      Belma maintained her rapt gaze as her husband resumed soldering wires and thin smoke trailed upward. She often watched him work but soon turned away and continued to the stairs. Halfway up, she stopped and turned to him with a question. “We’re not bad, are we?”

      “Of course not,” he said, looking down. “This is a battle we must win. There are innocent casualties in every war.” He paused and glanced up at her, sincerity lighting his eyes. “Remember, they started this. They’ve tried to poison our minds. They’ve tried to turn us against each other and drive us insane. That all ends now. They won’t know what hit them. And we’re going to give Detective Charles the ride of his life.” Belma continued up the stairs, seemingly satisfied.

      The door closed, and the room fell quiet. Everett turned the radio tuner back to his oldies station but found that a commercial was playing. He and Belma had been together for quite some time, fifteen years to be exact. Their lives had irrevocably changed one fateful day. It felt like a lifetime ago. In vengeance, they had found solace. People had to be made to suffer. And soon… many would die.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Harris walked with other detectives inside Simmons’ house as police cordoned the area outside. Paramedics were on the scene but instructed not to move the body until investigators completed their sweep of the kitchen. Bill Simmons was identified as the victim. He was a forty-six years old, twice-divorced father of two who lived alone. There was no evidence of a break-in or robbery as a motive. Simmons’s back and front doors were both unlocked. The killer could just have walked in. This led Harris to believe that they must have known each other. Detective Richard Prater from Homicide took several pictures of the seated corpse, taking special notice of the lacerations on the victim’s side and arm. There was also bruising on the face, a sign of a struggle. A thorough search of the kitchen gave no clear indication of what had happened. Most curious of all, no note was left behind.

      “It’s strange,” Harris mused. “Every other act perpetrated by our killer has left some kind of note linking the crimes.”

      Captain Star soon arrived with ex-Detective Knight in tow. The captain looked naturally flustered as Knight strolled in next to him, dressed in his retirement garb, including a cabana hat, a short-sleeved button-up shirt, and cargo shorts. He also walked with a cane. Harris was aware he had suffered knee and back injuries a decade ago in the line of duty.

      She almost felt bad for him and for dragging him out of the comfort of retirement, but then remembered the murdered man in their midst and the young girl who was still missing. The blinds and curtains throughout the small house had been opened, allowing daylight to fully enter the room. Six police cruisers, two unmarked cars, and an ambulance occupied the street outside, noticeably drawing the neighbors’ attention to the house.

      The captain approached Harris after a quick glance at the victim and a hand to his mouth to deflect the smell. “First question. What were you doing here?”

      “Sir?” she said, curious.

      “You discovered the body, yes?”

      Noticing most eyes in the room on her, Harris elaborated. “I came here to talk to Mr. Simmons. I received word that he had sold a van that matches our description to a strange individual.”

      Captain Star studied her for a moment, finger to his chin. “And then you just waltzed in here and found him dead?”

      “I had reason to believe someone was in here,” Harris said. “The door was half open and I walked in after getting a whiff of the smell.”

      Knight walked past them both and stood at the end of the table, observing the victim. “Slit his throat like it was nothing.” He paused and looked around the otherwise quaint kitchen. “No note this time.” He then placed his cane against the wall. “I believe our killer almost made a mistake.” Harris and the captain turned to face him, curious where he was going and hopeful he’d discovered something. “If what you’re saying is true, our killer purchased the van and later decided to kill Mr. Simmons, fearing that we’d make a connection.”

      Detective Prater, relatively new to homicide, approached Knight with a hint of skepticism. “That’s some incredible foresight on the killer’s part. What makes you so sure about it?”

      Sensing tension, Captain Star stepped in. “This is retired Detective Charles Knight. He worked this case many years ago.” He then leaned closer to Prater. “And he’s here to help, so let’s treat him accordingly.”

      Knight raised an it’s-okay hand. “I appreciate that, Captain, but I don’t mind questions. This elusive bastard has been haunting me long enough. And I’m stunned that after five years, it’s still ongoing.”

      “I think we all are,” Star added. He turned to look at Harris and Prater. “On that note. I want him found today. Not tomorrow or next week. Talk to everyone on this block. I shouldn’t have to tell you how to do your jobs.” He paused and took a deep breath. “Sorry. You know what I mean. We’re already dealing with one fallen officer. This department will accept no more.”

      Harris stepped forward. “Sir, about this federal task force—”

      “They’ll be here this afternoon,” he quickly interjected. “Get as close to a lead on this as you can. They’ll take it from there.”

      “I say we’re pretty damn close,” Prater added with confidence. “Dust every inch of this house for prints and try to find the murder weapon.”

      “He wears gloves,” Knight said, causing the others to look at him, startled. “Disguises too. He can move without drawing attention to himself. He has extensive explosives training and could be independently wealthy.” Knight looked up and noticed their eyes on him. “Sorry. Just seems like the same case as before. But before, he never outright murdered someone this way.” Knight turned and pointed to the victim. “This was to cover his tracks. It has little to do with the game.”

      Two male paramedics entered the kitchen with a wheeled gurney. Harris and the others moved aside to make room. Captain Star waved his hand, clearing the air around him. “Yes. Get the victim’s body out of here and to the medical examiner for an autopsy.” The zip-tie from around Simmons’s wrists had been cut and bagged as evidence. The EMTs carefully lifted him from the chair and placed him inside a large body bag. Simmons had been seated for so many hours that his body had practically stiffened in that position. Harris watched, sickened, as Simmons’s joints cracked when they tried to lay him down. They soon zipped the bag and wheeled him out of the kitchen, though the stench of death remained.

      Captain Star followed them out of the kitchen, waving the group into the living room. “Have the next of kin been notified yet?” he asked Harris upon her approach.

      “Not yet, sir, but I’m on it.”

      He placed his hands on his hips with an exhausted sigh. “Fine, fine. Look. I’ve got to get back to the station. I just wanted to find out what the hell was going on. I’m asking for your best.”

      Harris nodded. “We’re closing in. I can feel it.”

      Knight approached Star as Prater remained in the kitchen, taking more pictures. “Maybe I can address him directly. Draw him out of hiding. Maybe… I can offer him a deal.”

      Star placed a hand on Knight’s shoulder. “I do appreciate that, Charles. We all do. But you’ve got to take it easy. We’re happy for the help, but we can’t be liable for your safety.”

      “Yes, of course,” Knight said. “I’m here to provide info. My days of chasing down bad guys are long over.”

      “Something tells me you’d like to tear this guy a new asshole though,” Star said with a laugh.

      They shook hands like old friends. Harris was curious how they had gotten so close, but it certainly didn’t bother her. Having the captain on their side would only help. A few police officers slipped inside with their radios blasting. The van’s description had been released on all channels.

      Harris hoped that an All Points search would get them closer, but her instincts told her that the killer was already ahead of them in that regard. Suddenly she realized that it was just she and Knight standing there. She motioned toward the couch, covered with a plaid blanket, and asked if he wanted to sit. Knight nodded and they both sat toward the middle, the cushions sinking around them.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” she said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t at the station earlier, but you can see why.” She crossed her arms, almost hugging herself, and Knight gave her a small, sympathetic sigh. He then removed his cabana hat and set it aside.

      “Yes,” he said, observing the living room. “I saw a lot of things in my time, but it’s still hard for me to believe that a person could do all this.” He stroked his stubble-ridden cheeks, seeming at a loss for words. Harris knew the feeling all too well. The hiatus had only been temporary. It was certain now that their culprit was never going to stop killing or kidnapping or planting explosives. It would never end unless they ended it for him.

      “There are two of them,” Harris said. “They’re local. They never stay in one place for too long. This game you’ve described sounds like an act of vengeance.” She glanced at their blurry reflections on the blank flat screen TV across from them.

      “I wonder how they met?” Knight asked as though the question was meant for himself.

      “Simmons and his killer?” Harris asked, receiving a nod from Knight. “Auto Trader? Classified ad?”

      Knight slapped his leg. “Exactly. We search Simmons’s phone records, I guarantee there’s a call or text message somewhere about this van.”

      The idea was so obvious, Harris was surprised it hadn’t been the first thing she thought of. She’d witnessed killers who had thoroughly covered their tracks before, but even the most careful seldom caught everything. In the age of advanced technology, leaving a simple phone call was often overlooked. “That’s a great place to start,” she assured him. For a moment, they disappeared into their own thoughts. Knight studied the carpet as Harris glanced at the police outside, neither really seeing anything. She then looked at Knight, clearly hatching an idea. “How long are you free today?” she began.

      Knight tapped his fingers along his cabana hat and then answered. “A few hours. As long as I get back by dinnertime.”

      “Sounds like you know what’s on the menu.”

      “I do. Bonnie is making lasagna tonight. A personal favorite dish of mine.”

      Harris rose from the couch and offered her hand in assistance. Knight took it and came to his feet with a grunt. “Just a few more hours,” she said. “I’d like to head back to the station and work on getting those phone records.” She turned to address Detective Prater as he entered the room. “We’ve got some business at the station. Are you good?”

      He held out his latex-gloved hands, shrugging. “I suppose I’ll be canvassing the neighborhood then?” He wasn’t happy.

      “It’s only fair,” she said, standing her ground. “I’ve done a lot of legwork myself.”

      “Fair?” Prater said. “We’ll see once the Feds take over.” During their brief confrontation, Harris noticed that Knight was now standing in the opposite corner of the room, fixated on something. She excused herself and went over to him. He was at a desk, with papers scattered on top and framed photos resting at an angle. She had no idea what had caught his attention. Her eyes followed his direction to a few notebooks lying below.

      “What is it?” she asked, concerned.

      “I don’t believe it…” he said. Before she could ask again, he picked up one of the notebooks and held it up. She looked at the front and found that it was labeled “journal” in black marker. She snatched it from his hands and flipped it open. Much to her excitement, the pages were dated. She flipped wildly through until reaching a portion of blank pages. The journal had come to an end.
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      Clouds gradually parted from the gray sky above the farmhouse. Everett had just come outside, dressed in a beige trench coat with a suit and tie underneath. He had just had a clean shave, and his hair was slicked back and gleaming. His square-framed glasses had been swapped for more studious-looking, circular ones. With his leather briefcase in hand, he resembled an insurance salesman or solicitor. That was the idea. Everett had a series of disguises for his travels. It had become a staple of the game they often initiated on their unsuspecting town. The most crucial element was not getting caught.

      He and Belma hadn’t been active in the game for years. They had wanted to keep things quiet. They had wanted to raise their family, but during that time, they had faced some complications. He didn’t have all the answers to why things hadn’t turned out as planned. The past couple of years had been messy. They had lost three members of the family.

      Their first surrogate, Sarah, had tragically taken her own life. Their third, Jenny, had tried to escape one too many times and could not be trusted. Jenny’s son, Allen, had succumbed to illness and passed away before his third birthday. But they had three other children: Everett Jr, Meadow, and Katelyn. The family was growing. And how great it was to have a son again.

      Everett walked between the columns and down the wooden steps of his front porch, taking in the fresh air. The breeze provided comfort after his many hours in the basement. He felt cautiously optimistic about his prospects that day. A million things could go wrong. He might not return home at all. He hated traveling without Belma, but she was needed more at the house, especially with their new arrival. This was a mission he had to embody command with his own volition. He had to keep the inevitable mistakes to a minimum. But with just the right timing and fortune, they’d pull it off.

      He approached their Buick station wagon parked in front of the house. Tracking through the grass dirtied his dress shoes, but his shoe cleaning kit was packed in the car with everything else. Halfway to the car, he heard the front patio door swing open as Belma left the house to catch up to him.

      She called out to him, carrying a fedora in hand. Everett turned around at the driver’s door, wondering what was up as she approached. “Don’t forget your hat,” she said, placing it on his head, out of breath. “It makes you look so distinguished.” She pecked him on the cheek as he adjusted the hat and thanked her.

      He opened the car door and then pointed at her. “I’ll be back in a few hours, so make sure to have a room ready.”

      Belma clasped her hands and jumped once in the air. She wore a long flower-patterned sundress with her red hair tied up in a loose bun. Lines formed across her freckled cheeks, widening with a worried smile. “This will do it then, right? Everything will be better?”

      Everett leaned inside and placed his briefcase on the passenger seat. He returned outside and pulled Belma close, hugging her. “This evens the score, my dear. True happiness  awaits.”

      She kissed him on the cheek and lips, pulling him tight and not wanting to let go. Everett gently pushed her away, emphasizing that he needed to get moving. “Our window of opportunity is very slim.”

      “Well, he’s out of the house, right?” she asked.

      Everett nodded with one hand on the door. “So far, so good. But not a minute to spare!”

      “Did you bring your equipment?” she asked, peering into the backseat.

      Everett removed his fedora and tossed it inside atop his briefcase. “I sure did.”

      Belma began counting off her fingers. “You’ve got the stun gun, the zip-ties, the binos, knock-out juice, your pistol, gag—”

      “Yes, dear,” he said, turning to enter the car.

      “Wait!” Belma said, reaching out to him just as he shut the door.

      Seated behind the wheel and with increasing frustration, he tried to keep his impatience in check. “What is it?”

      “You haven’t talked to Crystal yet. Don’t you want to see her before you go?” It was an amusing ploy, Everett thought, but he’d have to pass. Belma suffered from an acute separation anxiety and would often not want him to leave her side for any reason. The trick was to never linger. As much as it pained him sometimes, he had to ignore her pleas and keep moving.

      “I’ll talk to her later,” he answered. “And besides, these girls don’t mean a whit to me until they’re fertile.”

      Belma laughed and playfully slapped him on the shoulder. “You old dog, you.”

      Everett turned the ignition as the engine roared to life. “Gotta run, babe. I’ll see you soon.”

      She reverted to her giddy self and wished him luck. He shifted the car and drove down the dirt path leading out the gate. It was a long, bumpy trek to the main road and an even longer one into town. He glanced at his rearview mirror and saw Belma standing in front of their house waving at him. He anticipated the end of the game with much fervor. The nerve of lawmen and women intruding on their lives was an affront he couldn’t abide. And he and Belma were going to make them pay.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Harris could hardly wait to examine every word of the approximately hundred-page journal. Its entries spanned from the previous year to the present. Naturally, her primary interest was in the last few pages. The excerpts ran from a few paragraphs to a page. The date was listed above the often-frenzied handwriting that filled each line. There was no reason to assume that Simmons had even mentioned the sale of his van or who had purchased it in his journal, but there was only one way to find out. The open pages sat under Harris’s desk lamp. She hovered over the them with Knight seated nearby. Her finger traced along the line of a recent entry as she read along.

      I don’t know why she won’t let me see my sons more often. It’s like she wants to punish me. For what? Our divorce was, as you could say, amicable. Next thing I know, I’m the worst father ever.

      From what she had skimmed so far, most of the entries rehashed stories about his ex-wife, Samantha, and how much he missed his two sons. Harris couldn’t deny the sadness she felt reading the words of a hard-working murdered man who wasn’t bothering anyone. She skimmed the next few pages, reaching the first entry of his last week alive.

      “There has to be something useful in here,” she said under her breath. “I know it.”

      Knight agreed but was notably silent. Her office door and blinds were closed. Muffled commotion sounded from outside. The chief’s press address had raised more questions than it had answered. The federal task force was due to arrive at the station at any moment. Lieutenant Felder’s memorial ceremony was scheduled for 6 pm that evening.

      Simmons’s house was still an active crime scene. A search was underway for documents pertaining to the van sale. There was no more hectic day in recent memory. But for twenty minutes, none of it mattered. She didn’t want any interruptions.

      Sick of waking up and feeling like a piece of garbage, the next entry said. I wish the drinking could stop, but nothing else gets me through the night sometimes. I’ve missed two days of work as it is. I’d reach out for help but there ain’t a person around. Fuck it. I’m just depressed.

      Harris looked up from the journal, feeling a tinge of guilt from reading his words. She took a deep breath and glanced at Knight. “This was from four days ago. We’re getting close.”

      “If not, there’s always plan B,” Knight said, chin resting on his hand.

      “What’s that?” Harris said, nearly afraid to ask.

      “You just arrest everyone,” he answered with a shrug.

      Harris smiled. “Everyone?”

      Knight backed his chair away. “That’s right. You start locking them up. Weirdos. Freaks. Perverts. All of them. Process of elimination works itself out eventually.” He folded his arms, satisfied, as Harris laughed in guilty response.

      “It’s nice to see that your humor’s still intact after all these years,” she said.

      “I could be a stand-up comedian just like that,” he said, snapping his fingers.

      Resting nearby, her cell phone suddenly flashed and vibrated. Incoming information was too vital to dismiss, so she reluctantly glanced at the caller ID screen and answered. “Yes, Detective Prater?”

      “So far no one has seen a thing,” he told her. “Though, one neighbor did recall hearing a vehicle arrive at Simmons’s house about two nights ago.”

      Harris nodded, holding the phone. “That would put the time of death around our original assessment.”

      “There you go. I’ve talked with about a dozen neighbors. They say that Simmons was friendly and kept to himself. They’re shocked that something like this could happen to him.”

      “So are we,” Harris said. Eager to get back to reading, she set the phone down. “We’ve got to get back to our bit here. I want to sit down with Detective Knight and go over this case piece by piece. My goal is to find a verifiable suspect before the day ends.”

      “Good luck with that,” Prater said with a tinge of sarcasm. “Tell the old man that he might be right. No incriminating prints found so far.”

      Knight leaned closer to the phone and responded. “Told you so.”

      “All right. We have to go,” Harris said. “We’ll call you in a bit.” Prater continued talking, but she hung up. Her eyes had already spotted an entry that might propel their suspect from an apparition to a real person.

      Selling baby blue after all these years. Just need the money. Plus, it’s about time for the old Chrysler to emerge from the garage and re-enter the world. Been working on her long enough. Got a couple of calls about it. One dude was offering cash. No bullshit. How about that?

      Harris’s finger went immediately to the next page. She stared down, stunned. She told Knight, “Detective, you’re a miracle worker.”

      Knight leaned forward, curious. “What is it?”

      “The van!” she said, excited. “He’s mentioned the van. I can’t believe it…” She flipped the page, reading from the third to last entry, which laid out what appeared to be their first vital piece of information: I had to drive the van to this old parking lot near the Try N’ Save. Didn’t even know that place was still in business. This dude offering cash seems a little shady. Brought my gun just in case. I show up, he looks at the van, and he buys it right there on the spot. From there, I was a little confused. Didn’t know what he had driven to get there. He appeared to be alone. He showed me the $2,000. That part was great. But I’m telling you, this dude was weird. A week before he insisted on all these rules, I almost told him to forget the whole thing.

      I had to meet him there, travel alone, and not ask him too many questions. He looked like he was wearing a disguise. He had a ball cap and what looked like a shaggy hair wig with sideburns and a fake mustache. Wasn’t a big guy. He had a jacket over a sweater and so forth. I swear, the son of a bitch looks like he had a fake nose. Told me his name was Dan. I was fine with just taking the money. He even offered to drive me home. Before we left, he got a phone call on his cell phone. He walked out of range, but I could still hear a woman’s voice. She called him Everett. He drove me home, barely said a word, gave me the cash, and dropped me off. Strange guy.”

      “Everett?” Harris said. The name meant nothing to her. With Knight, however, the name seemed to have struck a chord.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Knight stroked along his cheek and screwed up his face, thinking. “I don’t know. Name sounds familiar.”

      “Could just be his middle name,” Harris said, flipping to the next page. There was no mention of the van or its buyer. Simmons griped about work, talked about going out to the bar after work, complained of his inevitable hangovers, and then the entries stopped.

      Despite the seeming simplicity of Simmons’s life, he frequently addressed the larger, more complex questions about his life and the world around him. He admittedly struggled, especially with depression. But he had a passionate spark for classic cars, people, and especially his two young sons. Harris felt saddened to see his story come to an end.

      “So, he paid cash,” Harris continued. “But that doesn’t mean the title wasn’t transferred.”

      She swung toward her computer and logged into the vehicle database. They didn’t have a license plate number, so she began her search by name, typing Simmons’s name and Social Security number from their records. Two vehicles populated: a blue 1967 Plymouth Valiant and a 1992 GMC van. A click on the van link showed that Simmons was still the legal owner. The news was disappointing but not surprising. “Well… that’s that. He was too smart to change the registration.”

      “Everett,” Knight said, leaning back in his chair. “Dan Everett, perhaps? No, Dan must have been an alias. We’re looking for an Everett. That’s our man.”

      “Who do you think the woman is?” Harris asked.

      “Probably his accomplice,” Knight answered.

      Harris felt emboldened by this new lead and ready to delve further into the case. “Phone records,” she said, typing. “I’ll request the court order right now.”

      “Good,” Knight said, looking around the room. He proceeded to flip through Simmons’s journal as she sent the formal records request up the chain. The room got quiet but for the fast typing and the click of the keys. Knight, still searching his memory for the name Everett, looked up and spoke slowly in recollection. “There was a case a few years before I was assigned here, back in my day. It was a botched rescue attempt.” He suddenly leaned forward as though the memory had come to life. “A boy had been kidnapped. Six or seven years old. Police found the guy and surrounded his house. It was some strange hostage situation. The lead officer made a judgment call and sent a team inside the house. It was a disaster.”

      Harris stopped typing and turned in her chair, facing him. She didn’t know where he was going with any of it but didn’t want to miss a word. Knight closed his eyes as the details seemed to emerge. “The boy’s name was Brian. Brian Caldwell. They put pictures of him all over town. The guy who kidnapped him wanted a ransom from the boy’s wealthy father. An exchange was set up and everything, but when the police breached the house, the boy was killed. And the kidnapper was taken out with him.”

      He paused, taking a deep breath. Harris still didn’t see the connection, but she didn’t want to interrupt him. The litany of cases comprising any detective’s career could become a never-ending blur.

      “Lee Strickland, that was the kidnapper’s name. He wanted a lot of money. Took a few bullets instead.”

      “What happened to Brian?” Harris asked. “How did he…”

      “Strickland was unstable. Guess when he saw the heat closing in, he got angry or desperate and took it out on his victim. Slashed his throat before the police could fire a shot.”

      Harris suddenly thought of the gaping, bloody wound across Simmons’s throat when she found him.

      “The boy’s parents. They were beyond distraught, but angry too. They brought a civil suit against the department. The county ruled against them and absolved the department of any wrongdoing. I remember, because the father was everywhere on the news, threatening more legal action. Then he just disappeared.” Knight paused for a moment, not saying a word.

      “What are you suggesting?” Harris asked, impatient, but not wanting to prompt him or lead him.

      Knight shook his head. “I’m not sure. It just all came back to me. Everett Caldwell was the father. One of the moneyed eccentrics about town. I know it sounds ridiculous, but—”

      “No,” Harris said, raising her hands to stop him. “Doesn’t sound ridiculous at all.”

      She swung back to her computer and searched through the news archive in the database, beginning with the name Everett Caldwell. Links to several old articles populated the screen, and she selected the first one. The headline read: The Tragic Fall of the Caldwells. Below was a faded family photo of Everett, his wife, Belma, and their beaming son, Brian, seated on his father’s lap. Harris slowly scrolled down the article, reading as Knight pulled his chair closer. “I think you’re onto something,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      The station wagon parked across the street from the stone house, which looked well cared-for and peaceful, with a row of palm trees on the side and a freshly cut yard. Everett knew the address all too well. He’d been there before. It had been a while. He recalled the thrill of sneaking up the driveway to deliver a letter in the earliest hours of the morning.

      It was a miracle he hadn’t been caught and seen his plans go up in flames way back then. It would be an even bigger miracle if he pulled off his final act. Everett attributed his luck to the righteousness of his mission. He was driven by utter contempt of the town and everyone in it.

      Most importantly, he reveled in toying with the police and evading capture. But he didn’t consider himself a careless person by any measure. He always took precautions. Different vehicles, new disguise, an isolated farmhouse deep in the country were all measures to keep him one step ahead of the law. Everett liked to be the man in the shadows; the invisible man. Careful planning and patience were the key. He’d waited for this moment for so long, a chance to prove to all of them that he could and would win. But there were no guarantees that everything would go as planned.

      Everett watched the house from behind the wheel of his idling wagon. The garage door was open, with a blue Volvo parked inside. Knight wasn’t home, but it certainly looked like his wife was. Everett looked up and down the unwary neighborhood street. A lawn maintenance crew was busy tending to the yard a few houses down. One man with earphones and a bandana on his head pushed a lawn mower, while another trimmed the edges of the driveway.

      Their equipment droned in the background, providing Everett some additional cover. Nothing so far about Everett’s presence seemed to raise any suspicion. There were other vehicles parked along the sidewalk on both sides of the road, including the truck and trailer ahead of him. Everett tilted the rear-view mirror toward himself, practicing his smile as he glanced up.

      He shut off the engine and opened his door, grabbing his suitcase and fedora. He turned toward the house, observing it from behind his sunglasses. The cool breeze invigorated him. He walked across the street, dress shoes clicking against the pavement and then up the driveway to his familiar destination. Knight’s wife Bonnie was no simpleton. He’d have to convince her that he was on the level. He’d have to say whatever he could to get inside the house. Reaching the front door, he took a moment to remove his sunglasses and adjust his tie.

      He glanced behind him, keeping a watch. Knight was at the station as planned, but the man of the house could easily arrive home early and unannounced. Everett moved close to the door and tried to listen for sounds inside. The window to his right had open blinds, but it seemed he hadn’t been spotted yet. One ring of the doorbell, and the games would truly begin. He pressed the glowing button, unleashing a chime inside the house. He knew that Bonnie might be suspicious, though it had been five years since he was last there.

      The droning of the lawn mower continued unabated. Everett stood in front of the door, careful not to stare into the peephole. He felt that she was watching him and trying to decide whether to open the door. If she refused, he planned to find a way in regardless. Much to his satisfaction, the deadbolt soon unlocked as she carefully opened the door halfway. She looked at him with hesitant eyes on her thin face. Her auburn hair was tied up in a bun, with loose strands falling across her forehead.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      Everett tipped his hat toward her with a slight bow. “Greetings, ma’am. My name is Ronald Stapp. I’m with the county police pension fund on an important mission.” He then extended his hand, smiling. “Are you Mrs. Bonnie Knight?”

      Apparently wanting to be polite, she smiled slightly but remained safely behind the door. “Yes, I am.”

      “Excellent,” he said with jovial friendliness. He then held his briefcase up and glanced around. “I’m actually here to meet your husband. Is he currently home?”

      Bonnie shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. He’s out right now.”

      Everett feigned disappointment, followed by a solemn expression. “Oh, really? We were supposed to meet today.” He scratched his chin and then looked at her. “Do you know when he’ll be back?”

      “What is this about?” Bonnie asked.

      Everett quickly apologized. “I should have called ahead of time. There was a little matter of a pension payment owed to your husband, and the county dispatched me to personally clear the matter with Mr. Knight so that we can make payment.”

      Bonnie remained behind the door with clear skepticism on her face. “Could you maybe come back later? Charles won’t be back for a while.”

      Everett held up his arm and glanced at his wrist watch, sighing. “I’m afraid if we don’t get this matter settled today, it could take days, maybe even weeks.” He then paused and smiled, exhibiting a folksy charm he hoped would win her over. “My, you do have a lovely home here. Beautiful lawn too.”

      The door creaked open as she thanked him. “I wish I could help, but I have no idea when he’ll be back. It’s best that you just work it out later.”

      Snapping his fingers, Everett spoke. “Tell you what. I’ll be out of town for the next week. I just have some papers here that you can sign and get the ball rolling. You see, a simple glitch negated a portion of his monthly pension payment, and I’d like to remedy that ASAP.”

      Bonnie shook her head as her brows knitted in doubt. “He never mentioned that to me.”

      “You see, Mrs. Knight, the glitch occurred over a long period of time, so it’s not enough to get anyone’s attention right away. We’re so glad we caught this before it got worse.”

      Uncertainty swept across Bonnie’s face as she held her hand up. “Mr. Stapp—”

      “Please, call me Ron,” he said.

      “I appreciate your situation, but it’s best that you just get with my husband another time.”

      He began unlatching his briefcase without another word, leaving Bonnie to watch in the awkward silence.

      “I just want to get this whole thing straightened out.” He grinned as their eyes met. “How about that?”

      Bonnie appeared conflicted, but he could tell that she didn’t want to simply send him away.

      “I can call him and ask,” she said. “But I really don’t want to bother him right now.”

      “Whatever you feel appropriate,” Everett said, leaning back on his heels.

      She studied him for a moment as he stood harmless, hands down at his side and briefcase in hand. He slouched some to appear less tall. After a moment of doubt, Bonnie finally seemed to give in. She stepped back, opening the door and inviting him in. Everett slipped into the foyer and closed the door behind her.

      Bonnie was already walking off toward the living room in her T-shirt and shorts. Floor cleaner scent permeated the house. He passed by the kitchen, following her, and saw a mop and bucket inside. She must have been cleaning. She motioned to a sofa against the wall and asked if he’d like to sit.

      “Certainly,” he said, moving around the coffee table. “That’d be great. Thank you.”

      She turned away and approached the living room window. “Is that your station wagon?”

      “It sure is,” he answered, sitting with relief. The hardest part was already over. He placed his briefcase on the coffee table in front of him and stretched his arms. “That old car’s done well for me. Can’t complain.”

      “Do you have a big family?” she asked, walking over. She then halted next to a recliner as though regretting the question. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “Not at all,” he said, waving it off. “My wife and I have been married for twenty-five years. And we have three children.” He glanced at a nearby bookshelf where a framed family photo was displayed. “You have a daughter, right?”

      Bonnie looked down, picking at the top of the recliner. “Yes. Our daughter, Holly She was home for a little bit but moved a few years ago.”

      Everett leaned back against the cushion, removing his fedora. “How’s retired life treating you both?” He then paused, correcting himself. “That is, if you’re retired as well. You certainly don’t look it.” Bonnie’s pleased laugh gave Everett all the encouragement he needed.

      “You can write that check now, Mr. Stapp,” she continued with a light chuckle.

      Everett nodded as he unlatched his briefcase for the second time. “Of course.”

      “I retired from the county library last year,” she then added.

      Everett looked up and clapped. “Well, look at us all. Just a couple of former and current county employees shooting the breeze. Too bad your husband can’t join the party yet.”

      Bonnie snapped into action. “That reminds me. Let me call Charles.” She hurried off before Everett could say another word. He then called her name before she could move out of view. She stopped at the entryway into the kitchen as he continued. “Could I have a glass of water, please? Feeling a little parched.”

      “Sure,” she said, walking off.

      Everett sighed in relief as he heard a cabinet opening. He had managed to stall her for a moment, but she was fast on the way to calling her white Knight. With time pressing, Everett flung his briefcase open and grabbed a pair of gloves, a rag, and a bottle of chloroform. He slipped on his black leather gloves and rose from the couch. The faucet turned on as he removed his shoes. He kept his movements quick and measured.

      Turning a corner, he entered the kitchen and saw Bonnie at the sink with her back turned toward him. Everett doused the rag, steadily and silently approaching. She had just filled the glass as he lunged at her, one arm around her neck and the other pressing a wet rag against her mouth. Her screams were muffled, her eyes widened in shock.

      The glass full of water dropped and burst into pieces on the tiled floor, ice cubes sliding away, water spreading everywhere. Her nails clawed and gripped at his arms but had little effect. Everett pressed the rag against her nose and mouth. Her every gasp was met with more fumes. He body trembled and shook against his, and before Everett knew it, Bonnie went limp.
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      Harris and Knight scoured the Caldwell article from top to bottom. The pieces were beginning to fit together in a sea of uncertainty. All they had to go on was a hunch. There was no concrete evidence linking Everett Caldwell to the recent kidnappings, bombings, and murders. The former family man hardly fit the profile, but his strange disappearance pointed to a possibility that grew more plausible by the minute. He and his wife, Belma, had virtually disappeared. Their last known address was a mansion within the gated Hillsdale Heights community.

      No current employment data existed, and no vehicles were registered to their names. To dig any deeper, they were going to have to enlist the aid of the Feds to perform an extensive background check on the elusive couple. Some red flags already existed, and just maybe they were on the right track.

      “Listen to this,” Harris said, preparing to read from the article. “Everett Caldwell, an influential hedge fund manager from New York City, moved to Florida looking for a low tax state and quiet town in which to raise a family. Accompanied by his wife Belma and son Brian, they found the quiet life he so desired in Melville. But it wasn’t long before Caldwell’s dreams were stripped away by a local welder named Lee Strickland, who kidnapped their son and demanded the ransom of one million dollars. Strickland, who suffered from mental illness, kidnapped Brian Caldwell on his way home from school and then made his demands in ominous typed letters, which gave several conflicting clues and demands.” She paused and turned to Knight, engrossed in the material.

      Knight had almost completely forgotten about the Caldwell saga, which had happened years before his arrival in Melville with Bonnie and Holly. The name lay dormant in his mind for so many years. He’d figured the couple might be dead or committed to some psychiatric ward far from Melville. Following the tragic death of their son and the subsequent dismissal of their civil suit against the county, Everett had disbanded his company and moved away with his wife to a secluded cabin in the woods, according to rumors.

      The article Harris read from didn’t specify that part of the story, but it did mention Belma Caldwell’s suicide attempt. She had ingested an undisclosed poison and nearly died. After a lengthy recovery in the hospital, it was discovered that the poison had caused internal damage, eliminating her ability to have more children. The story didn’t end there. The article continued: The Caldwells disappeared once again and had cut off all ties from their friends, family, and associates.

      “An unnamed psychiatrist who saw the couple in several grief counseling session following the death of their son alluded to what he believed to be an acute psychological imbalance the couple shared. He described it as something that had attracted them to each other early in their relationship. The psychiatrist couldn’t have been more correct. Further investigation into their pasts described a chance meeting between Everett and Belma as teenagers, both committed to the New England Center for Mental Health. From there, the young couple had become inseparable.” Harris stopped reading for a moment and took a deep breath. “Holy smokes. This thing just keeps getting weirder and weirder.”

      Knight leaned back in his chair, flopping his arms to the side. “You said it. I mean, they could both be crazy, but how does any of that explain how they managed to get away with it?”

      Harris scrolled down the article further. “This might help. Everett Caldwell graduated at the top of his class at Cornell University. He majored in physics and business, soon establishing one of the most successful investment firms in the city. But signs of distress were evident even then, as Caldwell gained a reputation for being abusive and erratic toward employees and investors alike.”

      “I think that’s enough,” Knight said, rising. “We need to find these two and at least bring them in for questioning.”

      Harris nodded, keeping with her eyes on the screen. “Working on it.”

      Knight began to pace the room, fidgeting with his hands. “Maybe we can get this info to the chief before his next press conference.” He turned toward the inside window, opening the blinds to see a busy row of cubicles beyond, just like the old days. It was almost like he’d never left. The Caldwells hadn’t completely registered in his mind. To think that the man who had plagued him for years was a well-known public figure was stunning in its ramifications. Part of him couldn’t accept the idea.

      If they were wrong, it would be back to square one. His cell phone suddenly vibrated in his pocket. He reached for it and saw that Harris was deep into her work on the computer. Bonnie was calling. She probably wanted an update on when he was coming home. With everything so close to them making a connection, he had no idea what to tell her.

      “Hey, hon. What’s going on?” he said quietly in the corner, phone against his ear.

      He was startled and apprehensive when a man’s voice came on the line. “Hi, Charley. Before you say or do anything, listen very carefully. You act normal. Hear me? All I want to hear you say is yes. Nothing else. Got it?”

      Knight opened his mouth, ready to rush out the door yelling and screaming, ready to tear the caller to pieces. He then stopped himself and said the only word the man wanted to hear.

      “Good,” the man said. “Here’s the deal, Charley. You listen to everything I say without bringing attention to yourself. Tell no one. You so much as give a hint of what’s going on, you lose. Now, tell me okay.”

      Knight turned, glancing in Harris’s direction. Her focus remained on the monitor screen with no idea what was going on. “Okay…” he said.

      “I’m the man you’ve been looking for,” the caller continued. “My leverage, as you’ve probably guessed, is your wife, Bonnie.”

      “Listen, you—”

      “Not a word until I say so!” he shouted. “You fuck up again, I’ll take a finger. Am I clear?”

      Knight gritted his teeth as rage consumed him, though he did his best to stay calm. “Yes…”

      “Great. If I even suspect that you’re giving someone a hint of what’s going on, your wife is going to pay. For her sake, don’t try me. Don’t ask what I want. Don’t say anything. Now say, Yeah, that’s good, honey, and I’ll be home soon from the station. Say it.”

      Knight felt flushed, dizzy, and overwhelmed with adrenaline. Despite his emotions, he tried his best. “Yeah. That’s good, honey. I’ll be home soon from the station.”

      “Good job,” the caller said. “Now let’s see if you can continue to follow instructions. From now until you get home, you stay on the line. If the call drops, I’ll have no choice but to harm her. And we both know what I’m capable of. Now lower your phone and tell whoever you’re with that you’re stepping out for a moment. Do it.”

      Awash in confusion, Knight did as the caller said and told Harris he had to step out for a moment.

      She turned from her computer, just as confused. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, yes,” Knight said, waving her off. “I’ll be back.” He opened the door and slipped outside the office, closing the door behind him. He had to trust his instincts and assume that the caller wasn’t bluffing. Staff at their cubicles paid him no mind as he hurried past them and down the hall. In his haste, he realized that he had left his cane in Harris’s office. But for whatever reason, he felt nothing in his legs despite his limping. “I’m alone now. What the fuck do you want?” he seethed into the phone.

      “Easy, Charley. I’m a patient man, but I won’t abide insolence. If you care about your wife’s fate, you’ll keep your emotions in check. Now, here we go. Are you listening?”

      Knight reached a central lobby and leaned against the nearest pillar. “Yes. Talk to me.”

      “I’m at your house right now. Your wife is fine for the time being.”

      “Put her on,” Knight demanded. “I want to speak to her.”

      “That would only waste valuable time. You’re going to have to take my word for it.”

      “For all I know, you already killed her,” Knight said in his first show of defiance. “Leverage doesn’t work that way. You let me talk to her, and I’ll do anything you say.”

      Knight waited through a crippling pause. “Very well,” the man said in a conciliatory tone. “This is the only time I’ll be deviating from the plan. Only because I think you make a good point.” Another pause followed, and Knight heard some shuffling in the background. A moment later, Bonnie’s terrified voice came over the line. “Charles. He’s in the house. I’m so sorry. And I’m so scared.”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” the caller said, taking the phone away. “There, happy?”

      Knight balled his fist, and it seemed that every muscle in his body had tightened, ready to spring. “I’ll kill you, you bastard.”

      “I don’t doubt that you’d like to,” the caller said. “Now get home. You have twenty minutes.”

      Knight stood against the column, unable to speak.

      “Better start moving.”

      “But, I… What do you want?”

      “No questions. The countdown starts now. And don’t you hang up!”

      Knight clutched his chest as his heart thumped wildly. He felt desperate and debilitated by shock, unable to move. For years he had been waiting for the culprit to come after him. And the moment he let his guard down, it finally happened. “I’m… I’m moving okay. Leaving right now.” He pushed away from the pillar and continued through the lobby with his head down. The last thing he needed was to run into a familiar face and be delayed. He limped down another hall and through the double doors into the front lobby. Moving through clusters of people, he only looked at their shoes, and nobody interrupted him, with the phone pressed against his ear.

      “That’s good, Charley. You keep moving. Say nothing to anyone.”

      He pushed through the exit and hobbled under the outside pavilion. Sunlight hit his face as he reached the parking lot. His Jeep was in view and parked a few rows down. Pain surged up his legs and through his back. He was pushing himself too far but couldn’t spare a moment to recover. He moved between cars, using them for balance, and finally reached his Jeep as he spoke into his phone. “You still there?”

      “Yes, I’m here,” the caller said. “You’re wheezing like a fat man going up six flights of stairs.”

      Knight dug into his pocket for his keys, pulling them out. Once inside the Jeep, he immediately started the engine.

      “Time’s a wasting. Drive carefully, though. I wouldn’t want you to get into an accident.”

      Knight switched the phone into speaker mode and backed up. He drove with purpose, but cautiously, out of the parking lot, taking a hard right at the first intersection. Homeward bound, he thought of the firearms he had at home in the bedroom. There was a Smith & Wesson .38 right in his bedside nightstand. If he could stall and get to it in time, he could save Bonnie from the madman before anything happened to her. Gripping the wheel with one hand and holding the phone in the other, he watched as residential homes swept by both windows, where people watered their lawns and washed their cars, unaware of what was happening in the passing car.

      Finally, knight said, “You’re Everett Caldwell, aren’t you?”

      A long, troubling pause told Knight everything he had to know. The caller was stunned into silence.

      “Impressive work, Detective,” the voice said. “How’d you find out?”

      “It was a joint effort, Caldwell,” Knight said. “It’s only a matter of time before they close in on you.”

      The caller responded in amusement. “Doubtful. My wife and family are living off the radar. I know what I’m doing. There’s no way they’ll track us down. Not for a while, anyway.”

      “What is this all about?” Knight asked. “Is it because of your son? How many lives have you destroyed since it happened?”

      “I’ve asked myself the same question. I’d be lying if I didn’t say I enjoyed watching you fools run around like Keystone Cops. But I’m done with it all now. It ends with you. And you’re going to take the hit.”

      Knight held the phone closer, baffled. “What are you talking about?” He drove fast, swerving down one street to another, closing in on his neighborhood. Though it felt like he wasn’t driving at all. His mind was scattered, his emotions propelled by panic.

      “A simple frame job, Charley. I’ve left evidence throughout your house, linking you to every crime we’ve ever committed. They’ll clear you eventually, I’m sure. But it will forever stain your reputation.”

      “Where are the girls?” Knight asked. “Are they still alive?”

      “Brittany and Crystal are. Sarah and Jenny are another story. It wasn’t what I wanted. Sometimes these things just happen.”

      “They don’t just happen.” Knight tried to think of a way out. He searched for anything he could say that would convince Caldwell to abandon whatever plan was in store for them. “You want to frame me, fine. Leave my wife out of this.”

      “Tsk-tsk, Colombo. All the pieces aren’t aligned yet. You follow my instructions, and I won’t harm a hair on Bonnie’s pretty little head.”

      Knight turned down a back road toward his neighborhood, pressing the gas to the floor. His Jeep raced down the road at top speed. Nothing was going to stop him from getting to Bonnie. And there was no way in his mind that Everett Caldwell was going to get away again.
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        * * *

      

      Bonnie sat on the couch, unable to move. Her hands were cuffed behind her back, and her ankles were zip-tied together. Her captor loomed over her in the shadows of the darkened room. Her head pounded as she tried to control her sobbing. She had been unconscious for at least an hour. Her memory of the attack was hazy. The man had called himself Ron. He had told her about a check owed to her husband from his pension fund.

      Before she knew it, he was on her, smothering her face with noxious fumes. She then came to on the couch, barely able to process what had happened as her attacker called Charles on the phone. The clock near the entertainment center told her how much time had passed, but what had the man been doing from the time she passed out until now?

      The man paced from one side of the living room to the other, seemingly eager for Charles’s arrival. He held the phone out on speaker, occasionally talking to Charles with a countdown.

      “Ten minutes, Charley. Better make it count.”

      “I’m almost there!” Knight responded in panic.

      “I certainly hope so,” Charles said, glancing at Bonnie with a smile that gave her chills.

      She had heard Charles refer to him as Everett Caldwell. The name didn’t mean anything to her, but as the situation became clearer, she began to recall having heard that name before and realized who he was. The man in her living room was the murdering, letter-writer kidnapper that the police had been pursuing for years. She felt foolish, even ashamed to have let him into the house. Her arms ached with her every movement.

      She twisted and turned, trying to get free, but there was no chance. She tried to stand as he looked away but nearly fell. Their eyes met, and she froze. He slowly muted the phone and then approached her. His coat and tie were off, and his sleeves were rolled up. He stopped at the coffee table where his briefcase lay open, revealing zip-ties, duct tape, a crowbar, unmarked bottles, and several knives. Her stomach was twisted into knots. Tears streamed down her face as she looked away from his leering grin.

      “Don’t worry. He can’t hear us.”

      Trembling, Bonnie said nothing and wasn’t sure she could have said anything, her voice frozen.

      “Come on,” he said, drawing closer. “You must be somewhat pleased to see me. I left those notes at your door all that time ago. I thought we were getting to be friends.”

      She turned to him but couldn’t meet his eyes. “Please let me go.”

      He jerked his head back, irritated. “Have you been listening to a word I’ve said? Everyone has a role in this thing, including you. Some might say you’re integral to the entire operation.”

      “There’s still time to do the right thing,” she said, her voice quivering.

      “Oh?” he said with his hands on his hips. “What’s the right thing? Let everyone win? Go back into hiding with my wife and children while the stain that is this town goes about its business?”

      He paused and took a deep breath, controlling himself. “We don’t have a lot of time. Charley will be here soon. I’ll be taking you into the bedroom—” Bonnie gasped and recoiled, annoying Caldwell. “Not for that, don’t worry. That’s where your brave knight will find you. And I have no doubt that he’ll rush to your aid. From there, I’m going to make him a bargain, and it will be entirely up to him.”

      He clasped his hands together and told her that it was time to get ready. “I’m going to carry you. If you so much as flinch, I’ll conclude that you’re being uncooperative, and then you’ll have to be punished. Understand?” Bonnie adamantly nodded her head and sniffled as tears streamed down her cheeks. Caldwell complimented her ‘good sense’ and then moved around the table to grab her. Bonnie couldn’t help but scream.
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        * * *

      

      The Jeep barreled down Knight’s street, zooming past houses. He slowed at the sight of a station wagon parked along the curb across from his home. Turning into the driveway, his Jeep bounced as he slammed on the brakes and came to a screeching stop. The garage door was closed, and the front window blinds were drawn. Knight shut off the engine, phone in hand and sweat pouring down his face. “I’m here, you son of a bitch. Release Bonnie and let’s talk.”

      Caldwell chuckled cynically. “Right on time. I’m proud. This isn’t a negotiation, Charley. You will do what I say. That’s all.”

      Knight muted the phone and slammed his hands on the steering wheel, shouting, “Mother fucker!” He wanted Caldwell dead. He’d skip the arrest and trial and go right for a shot in the head. He swung open the Jeep door and limped outside. Looking around, he didn’t see any neighbors, but there was a lawn maintenance team working the yard three houses down. Knight knew he was walking into a trap.

      Caldwell no doubt planned to ambush him, and Knight had no illusions about what would happen if he surrendered himself. He was dealing with a psychopathic murderer. The only option was to try to play Caldwell, just as Caldwell was playing him. He needed to get to his pistol, but first he needed to make it inside. Knight hunched over and walked wobbly-legged to the front door.

      “Come on inside,” Caldwell said. “The door’s unlocked. Don’t leave it open.”

      “On my way,” he said, wincing in pain. He reached the door, turned the knob, and walked inside to a quiet, seemingly empty house. He shut the door and leaned against the wall with searing back pain. He held the phone to his mouth, hands trembling. “Okay… Give me a moment.” There was no response, and he noticed that the call had ended. He shouted for Caldwell, but again no one responded.

      “Son of a bitch…” he muttered, limping into the living room. Everything looked virtually untouched. A mop lay in the kitchen near a bucket. “Come on out, Caldwell. Let’s finish this.”

      It suddenly hit him that there was no better opportunity to rush into the bedroom and get his gun, if his legs would make it. At any moment, he expected Caldwell to rush out and attack him. His nemesis was highly skilled at staying hidden, as he had proven over the years. Knight called out for him again, inching toward the end of the hallway where his bedroom was. As he drew closer, he heard muffled cries coming from inside.

      Oh my God, he thought. Bonnie!

      He used the walls for balance and soon reached the bedroom, pushing the door open with a shoulder lunge and shouting Bonnie’s name. Inside, he saw Bonnie on the bed alone, on her back, dressed as she had been that morning. She lay with her hands behind her back and her ankles tied together. Her muffled cries were rendered unintelligible by the gag tied around her mouth. The sight of her made it impossible for Knight to think of anything else. He rushed inside the room, nearly tripping, and fell onto the bed near her side. He immediately removed the gag as she gasped for air, wide-eyed and hysterical. “Bonnie! I’m so sorry,” he said, stroking her hair. “Where is he? Are you hurt?”

      She swallowed, gasping, and attempted to speak between labored breaths. “He’s… in the room!”

      Knight’s senses began to return after the initial shock of seeing Bonnie bound and gagged. He glanced toward his nightstand on the other side of the bed and the chance to protect himself and Bonnie. But the hit came swift and relentless. A heavy piece of metal bashed him on the side of his head before he could even turn around. A white flash blazed across his eyes, his head quavering, and Knight was on the carpet, spittle leaking from his mouth, his consciousness fading along with Bonnie’s terrified screams in the background.
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      Detective Harris stood in front of the captain’s desk and continued to brief him on everything that she had discovered. The task force had arrived the evening prior with plenty of theories of their own. The three FBI agents were courteous enough, but it was clear that they considered the case a federal matter. She hadn’t heard from Knight since he abruptly left her office the day before. She had called his phone multiple times and had even gone to his house that morning. His Jeep was in the driveway, but no one was home. She was incredibly worried about him but couldn’t convince the captain and the federal agents that finding him was a priority.

      “He wouldn’t just leave like this,” she told them. “We had just established Caldwell as the prime suspect.”

      Captain Star stretched his arms forward and groaned. “I don’t know, Detective. Charles Knight has been retired for five years. Maybe he went on a cruise with the wife. This case is no longer his responsibility.”

      “A cruise? Come on, sir,” Harris said, indignant. “You can do better than that. Knight has vanished, and I think Caldwell is likely responsible.”

      Lead Agent Kyle Langley stepped forward from his huddled group of black suits. “The IRS has been looking for Everett Caldwell for years. He’s currently wanted in two states. If we can pinpoint his location, we’ll have this thing wrapped up before suppertime.”

      But Detective Harris knew that it wasn’t going to be that simple. Different theories about the Caldwells’ whereabouts had been floated around all morning. He could be living in a trailer or cabin without electricity or running water. He could be paying someone to hide on their property. He could even be living underground. There was little doubt that Everett Caldwell had utilized all his resources and finances to stay hidden over the years. He didn’t want to be found. But somewhere, there had to exist a fault in his plan.

      He was living strictly off cash. His last known address was the mansion he owned in Hillsdale Heights. Following the loss of his civil suit against the county for the wrongful death of his son, Caldwell sold the property for an even million dollars and reportedly disappeared with his wife. The more Harris thought of it, the more everything began to come together. The kidnappings, car bombs, and murder were all linked in a grand, nefarious plan to cause as much mayhem and suffering as possible.

      Agent Dante Peterson referred to a bulletin board in the captain’s office, pinned with pictures and newspaper articles about the Caldwells over the years. One article said: “Some might believe that the death of the boy was the catalyst in all of this, but according to associates, Everett had a fairly known dark side to him long before any of this happened. He’s a sick man, and his wife, no bastion of mental health herself, has gone along for the ride.”

      “What do you suggest we do now?” Captain Star asked the agents. “A statewide manhunt is already in effect and has been since the bombing.”

      Agent Langley nodded. “We’ve ordered air surveillance to commence within the hour. Caldwell’s name and image have been disseminated to every local, state, and federal agency in the country. It’s only a matter of time.” He paused and turned to Harris, hopeful. “With your excellent work, we’ve narrowed down the primary vehicle to this blue van. But I also wouldn’t be surprised if Caldwell has several different vehicles at his disposal.”

      Agent Hector Ruiz walked from the window with his arms crossed and badge clipped to his coat. “Not to mention a variety of disguises. But we know exactly who we’re looking for now.”

      Captain Star stood up and finished his mug of coffee. “You gentlemen showed up at the right time. We’re a little stretched thin with this Fall Harvest Festival today. Security is going to be pretty tight, given the circumstances.”

      Standing in the center of the room, Harris thought to herself, trying to make sense of every little detail she had learned in the past day. Knight’s disappearance was no coincidence. She sensed that he was in trouble. But to find Knight seemed as difficult as finding Caldwell, the most wanted man in America. She politely excused herself from the room, telling the captain that she’d get back to him in a few. She couldn’t think straight with the FBI in the room. She had to go back to the basics and conduct some research. She had to investigate. Only then would she have an idea of where to find Knight and Felder’s killer.
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight shined through the windshield. Knight awoke without any idea of where he was or how he had gotten there. His eyes flickered open and his head throbbed with pain. He was seated behind the wheel of an unfamiliar vehicle. Both his wrists were zip-tied to the steering wheel. He instinctively pulled away but couldn’t free himself. Panic set in as he heard two doors behind him slam shut. Approaching footsteps came from the side of the vehicle. He saw a man in the side mirror getting closer. Knight looked around, growing more anxious, as his memory returned and the reality of his situation began to set in.

      The man in the mirror wore a hat and sunglasses, with a trucker’s vest, plaid shirt, and pants. His boots crunched across dead leaves thickly packed on the ground. They were surrounded by forest, and Knight didn’t hear any passing traffic. He pulled at the steering wheel again, grunting with labored breaths. The zip-ties were bound too tight. He felt fabric rubbing against his forehead and temple, as though his head had been wrapped in gauze. A quick glance in the rear-view mirror confirmed it.

      His entire head had been bandaged all the way down to his forehead. A large bloodstain had seeped through on the side. The last thing Knight remembered was seeing Bonnie bound on their bed. He had naturally tried to free her, letting his guard down in the process. Everett must have been there behind him, waiting for the moment to strike. The rest was a complete blur. And then, as he began to study where he was, he realized that he was sitting at the wheel of the much sought-after getaway van.

      The footsteps stopped, and the man he believed to be Everett Caldwell approached the open driver’s side window, pleased to see that Knight had awakened. “Well, it’s about time,” he said with a gravelly, boisterous tone. “I was about to throw some water in your face.”

      Knight spoke in a hoarse tone. “Where’s my wife?”

      Caldwell placed his gloved hands over the side of the door. He had a thick, dark mustache amid stubble on his cheeks. “Bonnie’s fine. You needn’t worry. I’ll release her as soon as you finish your part of the deal.” Knight jerked at the wheel with increased vigor, much to Caldwell’s continued amusement. “You won’t have much luck against those. They’re top-of-the-line. The thickest ones I could purchase.”

      Knight lowered his head against the wheel and took a deep breath to calm himself. Knight said quietly, “I came to the house like you asked. I didn’t tell anyone. I’ve done exactly what you wanted.”

      “And I’m proud of you,” Caldwell interjected.

      “I knew that I was probably walking into an ambush the moment I stepped inside,” Knight continued. “Why don’t you just be honest and tell me if you plan on letting me and my wife live?”

      Caldwell nodded along, considering the question. “Absolutely. I have no reason to kill either of you, unless you don’t follow instructions.”

      Knight observed the surrounding forest, trying to figure out where they were. “What’s this all about? Haven’t you done enough? Haven’t you ruined enough lives?” he shouted.

      Caldwell leaned in and placed a hand on Knight’s shoulder. “Patience, my friend. You took quite a blow to the head last night. After I hit you with that crowbar, I thought I might have killed you. But it looks like the great Detective Knight pulled through once again.” He paused and then spoke with a mocking tone. “And I’m sorry about your old partner. Who knew he would go and shoot himself like that? I wanted to corrupt him, that’s all. And now it’s your turn.”

      “They’re going to find you, Caldwell. They’ll be breaking down your door in no time.”

      Caldwell removed his hand and stepped back. “I’m sure they’ll try, to no avail. But the show must go on.” He suddenly knelt and rummaged through an open backpack lying at his feet. Knight thought of screaming for help or holding down the horn. But he didn’t want to further jeopardize Bonnie. Besides, who would hear? Birds chirped around them in peaceful serenity, undisturbed by what was taking place. Caldwell reappeared, holding a headset with an attached microphone. He then placed it on Knight’s head and backed up in admiration. “Looks great.”

      “Fuck you,” Knight said, trying to shake the headset off.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Caldwell warned. “I need to be able to talk to you. And you’re going to want to talk to me.”

      Knight ceased his thrashing and lowered his head again, seemingly defeated. “Now what? Just tell me the plan so we can get this over with.”

      Caldwell tapped the side door, eager to begin. “Certainly. It’s simple. Families from all over will soon populate the Melville Fairgrounds for the annual Fall Harvest Festival. They’ll be plenty of food, drinks, games, rides, and live music. You will drive this van into the fairgrounds and await further instructions. I’ll be safely monitoring your progress from a distance through a GPS tracker. Once you reach the desired coordinates, I’ll release Bonnie.”

      Knight turned to look behind him. The back seats had been removed. He instantly understood the plan. A black sheet lay atop several bulging rows of something, stacked four feet high, and consuming the entire rear floor. “You’re going to have to give me more than that, Caldwell. Why am I driving the van to the fairgrounds? What are you planning to do?” Asking, but already knowing.

      “Do you mean, am I planning to detonate another bomb?” Caldwell asked, laughing. “Excellent question. And yes, in the back of the van are ten pressure cookers packed with explosives, fifty pounds each, to be exact. Once the timer begins, you will have a limited time to reach your destination. If you deviate, the bombs will go off. If anyone stops you, the bombs will go off.”

      “And what if I make it?” Knight asked, baffled by the insane scheme. “Then what?”

      Caldwell stroked his mustache and responded. “That is the question, isn’t it? Well, Charles, I imagine the police will surround you and eventually pull you from the van. I’ll give you time needed to clear the area and then promptly detonate the bombs via remote. You’ll explain to your law enforcement buddies how you were set up, they’ll soon find Bonnie, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

      Knight tried to fathom the reasoning behind Caldwell’s plan. He also found it unlikely that he would survive. He was being used to drive a van full of explosives into the fairgrounds. It was that simple. Caldwell noticed his quiet uncertainty and offered more assurances.

      “You’ve been doing fine so far. Don’t start second-guessing and doubting me now,” he said. “The excitement for me is seeing if you make it or not. I don’t want to kill anyone. I told you, I’m done with that. The fun is in creating mayhem and chaos. The destruction and the loss of life are last resorts. Why would I want to kill anyone if I didn’t have to?”

      “Because you’re deranged,” Knight said. “And if you think that I’ll put anyone in harm’s way, you’ve got another think coming. Maybe Bonnie and I never had a chance.” If Knight was being used, he wanted to make it clear that he knew. Defiance coursed through him as he pulled against the wheel. The more he struggled, the more the zip-tie seemed to tighten at his aching wrists.

      Caldwell examined him for a moment and then spoke. “I can understand the lack of trust, but you have a real chance of surviving this and continuing your retired bliss.”

      Knight sat at the wheel, conflicted and searching for a way out. Part of him even wanted to believe Caldwell. Suddenly he heard the distant whirring of a helicopter. His eyes widened, and he tilted his head close to the window to listen. Caldwell stood frozen and quiet as the helicopter got louder. They were concealed under several overarching branches. Knight couldn’t see a thing above, but that wasn’t going to stop him. He tried to slide his hands closer to the horn with every intention of holding it down. But Caldwell seemed to notice and before Knight could do a thing, there was a pistol to his head.

      “Don’t make me cut this whole thing short, Charles. I want to believe you can do this.”

      “It’s over,” Knight said, increasingly defiant. “They’re looking for you everywhere. This van will never make it to the fairgrounds.”

      Caldwell pressed the barrel of his pistol against Knight’s head. “Well, you better make sure that it does. If that involves a high-speed chase, so be it.” He lowered the pistol and backed away from the van, staring up into the sky. The helicopter got closer, then passed them completely, without hovering, without turning to take a second look. It seemed that Knight had no choice but to go through with it.

      Caldwell then held up a familiar-looking cell phone, Bonnie’s phone. “It’s time. I’ll be talking to you the entire way. Once I guide you onto the main road, you should be able to get to the fairgrounds with no problem.” He walked to the back of the van and opened the doors. Knight turned his head and watched as Caldwell lifted part of the blanket, revealing several shiny brass pressure cookers. He covered them and began to press buttons on a small electronic module with wires running under the blanket. Caldwell glanced up and saw Knight watching him.

      “The explosive devices are now armed.” He held up the module, displaying a ticking time display. “You have twenty minutes to reach your destination. Any deviations will be met with remote activation.” He lowered the module and slammed the doors without another word. Desperate, Knight turned back around and scoured the floor for anything he could use to cut the ties and escape but found nothing. Caldwell soon approached the window again, holding the cell phone at his mouth and ear. “You hear me through that thing?” His voice echoed through Knight’s headphone speakers. Knight nodded in response.

      “Say something,” Caldwell demanded.

      “Don’t do this,” Knight said. “Everett, please. We can get you the help you need. What they did to your son was tragic, a miscarriage of justice. This isn’t going to change a thing.”

      Caldwell lowered the cell phone, satisfied as he gave him a thumbs up. “You’re coming through loud and clear.” He then opened the driver’s door and leaned over Knight to turn the ignition. The van engine roared to life as Knight felt his fate now sealed. “Press your foot on the brake,” Caldwell ordered.

      Knight complied. Caldwell shifted the van into Drive and stepped away, closing the door. “You’re all set.” He pointed ahead through the clearing. “Just drive for fifty yards and you’ll come to a dirt road. I’ll guide you from there.” He slapped Knight on the shoulder in a jovial fashion. “Clock is ticking, my friend. Wouldn’t want to stall you any longer. Good luck. Let the game begin.” He stepped away from the van and walked off to the side. Knight watched him through the side mirror as he left the scene. He caught a glimpse of a concealed station wagon. Once Caldwell faded from his view, Knight shouted for Bonnie as loud as he could.

      He was met with only the rumbling of the van’s engine. Caldwell stayed silent. Every minute of inaction brought him closer to death. He lowered his head, eyes closed, and sighed deeply. There was only one thing left to do. He looked up, releasing his foot from the brake, and drove straight ahead, branches scraping the roof from above.
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        * * *

      

      Bonnie was seated in a dimly-lit room with a flickering TV in the corner. She remained in a state of shock, unclear where she was or what her captors wanted. The dusty room was minimally furnished with a bed, dresser, and a single lamp on a nightstand. The windows were blocked off with plywood. She sat on a sofa chair with her hands cuffed at her lap. Every movement from outside the room gave her shivers.

      She was too frightened to even scream for help. She’d been in the room for hours on end. A soap opera played over the TV’s fuzzy reception. She feared for her life, but she feared for her husband most of all. The intruder had whacked Charles over the head with a crowbar, instantly knocking him unconscious. Moments following the attack, she was pulled from the bed and forced inside a station wagon that was parked inside her garage.

      The man, who wouldn’t tell her his name, had claimed to be the wanted kidnapper her own husband had been searching for before his retirement. But she had heard Charles refer to him as Everett. From there, she had been promptly transported blind-folded to another house. The man had promised not to “knock her out” again if she didn’t resist. Charles lay unconscious next to her during the entire trip. She didn’t know if she was going to make it out alive.

      Approaching footsteps sounded from outside the room. Bonnie braced herself for another round of horror. The door soon opened, revealing a frumpy woman in a dress down to her ankles, holding a tray of food. She stood outside the room in silhouette, with the hallway light behind her. Bonnie seized up, surprised to see another woman.

      “Hello there,” the woman said. “I thought you might be hungry, so I made you some lunch.”

      Bonnie felt relief upon hearing the woman’s friendly tone and tried to confide in her. “I don’t want to be here. Please let me go.”

      The woman walked in without answering Bonnie’s plea. Her footsteps creaked along the hardwood floors. “We all find ourselves in situations we’d rather not be a part of. Rest assured, you will be treated as a guest in our home as much as possible. I hope our courtesies remain mutual.” She set the tray onto the bed and stepped in front of Bonnie. “I made you a turkey sandwich. You can’t go wrong there. My husband tells me that you’ve been very cooperative so far.”

      Bonnie stared at the woman with pleading eyes. “Please, ma’am. I need to see Charles. He’s seriously injured. I have to know if he’s okay.”

      The woman waved her off. “Oh, he’s fine. Just got a little bump on the head. He’s working with my husband right now, and if everything goes as planned, you’ll be released from here in no time.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Well, Bonnie,” the woman began. “I hope you don’t mind me calling you Bonnie.”

      “It’s okay.”

      The woman then sat at the edge of the bed as the mattress sank under her weight. She wasn’t a heavy-set woman as much as she was just big and broad-shouldered. Physically, the more petite Bonnie was outmatched. “I’d love to tell you all about myself, but if we’re going to release you when this is all over, it’s best to keep such information undisclosed.” She paused and scratched her chin. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “When will you release me?” Bonnie asked, desperate.

      “As soon as my husband returns with the news. Don’t worry, it should only be a short time.” She slapped her knees and stood up, preparing to leave. “I don’t want to keep you from your lunch. I even poured you a nice cool glass of milk to top it off. Enjoy.” She turned to leave the room when Bonnie called out, stopping her.

      “W-what do you want with me and Charles?” she asked.

      The woman slowly turned back around, facing Bonnie. Her bouffant-styled hair and makeup were elegant, but she looked worn, with circles under her eyes, and a distant gaze indicated that she might not be entirely there. “That’s entirely up to Everett.” Her hand went to her mouth as though she had misspoken. “I’m sorry. I can’t reveal more than what I’ve said. We don’t plan to hurt you. That much is a promise.”

      “If you let me go, I won’t say a thing,” Bonnie continued in desperate panic. “I swear it.”

      The woman glanced at the floor in thought and then slowly approached Bonnie. After a long pause, she finally responded. “You’re in our son’s room. No one else has been in here. Mrs. Knight, that is where we stand. I will honor my husband’s wishes to the very end, just as you would yours.” Her mood suddenly shifted to a cheerier one as she clasped her hands together. “Now, eat up. We don’t want you to starve.” Her heels clicked over the floorboards upon her exit. Once outside, she shut and locked the door, leaving Bonnie in terrified solitude.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Harris sat in front of her computer, trying to make sense of the case before her. Knight had inexplicably vanished. With every unanswered call or text message, her worry only increased. Somehow, she believed, Everett Caldwell had gotten to him. She couldn’t prove anything though. The federal task force had utilized her progress for their own benefit.

      She felt pushed out, with simple guarantees from the over-confident agents that they would find Everett Caldwell in no time. Yet Caldwell had managed to evade capture for over five years now. She didn’t understand how they could be so sure that the tide would turn in their favor. What she did know was that Caldwell was living somewhere close by, undetected.

      Her intensive Internet search brought her to an archived article from a local real estate magazine. Everett Caldwell had been interviewed soon after relocating to Melville, Florida, following on the heels of several successful investments in Florida properties. Harris read the seemingly benign article with hope of discovering a clue that might bring her closer to understanding both his whereabouts and his motivations. And near the end of the piece, she found an interesting quote. To a question about future plans, Caldwell responded:

      “I was raised on a farm in rural Ohio, and it’s always been a part of who I am. As much as I strive to surround myself with wealth and prestige, the benefits of my success, a big part of me is that farm boy from Ohio. I’d love to just move away from it all one day and live on a farm. That, to me, would be true happiness.”

      Harris zeroed in on the quote and immediately printed the article. She brought up a map of the town, scanning the more rural areas. Her search seemed overwhelming. Where would she even begin? She clicked around an area off a state road, just past the city limits. She came across swamp land and endless pastures, zooming in on properties surrounded by acres of land. She endlessly searched satellite views and street shots of each house as her office phone rang in the background. There could be no interruptions to her work. Harris felt she was close. There was nothing more important.

      She soon reached an aerial view of a farmhouse down a long stretch of dirt road. She had barely slept the night before and was nearing a state of delirium, fueled by massive quantities of coffee. She clicked the overhead image and drew in closer. Her heart nearly stopped upon seeing a burgundy Oldsmobile Cutlass Ciera parked out in the open near the house.

      “Oh my God,” she said in disbelief.

      The discovery felt surreal, too good to be true. She dialed Captain Star on her office phone immediately. He answered after a few rings, testy and impatient.

      “Talk to me…”

      “Sir, it’s Harris. I-I think we’ve got him.”

      “Got who?” he asked, stubbornly resistant.

      “You know who. I’m sending you his address now. We’ve got to get moving.”
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        * * *

      

      Knight was within five minutes of reaching the fairgrounds. It was all blue skies and sunshine above. The time couldn’t be later than noon. He was careful not to speed as Caldwell guided him through every back road along the way. Knight knew that every police car in the county was searching for the van. Once spotted, he didn’t think he’d have a chance. He couldn’t see the timer, though he was repeatedly reminded of it through the headphones. The last update said eight minutes to go. He couldn’t think of what else to do but follow instructions.

      His mind raced for the answers and for a way out before the inevitable occurred. It slowly began to dawn on him that he had been forced into a suicide mission. Sweat ran down his face as he clutched the steering wheel, driving steadily down the forested, two-lane road. A few cars passed him, but no one was behind him yet. He believed that Caldwell was close but not following him.

      “You’re almost there,” Caldwell said over the headset. “Just remember, the timer doesn’t stop, regardless of your circumstances.”

      “You’ve told me that already,” Knight seethed, his head pounding and heart leaping in his chest.

      “It’s important to repeat that if you see flashing lights behind you, don’t stop. You will reach the destination by any means necessary.”

      Knight wanted to live. He wanted to believe that Caldwell’s scheme was just an elaborate scare, but he couldn’t leave it to chance. He saw no other choice beyond sabotage despite the consequences to himself. His life would be lost and possibly Bonnie’s too, but he wasn’t going to let Caldwell get his way. He had followed directions the entire route, but with each passing minute, the opportunity to prevent the attack was evaporating.

      “I know you have your doubts,” Caldwell said, as though he sensed Knight’s apprehension. “If you do this, we’re square. There’s nothing else to it.”

      “Sure,” Knight said, slowing at a stop sign. “What’s my time?” He waited for the answer in near panic as a woman and her dog slowly entered the crosswalk and finally made it beyond the van.

      Caldwell told him to turn left as emergency sirens blared in the distance. Knight could hear them through his headphones too, indicating that Caldwell was close. Knight turned left with the zip-ties constricting his wrists. He wanted nothing more than to rip them off, but there didn’t seem to be a way. He turned down Brentwood, a residential street, and drove on in desperate search of somewhere to stop. There were too many houses around and people everywhere. Some were bicycling, others were walking about. Knight then remembered: the Fall Harvest Festival was scheduled for Saturday.

      “Six minutes,” Caldwell finally responded. “You’re doing great, Charles. Stay the course.”

      Knight revved the gas, increasing his speed to get away from the surrounding houses as quickly as he could. “Yeah. I hear you,” he said, attempting to stall. His heart was beating on overdrive with sickness sweeping over him. The houses soon passed into the distance behind him, leaving an open field on one side and an empty lot on the other. I can do this, Knight thought. I must do this.

      Suddenly, a police cruiser appeared far down the street ahead. Knight seized the wheel, trying to keep his head together. He instinctively slowed down, going just under thirty-five, sweating from his bandaged head as he watched the cruiser race past the van without a glance. Knight watched in the rear-view mirror as it continued down the road. He couldn’t believe how small the distance between them had been, how vast the opportunity lost.

      “You’ll reach Hinton Drive in half a mile. Take a right, and the fairgrounds will be down that road. I think you know your way from here.”

      “Yeah,” said Knight as stinging sweat flowed into his eyes. Even with the driver’s side window down, he couldn’t help sweating like a dog.

      “You’re almost there. Don’t fuck it up,” Caldwell said.

      Knight slowed at the stop sign ahead, prepared to ruin Caldwell’s plans. “I’m on it,” he said, “There are police everywhere. I don’t think I can pull this off.” No one was around, but he thought he’d test how good Caldwell’s tracking system actually was. Did it give him an actual view of the area, or just a GPS position?

      “You keep driving until the mission is complete,” Caldwell warned.

      Another helicopter flew in the distance, circling the area. Knight squinted into the sky and saw that it was black, with white FBI letters on the side. It soon drew away. Knight neared the fairgrounds. On his left, he saw a grassy parking area filled with vehicles that had been roped off. There was a clear police presence at the entrance and exits. Beyond the lot, he saw the fairgrounds in open view. At least two hundred people populated the area, where booths and stages and even a Ferris wheel had been set up. The event looked to be just kicking off.

      He passed under a large Fall Harvest Festival banner that promised: Food, Music, and Fun! He glanced in his mirror and noticed several cars now behind him. Food trucks aligned the shoulder to his right, increasingly boxing him in. There appeared to be few alternatives left. He thought of speeding right past the festival before Caldwell caught on. Whatever the decision, time was running out.

      As he neared the parking area, Knight heard live music. There were Missing Posters for Crystal Parker planted along the road, along with others announcing a later vigil ceremony to “bring her home.” Her innocent, youthful face served as a reminder of why he couldn’t follow through with Caldwell’s demands. “You’re almost there,” the odious voice chimed in. “Past the parking lot, there’s a vendor entrance into the fairgrounds. It’s fenced-in, but you’ll see an opening with a small dirt road leading inside. Bypass security and drive right in. Don’t stop for anything.”

      Knight clutched the steering wheel and seethed with contempt. “You mean for me to drive directly in the middle of the festival? No. Fuck you. I won’t do it.”

      Caldwell laughed in amusement. “There’s no winning this, Charles. If you choose to die beforehand by disobeying me, so be it.” As his words dropped, Knight could hear the same music coming through the headphones. He perked up and looked at the parking area with laser focus. Within a distant row of vehicles, he saw a familiar station wagon. His suspicions were immediately confirmed. Caldwell would want, above all else, to be present to see his grand attack realized. Knight cut the wheel and tore into the parking lot, breezing past two uniformed officers directing traffic. They jumped out of the way, rolling onto the grass, as the van bounced along the bumpy terrain, engine roaring.

      “Lost you for a minute there,” Caldwell said. “Where’d you go?”

      Knight remained concentrated on the parked wagon toward the end of the lane. By some miracle, he was able to zero in precisely on its location. Nothing was going to stop him.

      “Answer me, you prick!” Caldwell shouted.

      The van barreled over uneven ground, tearing into the dirt and swerving toward its destination.

      “I’m right behind you,” Knight said with confidence. He floored the gas and closed his eyes to brace for the impact. The van pummeled into the back of the station wagon, wheels screeching, metal crunching, twisting, flying into the air with a thunderous crash that shook and reverberated everything in sight. Glass from the windshield exploded onto the dashboard. Knight jerked forward as smoke billowed and swelled and filled the interior of the van, escaping in wide stream through the caved-in windows. The van halted at an angle, dug far into the side of the wagon. After the shock waves settled, Knight opened his eyes, unable to see through the haze of smoke.

      His headset had flown off. Caldwell was nowhere to be seen in the wreckage. No explosion yet. He waited, expecting the worst, then felt himself double up in relief. Maybe Caldwell was knocked out, unable to get to the detonator. If that was the case, he knew he might have only moments left to save himself and everyone else. Knight’s hand moved to grab a nearby glass shard, and his first finger and thumb just managed to grasp it. He heard sounds of police approaching from all directions.

      He slid his bound wrists closer together on the wheel and was able to cut the zip-tie with one hand braced against the other. Blood and sweat ran down his face. He had no idea how badly he was injured, but he was able to run on pure adrenaline. The first zip-tie finally cut loose. With one free hand, he cut against the other as shouts from approaching police grew louder. Nothing had exploded yet, and with the remaining seconds left, he cut his other hand free and jumped outside the van.

      Knight rolled onto the grass and crawled toward the station wagon. Both vehicles were melded together, with glass and debris everywhere. Using the rear bumper of the wagon, Knight pulled himself up, wincing in agony. He saw the driver’s side door swing open and Caldwell hobbling out, looking disoriented and battered. Knight moved quickly toward him, using the wagon for balance.

      Caldwell turned around in a daze with blood running down the side of his head. Before he could even react, Knight tackled him to the ground with every bit of energy he had left. The two men rolled and grunted. Knight ended up on top of him and gripped Caldwell’s neck with both hands, too enraged to notice the police officers surrounding them with pistols drawn.

      “Where’s the detonator?” Knight shouted.

      Caldwell looked up at him, gasping as he tried to free himself. His arm reached out toward something. Knight turned and saw a remote control lying on the ground behind them. Instantly, Knight’s brain locked into place again, reality took hold, and he knew exactly where he was, exactly what was happening, and what needed to be done. He looked up and then slowly released his grip on Caldwell’s neck. He leaned back, drawing away from Caldwell, and slowly made it to his feet with his hands up. “I’m with you guys,” he said in an exhausted plea. The police closed in, listening closely as he said the word “explosives” and pointed at the wreckage that was the van.

      They handcuffed him and the injured Caldwell, pulling them both away from the scene. Knight looked ahead and saw an ambulance pulling up amid an array of flashing police cruisers. And like some angelic vision, he saw Bonnie get out of one of the cars, blanket over her shoulders, Detective Harris at her side. None of it had really settled in, but he knew that somehow, he had stopped the attack. As they neared another police car, Caldwell turned to him, almost smiling.

      “Looks like you found a way, Charles. But this isn’t over.”

      “It’s over,” Knight said, “and you’re going to pay for everything that you’ve done.”

      The fairgrounds were quickly evacuated as police and FBI dominated the area. What could have been another deadly and gruesome attack was prevented by a chance moment of finding a station wagon among an ocean of vehicles. Knight knew he had a lot to explain in his upcoming statement. He only wondered if they could believe it all in the end.
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