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            Prodigy

          

        

      

    

    
      Keisha’s fingers danced across the ivory keys with swift, surgical precision. She threw back her head and shut her almond eyes, giving herself to the music. Chopin's Waltz was her song tonight. A personal favorite she replayed for the twelfth time since Carnegie Hall. The young pianist allowed emotion to guide the melody. With each session, the song became more unique, more distinctively her own.

      From the chairs of the small opera house, the patrons ogled the eleven-year-old soloist. Her melody stole their hearts. Her mastery captivated their mind. In the front row, Avery and Trisha Rines held each other’s hands. They watched their daughter, still amazed at her talent after dozens of shows across the world’s greatest venues. Mr. Rines gave his wife’s hand a squeeze. She turned to him with glassy eyes and a sly, relief-inspired smile. He repaid it in kind, knowing tonight would be good.

      The show came to a close, and the crowd stood from their seats. Dressed in their finest, ladies and gentlemen clapped their hands and whistled. Keisha slid off the piano bench, pressed down her silky purple dress, and bowed. Her slinky, chocolate-brown curls bounced at the movement. Two tiny hair bells jingled and glistened in the spotlight. Keisha smiled wide and white, just as her father had taught her. Makeup painted her brown cheeks. It had been applied perfectly to keep her both elegant and innocent. Now that the concert had concluded, she wanted it off her face.

      Keisha slipped into the backstage doorway, waving a final time at the applauding audience. Most of them were older white men and their wives. They loved her more than a fresh slice of cake. When she was safe from their gazes, Keisha let her falsified smile fade. She took a deep breath, absorbing the stench of body odor in the actor’s corridor. It perplexed her how bad most of the grandiose venues smelled behind the stage. As she stretched her scrawny arms far above her head, Mom and Dad waltzed into the barren backstage area.

      Avery Rines leaned in and picked up his daughter below the armpits. “There’s my little starlet!”

      “Dad!” Keisha giggled as her father spun her in the air.

      Avery kissed her forehead and put her back on the floor. He placed his hands on his hips and sighed in accomplishment. “I thought it was a great show.”

      Trisha knelt down in front of Keisha and fixed the sleeves of the expensive purple dress. “Me too. You were fantastic, Keisha.”

      The eleven-year-old shrugged off the compliment. “You always say that.”

      “Well,” Avery started. “She was a bit off in the second measure.”

      “Avery,” Trisha gawked at him. “She’s tired.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little constructive criticism,” Avery defended himself. “I already made a note of it. We’ll work out the kinks tomorrow. ”

      “But we practice every day,” Keisha replied.

      “Yes, darling,” her father said. “We don’t want you to go dull.”

      Keisha frowned. “The tour is over.”

      “That doesn’t mean you stop playing,” Avery stated. “Now, let’s go socialize. I want to be out of here by eleven.”

      A few dozen patrons gathered outside the old opera house. Main Street was lively this Saturday night. Pedestrians rubbernecked at the semi-exclusive event. In Van Buren, Arkansas, there wasn’t much diversity among the people or new attractions. When the eleven-year-old African American soloist and her parents walked out onto the sidewalk, a few brows were raised.

      The patrons greeted the Rines with more praise. Keisha stood sentry beside her parents as they boasted about her accomplishments, laughed at unfunny jokes, and nodded agreeably whenever someone brought up their skin color. There was always one at every venue, and Keisha noticed that the comment created discomfort in most of the other Caucasians.

      “I was unsure if we’d see you again,” a man with a spade-shaped white beard, blue eyes, and form tux said.

      “Leave Van Buren behind? That’s crazy talk,” Avery joked.

      “It’s a big world. I’m sure there are more enticing places,” the bearded man replied.

      “There’s no place like home, sheriff,” Trisha complimented as she fixed Avery’s bowtie.

      Keisha blocked out the rest of the conversation, intrigued by the closed funeral home and lively coffee shop across the street. Leaning on a distant light post, a tall man watched her as he slid his cell phone into his pocket. A cap shielded his eyes. A brown goatee circled his thin lips. Keisha felt his gaze on her. She stared back. The mysterious man crushed his cigarette butt under the heel of his boot. Sticking his hands into his tight pockets, he wandered in the opposite direction, vanishing into the Saturday night crowd.  

      Keisha grew restless in her heels. She bounced from foot to foot, eager to take off the uncomfortable shoes. Her parents chatted forever. It was always politics or news, never anything interesting. She tugged at her mother’s black dress, but Trisha waved her off, laughing loudly with one of the patrons. Keisha studied her mother’s black heels, believing she had superpowers to wear them all the time.

      Eventually, they crossed the street and headed up the sidewalk, entering a large parking lot behind the adjacent strip mall. Straggling patrons followed behind them and climbed into their classy cars. About a quarter way through the lot, a plump, homely woman stopped the Rines.

      “Isn’t she just darling,” the woman exclaimed.

      “Oh, she is,” Trisha replied.

      The woman pinched Keisha’s cheek. “You are straight out of an American Girl catalog. Isn’t she? Straight out of a catalog.”

      “The bells. The dress. The look doesn’t work on everyone. She has the right structure for it,” Trisha said proudly. “You can thank Avery.”

      The woman’s eyes went wide. A smile filled her round face as she looked at Trisha. “She gets it from you, honey.”

      Keisha sighed. Here we go again.

      The BMW wasn’t far. She tugged on Avery. Her father looked down at her with piercing brown eyes rife with annoyance.

      “Can I sit in the car?” Keisha begged with puppy dog eyes.

      Avery fished the keys from his pocket. “We’ll be there soon.”

      Keisha smiled at her victory. She snatched the keys from his grasp and practically skipped to the vehicle. Her parents returned to their conversation. Keisha unlocked the door, relieved to escape the monotonous back-and-forth. Sore, she slid off her heels, feeling the cool asphalt against the soles of her feet. Keisha wiggled her toes. She turned her eyes to the not-so-far train track built on a grassy mound. Cloaked in a shadow, a figure watched her.

      

      Trisha wished the kind woman a good night and smiled until she left. Once they were alone, Trisha yawned and leaned against Avery. “What time is it?”

      Avery wrapped his arm around her, checking his watch on the opposite wrist. “Almost one.”

      Trisha snuggled up against her husband. He was a strong, tall man with clear contacts and a definitive bone structure.

      “Perhaps we should move to that townhouse in Baltimore,” Avery broke the silence as they walked to the car.

      “I thought you loved the small town,” Trisha said, surprised.

      “Maybe,” Avery said with pause. “I’m thinking of Kei. It’s already August. She’s only been back at school for one week, but I feel like she’s above her peers here. An academy more her caliber would be very beneficial.”

      Trisha froze.

      “I meant no offense to you or your hometown,” Avery stopped himself.

      A monotone ding leaked from the BMW’s open back door. Light spilled onto the asphalt and shimmered across their daughter’s abandoned purple heels.

      Trisha ripped herself from Avery’s grasp and ran to their car. “Keisha?” She leaned into the backseat. Empty. “Keisha, baby. Come out!”

      Avery was slow to catch on, but then it hit him. He spun around, scanning the parking lot for his daughter. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know,” Trisha shouted back and ran across the parking lot, checking beneath a nearby stationary car.

      “Come on, Keisha,” Avery marched to the other end of the parking lot. “This isn’t a game!”

      They fanned out, searching up and down the parking lot in a frantic tizzy. The sidewalks were devoid of people. It was only them and a few other vehicles. Panting, Trisha rejoined with her husband back at the car. Wide-eyed, Avery shook his head. Trisha’s world spun.

      “She’s gone,” Trisha said in disbelief. “Our baby’s gone.”
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      Anna Dedrick sped down the country road in her black Chevy Silverado. With a wide smile, she turned the volume dial and let the sweet Southern blues rock her cabby. Clean Arkansas air ruffled her brunette hair as the sun bounced off her tinted aviators. It felt good being back in the country. The Beckham murders, the Dade County human trafficking case, and all the other grime from Miami were miles behind, and Anna couldn’t be freer.

      Her belongings cramped the back seat and were stacked tall in the truck’s bed. I-40 carried her most of the way, but as she neared Van Buren, the thirty-four-year-old woman diverged into the back roads of her youth. She drove past flat farmland, single-story brick homes with Christian iconography, and old oak trees rife with history. Eventually, she turned into a narrow, single-lane street.

      The Silverado bumped off-road. It rolled over rocks and down a forested path, slowing to a stop next to a maroon 1995 Chevy Bronco. She kept the vehicle running as she scanned the sparkling emerald waters of Lee Creek. A single boat bobbed in its center.

      Dressed in a khaki fishing vest, Richard cast another line from the padded swivel chair speared into the back end of the boat. Gray hair curled from under his frilled-brim fishing hat while a slightly crazed smile curved above his scruffy square jaw. The line went taut. After letting the reel zip loudly, Richard tugged back the fishing rod. He leaped from his seat and planted his feet at the edge of the boat. With an arched back, he pulled. The large bass jumped from the water. Tongue sticking out the side of his mouth, Richard reeled the fish to the body of the boat. He scoured the floor with his eyes and snatched the net at his feet, using it to scoop up the largemouth bass.

      “Big fella,” he said with a victorious grin as he hoisted the catch up to eye level. He paused, letting his eyes gloss over.

      Anna stood at the edge of the water. She crossed her arms over her cobalt button-up tucked fashionably into her jeans.

      Removing pliers from his vest, Richard quickly pried the hook from the fish’s lip and tossed the fish back into the water. Wasting no more time, he rowed to Anna. The plastic bass boat rammed into the thin coast, bulldozing the mud with its flat nose.

      Anna looked over the man with a cocky grin. “We could’ve eaten that, you know.”

      Richard scrambled out of the boat, almost slipping on the rim, and greeted the tall woman with a strong, reciprocating hug. After enjoying a warm moment, he pulled himself away. “How did you find me?”

      “It’s Sunday afternoon,” Anna said matter-of-factly. “Where else would you be?”

      Smiling giddily, he looked her up and down. “Wow.”

      “What?” Anna put her hands on her hips.

      “You got a tan,” Richard replied. “You look like one of those sexy South Beach girls.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” Anna raised her brow, pleased her father’s humor hadn’t changed.

      Richard took off his hat and flattened his disheveled gray hair with his hand. “What am I saying? You must be starving. Big Jake’s?”

      “Big Jake’s.”

      Anna helped drag the boat up the bank and lift it on the trailer frame hitched to Richard’s truck. She would’ve lectured him on fishing alone this far away from the town, but the old man had heard it a thousand times. When Richard set his mind on something, Anna would have better luck negotiating with a deaf mule.

      Richard insisted on leading the caravan to Big Jake’s Cattle Co., and they pulled into the atmospheric restaurant at sunset. The exterior had a black, dry wood look about it and a rectangular shape akin to an old Western saloon. The font and glowing red lettering matched that of a casino, and it bore the sigil of a horned bull’s skull.

      Boring locals dressed in their Sunday clothes filled the booths and square tables of the dimly lit but homely establishment. Most drove in from the many Pentecostal churches around town, and like communion, Big Jake’s was a Sunday ritual. Nonetheless, Anna remembered the place to be packed all seven days of the week. After getting a few off-kilter gazes from the locals, the waiter seated Anna and her father by the window. For dinner, Richard ordered the almond-crusted catfish covered with squeezed lemon juice while Anna got the country-style cheeseburger. She took a joyful bite, glad that some things never changed.  

      “So what’s next for the famous Anna Dedrick?” Richard said with a toothy grin.

      Anna shifted in her seat. “I’m staying here.”

      Her father’s eyes went big, and he looked back and forth at the other patrons with Christmas morning excitement. “Where are you going to stay? Do you have a home? Do we need to find you one?”

      Anna fidgeted under the table. “I’m staying with you.”

      Richard crinkled his brow and cocked his head slightly.

      Anna put down her burger. “We talked about this over the phone.”

      Her father nodded slowly with a confused expression on his face. “Right, yeah, I remember.”

      He didn’t, Anna knew. She munched on a fry, making a mental note to remind her father about the conversational journal they’d discussed. Richard’s memory had started going a few years back. The beginnings of early-onset Alzheimer's, the doctors said. Sad because he was only sixty-four, fit as a fiddle, and used to be a helluva detective.  

      “I got a phone number and website set up. Rented an office space down on 7th, too.” Anna said with a mouthful. “I was wondering if you could give me a hand setting it up?”

      “Absolutely. When?” Richard asked.

      “Tomorrow.” Anna pushed her finished plate aside. “If you’re up for it, I wouldn’t mind visiting Mom.”

      Richard’s welcoming blue eyes watered. “She’d like that.”

      When the check came, Richard insisted on paying and left behind a fat tip for the pretty waitress. They caravanned down western Arkansas's flat roads and came to a stop at the cemetery parking lot. Anna grabbed a flashlight from the dashboard console and rejoined her father at the graveyard’s gate. Catching a gust of cool autumn wind, they walked among the tombs. Ashley Dedrick’s headstone was a simple stone slab amidst a row of fading gravestones. Anna held the light on the engraved name. Fourteen years ago, and her passing still felt like it happened yesterday. After a moment of silence, they were ready to go.

      “She’d be proud of you,” Richard said when they reached the parking lot. “You were her favorite.”

      Evan came to mind. Anna hadn’t seen her brother for many years. She chose to avoid that topic tonight. No use shattering her father’s mood.

      Anna followed Richard back to his simple house on the outskirts of town. The building was a single story with a short dirt driveway and a grassy front yard a few weeks un-mowed. Upon entering, Richard sank into his worn recliner and flipped on the classic movie channel. Anna went to the last bedroom at the end of the hall. The posters from her youth were still tacked onto the walls. School yearbooks and required reading filled her bookshelves. Even the sheets were the same color as they had been in her early twenties. Struggling to get over the surreal feeling, Anna unpacked a few suitcases and filled the drawers with her folded clothes.

      Richard was snoring when she filled a glass with water at the kitchen sink. She took a sip, glancing at the family photos magnetized to the refrigerator. With a mouthful of braces and crooked teeth, Anna’s eleven-year-old self held up a tiny bluegill dangling from a hook. Evan, seven at the time with a mop of brown hair and dressed in a faded Mickey Mouse T-shirt, stood beside her and smiled at something off camera. It was a good night of fishing, Anna remembered. One of the last times Evan had smiled.

      After a hearty yawn, Anna showered, brushed her teeth, and returned to bed. She rolled onto her back, looking at the glow-in-the-dark stars that speckled the ceiling. Puffing up her pillow, she fell asleep and revisited the same nightmares that plagued her.

      The smell of bacon got her up in the morning. Anna grabbed some pants from her suitcase and put on a clean shirt. After freshening up in the bathroom, she found her father cooking breakfast. He pulled out a tray of bacon from the oven and let the grease pour into a tin can. The toaster dinged. He put down the bacon tray and hastily plucked the steamy toast onto a plate next to sunny-side-up eggs. With a wide smile, he put the plate in front of Anna and wiped his fingers on his favorite classic muscle car apron.

      “Just how you like them.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.” Anna took a seat as she combed her wet hair.

      Richard hastily sat down next to her and watched her take the first bite. “And?”

      The hot food burned Anna’s tongue. She nodded, fighting the heat. “Good.”

      Richard’s face lit up.

      “Did you make some for yourself?” Anna asked.

      Her father shook his head. “I don’t have an appetite with the medication they put me on.”

      “Go ahead and eat something.” Anna sliced the egg with her fork. “I’ll wait.”

      Richard smiled at her. “You sound like your mother.”

      Anna gave him the eye.

      “All right, all right.” Richard stood from his seat and cracked a few more eggs. “I won’t be getting away with much with you around, will I?” he joked.

      Maybe he wasn’t as stubborn as she remembered. Once they finished eating, they hopped into the Silverado. It was weird to see Van Buren in the daytime. Most of the residents were either at work or at home, so the streets were almost vacant. Compared to what Anna dealt with in Miami, she welcomed the change in pace. As they drove to the office, Richard fished out his handicapped tag from his pocket and dangled it on the rearview mirror. “It’s so we get a good spot.”

      “No, Dad,” Anna pulled the tag off. “That’s yours.”

      Richard put it back in place. “All I do is watch TV and sleep. You need it a lot more than I do.”

      “You also fish and go to church.”

      “Blah,” Richard grunted disgustedly.

      Anna's jaw dropped. “But, you love going to church.”

      “Your mother liked going to church.”

      Shocked, Anna turned to him.

      Richard shrugged and looked sadly at his lap. “I don’t feel it anymore. What else is there to say?”

      They pulled into the front of the small office building located on a strip mall. It was a tiny place, once used by a small-time attorney. Richard helped her move file boxes and the disassembled parts of the desk inside. Dust lingered in the rectangular room, dancing and twisting in the light. The tan shutters on the back wall window cast an orange-ish hue across the brown-carpeted floor.

      “It’s…” Richard struggled to find the word. “Nice.”

      Anna put down her box, pushing it against the far wall. “It’s definitely something else.”

      Her Miami office had been separated from the rest of the large bullpen. It boasted a wide city view and smelled of natural air fresheners. Her old desk had a modern glass design and held a sleek computer monitor and a bonsai tree gifted to her by her boss to help with the office’s feng shui. The dingy place she stood in had all the charm of the cheap, crooked lawyer who owned it before her. The desk she would build was stained black wood and maybe a tier above IKEA.

      “Anna Dedrick: Private Investigator.” Richard read from the copper-nickel door sign and turned it to Anna. “You’re not transferring into the police station? I’m sure Garrett can get you set up.”

      “Nah,” Anna said. “Too much of a hassle.”

      Also, not much money, Anna wanted to say but didn’t want to offend her father. Not that finance was all Anna cared about, but the Van Buren PD and Sheriff’s Department held on to every penny with a clenched fist.

      Richard put the sign back in the box. “Most of your cases in Van Buren will probably be pretty bland compared to Miami.”

      “That’s the point,” Anna said honestly. “I’ve done enough of that for three lifetimes.”

      “If it makes you happy,” her father said with a sweet smile. “I just don’t want my angel’s talents going to waste.”

      Anna grinned back at him. “Thanks, Dad. But I want this, truly.”

      Her father pulled out another box and took out a few dusty photos. “These are from when you and Evan were kids. The camping trip!”

      “It’s been a lifetime since I’ve been through them,” Anna admitted. “We can do it together if you’d like. That might be fun.”

      A jingle played in Anna’s back pocket. With an inquisitive expression, she pulled out her cell phone.

      “Who is it?” Richard asked.

      Not recognizing the number, Anna accepted the call and placed the phone up to her ear. “Hello?”

      “Is this Anna Dedrick?” a frantic woman said on the other end of the line.

      “Yes.”

      “Thank God,” the woman said with tear-filled relief. “My name is Trisha Rines. I saw your ad online and would like to speak with you. Are you available now?”

      “Uh… sure.” Anna looked around her disheveled office and the piles of boxes. With a big corny smile, Richard gave her a thumb’s up.

      Anna waved him off. “Can I ask what this is about, Mrs. Rines?”

      “My daughter. Someone took my daughter.”

      

      The pen tapped anxiously on the yellow legal pad, leaving behind little black specks on the page. Silhouettes appeared on the other side of the fogged glass door window. A man and woman, Anna surmised by their heights and postures. She put down the pen on the black desk and leaned forward on the leather rolling chair.

      The door handle rattled, and the Rines stepped inside the dimly lit office.

      Anna rose from her seat. “Please, come in. I apologize for the mess. I’m still getting organized after the move.”

      The couple glanced at the stacked boxes tucked in the back corner as they wandered over to the two chairs facing Anna’s desk.

      Mr. Rines was a handsome black man with a well-structured face. Standing over six feet, he wore a white button-up under a steel blazer and walked with obvious skepticism. By the dingy look of her office, Anna didn’t blame him for his doubt.

      Eyes puffy from tears, Mrs. Rines, smiled politely to herself. She was a five-foot-four black woman with a soft face, alluring eyes, and highlighted shoulder-length hair. The waves and curls gave it a classy, elegant aesthetic. She wore an expensive dark blue dress and extended her oily hand. Anna took it and shook, feeling underdressed in her collared blue button-down with sleeves rolled to her elbows and black slacks. “Good to see you, Mrs. Rines.”

      “Call me Trisha,” the woman said in her soft voice. “This is my husband, Avery.”

      Mr. Rines shook Anna’s hand. “You can find our daughter?”

      Straight to the point. Anna liked that. They sat down. “We’ll see.”

      The couple exchanged relieved looks and squeezed each other’s hand. Anna picked up her pen. “Before we get started, I must tell you that I mostly deal with civil investigations.”

      “No need to be humble, Ms. Dedrick,” Avery said. “We know about your reputation. You took down one of the nation’s biggest prostitution rings when you worked with Miami PD. That type of achievement doesn’t go unnoticed, especially after you caught the monster that killed the Beckham family.”

      They did their research. Still, it was information anyone could find with a simple Google search.

      “The spotlight loves you, Anna,” Trisha said with a small smile. “That’s a rare attribute in your line of work.”

      “Thank you,” Anna replied, hoping that in some alternative universe, the media hadn’t bolstered her into some super figure with a perfect mind, work ethic, and body who never makes mistakes and lives up to an impossible standard. Just when she thought she’d escaped Miami…

      “Tell me about your daughter.”

      “Her name is Keisha Rines,” Avery replied. “She turned eleven this year.”

      Anna’s brows rose. “The Keisha Rines?”

      Trisha crossed her hands on her lap. “Yes. She was playing at King’s Opera House to end her six-month tour three nights ago. We wanted to do something special. Purely exclusive. After all, Van Buren is my hometown.”

      “The theatre is small,” Avery explained. “We only invited close friends, donors, and upstanding patrons in the music field. Before you ask, yes, we had a background check done on all of them. None of them had a criminal record. Nothing major, at least.”

      “We’re not sure if we suspect them yet,” Trisha added. “We were the last ones to leave. When we walked to the car, we found the back door to be open. Keisha was gone. Only her heels remained. No witnesses, either.”

      “Have the police been looking into it?”

      “Yes,” Trisha said, sniffling. “But, they move too slow.”

      “You say she was kidnapped? Any particular reason you suspect that? Was there a ransom letter?”

      The Rines traded looks. “Nothing,” Trisha said. “We just… feel it.”

      Anna jotted down a note. “Tell me more about Keisha. Her personality?”

      “She’s a beautiful girl. High IQ. Very talented.” Avery chuckled with frustrated sadness. “Didn’t deserve to be taken.”

      “Did she like it?” Anna asked.

      “What?”

      “Playing the piano.”

      A confused expression flooded over Avery’s face. “Of course she did. She loved it. We practice almost every day.”

      Anna nodded intently. “Would you say she is rebellious?”

      “All kids have a rebellious side,” Avery said, getting frustrated.

      This might be getting somewhere. “How would you describe her after her shows?”

      “Tired. She’s eleven, and it’s not easy performing in front of a crowd.”

      Anna took down another note. “How about before her shows?”

      Avery got defensive. “What are you getting at?”

      Anna set down the legal pad. “Van Buren has a higher national average in terms of crime rate than most communities in the US. That said, it’s definitely not among the greatest. We’re talking property thefts, house burglaries, and the occasional domestic assault. True, children have gone missing before, but in a small town like this, they are more likely to run away.”

      “Are you saying…?”

      “I’m not ruling out that she wasn’t kidnapped, but there’s a possibility—”

      Avery shook his head. “No. Not our Kei. Never.”

      Anna directed her gaze at Mrs. Rines. “Trisha?”

      The woman was silent. She looked at her lap. “There were times when I felt she didn’t love the piano. She has an adventurous spirit. The stage provides that outlet, but I don’t think it fully scratched that itch.”

      “Has she ever run away before?”

      Trisha’s lip quivered. “Once. Only for a few hours. To play, she said.”

      “We told you what we know,” Avery stated. “Are you willing to help us?”

      Anna always had a soft spot for children. In Miami, she went through hell and high water to save the Dade County girls—three of them around the age of fourteen. They were chained to a pipe under a man’s sink for days at a time, only taken out to be beaten or used. Disgust lodged in Anna’s throat. The office suddenly turned hot and stuffy.

      “I want to help, but the police are probably your best bet,” Anna explained. “They have more resources and manpower than me. My father used to work with them. I can vouch for their competence.”

      Trisha unbuttoned her expensive black snakeskin purse and pulled out a checkbook and pen. She put it on the table and opened it. Her tired eyes locked on Anna. “If we only wanted the police’s help, we wouldn’t have come to you.”

      Avery nodded to himself. “Just name your price, Ms. Dedrick. No cost is too high for my daughter’s life.”
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      The Rines house was east of Van Buren, tucked a little ways behind a suburban neighborhood. Brick and white wood made up the two-story building. Trees spotted the trimmed grass, and short hedges sprouted out beneath the windowsill. With the money Avery and Trisha were making, they could’ve gone much bigger. Nonetheless, the residence could accommodate a successful doctor’s summer needs.

      Following behind them, Anna walked the flagstone path to their small porch and entered inside. Family portraits decorated the main hall. The smooth sideboard surfaces and wood floor glistened under a crystalline chandelier.   

      “We were gone most of the summer,” Avery explained as they strutted through the hall. “Keisha’s tour took us from New York to Seattle. Overseas as well. We pay a young lady to house sit for us while we’re away.”

      Anna studied a large, framed portrait. On a silky white backdrop, Avery and Trisha flanked Keisha from each side. They all had perfect smiles and perfect clothes. The prodigy had two silver bells in her slinky black hair.

      “Mind if I take pictures?” Anna asked.

      “As long as they are deleted after she’s found.”

      Anna removed her phone from her pocket. “Keisha didn’t come home too often, I’m guessing.” She snapped a photo.

      “No time for that,” Avery said. “Here’s her practice room.”

      Anna peeked inside the spacious white room. A grand piano rested near the room’s center. Large windows filled the area with natural sunlight.

      “We like to minimize the distractions,” Avery explained. “It keeps Kei focused.”

      Anna approached the glass trophy case erected in the main hall. She studied the assortment of Keisha’s awards and achievements on multi-tiered glass shelves. “Impressive. How long has she been playing?”

      “We started when she was four so… seven years.”

      “Three professionally,” Trisha added.

      “How long does she practice a day?”

      “A few hours every morning,” Trisha said, almost whimsically. Her dark eyes studied trophies with subtle regret.

      “Five to be precise,” Avery corrected. “Come on. I’ll show you her room.”

      Grabbing the handrail, Avery led them up the stairs. Anna took photos of portraits hanging on the adjacent wall. They were mostly of Avery, Trisha, and Keisha in front of different elegant backdrops. Occasionally, another family member would be involved. They either had the happiest family on earth or lived the perfect illusion. Anna’s skeptic side chose the latter.

      “Keisha an only child?” she asked as they reached the upstairs.

      “Correct.” Avery took a breath. “One and done, that’s what Trisha said.”

      Mrs. Rines smiled softly to herself, not denying nor confirming her husband’s statement.

      The prodigy's room had a pink hue with a memory foam bed that boasted a choir of stuffed animals. A wall-mounted shelf ran around the room’s top, supporting a plethora of expensive dolls. Some were still in their pristine packages.

      “You mind?” Anna asked as she stepped into the room.

      “Take all the time you need.”

      With an uncomfortable expression, the Rines stepped out, leaving the door cracked.

      Anna started underneath the bed. She pulled out the long plastic boxes stuffed with old Barbies and other neglected toys. Removing a coat of dust with the palm of her hand, she opened it and dug inside. Nothing out of the ordinary or anything missing. Sliding them under the bed, she shoved her hand between the mattresses, feeling paper. She retrieved a teen’s fashion magazine regarding the latest boy bands. Anna put it back. She opened a door, entering a closet fit for a queen. Dresses and shirts of all shades and designs hung perfectly on two adjacent racks. At their foot, dozens of cubbies held dozens of shoes and heels. It could be any eleven-year-old girl’s dream, but was it Keisha’s? Anna took pictures.

      All the heels were accounted for but one pair: the purple ones Mrs. Rines spoke of. The police had filed them into evidence by now. By the heels filling the boarding cubbies, Anna conjured a mental picture of the ones missing: high, gorgeous, and uncomfortable. She scooted aside sections of dresses and knocked on the wood, listening for any hollow planks. Nothing. Standing on her toes, she reached for a high shelf and pulled down a few empty shoeboxes. One made her raise a brow. Gray sneakers.

      She lowered down and studied all the shoes in the cubbies. Stroking her chin, she spotted a cubby with black sneakers and a cubby with white. Anna took the box with her, doing a final preliminary check of the closet.

      “Trisha?”

      The woman entered. “Finished?”

      “Not quite. What do you know about these?” Anna held up the empty shoebox.

      Trisha studied it for a moment. “Oh, those. Keisha loved them, but they got scuffed a few weeks back. I—this will sound horrible—I threw them out.” Trisha blushed. “In hindsight, I should’ve taken them to the Salvation Army.”

      “When I was Keisha’s age, I loved heels, but I hated how they felt. Is there any chance she could’ve fished her sneakers out of the trash?”

      “It’s possible,” Trisha said with uncertainty. “May I ask why it matters?”

      “Your daughter left her heels behind when she vanished. I’m thinking she might have had a backup pair of comfy shoes. She came home before the Saturday night show, right?”

      “Yes. But she wouldn’t run away in the middle of the night.”

      “It’s just a theory.”

      Anna proceeded to search the dresser and TV stand. She discovered a number of handheld video games but no portable console. “Does Keisha play a lot of games?”

      “An hour a day and during car rides,” Avery explained from the hallway. “Otherwise, we can’t get her away from the darn thing.”

      Anna knelt before the bookshelf. She ran her finger across the books, collecting a fine layer of dust. Housekeeper has been slacking off. She stopped at Bunnicula. No dust. Read recently. With a finger, she pulled the book forth and removed it and the ones beside it from the shelf. She reached in and pulled out a small pink notebook. Anna flipped through the pages. Dates, complaints, and song lyrics. A diary. Exactly what she was looking for.

      “Is that…?” Avery asked. “Can I—”

      “Let her read it,” Trisha interrupted.

      Reluctant, Avery gestured for Anna to read on. “If there’s anything condemning in there, you’ll tell me, right?”

      Anna smiled slyly at him, knowing that the joke was backed by truth. As an avid reader, she burned through the doodle-covered pages within moments, seeking out recurring themes. Keisha loved the simple things in life: nature, chocolate, and animals. She complained about rigorous piano practice and harbored some insecurity that “Mom and Dad won’t understand.” She wrote about a boy she liked from school, Joshua—Anna took note of that name—and about visiting her grandmother. The only one she claimed who understood her.

      Anna looked up from the notebook. “Does Trisha’s grandmother live nearby?”

      “Yeah, she lives on Prospect,” Avery said with slight annoyance. “But I’d rather not get her involved in this. She’s very… opinionated. She doesn’t even attend Kei’s shows.”

      Prospect Street was northwest of here. Anna knew a quick way to get there. “Do you mind if I hang on to the notebook?”

      “If it helps,” Trisha said. “Is there anything inside that we should be concerned about?”

      “Nothing life-changing. Once I scan the pages, I’ll let you have it back.”

      Anna pocketed the notebook, planning on running it through her state-of-the-art keyword software for any hidden gems or cryptography.

      She did a final check-up on the bathroom, kitchen, and backyard, filling her phone’s memory bank with dozens of phones. Thanking the Rines for their time, Anna climbed into her truck.

      “Oh,” Anna said before leaving the driveway. “You said the back door of your BMW was open?”

      “Yes,” Avery replied.

      “Did the police check for fingerprints?”

      “They’re on it.”

      Anna nodded, thanked them again, and drove off. In the rearview mirror, Avery wrapped his arm around Trisha’s shoulder and watched Anna leave.

      Her truck bumped down the road and headed to King’s Opera House. She passed through Van Buren’s historic downtown. On both sides, red brick, Victorian-style buildings seamlessly coupled together, preserving the old rough-and-tumble river town aesthetic. Anna caught glimpses of her childhood, from enjoying the local cuisine stocked by the Arkansas River only blocks away to exploring the various antique shops with her father. She even skipped class once or twice to smooch Ronald Greenbell, the sheriff’s son, by the train tracks. Anna shook her head at the corniness of the whole situation.

      Looking more like an old general store than a theatre, King’s Opera House came up on her right. It was a small, well-preserved venue that was condemned to show the same historical town plays until the end of time. Until Keisha Rines, that is. The Opera House connected with a similar two-story, brick building that had seen better days. It faced a coffee shop and funeral home, along with a few mom-and-pop shops.

      Anna parked in front and stepped out, shielding her eyes with her hand. At three in the afternoon, she didn’t see many locals on the sidewalks. She opened the Chevy’s backdoor and pulled out the large black ruggedized case from the backseat’s foot gutter. A tape strip labeled “Anna’s Toy Box” stamped the outside.

      Wind tugged at a Missing Persons poster stuck on a lamppost. From the white page, Keisha smiled at the world. Anna chewed her gum as she studied the photo. Child prodigy vanishes one night. No witness, no demands, and no clues apart from a pair of purple heels.

      Anna crossed the street and entered the large parking lot behind the adjacent strip mall. The Rines said they rented it out to accommodate the visiting patrons because the Opera House’s lot was little more than grass and gravel. Law enforcement swept both sites a little over twenty-four hours ago when Trisha called them around 1 a.m. Saturday. Nonetheless, Anna brought her “Toy Box.” It was a trusty portable forensics lab fit with a Toughbook evidence laptop, swabs, paper bags, tubes, and all sorts of other gizmos she’d bought off her good old friend Allen—a slightly sketchy forensic scientist back in Miami.

      Going to the far end where the Rines had parked, Anna rested her hand on her hip and looked around. Sixth Street was to the east. The potential abductor could’ve driven that way, grabbed the girl, and sped into the night. Unlikely, Anna thought as she looked to the sidewalk to where Avery and Trisha had spoken to the enthusiastic patron. They would’ve seen their daughter and any potential abductor.

      Anna turned to the west. Across the street and connecting to the Opera House was an abandoned building and beside it, most curiously, the Crawford County Sheriff’s Office. If she went that far, the police would’ve caught her on their security cameras. Southwest was the Opera House, and directly south was the bland rear of the pharmacy and strip mall. They had parking lot cameras, too. Anna wondered why the Rines didn’t mention that. She faced directly north, to the train tracks running across a large mound, passing over a rusty metal road bridge and trailing into the distance.

      She hiked up the grassy bank and walked along the tracks. Trees and a few suburban backyards were visible down the other side. It had to be this way. She pulled out her phone, snapping a few pictures of each direction, and emailed them to herself. She researched the train times on their website. It stopped running hours before the “abduction.” Today, it stopped around noon.  

      Using her foot, Anna swept the gravel between each wooden slat of the track. She started east as it was the easiest route for the abductor to take. After an hour of monotony and a practice in patience, she went west. Passing by the Opera House and police station, she entered into a wooded area of the tracks. The surrounding buildings were barely visible through the tree line, and whatever cameras they had wouldn’t see this far out. As Anna contemplated her distance, she heard the jingle. Kneeling down, she spotted the dusty silver bell pressed into the gravel.

      Anna’s eyes went wide. She searched her phone for the pictures taken at the Rines’ house. Zooming in on the family portrait, Keisha wore two silver bells in her hair. More than coincidence. Flipping open her kit, she removed a set of gloves and gingerly lifted the bell into the sunlight, catching a glimpse of something inside. With her fingernails, she removed a long gray hair. Things just got interesting.

      Popping open a long evidence tube, Anna carefully guided the hair inside. It was too long to be from anywhere but the scalp. She sealed the capsule and slid it into its designated holder within her Toy Box. Closing up the latches on the black box, Anna rose to her feet and swept the dust off her slacks. Feeling her heart race, she followed the tracks all the way to the Arkansas River. Finding no other clues, she returned to the Opera House, knowing one thing for sure. Keisha hadn’t been on her own the night she vanished.

      

      The King’s Opera House smelled of clove. The foyer was largely open with two doors leading into the theatre, bathrooms, and a receptionist desk. Anna entered. In the cool air-conditioned room, she realized how sweaty the walk had made her.

      Judging by his acne and faint mustache, the boy behind the desk was around sixteen or seventeen. He glanced up from his phone to check out Anna walking in and returned to his texting.

      Anna stopped at the desk and flipped open her wallet, showing off her P.I. license within. “I was wondering if I might see the video footage from Saturday night?”

      It would have a better view of the train tracks than the parking lot. The pharmacy camera revealed the Rines talking to the woman, but the BMW was at the edge of the screen, hiding the driver’s side and Keisha’s door. Anna wasn’t surprised. If it revealed everything, the Rines wouldn’t have needed her.

      The boy lowered his phone and eyed her suspiciously. “You a cop?”

      “No.” Anna closed her wallet. “Private investigator.”

      “You're looking for the girl? Is it true she’s been kidnapped?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. The footage will help.”

      The boy scratched the back of his head. “About that… we had some trouble Friday and Saturday night. The camera’s cut off. Some hardware glitch, I’m guessing. We gave the surviving video to the sheriff.”

      No camera, no witness. If not for the bell, it would be the perfect storm. The Rines might be right. Anna didn’t like that thought, but she kept an open mind. Jumping to hard conclusions was a slippery slope in her line of work. “Do you know anyone who could have tampered with the cameras?”

      The boy thought for a moment. “Not that I can think of. The place looks good, but there’s always stuff breaking.”

      Anna sought out the building manager, janitor, and a few of the aspiring actors. They backed up the boy’s story: the cameras were junk, but having them break on the night of the abduction felt too coincidental. The sheriff’s office had footage for the last couple of days, but even with her father’s influence, they wouldn’t grant her access to the investigation property unless she hopped on as a consultant. Anna jotted down a note and stepped outside.

      She noticed the funeral home across the street. Long shot.

      The mortician was a solitary man with gaunt cheeks and ghoulish eyes that made him surprisingly fitting for his occupation. His face lit up when he saw Anna. “Dedrick. My gosh, has it been a long time.”

      Anna smiled at him. Fourteen years ago, he had helped with her mother’s funeral arrangements and witnessed her brother Evan walk away to never return. They didn’t talk about it, and they wouldn’t talk about it now. “Hey, Pete.”

      “You’re back from Miami?”

      “Came back last night. I’m working as a P.I. now.”

      “The regular Sherlock Holmes. What can I do for you?” Pete’s eyes went soft and sympathetic as mourners did. “Is it your father?”

      “No, Peter, and hopefully not anytime soon.”

      “Right, sorry. Most of the people passing by are, well, dealing with the loss of their loved ones.”

      “I’m wondering if you noticed anything strange Saturday night?”

      “Keisha Rines was in town. That girl can play the piano. I hear she’s missing.”

      Anna nodded. “Last seen at the back of the Opera House. I was wondering if I could look at your camera footage from that night?”

      “Of course. Yeah. Come on back.”

      Pete led her past the room of display caskets and into the cramped security office. The mortician took a seat and shuffled through the VHS tapes. “It’s been ten years since I replaced this thing. I need to go digital.”

      “It helps,” Anna said. “How’s business?”

      Pete made a straight face. “Killer.” Then smiled.

      “That was bad, even by your standards.”

      Pete shrugged. “You can be a deadbeat in my line of work.”

      “Please, Lord, stop.”

      “You opened that door. It’s all on you.” With a cheeky grin, the tall man removed the tape labeled Saturday and put it into the VHS. “What time?”

      “8 p.m.”

      The tape fast-forwarded on the old monitor. Time lapsed at the front doors of the Opera House until it was night and patrons were filing into the venue.

      “Speed up,” Anna asked.

      The patrons buzzed into the doors at comically fast speeds. A few people lingered outside, enjoying a smoke. The screen reflected in Anna’s eyes. “Stop.”

      Pete pressed pause.

      “Rewind.”

      Anna’s eye bounced back and forth. “Pause it.”

      She leaned over his shoulder and squinted. Her fingernail tapped the screen. “There.”

      Pete focused on the spot. “I don’t…”

      Pulling out her phone, Anna checked her pictures from the Rines’s house. She stopped swiping at a family photo of Keisha and her grandmother. The same frizzled-haired woman on the television before her. “Tell me they are not the same person.”

      Pete studied Anna’s phone and the screen. “Sure are.” He looked up at Anna with his cool steel eyes. “You think grandma took the little starlet?”

      Anna’s gaze lingered on the TV. She clicked play on the remote in Pete’s hand. Dressed in black, the plump old woman shifted her head both ways before peeking into the Opera House window. She turned back to the road, hopped into her old brown Buick, and drove north on 5th Street.

      “I intend to find out.” She gave Pete a quick hug and bustled out of the funeral home.

      “Be careful,” Anna heard Pete shout before the door closed behind her.

      She could see the headline now: Grandma kidnaps child prodigy to save her from a life of fame and fortune. Looking both ways, she crossed the street and climbed into her truck. She turned the ignition and froze.

      Down the street, a figure watched her from within an early nineties muddy-orange Corvette. The car revved. Its tires spun, screamed, and set the vehicle speeding in the opposite direction. Anna eyed it as it vanished. As a P.I., she wasn’t legally allowed to run plates without reason, but she jotted them down anyway. It might be something to look into later.

      Avery and Trisha didn’t want her to bother family, but they’d thank her if she found a lead. Pulling up Yellow Pages on her phone, Anna input Trisha’s maiden name, Santos, and let the search engine do the rest. Within seconds, she had the address.

      Prospect Street was only a mile from the King’s Opera House. It was a back road inches out of reach from the historic downtown. Anna hiked up the porch to the single-story house with fading yellow paint, worn shingled roof, and an overgrown lawn. The place didn’t follow the train tracks, but it was on the same trajectory as the silver bell.

      Anna knocked. The woman answered, giving her the eye through the screen door. Mrs. Santos wore a bright colored dress that bloomed out down her short body. She had frizzy gray hair still dark at the root and thick glasses. “Can I help you?”

      Anna showed her the P.I. license. Santos glared at it with scrutiny. “My name is Anna Dedrick. I’m looking for your granddaughter.”

      “It’s about damn time.” The woman turned back and walked into the dark house. “Waiting on Christmas?”

      Taking that as an invitation, Anna opened the door. “Thank you.”

      The house was simply designed with a kitchen, living room, and master and guest bedrooms. The wallpaper could use some touching up, but apart from that, the place was fairly clean.

      “There’s a couch in the den. Have a seat.” Santos said from the kitchen. “I’ll put on some tea.”

      Anna strolled around the living room, looking for anything out of the ordinary. A handheld gaming system caught her eye. She remembered the game cartridges found in Keisha’s room. While Mrs. Santos boiled water, Anna explored the shelves and peeked under the couch nearby. Tucked behind a few dust bunnies and loose change was a child’s sock.

      After a moment, the elderly woman entered the den with two steamy mugs. Anna was sitting on the couch with her hands resting innocently on her lap. She accepted one of the mugs. “Smells great.”

      The woman plopped down on the recliner, taking a sip. “I told them. I told them. I told them. Putting that sweet child on stage would be nothing but trouble. They don’t listen, not when it comes to their cash cow.”

      “I take it you didn’t approve of Keisha’s career choice.” Anna blew on the tea.

      “Career choice? She’s eleven years old! Now, I’ll support my granddaughter until the day I die, but parading her on stage and dressing her up like a harlot, that’s an invitation to the devil. I’m honestly surprised she didn’t vanish sooner. I blame that man of Trisha’s. Handsome as sin. Ambitious. Works the girl until her little fingers bleed. I’d give him a piece of my mind if he’d be man enough to show his face. You know, you’re the first one to see me since Kei went missing? Trisha gave me a call, but that ain’t nothing. Not even the sheriff stopped by.”

      “Does Keisha spend a lot of time here?”

      Mrs. Santos nodded. “Some. Trisha would drop her off from school. I let her run around, play her little video game. Let her be a kid for five minutes. There are times when she don’t want to leave, begging me to keep her with her pretty puppy dog eyes.”

      Anna sipped from her mug, enjoying the chamomile taste. “You ever attend her shows?”

      “When she’s praising the Lord at church, I’m the first in the building.” Mrs. Santos sat back. “But I don’t support that stage. Lord have mercy, there are too many boys and girls that get big fake smiles and little rotten hearts. My Keisha deserves better than that.”

      “How about Saturday?” Anna asked, treading lightly. “She was practically right next door.”

      Mrs. Santos stared at her for a moment. “Trisha invited me, but I had to take a stand. I would be lying to say it didn’t hurt. At one point, I was overcome with temptation and peeked inside. I was only able to see the foyer. I felt like a fool.”

      “Did you ever come back after the show was finished?”

      The old woman furrowed her brow. “Am I a suspect?”

      “I’m just going through the motions, ma’am,” Anna apologized.

      “Well, keep going. I was out late with my bingo buddies. Before you get angsty, we start late, and we play late. I got pictures to prove it.” She grabbed her flip phone and gave it to Anna. Albeit out of focus, the pictures and timestamps were there. “You know,” Mrs. Santos continued. “I didn’t even know she was missing until after Sunday church? Can you believe that? My own daughter didn’t tell me for over twelve hours.”

      Tears welled in Mrs. Santos's eyes. Suddenly, she lurched over. Her round face scrunched together while tears streamed down her cheeks. “Oh Lord, why did you have to take such an innocent child? She didn’t do no wrong.”

      Taken aback by the unexpected emotional outburst, Anna grabbed the tissue box from the side table and handed them to the woman. She blew her nose, sniffled, and took Anna’s hand. Her teary eyes locked on the private investigator. “You find the monster that took her, and you get my granddaughter back. Promise me. Promise this ol’ bag of bones.”

      “I’ll get her back,” Anna assured her. “I’ll get Keisha back.”

      It was night when Anna neared her father’s house. Almost forty-eight hours had passed since Keisha Rines had vanished. The percentile of finding her would drop considerably by morning. In a case of this caliber, the press would get involved, too. Anna squeezed the steering wheel, remembering the flashing camera strobes on her bloody body as she carried the skeletal fourteen-year-old girl from the Dade County townhouse. The past stays in the past. It was the biggest lie she ever told herself.

      As she neared the driveway, Anna spotted a sedan parked next to her father’s maroon truck. Her dashboard clock read 10:02 p.m. The house was dark apart from the greeting light above the front door. With a suspicious look, Anna parked her Chevy next to her father’s truck and stepped out, grabbing her forensics kit from the backseat.

      She jiggled the door handle, finding it unlocked. She entered. “Dad?”

      No reply.

      She stepped farther into the living room. Her father’s recliner had been set back fully. Her hand crept across the wall, finding the light switch. She flipped it on. With his mouth agape and eyes closed, Richard rested on the recliner. He snored.

      Anna took a breath.

      There was a noise in the kitchen.

      She placed her kit on the floor and proceeded forward with silent steps. She entered the tiled-floor kitchen, expecting one of her father’s lady friends. On the counter, the junky coffee maker rumbled and spit black sludge into the pot. The open refrigerator door obscured the man bent over behind it. Glass clinked against glass. The man mumbled something.

      Anna turned on the light.

      The man pulled himself from the icebox, letting the cold tumble around his feet like a graveyard mist. Beneath haunted brown eyes, the stranger had a goatee and a curved scar on his left cheek. “Hey, sis.”
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      Bewildered, Anna took a step back. Hundreds of memories and emotions hit her like a train.

      The man closed the refrigerator. He tilted the bottle of whiskey in his hand to Anna. “Dad’s been holding out on us.”

      “Evan?” Anna said, unsure if she should hug him, shake his hand, or punch him across the jaw. She stared instead. The familiar stranger wore faded Levi’s and a weathered lumberjack’s flannel over his fit body that Anna remembered to be scrawny and frail.

      “You like coffee?” Evan asked as he fetched two black mugs from the cupboard. “I’m making Irish.”

      Not waiting for her response, he filled them with scalding hot coffee and poured in two shots worth of whiskey in each.

      “What are you…” Anna’s eyes watered. “It’s been fourteen years.”

      Evan extended the hot mug, handle side out. “Drink up.”

      Anna accepted it and accidentally brushed her finger against the outer mug. She winced at the heat. “Where did you go? Where have you been all this time?”

      Evan leaned against the countertop and sipped his beverage. “All over. Washington. Nevada. Tennessee. Got them all but Hawaii.”

      “But why?” Anna asked.

      Evan gazed at the tile floor. “After Mom died, I went looking for something… I’m guessing you did, too. That why you went to Miami and became a big shot detective? To find answers?”

      “Answers to what?” Anna didn’t follow. Her mother’s suicide was just that.

      Evan gestured to the kitchen. “Life. Loneliness. Some sort of meaning on this dying rock. I can’t be the only one who’s ever thought about this.”

      “No. You’re not,” Anna scooted close to him and looked at his scarred cheek. “Jesus, Evan. We thought you were gone.”

      Evan looked her in the eyes. Crow’s feet grew out of his own as he smiled pitifully. “I was, Anna, but now I am back.”

      Anna opened her mouth to speak, but her little brother interrupted her, “We can talk more tomorrow. I made enough noise as is and don’t want to wake Dad.”

      Flushed with anger, Anna grabbed his arm as he turned. “You can’t do that. Just show up for five minutes, say something cryptic, and leave like nothing happened. I love you, Evan, but you have to agree that’s messed up.”

      “You’re right.” Evan put down his mug and spoke with conviction. “Mom’s death wasn’t the only reason I left.”

      “Look at this couple of troublemakers,” Richard said from the doorframe, sleep still obviously holding him. “It’s good to see my kids getting along.”

      “Evening, Pops,” said Evan.

      Anna crossed her arms. “Hey, Dad.”

      “No need to stop talking on my account,” Richard said, sensing the mood.

      Evan picked up his mug. “We were just finishing up.” He headed toward the door.  

      Richard landed his hand on his shoulder on his way out. The old man’s eyes went soft. “Glad to have you back, son.”

      Evan smiled at him hauntedly and slipped into the dark living room.

      “How long has he been back?” Anna questioned after her brother was out of earshot.

      Richard shrugged. “He said he’s staying a few days. I was planning on telling you, but you’ve been busy, and Evan comes and goes whenever he pleases.”  

      Anna glared at him.

      Her father’s eyes glossed over. “You aren't mad at me, right?”

      Anna reminded herself of her father’s condition and sighed. “No, Dad.”

      Taking her mug, Anna said goodnight to Richard and hid away in her room. She stopped before opening her door and turned back to Evan’s. Rock and roll seeped out through the doorway. She knocked. No reply. Anna frowned and went to her room. She’d finish their conversation tomorrow.

      Sitting cross-legged, she laid out her portable forensics kit on the floor. She placed a metal desk lamp next to it and removed her laptop and other evidence, setting it up neatly on the dingy carpet. Light shone through the vial containing the strand of gray hair.

      After undergoing the proper tests, it could reveal the perpetrator’s ethnicity and whatever chemicals it may have absorbed. If the perp was a marijuana toker or a house cleaner, she’d know. Unfortunately, that was about the extent of it. Mitochondrial DNA could not be used for identification. Another drawback was the testing time. Five to seven days of lab work, and only if the lab wasn’t backed up till next July. Nonetheless, she would drop it off at the Van Buren Police Station tomorrow. They’d probably send it to the lab in Fort Smith and maybe learn something. As equipped as her Toy Box was, she couldn’t run those sorts of tests.

      Anna took a drink of her brother’s concoction and winced. Way too strong. She lifted up the baggie containing the silver bell. It was bent on one side. Someone had stepped on it. The dirt and gravel from the railroad made it virtually impossible to lift a fingerprint. Anna would have to find Keisha the old-fashioned away: keep casting until a fish bites. She got out the girl’s diary and placed it face-first on her portable scanner. Within thirty minutes, her desktop was crammed with a hundred plus diary pages. She copied the files into her keyword processor and let the software work.

      Evan’s drink tasted better by the time all was said and done. Anna sifted through the poems and shoddy grammar, spending a healthy amount of time on every page. Nature, animals, performance fatigue… nothing useful. Anna rubbed her forehead, but the headache didn’t subside. She went through page after page until her eyes were bloodshot and blurry. Then she saw it. “I made a friend in the schoolyard. He said nice things.”

      Anna highlighted a portion. The other boy, Joshua, was mentioned a page back. This was someone new.

      Headlights streamed through her curtain. The clock read 2 a.m. Anna pulled herself up and slowly approached the window. Brushing aside the curtains, she used her hand to shield her eyes from the sedan’s lights. It reversed out of the driveway and sped down the road. Where are you going now, Evan?

      Her brother didn’t return that night.

      After a hearty egg and bacon breakfast, Anna parked in a guest spot in front of the Hikers Elementary fit for six hundred students. A flagpole jutted out from a grass circle in the middle of the roundabout. Hanging her aviators on the neck of her button-up, she headed to the principal’s office. She walked across the cold, smooth concrete floors and past the white and yellow painted walls of her childhood. Lots of old memories. Some good. Others… a flashback of a rainy day came to the forefront of Anna’s mind. The walls twisted, and her legs became light. Focus. She rested her hand on the wall to balance herself and entered the front office.

      Principal Gutsy was long retired and had been replaced by the quirky Principal Darlyn Axel. The fluffy-haired woman beckoned Anna inside the office. “It’s a mighty shame that Keisha hasn’t been found.”

      “I hope to change that,” Anna replied. “Do you mind if I see a list of her classmates? Specifically, one named Joshua?”

      Axel rolled to-and-fro in her cushioned office chair to the rhythm of her low volume Christian radio. Her finger clicked the mouse. She turned the box monitor to Anna. “There you have it. Joshua Jacobs. He’s in recess.”

      “Thanks. Mind if I speak to him?”

      Axel smiled from ear to ear, obviously excited to help out with the case. “Go right ahead, sweetie.”

      Anna turned to leave the office when Axel stopped her. “Oh, Mr. and Mrs. Rines are planning a town-wide search after school. All the students are getting involved. I hope you can make it.”

      “I’ll think on it.” Anna thanked her and headed for the playground at the back of the school.

      Like most of Van Buren, it was largely flat and spotted with a few rusty relics. Mrs. Bakers—Keisha’s teacher—pointed out Joshua. He kicked a ball near the chain-link fence that bordered the yard.

      “Hey,” Anna said to the boy. “May I ask you some questions about Keisha?”

      The pale skin, sandy-haired boy turned his alert blue eyes to Anna. “She missed class yesterday.”

      Anna nodded. “I know. I was hoping you could help me find her.”

      “You don’t need my help,” Frowning, the boy kicked the ball across the grass.

      “Why’s that?” Anna asked, kindly.

      “Because she is out with her new friend. He’s cool.”

      Anna knelt down to the boy’s height. “He a classmate of yours?”

      “No. He told Kei a secret. Like this.” The boy leaned into Anna’s ear and whispered pst pst pst.

      With a crinkled brow, Anna pulled away. “Where was that at?”

      Joshua pointed to a portion of the chain-link fence. A single-lane road ran down on the other end. Past the road was the face of a forest. “It was Friday when he came by. Keisha wanted to talk to him instead of me. He must have a lot of cool secrets.”

      The boy kicked a rock.

      “This is important, Joshua. What did he look like?”

      The boy shrugged. “He wore a hat… and sunglasses! A beard, I think. He only wanted to talk to Kei.”

      “Have you told anyone about this?”

      Joshua shook his head.

      Anna pointed to the teacher. “Go tell Mrs. Bakers everything you told me right now. It will be a big help.”

      The boy skulked away. Anna approached the fence. A cold chill ran up her spine as she imagined the stranger talking to the little girl. Only rusted metal separated prey from predator. A sickening feeling pitted in her stomach. The girl needed to be found and quickly. She’d need to consult with the police. The quicker they were on the same page, the more likely they would be able to find the girl.

      Anna turned back, taken off guard by Mrs. Bakers. The short forty-something-year-old woman had a large blond perm and rectangular glasses over her makeup-caked eyes. “Joshua told me—”

      “Did you see anyone on Friday or the days before interacting with the students? A parent or someone out of place? Anyone.”

      “Um…” The woman’s voice trailed off. “Not that I recollect.”

      “Are you sure?”

      The frazzled teacher ignored the question. “Was Keisha…”

      “Mrs. Bakers, please,” Anna asked the lady.

      “None that I noticed. If I knew I was supposed to be looking for someone, I would’ve been more attentive. I’m not at fault. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Anna rubbed her hand up her scalp. Perfect. She’s a bimbo.

      “Is he still around?” Mrs. Bakers asked in a scared whisper. “Is he watching us right now?”

      “No.”

      Dread overtook the woman’s expression. “Oh my God, he is.”

      Anna wanted to facepalm. “Mrs. Bakers, calm down.”

      The teacher twiddled her thumbs and looked around nervously. “Yes. You’re absolutely right. No use freaking out about it. What good has that ever done?”

      Anna didn’t trust that response. She went directly back to Principal Axel, demanding the playground footage from Friday’s recess. Discombobulated, the woman rushed off to the security room. Anna tapped her foot anxiously. Finally, the case was going somewhere. The perpetrator wiped the footage at the Opera House, but did he have access to the school? If it was revealing enough, the police would take over, and Anna would discuss with the Rines about her continual involvement.  

      A TV was wheeled out. Axel plugged in the RGB cables. The faculty members gathered around the screen. Anna fast-forwarded to Friday morning recess. With racing hearts, they watched the silent, colorless video. Anna’s eyes focused on the road behind the chain-link fence. In the yard, Keisha and Joshua punted the kickball to one another. They giggled and chased one another in a sweet moment disrupted by movement in the adjacent woods.

      One of the teachers gasped.

      The ill lighting masked the silhouette's features. From the tree line, he beckoned Keisha closer with a gesture. The eleven-year-old girl gave Joshua the ball, telling him to stay back.

      Keisha curled her fingers through the fence’s grate. Her back turned to the camera, making it impossible to read her lips or reaction.

      The figure said something. The woods still obscured him.

      Anna took a step to the television.

      “Closer. Come closer,” she mumbled to herself.

      The figure stepped out of the woods, looked both ways, and cut across the street. He was a Caucasian adult with average height but a nice build. He wore a white T-shirt, long pants, and camouflage hunting boots. A ball cap shielded his eyes but not the goatee. He whispered into Keisha’s ear. The girl stepped back and retorted something. The stranger grinned. He waved her off and returned to the woods.

      The school faculty stood in silence, watching Keisha and Joshua return to the kickball.

      Eyes glued to the screen, Principal Axel’s face turned stark white. She cleared her throat. “Now, we don’t know the contents of the discussion so before we jump to conclusions—”

      “That monster took her right out from under our noses,” the balding gym teacher exclaimed. “That’s finite proof, right there.”

      “I’m…” Mrs. Bakers pulled out her phone. “I’m calling the police.”

      Anna paused the video on the stranger. She squinted, trying to make heads or tails of him. Leaving the teachers to their bickering, Anna exited the school and climbed into her truck.

      Zipping through town, she landed at the police station in minutes. Taking her portable forensics kit with her, she headed inside. The bullpen was visible from the receptionist's desk, and the building smelled sterile and chemically cleaned. Anna introduced herself to the buzzed cut, burly man at the desk.

      “I’m working on the Keisha Rines case. There’s something you should see.”

      The man looked at her. “We’ve already received the call about the schoolyard.”

      Anna flipped open the kit, presenting the bell and hair sample. “I found this at the crime scene.”

      

      Sheriff Greenbell faced Anna from the other side of the table. Officers bustled back and forth on the other side of the conference room’s blinds. Though he looked young for his age, Greenbell’s beard and hair were whiter than snow. He watched Anna with his piercing blue eyes. “You’re back in town for a few days and the whole place is all riled up.”

      “What can I say,” Anna replied. “I’m my father’s daughter.”

      Greenbell wasn’t amused. Anna wondered who peed in his Cheerios but thought it best not to ask.

      The door opened, and Police Sergeant Mathis slipped inside. He quickly shut the door, muting the noise of the bullpen. “The APB is out. Search parties, too. Glad to have you working with us, detective.”

      Anna greeted him with a handshake. “It’s private investigator now.”

      “Glad either way. With my accountant on my back and a million other problems regarding improper protocols with a few of the boys, it will be good to have an extra set of eyes and hands at the station. Especially with a case of this caliber.” Mathis pulled out a chair and plopped down. He was a big man with a bald head and a no-BS personality. “We’ve sent the bell, hair, and car door fingerprint samples to our forensics guy, but I’m not optimistic.”

      “I agree,” Anna said. “Now that the town suspects a kidnapper, I’m afraid he’ll try to run. Time is short.”

      “We’ve set up extra patrol cars around the town’s borders with orders to pull over any suspicious party,” Mathis explained.

      “With the police department and sheriff’s office working together, we should make quick work of it,” Greenbell added.

      “It seems like you’re bringing out the big guns,” Anna pointed out.

      “Have to,” Mathis said. “The Rines are big donors, and their kid means a lot to this town.”

      “Did you find anything at the abduction point?” Anna asked.

      The two men shook their heads.

      “Not a lick,” Greenbell said. “There weren’t even signs of a struggle.”

      “Makes sense. Keisha had some rapport with the guy. It may be a relative or friend of the Rines. Perhaps someone she met on tour.”

      Mathis’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out, held his index finger to Anna and Greenbell, and stepped out, closing the door behind him.

      Anna stroked her chin with her thumb and finger, contemplating the new information.

      “You’ve done a fine job, Anna.” Greenbell took her out of the moment. “We’ve got it from here, though.”

      Anna studied him. “I feel like we need all hands on deck for this one.”

      “Eh,” Greenbell replied. “You know what they say about too many cooks.”

      Anna glared at the man who used to be her father’s friend. “What’s your angle, Garrett?”

      “My angle?” he chuckled. “I want everything to run smoothly, and as your family friend, I want you to know that we have it from here. I’m sure Mr. Rines will reward you for the evidence you’ve acquired.”

      “They already paid me,” Anna replied, not pleased with Greenbell’s pushiness. “If it’s fame you want, Garrett, I’m sure this will be all over the news now. Honestly, it’s better you than me, but I’m not leaving the case. I’ve promised someone I’d find Keisha, and I will.”

      Garrett smiled angrily. “Suit yourself.”

      Anna smiled back in kind. What the hell did I do to him?

      

      Trisha Rines had been crying all day, and her face showed it. Her legs were tired, and her clothes were glued to her sweaty skin. She turned on the faucet and splashed herself with cold water.

      “There’s always tomorrow,” she weakly reminded her reflection.

      She left the bathroom and found Avery in the study. He sat with his leg sprawled out over the recliner’s arm. A book rested on his lap, but he stared lifelessly at the main hall and the practice room beyond.

      “You were right.” He turned a crazed gaze to her. “Someone took our daughter.”

      Stopping in the doorway of the study, Trisha’s face sank. “I didn’t want to be right. Besides, there’s still no solid proof.”

      Avery took his leg down and turned to face her. Dark circles curved under his restless eyes. “A man followed our daughter to school. Stalked her, talked to her, and stole her away, not thirty feet from us. What more proof is there? He’s probably halfway across the country by now and using our daughter as some—”

      Trisha shook her head. “Don’t say that. Don’t you say it.”

      Avery’s voice filled with fire. “It’s the truth, and you know it.”

      Trisha looked at her toes and sniffled. The little control she had over the world was crumbling before her. There must be an escape; some way to step away from the horror and be something outside herself. She sheepishly looked up to her husband and softly approached him. The back of her fingers gently stroked down his cheek, just the way he always liked.

      “Join me in the shower,” she whispered, desperate and seductive.

      Avery grabbed her hand and pushed it away with little hesitation. “Our daughter is out there with some freak and you want to do that? No, Trisha. This is not the time.”

      Trisha stumbled back. She felt a tear slide down her cheek but quickly wiped it away. Look at me! She wanted to scream, but instead, she headed to the stairs. She stopped on the first step. “You going to stay out here again?”

      Avery picked up his book, pretending to read it. “Someone has to stay on guard if she comes home. Rest up now. You’ll need your energy for tomorrow’s search.”

      He didn’t need to remind her. If it was anything like today, she was already dreading it. Endless walking and talking with no results. She climbed into the shower and let the water wash away the stress. It didn’t help. She slipped into a nightgown and curled up on the bed, facing the crack of the door, praying Avery would come in and give her some comfort.

      Her clock read four when she got up. Avery wasn’t beside her. She checked outside, noticing the starry sky. She frowned.

      With bare feet stepping softly, she walked down the cold wooden stairs and into the hall. In the nearby study, Avery slept in the recliner with an open book resting on his chest. Trisha headed for the kitchen and removed a bottle of wine from her refrigerator. She poured half a glass… a whole glass and sat her rump on the island. As big as the kitchen was, the walls constricted her. As clean as the air was, she had trouble breathing.

      Fed up, she headed to the front door. It swung open slowly. The early morning breeze kissed her skin. She closed her eyes, sipped her glass, and imagined her daughter’s smile. Trisha wouldn’t take Keisha for granted again, if she did take her for granted. She didn’t know.

      Avery mumbled in his sleep, and Trisha almost jumped. She turned back to the dark hallway and looked at her wine glass, tempted to chug it down. She looked to the starry sky, took a much-needed breath of air, and got ready to tip the glass into the yard when she noticed it.

      A small, red velvet box.

      Her eyes got wide, and she looked both ways, unable to see anything but her front yard and driveway. Slowly, she grabbed the box and lifted it to her eyes. It was for a ring, but why was it here? She placed her glass down and popped open the box. Her face scrunched up in confusion, and then she screamed.

      Falling out of his seat, Avery bolted down the hallway, baseball bat in hand. “Trish!”

      He slowed next to his wife at the doorway. With pure horror written across her face and a shaky finger, she pointed at the box.

      Avery froze. The bat went limp in his hand.

      Resting on the flagstone was an open ring box. Inside was a little black pinky finger.
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      The phone call woke Anna and sent terror down her spine. Flashing blue and red lights echoed through the woods before the Rines’s house came into view. Squad cars swarmed the premises. A forensic photographer snapped photos of the front door and flagstone path while police officers walked the lawn. Standing off to the side, Avery rested a large coat on Trisha’s shoulders. The distraught woman wore a crimson nightgown and chewed on her thumbnail. Her caffeinated eyes switched between the uniformed strangers bombarding her home. She flinched at every flashing light. Avery stood beside her, listening to Sheriff Greenbell’s condolences but not hearing a word.

      Anna parked across the street, studied the scene, and took a breath. An unexpected chilly breeze prompted her to grab her jacket from the backseat. It was a quarter after five, and the stars and moon lit the black sky. She jogged across the street with her eyes on the Rines and her mind in a thousand different places.

      A beefy officer obscured her path. “Ma’am, you need to step back.”

      Anna fished out her wallet and flashed the P.I. license. “I’m working for Mrs. Rines,” she said, wasting no time.

      “Wait here.” The officer marched to Trisha.

      Anna tapped her foot anxiously. The annoying limited access made her miss being the lead detective in Miami. As a consultant, she had some benefits, i.e., interviewing witnesses and suspects, reviewing evidence, etc. Not always visiting the scene of a crime.

      Hearing the officer’s words, Trisha looked up slowly. Confusion left her mouth agape as she studied Anna. It didn’t take a psychologist to see she was hit hard. She doesn’t remember calling me.  

      Trisha nodded, and the brawny officer allowed Anna to enter. Slipping through the crowd, she landed in front of Trisha and Avery.

      Greenbell gave her a curt nod. “Anna.”

      “They found…” Trisha’s voice trailed.

      “You told me,” Anna finished, feeling queasy but staying strong for her sake.

      “She’ll never play again,” Avery mumbled as if a curtain had just been torn out from under his world.

      “Was there anything else in the ring box?” Anna asked directly.

      Trisha shook her head. “Only the…”

      Greenbell stepped up and, with a sympathetic tone, said, “You’ve been through a lot. Take some time to gather your thoughts, and we’ll talk more in a few hours. I know of a few homely hotels not far from here if you’d—”

      “We’ll stay with my mother,” Trisha interrupted.  

      Avery mumbled a few indistinguishable words, none of which were kind.

      The sheriff sent them off with a pat on the back. Anna crossed her arms as she watched the Rines climb into their BMW.

      “I wasn’t done talking to them,” Anna growled at Greenbell.

      His ocean blue eyes followed the car out the driveway. “The poor lady could barely finish a sentence.”

      “There’s a little girl missing, Garrett, and it was no accident her pinky finger was left at their front door. Every hour we waste could mean another severed appendage.”

      Greenbell glared at her. “You want to help out? Work at my pace or back off.”

      Anna clenched her teeth. She’d never seen her father’s friend treat her so poorly. Feelings aside, she needed to act. “Was there a ransom letter or any list of demands included in the box?”

      “Nothing. All we know is that the Rines turned in around 9 p.m., and the finger was found at 4 a.m. By the looks of it, the perp expected they would discover it in the morning.”

      “How fresh was it?”

      “We’re looking into that now, but our initial overview marks it within the last few hours.”

      Keisha wasn’t far, Anna knew, and neither was her abductor. The information narrowed the geological profile, but that still left dozens of miles to canvas. From the Ozark Mountains to the north to the muddy Arkansas River westward, Anna’s confidence dwindled. She needed a plan and quickly.

      Anna turned to the road leading to the Rines. It twisted and turned in a rural sprawl. A commercial hub was a few miles back and could provide some much-needed insight. Anna wiped the sweat from her palms on her slacks. “Find the nearest road cam, traffic or otherwise, and see what cars passed by within the last few hours. You know this town. Make calls, and let’s get some volunteers plastering Keisha’s face on lampposts and social media. With all the attention, the guy will either have to show his cards or fold. If he takes the bait, we even might get a ransom letter.

      “I’ll ask Avery for an extensive list of the Opera House patrons and start crossing off names. Any local sex offenders within two hundred miles will be added to list along with those affiliated with any nearby extremist groups: Neo-Nazis, New Age cults, whoever would desire to hurt an eleven-year-old black girl. This is Charles Manson level-twisted. We flip enough stones and we might find ourselves a snake.”

      Greenbell looked at her for a moment, slightly dumbfounded and with wounded pride. “I’ll get started,” he said and folded into the chaos of the crime scene.

      The chilly breeze returned. Anna rubbed her hands together. She was in it now.

      Sheriff Greenbell and the Van Buren Police Department followed Anna’s direction and got the town searching. Parties of twelve or more would branch out, searching fields and woods all through the morning. Churches of varying ethnicities and ideological stances congregated together for the first time and hosted prayer vigils and neighborhood watches. The Internet and local news networks blasted Keisha’s sympathetic little smile. Greenbell even managed to coax Trisha and Avery to appear on television, pleading with every mother and father to help their cause and for the abductor to make himself known. Their emotions were raw and real and acted as a dual-edged sword.

      Anna witnessed the panic from her dingy office. Gaggles of people pulled their children from school and locked them away inside. Workplaces let out early, and restaurants offered discounted food to volunteers. It seemed like the whole world stopped for the recently maimed pianist. Anna had never seen anything like it. Not even in Miami, where missing children were a dime a dozen.

      She made another call. Most of the patrons from the Saturday night show had the same response: went to bed after enjoying a glass of wine. Some Anna had spoken to the day prior to the finger’s appearance, but she did a secondary check-up anyway. Nibbling on her pen, she reviewed her list comprised of three columns: Alibi, No Alibi, and Failed to Pick-Up. The names with No Alibis quickly changed columns after Anna did further research of their homes in the proximity to the abduction site. If they were more than two hours from the train tracks behind the Opera house, it probably wasn’t them.

      Periodically throughout the day, Greenbell would email her names and photos of local shady figures fitting the description of a Caucasian male with facial hair. There were thousands. She also got a copy of the school’s security footage and replayed it on loop, trying to match a face with a face and getting dismal results. One after another, she made phone calls and house visits. They hated cops, and when she explained she was a private investigator, they suddenly hated them, too.

      Anna had gotten to those with the last name starting with D before she returned to her office and brewed more coffee. It was her fourth batch today, and everything she ate now tasted bitter and dry. A jiggle. She withdrew her cell phone and answered.

      “We need you down at the station,” the sheriff said with urgency.

      Anna shut her eyes, waiting for the bad news. “What’s up?”

      “Just hurry up, Anna. As a family friend, I’d rather do this in person.”

      That did not sound good. “I’ll be there in five.”

      Grabbing her sunshades, she climbed into her Silverado and sped out down the road. Just out of sight, an old Corvette lingered.

      Sheriff Greenbell and Officer Ashburn—a rustic man with a misshaped head spiked with little gray hairs—waited for her in the back parking lot. A cigarette hung from Greenbell’s thin lips and hovered over his white beard. The friendly sheriff persona was shattered by tired eyes and stress fatigue.

      Anna clicked “Lock” on her key chain, heard her truck beep, and approached the men. “Any word from the perp?”

      Greenbell blew smoke. “No.”

      “I think we’re all a bit busy. Spill it.”

      “We’ve comprised a list of possible suspects, as you know. Seedy characters, pedos, the usual roughhousers.”

      “Any hits?” Anna checked her watch. It was nearly sunset, and it felt like nothing was getting done. They should’ve started on this days ago, Anna complained to herself, but back then, there was still a chance that Keisha had run away at her own volition, and there were no solid leads. Apart from the school footage and severed finger, there still weren’t any solid leads. Frustration squeezed her.

      Sheriff Greenbell stomped out his cigarette. “Yes. Evan Dedrick.”

      Anna took a step back. “You gotta be kidding me.”

      “We spoke to your father,” Ashburn injected. “He told us that Evan came into town a few days back. A few days back before the abduction.”

      “This is my brother we are talking about.”

      Greenbell smiled sympathetically in the way he always did. “I went to visit Richard. He let me see Evan’s room. The boy’s entire luggage was gone along with his car. According to your father, he hasn’t been seen in two days. Plenty of time to—”

      Anna felt the world spin. She couldn’t believe it. She wouldn’t believe it. “My father isn’t the most reliable source. Besides, this is Evan we’re talking about. You watched him grow up right here in Van Buren.”

      “You’ve been staying with him, right?” Greenbell asked, knowing the answer. “When was the last time you saw Evan?”

      Anna shook her head. “We’re missing something.”

      “You’re right,” Ashburn said with a smug smile. “Your brother.”

      The comment angered Anna to no end. What made her more furious was that they were making sense. I’ll call Evan. He’ll listen to me and come home, she thought. When her fingers slid into her pocket and touched the phone, she realized that she’d never gotten his number. Hell, she’d only talked to him for five minutes in the last fourteen years.

      The Sheriff knocked on the back door, and an officer opened it. “We should discuss this inside.”

      Anna glared at him.

      “Just for a minute,” Greenbell bartered. “Think about Keisha.”

      They led Anna into a small interrogation room with an aluminum table, chairs, and voice recorder. She plopped down on the chair, taking note of the camera in the corner and the two-way mirror adjacent to her. It smelled like cheap air freshener, and the AC didn’t work. Greenbell closed the door. It locked. Quietly, he placed himself in the opposite seat.

      “When did Evan run away?” Greenbell asked.

      Anna crossed her arms. “Fourteen years ago. We were making funeral arrangements. When he saw the different coffins, he bolted out the door. We thought he was venting, but when he didn’t come back, we knew he was gone. The note on his bed sealed the deal.”

      “How old was he?”

      “Sixteen. I was twenty,” Anna adjusted her posture. She looked at the cameras again. “Is that really necessary?”

      “Yes,” Greenbell said sternly. “Was he ever abused before that time?

      “No,” Anna shook her head, honestly. “Not that I knew of.”

      “How about you?”

      Anna eyed him, trying to get a read. “That doesn’t have to do with anything.”

      “What were you doing before you returned to Van Buren?”

      Anna frowned, taken back by the question. “I was a lead detective in the Miami PD. You know this, sheriff.”

      “And you turned in your resignation?”

      “Two weeks prior. The 23rd of July. I was out by the 7th,” Anna said. “What does this have to do with Evan?”

      “Only collecting information, Ms. Dedrick.”

      “Ms. Dedrick?” Anna said with a scoff. “It’s Anna. You always call me Anna.”

      “What day did you leave Miami?”

      “August 10th.”

      “And you arrived on the 14th?”

      “Yes,” Anna said, getting progressively more uncomfortable. She reminded herself it was for Keisha Rines. If answering Greenbell’s useless questions help, it’s a small price to pay.

      Greenbell jotted down some notes. “What were you doing between the 11th and 13th?”

      “Driving.”

      “Anyone to back that up?”

      “I called my father on the 10th.”

      “So, no one to account for you on the 11th through the morning of the 14th?”

      “I have gas receipts,” Anna said, getting annoyed. “Can we talk about Evan?”

      “In a minute,” Greenbell shut down her request. “What about the 13th?”

      Anna filled up her tank the night before. She packed sandwiches for the trip, eating them for most meals. “I was on the road like I said.”

      “Curious. It’s only a two-day drive from here to Miami. You took nearly four.”

      “Your point?”

      “According to our sources, you and your brother should have arrived around the same time: August 12th.” Greenbell pierced Anna with a gaze. “Keisha Rines vanished the night after. Tell me, Ms. Dedrick, where were you last night when Keisha’s finger was discovered on the Rines’s doorstep? We know you weren’t at your father’s house nor your office.”

      Anna froze. Her eyes went wide. She could feel her heart about to tear out of her chest.

      Ho-ly crap.
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      “I’m done here,” Anna stood. She felt the gazes from beyond the two-way mirror.

      Sheriff Garrett Greenbell remained in his seat. His blue eyes locked on her. “Sit down.”

      Anna slammed her hand on the aluminum table and shoved a finger at the man. “I’m not going to waste my time in here while that girl is still out there.”

      “Your missing brother is lead suspect—”

      “And you’re blaming me?” Anna was ready to burst.

      “No,” Greenbell said cautiously. “But look at this from my perspective. Big-city detective moves back home, looking for fame. Recovering a missing girl seems like the golden ticket. Let me ask you, though, was the finger really necessary, or was that your brother’s idea?”

      Anna couldn’t even process that. She gnashed her teeth and rapped her knuckles on the door.

      “Anna,” Greenbell pulled himself from his seat. “Wait.”

      “Unless you have something solid to hold me, I’m out.”

      Greenbell quieted. He gestured to the camera, and the door opened soon after. “You’re making a mistake. If we find out—”

      “You have my number,” Anna said and marched into the hall.

      She exited the parking lot and exercised her diaphragm in an attempt to control her breathing. You lost your cool in there, she convicted herself. That isn’t who you are. Being reminded of her abuse muddled her reason, and she hated herself for it. She straightened her posture, refocusing on a battle plan: find Evan and learn the real reason why he was home.

      She called her father, telling him that she was coming home. Across the street, a news anchor talked to a video camera. A photographer, part of a local crew, snapped pictures of Anna. She turned her back to him and finished her call.

      Richard greeted her at the front door of his home and gave her a welcoming hug. “I made some sandwiches. Ham and cheese with a little bit of spicy mustard. Just how you like it.”

      “I appreciate it, Dad.”

      They moved their conversation to the small dining room table big enough for four. Richard had set out the sandwiches and two glasses of store-bought iced tea. “Evan’s in trouble, isn’t he?”

      Anna shrugged. “The police seem to think so.”

      “Do you believe them?” her father asked innocently.

      Anna thought about it for a moment. “I don’t know. Evan… he isn’t making it easy, that’s for sure.”

      Richard chewed his sandwich. His curly gray hairs jiggled with every bite. A scar on the top created a hairless junction across his crown. Anna had never noticed it. Her father rarely removed his fishing hat. Richard gulped down some sweet tea. “I know my memory isn’t like what it was. The other day I was halfway out of the driveway when I realized I’d forgotten my trousers. Gave the neighbors a little peep show.”

      Anna looked at him with sympathy. “We can hire someone to look after you if you’d like.”

      Richard shook his head. “That’s not why I said it. You and Evan, I could never forget. Two peas in a pod playing Army in the backyard with wooden sticks for rifles.”

      An unintentional smile crept up Anna’s face as she recollected. “The good old days.”

      “Not always,” Richard corrected. “Both you and Evan were little troublemakers.”

      Anna remembered skipping class to play in the woods or trespassing in the neighbor’s yard just to see how far they could get before getting caught.

      “Evan,” her father got serious. “He was always different. His condition made him somewhat of an outcast. I remember that he’d come home from school and lock himself in his room. The Freak, they called him. The older he got, the more it affected him.”

      “I’d forgotten about that,” Anna confessed.

      Her brother’s condition—congenital insensitivity—made him unique. He’d come back home with cuts and bruises, never realizing he was hurt. He fell into the creek, once, and sliced open his back. They got all the way home and then realized it because of the bloody puddle soaking through his shirt. Another time, he broke his arm playing football and used it for nearly two days before going to the hospital. Evan smiled coyly at the doctor’s office. It’s nothing, his eight-year-old self bragged. Superman doesn’t feel pain, either. If it had been discovered any later, it wouldn’t have healed properly.

      “Where do you think he’s been all these years?” Anna asked.

      Richard’s eyes glossed over. “I have no clue, but he isn’t the same boy I used to play ball with.”

      “He told me Mom wasn’t the only reason he left. Did something happen?”

      Richard looked at Anna’s untouched sandwich. “Finish your food. You don’t want to eat a stale sandwich.”

      “Dad, tell me the truth.”

      “The truth is, Anna, I don’t remember,” he said bitterly. “I try, but I can’t. One day he’s a normal kid, and the next, he’s gone, just like my Ashley.”

      They looked at the picture on the wall. Ashley, Richard, Evan, and Anna. The whole Dedrick family by the lake. Anna took her father’s hand. “He isn’t gone, Dad. I’m going to find him and make sure he comes back home.”

      Richard placed his clammy hand on top of hers. “Start with one of his girlfriends. Call it fatherly intuition, but I have a feeling that’s where he’s been hiding out the past few days. Also, he smelled of perfume the last time we spoke, and I found a bobby pin in his room.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I’ll look into it.”

      After eating, Richard headed to his recliner. He turned on the evening news as Anna slipped into the hall.

      “Renowned Prodigy has gone missing, and the Van Buren Police Department has released an APB on their prime suspect—”

      Anna returned to the living room and hovered behind her father’s chair. Richard hiked up the volume.

      “—Evan Dedrick.” A mug shot of Evan appeared on the screen. A frown ruled his face, and a goatee circled his lips. His tired eyes were cold and uninviting. The picture was dated three years back. “Dedrick was released in February after serving three years for assault charges against Winona Hall, a school teacher and mother of three. ”

      Richard and Anna traded horrified looks.

      The still frame from the schoolyard video appeared adjacent to Evan’s mug shot. “Police believe that Dedrick spoke to Keisha Rines days before the abduction and are requesting any information on Dedrick and his current whereabouts. You can reach them at the tip line provided below.”

      Anna chewed her nail. “No… that footage is inconclusive. I reviewed it myself dozens of times. They’re setting him up.”

      “Anna,” Richard said, not taking his eyes off the screen. “This is Greenbell we’re talking about. I worked with him for years.”

      Anna remained unconvinced. The sheriff had been hostile to her since she’d returned home.

      A picture of Anna in her uniform appeared on TV. Her eyes went wide. “It’s come to our attention that Evan is the brother of Anna Dedrick, a lead detective in the Miami PD renowned for singlehandedly taking down the Dade County human trafficking ring and saving the lives of multiple abducted minors—” The picture shifted to her outside the police station, looking frazzled and angry. “—She was seen at the Van Buren Police Department an hour ago, in what we suspect was an attempt to clear her brother’s name. Is there a connection? More about Dedrick and Rines after this break.”

      A commercial started playing. Anna and Richard stared at the tube, slack-jawed and silent. Anna took out her phone and dialed Trisha. The phone rang and kept ringing.

      “Come on, pick up,” she mumbled.

      “Hi—”

      “Trisha, listen—”

      “-- You’ve reached Trisha and Avery. We can’t take your call right now, please leave a message after the…” Beep!

      Anna paced. “Trisha, it’s Anna. Call me.”

      After a few moments, she called again. Answering machine. Anna tried a third time.

      Her father watched her. “Take a deep breath.”

      “It’s not like them to avoid me,” Anna said with frustration. She grabbed her coat from the rack. “I’m going over there. Call me if Evan comes home, though I highly doubt that will happen.”

      Sliding her arm through her sleeve, she yanked open her truck’s door and hopped inside. Putting the shift into drive, she slammed the accelerator and roared down the road. Trisha’s mother’s house wasn’t far.

      Anna’s phone rang. She slammed on the brakes, almost skidding through a red light. “Trisha?”

      “It’s Avery.”

      “Thank God. You weren’t taking my calls. I was worried—”

      “We’re okay,” Avery interrupted.

      “Did you watch the news?”

      “Yes,” he replied, letting the response linger. “We also spoke to the sheriff. He told us about Evan.”

      “I know how this looks.”

      “Do you?” Avery lashed out. “Your brother may be responsible for my daughter’s abduction. Her mutilation.”

      “We don’t know that,” Anna said as calmly as she could. “Honestly, Avery, we don’t know much, but I plan to find out. You have my word.”

      “Your word? What does that mean? You’re a headline chaser.”

      Anna’s knuckles coiled around the steering wheel. “That’s what the media wants you to believe. While they’re chasing a story, I’m chasing Keisha.”

      The line went silent. Anna waited, unsure if the man had hung up.

      “There’s too much confusion, Anna, and way too many unanswered questions. I believe it would be better if the police and I finish this. Alone.”

      “If there’s anyone that can find my brother, it’s me,” Anna explained. “Put Trisha on the line. Let’s hear her opinion.”

      “No,” Avery replied. “You spoke to Trisha’s mother against our express directive. Whatever rapport you think you’ve built with my wife is gone. You should be happy we’re not demanding a refund.”

      “This isn’t about money,” Anna retorted. “It’s about your daughter.”

      She heard Avery breathing on the other side. “Good luck on your future endeavors, Ms. Dedrick.”

      The line went dead.

      Anna slammed her fist against the steering wheel. The car behind her beeped their horn, and Anna noticed the light had turned green. She swerved into the left lane and made a U-turn.

      Back at her dimly lit office, she turned on the desk lamp, poured a glass of wine, and opened her laptop. She opened the file on her desk, revealing the pictures of Keisha and the Rines house. In one, the pampered little girl had a wide smile. Her silver bells bounced light and were tied into her slinky hair with ribbon.

      “I’m going to find you,” Anna whispered and sipped the bitter red cabernet.

      A simple browser search of her brother revealed his charges. Winona Hall, thirty-six years of age, beautiful blond hair and sloped nose, took Evan to court on a rape charge. Her husband, an influential member of the Jonesborough school board, returned home early and found Evan on top of his wife. Her wrists were bound to the bed, and a sock gagged her mouth. When the police arrived, Winona claimed that she was enjoying lunch with Evan when he attacked her. The officers found Evan in a roach-infested hotel taking a nap. His lawyer got the charges dropped to assault, and the judge had Evan locked away for four years. He got out in three for good behavior.

      Anna took another sip from the glass as she studied her brother’s mug shot. With his inexpressive face and hard frown, he even looked like a criminal. Feeling ill, she closed the tab and tried to find him on the various social media platforms. No luck. Evan Dedrick was a ghost. Worse, a ghost with a history of violence.

      She rubbed her forehead. Winona might be able to shed some more light on the situation, but calling her past nine o'clock in regards to the man that assaulted her might not be the polite thing to do. Anna wasn’t in a polite mood. She searched up the school website in which Winona worked and found her phone number. The woman answered with a confused hello.

      Anna introduced herself under an alias. “I’m looking into a Missing Persons case, and Evan Dedrick appears to be the main suspect. I was hoping you could shed some light on his personality. Maybe tell me about what happened between you and him.”

      “He tried to rape me,” the woman said without hesitation. “I have class tomorrow and must get my sleep. Don’t call here again.”

      Winona hung up.

      Either she was brutally honest, or there was more to the story. Anna poured another glass and followed her father’s lead. If Evan was staying with a girl in town, that narrowed the possibilities down to eleven thousand females. She wasn’t overjoyed with the prospect. She needed to trim down the list. Richard drove over with a stack of yearbooks.   

      “Sorry,” Anna apologized for calling him over.

      “I wasn’t getting any sleep anyway. I never do on nights like this.” Her father smiled tiredly and placed the books on her desk. Cardboard boxes still lined the walls, and no pictures were hung. “I could help unpack these.”

      “No, take a seat.” Anna handed him half of the yearbooks. “I need your help.”

      Taken off guard, her father sat and fumbled through the old pages. “What am I looking for?”

      “You were a detective once, what do you think?”

      Richard thought from a moment. His face lit up. “Evan’s childhood sweethearts.”

      “Exactly.”

      Her father’s joy left, and he looking ashamedly at the desk. “Anna, my mind isn’t—”

      “Not two hours ago, you told me you could never forget your children.”

      Richard nodded. “You’re right.”

      Anna smiled at him. “Start at the front and back binder. Kids always mark that with their name and leave a message at the end of the year. Some may be telling.”

      “It’s a long shot,” her father said, looking over the stack of ten books.

      “It’s all we have.”

      Anna started in the fourth grade. Evan had brown hair cut to a bowl and a big toothless grin. He lost his front tooth that year, Anna remembered, and showed it off to Mom like it was a million bucks. In the margins of most pages, sticks figures and pencil-drawn warriors battled. Anna had forgotten he’d drawn things like that. As Anna moved through the different grades, the battles and images grow more violent and spread across the page until the dismembered parts of stick figures were cast across his fellow classmates. Kids will be kids, but in light of recent information, it made Anna uneasy. She continued flipping pages.

      Very few girls stood out from the rest of the portraits. Their faces had little hearts or Xs drawn next to them.

      Anna researched them, finding that they’d either moved away, died, or gotten married. According to the Internet, that last fact didn’t deter Evan. In silence, she and her father continued through the years of her brother’s life, ending at his sophomore year when he ran away.

      “Check this one out.” Her father pointed at a cute ten-year-old encircled multiple times by a black pen. It was a brunette with her haircut in a bob and freckled cheeks.

      Anna took the book from Richard and studied it. “Grace Kendale. I remember her. Evan asked me for advice on how to talk to her. I told him that he was eleven years old and didn’t need to bother himself with dating. He had quote-unquote girlfriends, but when you’re that young, it never meant anything. This was the first he was shy around.”

      “I pointed it out because it’s in pen,” Richard explained while pointing at the black circles. His fingers moved to the doodles on the page’s blank spaces. “The rest are in pencil.”

      Anna flipped through the other books. He was right. Every marking was done in pencil but this. There was some small text written in the binding. Anna flattened the book out as far as it would go and drew out a magnifying glass from her desk drawer.

      “Old school,” her father chuckled.

      Anna smirked back at him and read the enhanced text. “August 12th…”

      She stopped herself.

      “What is it?” Richard said with an alarmed expression.

      Anna turned the book around and slid it to him. He accepted the magnifying glass and looked at the date. He looked back at her intensely. “That’s…”

      “Yeah,” Anna said slowly. “This year. A day before Keisha went missing.”
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      Morning fog lingered outside the industrial eyesore constructed out of crude cement and suffering from a lifeless symmetrical design. Anna slammed the truck’s door and looked out at the three-story tenement. She abandoned her shades in the front seat, making no effort to conceal her bloodshot, sleepless eyes. Her gut told her that the residents wouldn’t care.

      “Grace Kendale?” Anna said into the wall-mounted intercom. “It’s Anna, Evan’s sister. We talked briefly last night.”

      The intercom gargled back, producing a slew of electronic snaps and pops.

      “Did she hear you?” Richard asked, looking over his shoulder at the quiet parking lot that had most likely housed several nefarious dealings the previous night.  

      The lock on the double doors clicked. “There’s our answer.” Anna pulled open the door and waited for her father to step through.

      He paused. “Are you sure I should come along?”

      “Don’t be shy, Dad.” Anna stepped through the threshold. “I need you here in case—”

      “Evan has the girl,” Richard finished with dread.

      Anna became lightheaded, thinking of it. She hiked up the stairs, attempting to prepare for the worst-case scenario: that her own flesh and blood might be a pedophile. Fear stuck to her like grime. Each step drudged through a swamp of doubt-filled muck. The stench of dread became more and more prominent until she was suffocating in distress.

      “We’re here,” Richard said.

      Room 216.

      Three doors down, muffled hip-hop music rumbled the hall. In another, a couple screamed at each other until something smashed. A woman stormed out and marched down the stairs in a heated rage. Anna traded a look with Richard and knocked on the door.

      Three locks, by the sound of metal on wood, and Grace Kendale stood before them wearing a faded bathrobe. Her hair formed a lopsided lazy bun, and the light wrinkles on her face proved she’d aged before her time. One hand rested on her hip and her deep, makeup-less eyes glared at Richard. “Who’s he?”

      “My father,” Anna said politely. “May I?”

      Grace stepped aside, allowing them entrance. Dirty brown carpet covered the floor. The living area contained discount furniture and a sixty-inch television. Dishes filled the kitchen sink, and white powder pesticide salted the foot of every wall and window like a ward against any unwanted spirits.

      With his hands folded around his back, Richard wandered the room and looked at the various pictures and posters on the wall.

      “Intercom broke, if you hadn’t notice,” Grace stated. “Been broke for a good two weeks and no one’s fixed it. Camera’s broke, too.”

      “Doesn’t seem safe,” Anna replied.

      Grace chuckled. “Nope.”

      She plopped down on the couch and crossed one leg under her thigh. “You’re looking for Evan?”

      Anna sat next to her. “It was a little muddled over the phone. You said you saw him?”

      “I live with him,” Grace smiled slyly. “Sorry, he lives with me.”

      “That must be interesting,” Anna replied, trying to gain some common ground. “He’s not the most open person.”

      “That’s the truth, but he’s good in bed.” Grace’s eyes flashed proudly.

      I could live without knowing that. By the look on Richard’s face, he could too. “How long has that been going on?”

      “We’ve been on-and-off since he left home. He went quiet for a few years, but came back last week, practically begging me to take him in. I could never refuse Evan, even though we are night and day.”

      She doesn’t know Evan went to jail, Anna realized. “How so?”

      “Evan’s always been an enigma. He likes to go out at strange hours and take long walks by himself. Reflecting, he says. On what, I don’t know.”

      “Do you know where he is now?”

      Grace shook her head. “No. He left a few days ago, said he had some errands to run. If it had been anyone else, I would’ve called the police. But Evan likes his alone time, and he always finds his way back home.”

      “Is there any place, in particular, he might go?” Anna asked.

      Grace thought for a moment and then nodded. “The mountains. He tries to get me to go hiking with him, but I’m too busy for that. Being a mother is a full-time job.”

      Richard turned back with confusion.

      Grace turned from Anna to Richard. “I guess it’s about time. Lily! Come out here!”

      Dressed in a cotton-candy-blue T-shirt and spotted pajama pants, a cute brunette girl, no older than nine, sheepishly walked out from the hall. She had an angular face like her mother and hazel brown eyes like her father.

      Richard knelt with a watery grin. “Hi there. My name’s Richard.” He extended his hand and held his hat to his chest with the other.  

      Lily tangled her fingers together nervously and looked to Grace for guidance.

      “Go on,” Grace said. “Shake the man’s hand.”

      Too shy to look the man in the eyes, she took Richard's hand and shook it. “I’m Lily,” she said softly. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too, little lady,” Richard said with a wide grin. He turned his glassy eyes to Grace. “Is she?”

      “Run along now,” Grace told her daughter.

      Lily vanished down the hall, taking one last look at Richard.

      “We didn’t plan on her,” Grace said. “But I’m glad she’s here.”

      “She Evan’s?” Anna asked.

      Grace smiled. “Both of ours.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Richard asked.

      Grace shrugged. “Evan didn’t want you to know.”

      Richard stepped back, shocked. “Didn’t want me— Why?”

      Grace shrugged again. “The man has his reasons, I guess.”

      Anna leaned forward, steering the conversation back on track. “Listen to me, Grace. Evan is in trouble. The police are saying he’s done a lot of bad things. I need to know where to find him. Did he say what part of the Ozark he was going to?”

      “He never tells me, and whatever you think he’s done, understand this: Evan is a good man,” Grace said stubbornly.

      “They say he abducted a child,” Richard stated while glaring at Grace.

      “Not him. Not my Evan.”

      Anna’s phone jiggled. She pulled it from her pocket and checked the news notification. Wide-eyed, she turned to Richard. “They found another one of Keisha’s fingers.”

      The blood left Grace’s face. “He is a good man.”

      Police cars and news van swarmed Mai Santos’s tiny house. By the time Anna arrived, officers were shooing away the small crowd. Richard stayed in the truck while Anna jogged to the yellow tape. The same burly police officer she had encountered at the Rines’ house stepped forward and crossed his arms.

      “I need to talk to them,” Anna demanded.

      The officer refused to budge. “Ma’am, please disperse.”

      “This is my home!” Mrs. Santos shouted as she burst out the front door with a scrawny police recruit at her tail. Her eyes were swollen from crying, and her mascara caked black tears on her cheeks.

      “It’s a crime scene,” the boy tried to reason.

      The elderly woman turned back and shoved a finger in the officer’s face. “I’ve lived here for forty-seven years, do you know what that is like? Do you?”

      From behind the caution tape, Anna followed Mrs. Santos until the officers led her out. “Don’t you touch a thing,” she growled at the officer. When he walked away, Mrs. Santos straightened her shirt out and hit Anna with a stare of death. “Oooh, you got some courage showing up here.”

      “I’m sorry about what happened to Keisha,” Anna said. “I am going to find her.”  

      “You’re not doing a very fine job of it.”

      From the corner of her eye, Anna saw Sheriff Greenbell approaching. “Tell me what happened? Please, Mrs. Santos, I only want the best for Keisha.”

      The woman sucked in her lip, fighting tears with all her might. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “I woke up this morning and found a package outside my door. The monster took another one. From her other hand this time. The officers across the street all night apparently didn’t see nothing.” The levee broke, and the woman fell into Anna, crying her eyes out. “They’re going to take away my home!”

      “Shh,” Anna said softly, returning the hug. “It’s only for a few days. You’re strong, Mia. You can do this.”

      Mrs. Santos ended the hug and used the top of her index finger to wipe away the tears. “Find her. Do whatever it takes.”

      Greenbell appeared with a loaded smile. “Ms. Dedrick. I’m surprised to see you here.”

      “I’ll be going shortly,” Anna replied.

      Greenbell’s blue eyes pierced her. “You’ll be leaving now.”

      A few of the other officers turned to her.

      “Call me if you find anything, Mrs. Santos,” Anna said. “We’re on the same side.”

      The elderly woman didn’t reply. Anna climbed into the truck and rubbed her forehead.

      Richard looked at her, and she expected a kind word. Instead, he said, “Can you believe he never told me? Evan had a daughter. I’m a grandfather.”

      Anna smiled at him softly and headed for home. She worried about her father. None of this could be good for his mental health. It probably wasn’t good on her own. She racked her brain as she drove, trying to remember any place Evan would go. If he had delivered the package, he couldn’t be too far. It was twenty miles to the Ozark. On rural roads, it was only a thirty-minute drive.

      She neared her father’s home and slowed the truck. “Seriously?”

      Richard pulled his head from the window for the first time during the trip.

      Outside his house, multiple local news crews gathered, checking their audio equipment and setting up cameras. Gritting her teeth, Anna put the car into reverse. The reporters gawked at the black Chevy Silverado speeding down the road.

      Richard sank into a chair when they arrived at Anna’s office. Anna locked the door, feeling glad that her name plaque wasn’t in place yet. She opened her laptop and pulled up news updates. The town was in a tizzy over Keisha’s mutilation and Evan Dedrick was on the lips of every parent and official in town. A few begged him to turn himself in. Others cursed his name. Some blamed Anna.

      “If she’s such a good detective, how come she couldn’t see her own brother is Pinky?” one said. “I bet my bottom dollar that the fame whore is in cahoots with him.”

      Anna clenched her jaw and shut the computer. Pinky, she thought. So that’s what they chose for him. In reference to the severed pinky fingers, she assumed.

      Richard got out of his seat and sifted through some of the packed boxes. Anna watched him, curious about what he was doing but too overwhelmed to say anything. He removed a few boxes and pulled out one with failing cardboard and musty tape. He reached his hand into the tattered flaps and retrieved a deck full of old photographs. Anna watched her father flip through them, mumbling, “Why didn’t he ever tell me?” Whether he referred to the abduction or the hidden grandchild, Anna could not say. She scooted next to him as he sat cross-legged on the old carpet floor.

      Together, they looked through the memories of triumphs and glory, of their mother, Ashley, with her wide pretty smile and face painted like Brave Heart for Halloween, of Richard in his police uniform and of pre-teen Evan holding their Dotson, Blaze. Could this innocent child be the monster? She stopped on the picture of their fishing trip. The same one on the fridge. Young Anna presenting a fish and red-eyed Evan smiling at something off camera.

      “It was the last year we did that,” Richard said as he studied the photo. “We went to the cabin the next summer,” he frowned. “Or at least I think it was the next summer.”

      “What cabin?” Anna asked.

      “That’s right,” Richard said. “You were at summer camp. It was just Evan and me. Let me see if I can find a photo.”

      The older man dug through the box until he held a picture of a log cabin tucked away in the woods. “There it is. Evan was a bit… distant that year, but he loved this place. Said it made him feel free.”  

      Anna studied the photo and pecked her father’s cheek.

      He wiped his hand on his face. “What was that for?”

      “You’re a genius,” Anna replied. “Tell me you remember where to find it.”

      Anna abandoned her truck at a gravel parkway at the mouth of the Ozark Woods. Clicking her Glock on her belt, she bustled down the steep trail and into the foliage. The dirt hiking trail took her to the fork marked by large mossy stone at the junction, just as her father had explained. She moved to the left path that had been overgrown by weeds but noticed the grass was crunched. Someone had been through here not long ago. As she went farther down the forgotten path, the sounds of nature turned ominous and the soothing autumn covered her with goose bumps.   

      The simple wooden structure came into view and appeared to be made of Lincoln logs. Outside, a woodman’s ax jutted from a slashed stump. Wooden chucks fragmented around its base. No light shone through the window. Anna had doubts anyone was home but kept her hand on her gun nonetheless.

      She moved quietly to the front door, not ready to make herself known until she had a better grasp of the situation. Through the dusty window, she spotted a bed, kitchen, and living area all sharing the same room. There was a small desk with a number of books and a hunting knife sheathed in leather on top. No movement. Anna reached for the doorknob. Her heart rumbled in her chest.

      Click. Anna knew the sound. Her fingers coiled around her pistol grip.

      “Turn around.”

      She steadied her breathing and whipped around, aiming the Glock at her brother’s face.

      Evan’s rifle stock pressed snugly against his shoulder. The barrel was a few yards from Anna. He wore a camouflage cap that cast a shadow over his dark eyes.

      Anna kept her hands on her pistol. He’s your brother, she reminded herself. Yet, she kept the pistol aimed.

      “Sis?” Evan said with a small smile. “Helluva way to say hello.”

      “You drew first,” Anna reminded him, staying completely focused.

      Evan eyed her for a moment, his motive was indecipherable, his intentions unpredictable. The rifle lowered and the safety clicked on. “You gave me a scare.”

      “That makes two of us,” Anna replied, lowering her gun.

      Evan smirked and twisted around. Anna watched him disappear into the woods and return with a dead deer slung over his shoulder. It leaked blood down the front of his red-and-black-plaid shirt, but Evan didn’t seem to care. “You’re just in time for lunch.”

      Gun holstered, Anna followed him into the cabin, keeping an eye out for any trace of Keisha. Adult male’s clothes, a few dishes, no closets. If he has her, he’s holding her somewhere else. Evan slung the deer onto the covered kitchen table, propped the rifle within arm’s reach, and rolled out a tarp onto the surrounding floor like a painter preparing a massive canvas. He placed a few blue buckets on the tarp at the foot of the table, approached his wooden desk, and fetched two disposable gloves from the drawer. “How did you find me?” He slid on the gloves and picked up the hunting knife.

      “An old photo,” Anna admitted as she quietly distanced herself. “You didn’t make it easy.”

      He drew out the knife from its sheath. Sunlight streamed through the dusty window and across the shiny but well-used blade. “No fun in that,” he said before gliding the blade across the animal’s gut.

      Anna turned away as she heard the soft, tearing sound of blade against flesh. “There have been a lot of bad things said about you.”

      “Oh yeah?” Evan grimaced as he yanked out a handful of leaking guts—“What sort of things?”—and plopped it into the bucket by his camouflage boots.

      Anna looked around the cabin, making sure she wasn’t followed. “That you raped a woman. That you took a little girl and cut off her fingers.”

      Evan stopped removing innards and stood up straight. He looked over his shoulder. “What do you think?” He returned to his task.

      Anna kept her hand by her holstered gun. She placed the other one on her hip. “I don’t know, Evan. You are not making a convincing argument for yourself.”

      Her brother turned back quicker than Anna would have liked. The fresh ball of bloody organs in his hand spilled crimson onto the blue tarp below. “First, I didn’t rape anyone, and second, I don’t know a lick about some little girl without fingers.”

      “It’s been all over the news,” Anna pointed out, looking for any change in body language or behavior. A liar’s tell comes from non-verbals: a misalignment of word and expression. However, the gore muddled Anna’s profile. Perhaps that was his plan.

      Evan unintentionally flicked the knife’s blade as he spoke, sending a few droplets of blood onto the wooden floor. “You know what I like about this place? No Internet, no people, and no phone service. It’s him and me,” he referred to the deer. “And, well, you.”

      Anna shifted her weight to one side. “So you haven’t heard of Keisha Rines?”

      “Of course. Everyone from Van Buren has.” Evan replied, matter-of-factly. “I heard she went missing, but that’s the extent of it. I’ve been up here since Tuesday morning.”

      “Do you have an alibi to back that up?” Anna asked, keeping an eye on the gun, the knife, and her brother.

      Evan frowned. “No.”

      Anna felt a migraine coming on. “This isn’t looking good for you.”

      Her brother returned to the deer and shoved his hand within. “I’m innocent, Anna.” He drew out another colorful clump and dropped it in the bucket, filling it to the brim.

      “Prove it.”

      He turned back, getting flushed with red. “How?”

      Anna locked eyes with him. “Talk to the police.” It wasn’t a suggestion.

      Evan chuckled and shook his head in disbelief. “You’re funny.”

      Anna crinkled her brow. “So, you’ve got something to hide?”

      Evan’s tongue swirled around the inside of his cheek. “Law enforcement and I don’t get along.”

      “Lawyer up if you’re that worried. The press will hate you for it, but it will keep you safe. Legally, at least.”

      Evan remained silent and studied the bloody knife in his hand. He looked up at Anna with tired eyes. “It’s that serious?”

      With pursed lips, Anna nodded.

      Evan turned the red knife in his hands. He placed it on the table. “If you think it’s for the best.”

      “It is,” Anna said truthfully.

      After pondering for a moment, her brother’s face softened. “Let me finish up here. I don’t want to see him go to waste.”

      Anna gestured for him to proceed. Taking a small hatchet from a toolbox next to the table, he shattered the ribs and cleared the chest cavity. Once the animal’s insides were outside, Evan requested Anna to grab the cooler from the other side of the room. Cautiously, she handed him the two bags of ice. Once they were inside the deer, twine ropes sealed the surgical flap, and Evan dropped his gloves into a full bucket.

      “You’ve done this before,” Anna stated.

      Using the top of his hand, he wiped the glancing sweat from his forehead.

      “Give me a hand with this guy.” By its feet, Evan slid the carcass onto the tarp. He grabbed one end of the tarp and smiled playfully at her. “He won’t bite.”

      Hesitant, Anna picked up the other end of the tarp, completing the hammock. They marched the deer to a nearby tree where Anna fed the rope to her brother as he strung the animal up by its neck. After dousing it with a number of water bottles, Evan put on some rubber gloves and proceeded to remove the legs, arms, and skin. When only red meat and muscle remained, he harvested the meat with precision and placed it in the icebox. The whole process took a little over an hour.

      Anna assisted him with the meat buckets and tossed the contents into a small hole they dug. “I’d never hurt you,” Evan said after a long while of loaded silence.

      Anna didn’t reply. I don’t know, Evan. I don’t know anything about you. “We’ve kept Garrett waiting long enough.”

      Evan frowned at the name but said nothing. He stripped down to his boxers, revealing a body with a lifetime of unfelt scars and calloused slashes. Folding his dirty clothes, he dressed in more plaid and jeans and followed Anna to the gravel parking area.

      “I parked a ways down,” he explained.

      “I’ll come with you.” It was not a suggestion. Down the road mile, they found her brother’s sedan. Quietly, they rode back to Anna’s truck.

      “I’ll follow you,” she ordered as she stepped out of the car.

      “You need to be a little more trusting,” Evan said through the rolled-down window.

      “It comes with the territory.”

      The Silverado tailed the four-door, mimicking every move and ready to accelerate at her brother’s escape. There were so many questions, and Anna felt as though she’d learned nothing from her trip to the cabin. Evan remained as what Grace said: an enigma. Every word she took with a grain of salt. Every motion she looked for a hidden motive. Was it paranoia, or was her gut telling her something? She’d find out the answer. The police station came into view along with more news vans and locals enjoying their five minutes of fame.

      At the sight of Evan’s car, cameras flashed, video operators sprinted into position, and reporters abandoned their current interviews. They swarmed the steps as police officers burst through the door, making way for Evan. The attention annoyed Anna, but she pressed up a step and then another.

      “Child killer!” someone from the crowd yelled.

      “Rapist!” another said.

      “Fame whore!”

      A wad of spit splattered in Evan’s hair. He looked over his shoulder at Anna. “At least we’re bringing people together.”

      Reporters shouted for interviews or a statement like starving dogs barking at unreachable scraps. Sheriff Greenbell held open the decaled glass door. “Glad you could make it,” he yelled over the noise.

      Evan smirked at the sheriff. “Keep this up and you might have a riot in your hands.”

      He slipped in through the threshold. Officer Ashburn guarded the door as Greenbell entered. “We’ll take it from here, Ms. Dedrick. Thank you for your support.”

      “I brought him in.”

      “And I thank you on behalf of the Van Buren Police Department,” the gray-haired officer said. “Unless you are reporting a crime, please return to your vehicle.”

      The crowd pressed in as the officers ascended the stairs. While funneling inside, they demanded the people disperse. Keeping the reporters at bay with an outstretched hand and booming voice, Ashburn led Anna to her truck. He even closed the door for her.

      Anna honked the horn at the people and peeled off into the road. On the same street was a 1990s Corvette. Its tinted windows shrouded the figure within. Anna remembered seeing a similar car before heading to Mrs. Santos’ house a few days ago. She double-checked the plates she jotted down back then. They matched. First time, maybe a coincidence. Second time, not taking any chances. She drove the truck forward, and the muddy orange Corvette lit up. It hummed and sped into a side street.

      Anna tailed it, going five above the speed limit to avoid any more attention from the press snapping pictures of her. The Corvette swung onto Hynes street and cut over to 9th. It went north and east to Lincoln and then shot directly south to 10th. Anna stayed on him. The Corvette swung the car left but then did a hard right, speeding past a school. Anna hit the accelerator, putting her up to sixty in a forty-five to catch the unpredictable driver. She dialed Sheriff Greenbell, but he didn’t pick up. She white-knuckled the steering wheel. On my own. They cut north again to Ruby, taking them miles up to Flat Rock Creek and over onto 354 that merged into Zion. The Corvette twisted onto more back roads as Anna gained on its tail. She looked at her pistol in her front seat, double-checking its location and making sure it was within arm’s reach.

      They crossed over Lee Creek and into a rural sprawl. On a long stretch, the Corvette screamed. Its tires kicked rocks as it blasted off down the asphalt. Anna watched her RPM climb to 4k as she reached one hundred and ten miles per hour. The Corvette swung a hard left, smoke and dust billowing from its wheel well as it screeched onto an unmarked dirt road.

      Anna hit the brake and twisted the steering wheel. The truck’s momentum sent the suspension one side up, causing her insides to shift and the vehicle to nearly roll. The truck skidded twenty feet past the dirt road, and Anna slammed on the gas, pleased that her years of Florida driving weren’t for naught.

      A rising dust cloud revealed the Corvette’s position. The road twisted and turned without rhyme or reason. Anna kept on it, fishtailing her backend and making harsh turns. Civilization vanished dozens of miles ago. Though she grew up in Van Buren, the path before her was entirely foreign. The way the stranger handled the turns proved her theory. It was the Corvette driver’s domain.

      The cloud began to dwindle. Anna gritted her teeth and sped up, riding over the crest of the dirt hill. Woods to the right. Woods to the left. No sign of the Corvette or the cloud of smoke. Pop!

      Her front tire exploded, sending her headlong into the thicket. “Nooooooo!”

      The Silverado bounced through the trees as a branch scraped against the black paint. She plunged into a tree with a jagged branch lancing out at the windshield. Anna slammed on the brakes. The branch got closer and closer. Anna clenched her eyes shut and ducked her head, bracing for impact.

      Stillness.

      Chirping birds.

      Anna opened her eyes to the sharp tip of the branch on the other side of the windshield. A wave of dizziness twisted her vision. She relaxed her posture and pried her fingers from the steering wheel. Her hands shook. Her fingers coiled around the shifter, parking the truck a few feet from the tree's trunk. After rubbing her face, Anna took a deep breath and dialed her father.

      “Dad, it’s me.”

      “Anna?” Her father’s tone was bursting with excitement. “How’s Miami? I’m sure it’s great this time of year.”

      “I’m…” Anna shut her eyes, feeling the beginnings of tears. “I’m not in Miami, remember?”

      “Where are you calling from? Did you finally cash in your vacation days? I hope you did. You know what they say, use ‘em or lose ‘em.”

      “I’ve heard the saying.” Anna’s lip quivered. She squeezed her thumb in her fist. “I don’t recall the last time we spoke, when was that?”

      “Hmm. Let me check.” She heard her father moving around on the other end of the line. “January. You mailed me a journal… I don’t remember getting that. Maybe I put it—” More shoveling of papers.

      “You don’t need—”

      “—No, no,no. I’m not going to let your gift go to waste. Just give me a moment.”

      Rustling.

      Anna leaned her head back against the seat and sniffled. “Dad… I’m sorry.” She mumbled to herself.

      “Sorry about what—Found it! The Memory Journal. Interesting title. It appears someone’s scribbled some notes in here. Two Eggs, Flour, Butter. I was making a cake apparently.”

      “It was good talking to you, Dad.” Anna rubbed her eye with her palm. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

      “Sounds good, angel! Enjoy your vacation.”

      Her father shuffled on the other end of the line, forgetting to hang up. Anna heard him sit down and sigh. The TV cut on. A news anchor spoke. “Keisha Rines, Pianist, Prodigy, and now the victim of one of the most menacing—BAM! BAM! BAM!” Cowboy speak. “Got to keep them Indians at bay. If they get up that hill, you can kiss your fortune goodbye.”

      Anna pressed END on her phone and sank into her seat. She wanted to turn off her personal life and focus on finding Keisha, but minds didn’t work like that. The cusp of the hill reflected in the rearview mirror. Dust rose in the distance. Anna’s heart raced. She snatched the pistol from the front seat and climbed out of the truck. She moved around the front side panel and ducked into the small gap between the hood and the tree. The safety clicked off.

      The cloud grew larger. With it, the rumble of an engine.

      A bead of sweat trickled down Anna’s temple and slid to her jawline. The weight of the pistol became more prevalent in her damp palms. The dust cloud gathered directly on the hill above her. It settled.

      A car door opened and shut.

      Anna’s mouth dried out. She didn’t blink. Every breath was a struggle.

      Dun-dum, dun-dum, dun-dum. Her heart raced.

      The figure stood right out of view. Anna felt their presence.

      A car door opened. It shut. The engine revved.

      The cloud disappeared from view.

      Anna waited, as still as the trees. A long moment passed. She stepped out of cover and climbed the hill. The road went on forever and revealed no cars. All that remained was a tiny velvet ring box placed neatly on the dirt.
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            Locked in a Basement

          

        

      

    

    
      Fuzzy velvet and completely unassuming, the little rectangle rested in the middle of the road. A present for Anna Dedrick.

      With trembling hands, Anna slid the pistol into the holster and approached with cautious steps. She fetched a handkerchief from her back pocket and slowly knelt before the object. Everything inside her screamed, “Don’t open it!” The handkerchief acted as a guard for her fingers. She gripped the top of the box and slowly pried it open. Resting on the luscious red cushion was a severed brown finger. The cut was clean and dry of blood, appearing to be removed exactly where the finger met the palm.

      She felt woozy and the return of yesterday's meal, the last time she had eaten. She dialed the police, unable to look away from the box. “Put Sheriff Greenbell on. I found another one.”

      Anna waited until the squad cars came howling down the road. Pushing herself to her feet, she spotted ridges on the right side of the dirt road where caltrops were laid and picked up again. They must’ve only been put on one side of the road so the Corvette could still speed through. Pinky retrieved them when he delivered the box, Anna was sure of that.

      Sheriff Greenbell climbed out of the car and approached the box. “Did you get a good look at him?”

      Forensic analysts followed and snapped pictures.

      Anna shook her head. “He planted road spikes. I crashed down there. He returned, left the box, and drove back in the town’s direction.”

      Greenbell stroked his white spade-shaped beard as he studied the ring box. “I put out an APB for a 1992 Burnt Orange Corvette.”

      “Has my brother said anything?” Anna asked as the two of them watched the crime scene analysts work.  

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      Anna glared at him. “If we want to find Keisha Rines, we need to be transparent with one another. Don’t you see? This guy is taunting us.”

      Greenbell turned to her. “Evan hasn’t said anything. Nothing useful, at least.”

      Anna looked out at the crime scene. “Doesn’t this prove his innocence?”

      “He stays until we have another man behind bars.”

      Anna shook her head in disbelief. “Right, because it would be bad press to say you’ve followed the wrong lead.”

      The white-haired man loomed above her but said nothing. His phone rang. “It’s Sergeant Mathis,” He walked a few paces away.

      Anna crossed her arms. The sheriff nodded and said “yeah” a few times before turning back to Anna with a wide grin. He lowered the phone. “We’ve got a hit on the Corvette.”

      He finished his call and yelled at the analysts. “Hurry up! We’ve found the guy!”

      The photographer took the last few photos and bagged the finger and box. Greenbell jogged to his cruiser, and Anna followed.

      “Where at?” she asked.

      “Ran a red light in Fort Smith. Seems he’s racing for Oklahoma.”

      “That doesn’t seem right. He got that far west already?”

      “You said the guy was speeding.” Greenbell ducked into the car. Anna walked around to the passenger side.

      “But that fast?” When she grabbed the handle, the door locked. She crinkled her brow and gave him the eye. “Really.”

      Greenbell smiled slyly at her. “I called a tow truck for you. It will be here in—” He checked his watch. “Two hours.”

      “Fame whore,” Anna cursed him under her breath as he sped away with the sirens blaring.

      An analyst stared at her.

      “What are you looking at?” Anna growled.

      The boy shied away, finishing packing up his equipment.

      Anna marched to her truck. Silver scrapes tarnished the black paint on the doors and side panels. The front tire was a shredded mess. She climbed in, put it in reverse, and rolled up the hill with the flat tire. She elbowed to parallel the road and drove a few yards out of the crime scene. Grabbing the jack and crossbar lug wrench from the toolbox in the bed, she walked to the tattered tire, stopped, and checked her phone. Putting in the GPS coordinates from this location to Fort Smith, she discovered it would take forty-five minutes of speeding from here to the Fort Smith border. She checked the time. Either Pinky was a stock car racer, or Greenbell had the wrong Corvette.

      Anna checked the plate number she jotted down and called Greenbell.

      Ring. Ring. “You’ve reached Garrett Greenbell. I’m occupied. Call later.”

      It was the second time he didn’t pick up, and it annoyed Anna to no end. She scrolled through her Miami contacts, finding Allen Herschel. “Pick up, please,” she mumbled while looking back at the officers clearing the “crime scene.”

      “Anna Dedrick. Are you finally cashing in that date you owe me?” Allen said in his normal half-joking tone of voice.

      “You do a favor for me, and I’ll pay for dinner,” Anna bartered as she jacked up the truck.

      “It’s never a social call with you.” Anna could imagine her balding friend leaning back in his rolling chair and squeezing his stress ball.

      “I’ll wear a dress.” Anna’s face went red as she twisted the lug wrench, removing the first bolt.

      “You could do better than that.” Allen teased. He wasn’t making this easy.

      Anna blew a loose hair out of her eye and started on the next bolt. “The one from last year’s office party.”

      She could hear Allen straighten up. “Whatever you need. House alarm codes, untraceable firearms, sim cards.”

      “A license plate number.”

      “Breaking into a police database.” He sucked air through his teeth. “That’s a little risky.”

      “I know you’re sitting in the bullpen right now,” Anna called his bluff.

      “Not so loud,” Allen whispered back.

      Anna read out the number, the make of the car, and the year.

      “Give me a minute.”

      She finished extracting the destroyed tire and unclipped her spare from beneath the truck’s bed. Rolling it across the dirt path, she slid it onto the rim. She used her cheek to hold the phone against her shoulder.

      “I’m doing fine, by the way, in case you're asking. How ‘bout you?”

      “Every minute I waste, a little girl loses a finger.” Anna tightened the first bolt.

      “Oh.”

      Anna finished up with the tire and began lowering the jack.

      “Got a match,” Allen said and slurped from what Anna assumed was a Big Gulp. “Edger Strife.”

      Anna froze. A chill tickled her spin. Her eyes went wide.

      “Sixty years old. Caucasian. Lives in Arkansas. Has multiple DUIs and assault charges. Seems like an upstanding citizen.” Allen stopped talking for a moment. “Anna, you still there?”

      “What’s his address?” Anna asked coldly.

      “88 Shores Lake Road. You good? You aren't sounding too good.”

      Her body trembled. “I know this guy, Allen.” She did. And she remembered the way he touched her and grabbed her hair. The taste of his chapped lips and the binding of his smooth ropes. Anna needed to puke. “The last time I saw him, my father put a gun to his head and drove him out of the state.”

      “Dang,” Allen said with concern in his voice. “You aren’t planning to see this guy, right?”  

      “Bye, Allen.” Anna tossed the jack into the back seat and slammed the door. She climbed into the front and stomped the accelerator.

      

      Tucked on an incline and flanked by trees on all sides sat the seedy doublewide trailer. Junk cars, decaying furniture, and an old bathtub filled with muddy water were but a taste of this hoarder's landfill.

      The dinged-up Silverado rolled up the gravel driveway and slowed out of sight from the trailer’s front door. Anna leaned over the steering wheel, scanning the area with tired eyes. Rage bubbled within her. Old memories that were locked, boxed, and tossed into the sea resurfaced.
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        * * *

      

      Children flooded out of Hiker’s Middle School and rushed to their parents’ cars. Anna bounced down the school’s outer stairs, watching them go. Adjusting her backpack on her shoulders, she headed for the sidewalk. Most days, Lacey, Ronald, and Evan would walk with her, but today Anna walked alone. She wasn’t surprised. Lacey started playing on the girls’ basketball team at the start of the year; Ronald went to the chess club, and her brother, Evan, most likely wandered off with his group of fellow misfits. It was only a few miles and the walk gave her time to ponder. “You think too much and act too little,” her eighth-grade teacher lectured. Anna took offense to that, partly because it was true.

      The school vanished behind her, and trees, fields, and flatlands flanked the single-lane road. A drop of cold rain splashed on her forehead. She wiped it away with her hand and turned her gaze to the darkening sky. She tucked her thumb in the strap of her backpack and sucked in a breath of humid air. Stretching her legs, she took off into a powerful sprint. Cascades of rain splashed upon her, drenching her. Water seeped through her sneakers as she dashed through puddles. Her socks absorbed the rain, becoming heavy and squishy.

      She gasped for air. Her sprint devolved into a lazy jog and further slowed into a defeated walk. Sheets of rainwater poured down on her. The black clouds gave no hint of surrender. Crossing her arms over her flat chest, she hugged herself to stay warm. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably. Beams of light cast out from behind her. Shivering, she turned back to the approaching vehicle. The minivan churned puddles beneath its dirty tires and slowed beside her. The window lowered. A skinny man with a curved nose on his otherwise handsome face peeked out. Torrents of rain lapped against the van and cascaded down his window.

      “Cold?” The stranger’s half-smile dimpled his cheeks with moon-like creases.

      Anna didn’t reply. Her father had warned her about talking to strangers, but the rain had soaked her head to toe.
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        * * *

      

      Without visuals on Strife or the Corvette, Anna followed the gravel driveway into a patch of dry grass and hard dirt behind the trailer. Anyone coming up the road wouldn’t see the Silverado. Grabbing her pistol, she hopped out and quietly closed the door. A light wind jostled her hair across her cheek and mouth. The earth wobbled, but she caught herself. Vertigo from the car crash, she assumed.

      Multiple stacks of bricks raised the trailer a few feet off the ground. Mud and weeds sprouted out underneath. Centipedes, roaches, and big black beetles scurried in and out of active insect holes burrowed into dry mounds. Anna leaned down and peeked under. Flies and ants crawled over a decaying bird’s carcass. Anna stood back up. Four metal steps led up to the back door. The screened outer door had tears and flapped over itself. Paint chips curled on the main door, and spider egg sacs stuck to the wooden exterior. Broken, discolored blinds were visible on the nearby windows. Anna tightened her grip on the pistol and hiked up the staircase. With each quiet step, her shoes clinked on the metal.
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        * * *

      

      The van was spacious and clean. Old towels covered the seats. The aroma of a tree-shaped air freshener hanging on the rearview mirror made Anna’s nose itch. She sat in the front seat and wrung out her long hair. Her shirt glued itself to pale skin, and her jeans felt twenty times heavier. She would need to lay her shoes out over the heater when she got home. Otherwise, they would be soaked for tomorrow’s school. Oh wait, today was Friday! That was one decent thing. Today would be a good day to take a long, hot shower and read a good book. Despite what most of her peers felt, she enjoyed the required reading.

      “My house is that way.” She pointed out into the afternoon rain.

      The stranger turned into a side road. “A quick detour,” he explained. His gray eyes stayed on the windshield.

      Anna shifted in her seat as she became progressively more uncomfortable. The van got farther from the main road. Instinctual fear set in. “The rain is clearing up.” That was a lie. “I can walk the rest of the way.”

      The man smiled at her like she was speaking ridiculousness. He said softly, “It’s only a quick detour.”

      The man stopped the van in front of a small ranch home. “I got pop inside,” the stranger said.

      “I’m fine,” Anna replied, not wanting to leave the van.

      “Come on,” the stranger teased. “It will only take a minute.”

      Anna averted her gaze. She felt the man’s gray eyes on her. Biting her lip nervously, she nodded.

      The man grinned victoriously and unlocked the doors. He turned his head and opened the door. Anna noticed the knife clipped to his belt. She didn’t hesitate. Swift as the wind, Anna burst out her door and dashed in the opposite direction of the car.

      “Hey!” There was venom in the stranger’s shout.

      She could hear his boots stomping on the gravel behind her. Anna pressed harder. The rain pelted her face and splashed her eyes. Her clothes weighed her down, and the wind worked against her. The man’s boots splashed through the mud puddle. Anna closed her eyes and spit rainwater out of her mouth. Run, she told herself. Run! Run! Run!

      Finger twined into her hair and yanked, pulling her to gravel and wet dirt. She screamed, but the rain poured louder. Her scrawny legs kicked, spraying mud all over her jeans. The man pulled harder, dragging her across the lawn and closer to the solitary ranch home.
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        * * *

      

      The trailer’s back door wouldn’t budge. Anna thought about picking it, but Strife could be home any minute. Propping the screen door open with a rock, Anna took a step back and slammed her foot against the chipped wooden door. It bashed open and smacked against the inner wall before waving lifelessly. Dust particles danced in the air as Anna stepped inside the laundry area. Heaps of clothes piled atop the washer and dryer in the shape of volcanoes. Stained underwear and socks spilled across the floor. Anna grimaced at the stench of musk, sweat, and vomit. Gun raised, she stepped past the laundry hall and curved into the kitchen.

      Dozens of beer cans covered the countertop by the dish-filled sink. Pill bottles lined an open cupboard. A calendar with scantily-clad women hung from a nail on the wall. A red Sharpie circled a date. Anna approached, feeling a spike of dread. August 14th. The day Anna had arrived in town. Anna first saw the Corvette two days after. Had it been following her since she’d arrived in Van Buren? Anna wasn’t sure if she wanted to know the answer. She looked out into the living room consisting of a stained couch, TV, and coffee table littered with old pizza boxes, cereal bowls, and smashed insect carcasses. She walked by the coffee table, disturbing a hive of fat, glossy roaches nesting on leftover crust. The bugs scurried across the tabletop, down the leg of the table, and between Anna’s feet. She trained her eye on the hallway.

      She stepped over the roaches and trash debris and headed for the corridor. Her heart raced as she opened the first door. Hundreds of boxes of magazines and trinkets filled the room to the ceiling. She went to the opposite door and turned the knob. Old pinball machines, multiple firearms, and discarded furniture. After checking the decrepit bathroom, Anna turned to the final door.
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        * * *

      

      The stranger’s grip jerked Anna’s hair from her scalp. She screamed and grabbed ahold of the doorframe as the man pulled her inside. The wetness of her fingers weren’t strong enough to stop him. Her back was dragged into the ranch home’s ugly laminated floor, leaving behind a muddy slug trail. She dug her claws into the man’s hand, but he only pulled tighter. Her fingers found the leg of a chair and brought it down with her. They neared a bolt-locked door. In determined silence, Strife undid the first hatch. Tears streamed, and with a cry of pain, Anna tore herself from the stranger’s vise grip. On her hands and knees, she scurried in the opposite direction. With a natural expression, the stranger looked at the long locks of hair tangled around his fingers. He drew his folded knife. At the flick of the wrist, the serrated edge revealed itself.

      Anna made it to the door when the stranger grabbed her arm and twisted her around. In a swift motion, Anna raked her nails down his right eye. Blood trickled down the man’s face as he brought the knife up to her chin. The sharp point under Anna’s jaw forced her to look at him. Behind the man’s gray eyes was sick pleasure. He moved in for a kiss. Anna spat on his face.

      Angry, the man slammed her onto the ground. He grabbed her wrist. She tried to crawl away from him as he led her to the bolted door, wasting no time on the next latch. It opened into rickety wooden stairs descending to the black basement. With a hand, he lifted her up by the wrist until her wet toes balanced on the floor, and, as she fought, he twisted her around. Anna felt the cold metal of the knife through her shirt. Her fighting ceased as she looked into the dark abyss. Before she could turn back, the man shoved her and nearly caused her to fumble down the stairs. Slowly, she bounced down a step and then another. Her mouth turned dry, and her heart raced violently as she neared the darkness. The door shut behind her. She could feel the hair rising at the back of her neck.
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        * * *

      

      “Keisha?” Anna called out quietly to the closed door.

      No response.

      She tried the knob.

      Unlocked.

      With caution, she opened the door to Strife’s bedroom. Tacks pinned a black and white swastika flag over the unmade king-sized bed. A Nazi soldier helmet, a trench knife, and other Axis WW2 paraphernalia displayed itself proudly on a shelf. Next to it was a locked gun cabinet with glass panes boasting a number of shotguns and hunting rifles. A laptop sat open on the desk. Multiple adult websites were open on the browser, but it was what was laid across the bed that made Anna’s jaw drop.

      A small purple dress, fit for an eleven-year-old.
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        * * *

      

      The rain stopped. Out on the black night, Anna stumbled up to the front porch light before collapsing to her knees. Her father opened the door. From the look on his face, he’d been worrying all day. He knelt down to her level and overturned her small wrists, gawking at the raw and red scrapes from rope burns. Anna remembered him screaming at her mother and then loading Anna into the truck. Weeping, Ashley took the keys from him and climbed inside the driver’s seat. Richard went inside for his gun. He came back to Anna as she was about to be driven away. “Who?” he asked her.

      “Strife,” Anna replied, not sure when she heard the name.

      The details of how she had escaped were fragmented and fuzzy. She recalled sliding out of her binds after Strife had left the ranch home, but that was the extent of it.

      When she was in the hospital that day, she overheard her mother talking. “Greenbell found him at the local liquor store. Richard’s not happy. He was planning on… you know.”

      Anna didn’t go back to school. She’d lay in bed from sun up to sundown, unable to escape her mind. The doctor got the results weeks later. She wasn’t pregnant. After much arguing, Anna underwent experimental hypnotherapy. Ashley argued the ethical ramifications, but Richard wouldn’t relent. The events of that horrid evening were lost to Anna, fortunately, but you couldn’t erase scars. Eventually, the past catches up with you. That fact was proven when Strife returned home from jail and found Richard sitting on his couch with a cocked gun.

      After a long drive through the wilderness, Richard put a gun to Strife’s head and made him dig a grave. Unknown to either one of them, Anna had hidden under a blanket in the backseat. When Strife was finished, she waited for her father to shoot the man. Instead, Richard commanded Strife to leave Arkansas and left him handcuffed in a five-foot hole. He’d been gone ever since…
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        * * *

      

      Feeling the soft fabric against her fingertips, Anna turned to the closet. She opened it, revealing racks full of little girl’s clothing and dresses. Flashes of Strife’s basement came to mind. The feel of calloused hands against her pale skin. Anna shut her eyes, trying to silence the images. The booze in his breath. The cold of the knife blade against her neck.

      Rumbling.

      Anna opened her eyes and perked up her ears. She rushed to the window, prying open the discolored binds with her fingers.

      The Corvette’s engine growled as it pulled into the front yard. It parked, and the front door opened. Out from the front seat, the tall, gray-haired man stood. He wore snakeskin cowboy boots, tight jeans, and a dirty collared shirt that revealed the white curls on his chest. His hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail. His face was wrinkled with a rough complexion. His gray eyes were alert and ready. The right one had faded scars from Anna many years ago. Edger Strife slammed the door. He looked Anna’s way.

      She pulled away from the window, breathing from her mouth. She turned her bloodshot gaze to the hallway and took off into a sprint.

      The front door opened.  

      Anna swung into the room filled with boxes. She could hear Strife’s boots on the laminated floor. She peeked through the gap of the door. Strife whistled. Anna’s fingers curled tightly around the pistol grip. He stepped into the kitchen. Anna froze, feeling herself tremble. Strife placed his keys onto the kitchen counter and opened the fridge.

      Anna took a step into the hallway. She might be able to make it to the front door if—Strife shut the refrigerator and looked down the empty hall. Anna’s back pressed against the wall of the box room. She held her breath.

      Strife walked through the living area, popping open his beer can. Anna hoped he would stop. He kept on to the hallway. Anna held the gun up high so that the top of the barrel touched her lips. With shifty eyes, she watched him meander through the hall and stop right by her door. He lowered his beer and studied the entrance to his room. It was closed when he left, but now it was open.

      He took cautious steps forward and slipped into the bedroom. Anna slowly opened her door the rest of the way and stepped out to the hall. She aimed her gun at the back of Strife’s head right as he turned out of view. A bead of sweat trickled down her nose just like the raindrop on that dreadful day. The living area was behind her, along with the front door. She slowly stepped backward. Her gun rose at the threshold of Strife’s room. Each of her steps moved deliberately. Each breath from her lip was controlled.

      Movement in Strife’s room. A shotgun barrel curved around the doorframe.

      Boom!

      Anna ducked low, feeling the force of the blast blow over her head. She dashed into the living room as another blast ripped past her and obliterated a number of beer cans a few yards away. Cockroaches crunched beneath Anna’s feet as she found cover near the wall. Something scurried up her pant leg, tickling her flesh with tiny limbs. She smacked her slacks with her palm, feeling the roach splat against her thigh. Grossed out, she turned back to the hall.

      And stared down the sight of an auto-loading shotgun. Strife locked eyes with her… and pulled the trigger.
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      Anna recoiled to the side as the scattershot took out a chunk of the wall. Wood fragmentation and paint chips splashed over her, coating her glossy button-up with a sheen of dust and powdered debris.  

      “Drop the weapon!” Anna shouted.

      Moving with tactical precision, Strife trekked through the hall. His boots clacked against the floor as he stepped closer for the kill shot.

      Anna dashed to the couch. Catching a glimpse of Strife in her peripheral, she dove behind the sofa’s backboard.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Three blasts blew through the cushions inches above her head. Fuzz and fabric rained down upon her. Still lying on her side, she peered up through one of the gashes and fired the pistol.

      The bullet shattered the hall light above Strife’s head. He stuck to the wall, avoiding the falling glass.

      On her hands and knees, Anna scurried to the kitchen. Another shotgun blast rang overhead, causing her to smack her chin on the kitchen floor. She whipped her head back. Strife stood in the living room. A wisp of smoke snaked from the shotgun barrel aimed at Anna. She rolled over, avoiding the loud, certain death that ripped a hole in the floor. Within moments, the gunner would be at her. The back door wasn’t far. Anna took a breath and ran.

      Strife followed.

      Beer cans erupted into aluminum scraps that confetti’d the kitchen. Anna zigged. Ceramic dishes shattered. Anna zagged. Pills popped and showered Anna and the floor. She darted into the laundry room and rammed her shoulder into the back door. Stumbling, Anna barreled into the blinding sunlight.

      Strife pulled shells from his pocket and fed his shotgun as he jogged through the obliterated kitchen. He turned into the laundry room right as the screen door slammed shut. With a hard frown, he pushed aside dirty clothes and made his way outside.

      The truck’s lock clicked after Anna pressed the button. She reached for the handle. A burst of scattershot ripped into the door. She twisted back and aimed the pistol. “Don’t move!” She felt the gun shaking in her hands.

      The dirt at her feet erupted at the impact of the shotgun blast. Her wide eyes turned to churned earth at her toes to the tall, lanky man at the top of the steps. Under his gray eyes and crooked nose, Strife smirked. He was enjoying this.

      Anna pulled the trigger.

      Strife slapped the side of his neck as if squashing a mosquito. Blood trickled down his pressed palm. Holding the shotgun in one hand, he watched Anna sprint into the woods. Letting the blood flow onto his collar, Strife coiled his bloody hand on the shotgun grip and trailed behind.

      Tall oak sentries sprawled in all directions. Anna struggled to find her breath. Every dry gulp felt like razors in her lungs. The bark at her back scraped her spine. Twigs jabbed through the sock on her exposed foot. She closed her eyes for a brief moment. Leaves crunched. He was near. Anna’s heart pounded.

      Du-dum.

      Strife scanned the woodland, seeing the exposed toe of a shoe behind a distant tree.

      Du-dum.

      Anna steadied the weapon in her hands.

      Du-dum.

      Strife arched around the tree with a small smile. His breathing intensified. He took aim. Gnarly tree roots and an abandoned shoe sat at the oak’s base. A present from Anna Dedrick. Fear overtook Strife’s smug face.

      “Drop it,” Anna commanded from behind him.

      Pistol pointed at Strife’s back, Anna stepped out from the adjacent tree. Cold pebbles kissed her sole through her sock.

      Strife grinded his teeth, not willing to turn back.

      “I won’t ask again!”

      Wind rattled leaves. Strife’s tense shoulders relaxed. The weapon collapsed to the underbrush.

      “Kick it back.”

      The shotgun slid behind Anna’s legs. She looked back up at Strife just in time to see the deadly point of his pocketknife coming down on her eye.

      Anna sidestepped and pulled the trigger. The pistol discharged next to Strife’s ear as the magazine slammed against his shoulder. Anna’s ear rang.

      Strife wrapped his fingers around the pistol barrel and tore it from Anna’s grip. It bounced away as Anna caught the man’s fist balled around the knife hilt. Slamming his shoulder against her torso, Strife shoved Anna. Foot catching on a root, they both tumbled down. Anna felt his weight pressing down on her chest. They fought for the knife as the bladed tip pressed closer to her throat. Strife’s expression was the same as it was on that day: cold and determined.

      Strife pressed both hands on the knife. Anna resisted the blade with all her might. Strife’s knee crushed her belly, stifling her breath. He pressed down harder. Anna’s legs kicked in all directions, roughing up fallen leaves and dirt.

      Anna yelled through her teeth and pushed the blade back. Strife jabbed down, sending the point into the dry leaves next to Anna’s neck. She reared back her head and rammed it in between his eyes. Strife staggered back. Anna’s finger found a dry log. As Strife went in for another jab, the termite-eaten wood smacked him on the side of the head, exploding into wood chips and dirt.

      Anna used the opportunity to wiggle out from underneath him and got to her feet. She looked frantically over the underbrush, trying to spot the gun.

      Strife rose up behind her. He shook the pain from his head and stood up with the knife.

      Found it. Anna dashed for the pistol, feeling the wind cut behind her as the blade sliced down. She rolled over, snatched up the pistol, and twisted back, barrel pointed at Strife.

      “On your knees!” she shouted, struggling for breath. Leaves and twigs stuck to her hair and clothes.

      Strife let the knife fall and dropped to his knees, locking his fingers against the back of his head at Anna’s command. With a soft Southern drawl, Strife said, “I missed you, Dedrick. You were always my favorite.”

      Anna hovered over him, keeping the gun trained at his head. Anger flushed her face red. Her finger slid over the trigger. Every fiber in her being wanted to put Strife into the shallow grave he’d dug years ago. “Where’s the girl?”

      Strife craned his bullet-grazed neck back at her. Anna looked down at his wrinkled and hide-like face. “I know where she’s not...” He startled cackling. “Playing the piano.” His sinister chuckle echoed through the woods and sent crows into the orange sunset.

      Anna teared up in anger. Her finger twitched above the trigger.

      

      Sirens could be heard from miles away. A line of police cars rolled into the windy gravel driveway. Wind jostled Anna’s hair and dust, dirt, and debris encrusted her from head to toe. She loomed above Strife amidst the junk-littered front yard. Behind her, the sun fell behind spiked treetops, saying farewell to a long and chaotic day.

      Sheriff Greenbell and Officer Ashburn stepped out of a squad car.

      “The Corvette in Fort Smith happened to be a sixteen-year-old skipping Physics class,” Greenbell admitted with a lowly expression. “It was a mistake to ignore you.”

      Anna had little to nothing to say to him, but then she thought of Keisha and focused on what mattered. She flicked her pistol above Strife’s head. “His name is Edger Strife. Sound familiar?”

      “Strife…” Greenbell stroked his spade-shaped beard as he remembered. Then he looked at Anna with empathic blue eyes. “Anna, I didn’t—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Anna interrupted. “The quicker he’s questioned, the quicker we find Keisha.”

      “She’s not here?”

      Anna shook her head. “Not that I found.”

      A sinister smile curved Strife’s lips.

      “Get the bastard cuffed,” Greenbell commanded. He locked eyes with Strife. “Edger Strife, you are under arrest for the abduction of Keisha Rines. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be and will be used against you...”

      Strife stood up as he heard his Miranda Rights and spit on Greenbell’s boot. Ashburn growled at him and tightened the cuffs around his wrists, making sure the metal dug into his skin.

      “Come on.” The brawny officer shoved Strife into the squad car and slammed the door. Strife made kissy lips at Anna.

      “We’ll take it from here,” Greenbell assured Anna.

      Anna eyed him suspiciously. “You sure?”

      Greenbell frowned at her comment but quickly brushed it off. “I’ll contact you if anything happens.”

      Crossing her arms, Anna replied. “I’ll be waiting.”

      That was a lie. She didn’t expect Greenbell to let her have a pass at his cash cow. She slid the pistol into its holster. Men-in-uniform, crime scene analysts, photographers, and K-9 units flooded around her and fanned out across Strife’s property, pouring into his trailer. They canvassed the destroyed kitchen, snapping pictures of scattered pills, plate fragments, and beer cans across the laminated tile floor. They moved into the living room, examining the bullet-riddled couch and walls. Eventually, they pressed into Strife’s room, extracting his computer hard drive. With gloved hands, they pulled dresses from their coat racks and packaged them for evidence. Under the bed, they found a large collection of unmarked VHS tapes. Masking tape labeled to the outside of the black casing. The one on top read Anna.

      Anna eyed the black Chevy Silverado and the massive amount of damages. Taking a breath, she opened the driver's side door. She gave a final look to the piles of bagged VHS tapes, photos, and children’s dresses filling evidence trucks. Anna climbed inside the Silverado and sped down the road.

      

      Sheriff Greenbell had been going at it for what felt like hours and hadn’t heard the slightest peep. His pale fingers coiled around the square top of his aluminum chair. A cigarette dangled from his thin lips. Leaning on the wall beside the door, Ashburn took drags on his own. Tension hardened his short, stocky figure in the hot, hazy room.

      With his hand folded calmly on the cold aluminum tabletop, Edger Strife bounced his gaze between them with smug silence.

      “We know you have her,” Greenbell said, caging his frustration. “We have piles of evidence, so make this easy on yourself and confess.”

      Strife’s lip curled into a smile. He said nothing.

      Greenbell’s knuckles turned white on the chair’s rim. Suddenly, he picked up the chair and slung it against the Plexiglas behind him. It bounced back and skidded across the floor. Huffing, he twisted back and shoved his finger in Strife’s haughty face. “I swear I will start pulling teeth!”

      Strife winked at him and presented a sinister, toothy grin.

      Greenbell coiled his fist, but he stopped himself and leaned back. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped the sweat from his forehead and tossed the rag to Ashburn. “I’m talking to a brick wall.”

      The brawny officer wiped his forehead with the used handkerchief. “Maybe he’s mute?”

      Greenbell glared at his partner. “That’s the best you’ve got?”

      He approached his friend and lowered his voice. “This lowlife is the un-cashed government check that’s going to fund you and me for the next year.”

      “You think I’m an idiot?” Ashburn growled back.

      “I think we should come up with some new ideas because whatever we’re doing isn’t working.”

      Ashburn got quiet for a moment. “Maybe...” He looked to Strife. “Maybe we’re asking the wrong questions?”

      Greenbell glared at him for a moment and then turned back to Strife. “Okay, Edger. What do you want? Finally ready for that lawyer?”

      Strife leaned toward the sheriff in an act of dominance. “I want Anna Dedrick.”

      

      Anna turned off the headlights and sank back in her seat. Apart from her face, she was dirty from head to toe. Blues played softly in the cabby. The TV screen flickered through the living room window. She needed to go inside, but facing her father brought with it a flood of emotions. The idea of resetting all they had shared caused dread to pit in Anna’s stomach. With all the craziness with Evan, the overload of information would probably bring Richard closer to full Alzheimer’s. Sleeping on her office’s cheap-carpeted floor sounded better by the second. Against her better judgment, she turned off the ignition and mentally fortified herself to face her father.

      A jiggle. Anna fished out her phone. Sheriff Greenbell. She wondered if he was calling to gloat. Grumbling, she answered.

      It took her about twenty minutes to reach the police department. She swerved into a parking spot and parked the truck diagonally. Slamming the bullet-riddled door, she headed to the Van Buren Police Department’s front doors. Media outlets gathered around the stairwell. Reporters shoved microphones in Anna’s face as she pushed through the crowd.

      “Do the police still believe your brother is involved?” one asked.

      Another pressed forward and extended his mic. “Is it true you apprehended Strife in his own home?”

      Using her hand, Anna guarded her eyes against the barrage of camera strobes and pushed inside the double doors. Police Sergeant Mathis stepped out of the woodwork and joined her. They bustled toward the interrogation room at a hurried pace.

      “Greenbell and Ashburn have been working him for hours,” Mathis explained swiftly. “But the guy hasn’t said a word. Not until he asked for you.”

      They rounded a corner, almost bumping into a group of officers. “What do we know?” Anna asked.

      “We’re still running DNA tests on the dresses found in his closet and on his bed. One bit of good is that the Rines confirmed the dress size. It may be Keisha’s.”

      “What else?” The interrogation room became visible at the back of the hall.

      “His browsing history had hundreds of damning posts on white supremacy chat boards, and he had a few gigabytes of snuff and CP on his hard drives.”

      Thinking of it made Anna sick.

      Before they reached the room, Mathis slowed and pulled Anna off to the side. “There was something else.”

      Anna braced herself for what information the sergeant would reveal.

      “Some tapes were discovered under his bed.” Mathis started. He turned his intense eyes to Anna. “One of them was of you?”

      She crinkled her brow. “I don’t follow.”

      Mathis struggled with the words. “It’s from when you were a kid.”

      Anna froze in fear. Her hands trembled, and the walls closed in. She needed to run. Mathis saw it in her.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to go in there,” Mathis said with quiet sincerity. “Everyone talks eventually. Even Edger Strife.”

      Anna gulped down her fears. “No. I’m going in there.”

      They approached the door. “If it’s any consolation, the guy’s going away for a long time. It’s only the matter of the Rines girl now.”

      Greenbell and Ashburn waited outside the door.

      “He must like you,” Greenbell said.

      Anna didn’t listen. She stepped through the threshold while Mathis and the two men moved into the observation area.

      Strife’s head followed her across the room. The detective’s chair was sideways on the floor. The door slammed shut, causing Anna’s heart to skip a beat. Anna faced the man, trying her best to put on a strong exterior, but fear tore apart her insides, making her want to puke. She attempted to swallow the anxiety and failed. Focus on the confession, she told herself. It seemed easy to run from the man when he had a shotgun than to face him in a “safe environment.”

      Strife smiled sinisterly, almost like he could sense her fear.

      His chapped lips parted, and his soft voice leaked out. “Hello, Anna.”
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      “You’re still pretty,” Strife said as he watched Anna fetch the chair from the floor. “Even after all these years.”

      The legs of her chair screeched against the floor. She sat herself down, keeping her distance from the man that had nearly ruined her life.

      “It’s over, Strife,” Anna said, finding no pleasure in the situation. The man should’ve listened to her father and never come back home. “We have the dress and number of tapes linking you to dozens of sexual assaults across the last two decades. Do something right and tell me where Keisha Rines is.”

      Strife’s gaze lingered at the upper opening of Anna’s shirt. “You never had much on your body, but your face...” His slimy tongue slugged over his chapped lips.

      Instinctively, Anna felt for her top bottom and discovered that it must’ve been lost in the firefight.

      Strife cracked a smile. “No need to hide it. It ain’t nothing I hadn’t seen before.”

      The double-sided windows on the wall gave Anna some reassurance that she wasn’t alone. But having Sheriff Greenbell watching her back didn’t give her much confidence. “I’m after the girl. Tell me where she is and you may get a plea bargain. That’s more than you deserve for trying to take my life.”

      The man’s bony finger danced on the tabletop. “Don’t you forget, it was my house you broke into. Every bullet out of my gun was justified as self-defense. ‘Sides, if I wanted to kill you, I would’ve. No, it’s a lot more fun flirting with you.”

      Anna balled her fists under the table. Flirting? She wanted to sock him across the jaw, but opened her hands and spoke with control. “You called me here for a reason. If you’re not going to tell me what, I’m leaving this room, and that will be the last you ever see of me.”

      Strife’s smile left him. He studied her, trying to figure out if it was a bluff. Anna wasn’t sure either, but she remained stone-faced.

      “You weren’t like the other girls,” Strife reminisced. “Most would beg, cry, or bargain. Some would even welcome my embrace.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      Strife disregarded her comment. “But you, Anna Dedrick, had a fire about you. Yeah, a fighting spirit. You didn’t make it easy on me. Oh no, but you made it worth it.”

      Anna felt her blood pressure rising. The lack of AC and the lingering stench of cigarettes made her feel nauseous. “Was Keisha a fighter, too?”

      “You know,” Strife readjusted in his seat. “I was going to quit with the girls… and the boys... but once you came into my life, Anna, I needed that again.”

      His cold gray eyes locked on hers. “I needed you. You changed me. Molded me into the man I am.”

      The levee broke. Anna tore from her seat and brought her hand down on the table so hard that her fingers tingled. “You took something that wasn’t yours! Tell me why you’re back in Van Buren? Tell me why August 13th is marked on your calendar. Tell me what you are after. No more BS or I’m out.”

      Strife’s face twisted into something she’d never seen from him. Empathy. Love. “I’m here for you, Anna. It’s always been you.”

      Anna slowly plopped back into her seat. Out of every possible reaction, she could never have anticipated that.

      “I’ve been keeping up with you since you left town all those years ago,” Strife said with a soft smile. “Whenever you got a promotion, I’d throw my own celebration party. Whenever you solved a case, I raised a glass of champagne.”

      “So Keisha Rines,” Anna said as she processed the information. “She was just a ploy to get to me?”

      Strife shook his head. Frustration boiled under his smug surface. “You think I care about some Negro girl? She’s nothing!”

      “Where is she, then?”

      A vein bulged in Strife’s forehead. “Always with the girl.” He stood from his seat, nearly tearing off the cuffs. “I kidnapped her, cut off her fingers, and left her in the woods. Is that what you want hear?”

      Greenbell and Ashburn opened the door, ready to defuse the situation.

      Anna looked directly into Strife’s soul. “That’s a start.”

      She stepped past the officers.

      “Anna, wait—”  Strife’s begging was snuffed out by the slamming door.

      She made a beeline for the bathroom and washed her face in the sink. Her reflection was tired and damaged, and the idea that Keisha Rines’s abduction was related to her made it feel like she was being crushed by twenty tons of guilt. She turned off the faucet and left the bathroom. Her day hadn’t ended yet.

      Sheriff Greenbell and Sergeant Mathis met her in the hall.

      “Good work in there,” Mathis said. “That should be enough to put him away.”

      “Keisha’s still out there,” Anna reminded them.

      Greenbell nodded. “I’ll round up some of the boys and get canvassing. There are miles of woods around here, but I’m feeling optimistic. After all, the appendages were still fresh when they were delivered. The girl can’t be too far.”

      Mathis shook Anna’s hand. “On behalf of the Van Buren Police Department, I give you wholehearted congratulations. We’d still be fishing for leads without your help. If you want, I’ll call for a press junket right now. It might be good for your business.”

      Anna smiled at him. “I think I’ll pass.”

      Mathis shrugged. “The monster’s going behind bars. That’s all that matters.” Mathis and Greenbell took a few steps in opposite directions.

      Anna stopped them. “There’s one more thing.”

      

      An officer unlocked the cell door and slid it open. The sound of screeching metal woke Evan from his uncomfortable slumber. He sat up on the hard bench and stretched his arms over his head. Yawning, he said, “Finally delivering that conjugal visit I asked for?”

      “Just your sister.” Anna leaned on the doorframe. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      Evan smiled back at her. “You look like you’ve been through hell.”

      Anna looked him over and crossed her arms.

      “Touché.” With his palms, Evan pushed himself from the bench.

      “Come on.” Anna walked away from the cell. “Best not to keep Dad waiting. We have a lot of explaining to do. Especially you.”

      Evan’s lip twitched into a smirk and followed behind. “All these years and nothing has changed.”

      Together, they trekked through the lively bullpen as officers got prepped for the late-night search. Through the windows, a squad car could be seen speeding into the night. Evan and Anna approached the gated-in retrieval desk. Knowing what they would ask, the receptionist wandered to the back and retrieved Evan’s items from the shelf.

      “I’m going to call the Rines,” Anna said aloud. “It could give them some peace of mind.”

      “Tell them in person.” Evan grabbed his watch, phone, and wallet. “They’ll appreciate it more. If you show up with their daughter, they’d probably buy you a new car.”

      “Tiny victories, that’s the life of a P.I.” Anna thought of her truck. “…but a new car would be nice. I need to find out if my insurance company covers buckshot.”

      “It does,” Evan said without hesitation. He put on his watch and grinned.

      His response didn’t shock Anna, but her own lack of one came as a surprise. Maybe she was getting used to his weirdness. That was a scary thought.

      They headed for the double entrance doors.

      “Ready to make the front page?” Evan asked.

      Anna took a breath and pushed into the outside world. Cameras flashed. A wave of noise splashed over them. They hiked down a few steps, expecting to get bombarded with questions. However, the cameras drifted to a novice officer jogging up the stairs past her. Something felt off. The reactions were not of joy but of horror.

      Anna twisted back, catching a glimpse of the object in the officer’s hand. Eyes wide, she grabbed his wrist. Looking sick, the officer turned back. An opened velvet ring box rested in his hand. “I found it in the department’s mailbox.”

      Anna felt her heart drop. A pale, severed finger rested on the box’s inner red fabric. By the Caucasian skin tone, Anna knew that it didn’t belong to Keisha Rines.
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      Concealed by night, Cain snaked up the grassy mound, ending his journey at the rusty rails of the train track. Keeping his head low, he studied the patrons pouring out of King’s Opera House like spiders from a broken egg sac. Jeweled necklaces and opal earrings adorned the aged ladies’ necks and ears while their middle-aged husbands chuckled loudly in their tailored suits. They were not the normal Van Buren crowd. They had come here with a purpose, just like Cain, and, like Cain, they were pleased with the delivery.

      The show-goers chatted for hours at the front of the square, two-story venue—a renovated Victorian building near the heart of the small, historic Arkansas river town. Distance distorted the subject of their discussions, but Cain assumed they exchanged pleasantries, false-smiled compliments, and debated over which Chopin rendition the renowned child pianist performed more adeptly.

      Throughout the evening, pairs of two or more crossed the street and entered the overflow parking lot that Cain crouched within. He dropped his body flush against the dewy grass and peered over the train track, involuntary filling his scratchy sinuses with the metallic smell of the bullhead rail. Forty-plus feet away, the well-dressed strangers ducked into their expensive cars and sped down the street. Cain remained absolute in his stillness and silence, becoming a subtle blob in the nightly shadows.

      The plastic camera mounted on the back of the Opera House watched him like God’s eye. It saw nothing for days prior, Cain had sabotaged it without issue. All it took was a little weed, and the dim-witted teenager at the reception desk opened the security door. He asked questions but got no response. Cain followed behind, disguised of course, and did what he had to do. None would be the wiser as the hardware had already been doomed by age. The same afternoon, he went into the nearby pharmacy from where the overflow lot was rented and lollygagged falsely amidst the aisles until he caught a glimpse of the various security monitors in the closet behind the pharmacist's desk. Their vision only covered two-thirds of the parking lot, further fortifying Cain’s position.

      Midnight neared... along with the girl. Keisha Rines wore an elegant purple dress over her short and skinny body. Slinky curls tumbled down her exposed shoulders and outlined her heart-shaped face. Little silver bells in her hair twinkled in the street light. Twiddling her thumbs, the child pianist walked with her immaculately dressed parents, Avery and Trisha Rines. Their dark skin caused the three of them to stand out from the rest of the Caucasian patrons that swiftly departed. On their way to the BMW, they trekked across the lot. Cain felt for the knife in his jacket just in case.

      About fifty feet away, a plump woman in lively colors interrupted the Rines. “Isn’t she just darling!”

      “Oh, she is,” Trisha replied with motherly pride.

      Keisha sighed and looked at her suffocating but gorgeous heels. As the conversation trudged onward, Keisha tugged on her father’s sleeve. She whispered in his ear and begged him with puppy dog eyes after he pulled away. Annoyed, the towering man surrendered the car keys and returned to the discussion. Pleased with the victory, the eleven-year-old practically skipped to the BMW.

      Cain released his iron grip from the knife and felt his heart thump in his chest as he watched the girl drift farther from her parents. His opening was small and ever closing. Now or never. Silently, he rose from his hiding place and stepped across the track.

      The light from the backseat spilled over Keisha as she knelt and removed her tight heels. She curled her sore toes on the coarse concrete and looked up to the man standing atop the mound.

      Cool sweat dampened Cain’s clothes, but his resolve stayed steel. Confident. Countless hours of planning came down to this one final moment. He rolled back his finger in a come-hither motion, banking on the rapport he had established at the playground.

      Keisha watched him cautiously. She squinted her eyes, only able to make out his silhouette. Then, upon realization, a sweet smile softened her face. Taking one last look at her parents, she approached the mound, tiptoeing on her bare feet. Cain hiked down the grass and dirt, careful not to leave boot prints, and met her at the edge of the parking lot. With her innocent almond eyes, the girl stared at him like he was a prince rescuing her from a tall tower. She opened her mouth to speak. To thank him, Cain assumed, but he would never be certain as he shoved the cloth against her glossed lips. Terror, confusion, betrayal all washed over her face within that moment. She twisted—the silver bells in her hair jingling—and dashed for her parents.

      She got a step.

      Cain’s forearm slung around her neck and yanked her small body against his. He stepped backward up the mound, dragging the girl with him. Keisha’s sprayed curls nuzzled against Cain’s stuffy nose as he watched the adults still locked in dialogue.

      The chloroformed cloth muted Keisha’s scream. She reached out to her parents in a final act of desperation, but the plump woman preoccupied the couple. Within seconds, her extended arm fell limp, followed by the rest of her frail body. Cain wrapped his arms under her knees and upper back, carrying her to the tracks. By the time Avery and Trisha finished their discussion, their daughter had vanished into the black of night.

      Cain had long since stored Keisha in his “dark place” when the private investigator arrived back in town and took the case for a hefty sum. He spotted her through the window of his favorite coffee shop, walking down the sidewalk. Cain involuntarily lowered his book. The Florida sun had tanned the woman’s tall and slender body, and she moved with unyielding purpose. By the intrepid look on her face, her mind must’ve been working overtime. That brought a smile to Cain’s face. When she disappeared from his sight, Cain’s eyes returned to the book, but his thoughts stayed on the woman. He sipped his latte.

      On the fourth night, he delivered his first “gift” to the Rines’ doorstep. One slap against the metaphorical beehive, stirring the media and police into a frenzy.

      Seated at his old table, Cain scooped up a spoon full of Frosted Flakes and watched indifferently. The little girl whimpered nearby, but he chose to ignore it. An APB appeared on the screen. It boasted a stranger’s face. Lowering the spoon into the cereal, he frowned and pushed the half-finished bowl away from him. With gentle movements, Cain opened each of the four flaps of the dishcloth, revealing the object within. His fingers curled around the cold handle. His eyes crawled up the wavy steel texture of the blade. Time to continue the countdown.

      Cain blended into the tiny crowd of the late morning onlookers. In a dream-like state, Avery and Trisha Rines climbed into the BMW as the police condemned the property as a crime scene: the place of his second gift. The P.I. arrived in her big black Chevy truck, missing them by moments. She spoke to the wide-set elderly African-American woman being forced from her home and made her a promise she wouldn’t be able to keep.

      Cain followed the P.I. back to her office, and from the rooftop of the adjacent building, spied on her and her father sifting through file boxes and evidence. Anna Dedrick, he jotted down her name. He wanted to knock on her door, to know her better before the countdown completed. Foolishness. He shook the thought out of his head and put away his binoculars. As he climbed down the ladder, Anna burst out of the office and ran toward her truck. Intrigued, Cain followed behind. The investigator made two stops. The first was to an apartment and the second to a cabin, neither of which had connections to Cain. He sighed in disappointment. When the afternoon sun began fading, she returned to the police station with the man from the APB.

      Cain opened the book across his lap and waited. Soon enough, Anna exited the station and spotted the car. Cain didn’t move. He felt his muscles tense and his breathing quicken. Finally, something. Another vehicle screeched its tires and escaped down the road. The investigator took the bait and burned rubber. Cain tossed the book into the backseat, twisted the ignition, checked his mirrors, and trailed behind. The chase was on.

      Miles into the rural outskirts of Van Buren, the investigator hit the road spikes Cain had concealed in dry dirt a day ago and lost the second vehicle. Anna’s tire popped, and her truck swerved down a slope, crashing headlong into a tree. The trap wouldn’t kill her… or so Cain hoped as he stepped out of his car. Either way, he made the dusty road the next place for his gift. As the countdown ticked away, the game was changing. Evolving. A smile curled on Cain’s face.

      His next target came to mind.
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      At the break of day, an unmarked black SRT8 Dodge Charger sped through Van Buren's historic district. Seamlessly connected red brick buildings, boutiques, and salons flanked both sides of the wide street. Modern vehicles and billboards juxtaposed their expertly restored late 19th-century Victorian architecture.

      Flawless live renditions of Chopin, Liszt, and Mozart flooded Agent Justin Rennard’s cabby, tempting him to close his eyes and lose himself in the harmony. It seemed inconceivable that the hands of an eleven-year-old from a small, nameless town composed these ballots. Keisha Rines, another victim of the “Lang Lang Effect,” was driven to the ivory keys and destined to be a master.

      The historic district faded into a country road until Rennard arrived at the Van Buren Police Department. He parked, looking up at the waving American flag backed by the brilliant crimson sunrise. Zipping up his FBI jacket, he stepped out into the morning cool. The breeze tickled his ears as he watched chirping birds and long flat clouds glide overhead. He walked up the front steps, taking some time to pick up and toss out a coffee cup littering the front lawn. Then he entered.

      Anna Dedrick stood in the breakroom, resting her bottom against the counter next to the steaming coffee pot. A sleep-deprived, glossy sheen coated her eyes. She sipped the burnt liquid from the Styrofoam cup, staring at the creases on the tile floor. A borrowed gray Van Buren PD sweater replaced her glossy purple button up. Yesterday’s shootout clung to her thoughts like the paint flakes and debris that stuck in her long brown hair and sprinkled down the front of her black slacks.

      “We’re getting started,” Sheriff Garrett Greenbell said as he entered.

      Hands cupped around her drink, Anna tracked his movements to the coffee pot. The sheriff with white combed-over hair and spade-shaped beard filled his gunky, unwashed mug with more steaming black liquid and brought it up to his lips, wincing at the heat. “Mathis insists on keeping you.” He blew into the cup, making the drink smell like cigarettes.

      “And you don’t?” Anna replied.

      Sheriff Greenbell frowned, keeping the drink level with his spade-shaped beard, and then tried another sip. Anna returned her gaze to the floor, keeping her lips pursed.

      “You’re the lucky one,” Greenbell started. “You can go home. I’d kill someone to sleep right now.”

      Anna didn’t believe him. Her father’s friend wasn’t the same man that Anna knew as a child. He wanted fame; Anna could sense it by the way he talked to the press with a twinkle in his eye. If glory meant a few sleepless nights, Greenbell would gladly make the sacrifice. Not Anna. She’d had enough of the spotlight in Miami after the Dade County Human Trafficking case and the Beckham murders. All that mattered now was the job. To hell with the press.

      Anna locked eyes with Greenbell. “I’m not stopping until Keisha Rines is safe, and you can bet your bottom dollar that I’ll find her and the other one.”

      The sheriff mocked a smile briefly before letting his expressive face fall to its normally fierce but deceptively friendly demeanor. “I’ll see you in there.”

      Rapping his knuckles on the countertop, he took his coffee and left the breakroom. Anna took her own and followed, wired and ready to act.

      Overworked police officers and patrol cops bustled about the bullpen, making calls and doubling their shifts for the officers assigned to the Rines case. They paid Anna no mind as she entered the windowed briefing room tucked at the corner of the hall.

      Forensic analysts, detectives, and consultants filled plastic chairs that formed an arch around the massive whiteboard plastered with crime photos. The room was a fraction of the size of the one in Miami. Everyone within functioned on two or three hours of sleep during the last forty-eight hours, and their yawns and thousand-yard stares highlighted their deprivation.

      Anna slipped into an unoccupied seat in the back row as Sergeant Mathis continued speaking. He shot her a brief glance. His bulldog-like face made him appear to be in a constant state of anger. His bald head grabbed the light, and his uniform hugged his muscular body like a second skin.

      “At 4 am Monday night, less than thirty-six hours after the disappearance, Mrs. Rines discovered the first finger on her doorstep.”

      He pointed to the first photo under Keisha Rines’s glamour shot. It showed a fuzzy velvet ring box, popped open on the flagstone doorstep and containing the African-American pianist’s detached pinky.

      “Again,” he gestured to the picture below. A second pinky in a velvet ring box placed on a prickly, worn-out welcome mat. “Another was delivered to Mai Santos, Keisha Rines’s grandmother, during the time Avery and Trisha Rines were staying there.”

      “Finally,” Mathis gestured to the final picture taped to the whiteboard. “The third and final of Keisha’s fingers was discovered on Tanner Street, twenty miles outside of town.”

      Anna watched a green officer scribble notes on a notepad beside her.

      “Ms. Dedrick, elaborate for us,” Mathis commanded.

      Anna rose from her seat. All eyes followed her to the front, bringing her back to the middle school spelling bee. Greenbell sat in the front row beside an unfamiliar handsome man with a zipped-up FBI jacket who acknowledged her with a nod and small smile.

      “This is private investigator, Anna Dedrick,” Mathis informed the room. More specifically, the FBI agent. “Hired by Avery and Trisha Rines, she has been consulting with us on this case.”

      Leaving the coffee cup on a small stand nearby, Anna focused on the whiteboard. A glamour shot of Keisha Rines, eleven years old, a world-renowned piano prodigy, hung above a series of crime scene photos like the top head of a totem pole. A wide smile parted the starlet’s lips and caused her shadowed eyes to squint with glee. Rehearsed emotion, without a doubt, but Anna knew that the little girl’s unheard, terrified cries were as real as the distraught parents and overworked investigators that pursued her endlessly. Three photos trailed beneath the glamour shot. Each displayed the same type of velvet ring box containing a severed finger. The end of the list showcased a ring finger. With the way the perpetrator delivered it, it might as well have been the middle.

      “I was pursuing an early ‘90s Corvette,” Anna started, remembering the aged vehicle speeding down the dirt road ahead of her. “We started here, at the police station, and went all the way up here.” She traced the local map north, ending just outside of the Ozark Mountains. “While chasing who we would soon discover to be Edger Strife”—she moved her finger to the mugshot of a sixty-year-old man with cold eyes, gaunt leathery features, and a gray ponytail—“my tire blew out, and I crashed into a ditch. Strife, or someone else, doubled back and left the box for me to find.”

      “Why?” The handsome FBI agent asked. With a middle-weight build, the stranger had a clean-shaven, jack-knife jawline, dimpled chin, light brown eyes, and lightly gelled hair. “That’s a huge risk that could’ve gotten him, or her, caught or killed.”

      By the way the other officers and Mathis looked at Anna, they had the same question.

      “To taunt me. Intimidate me,” Anna explained. “I was making progress, and it scared him. He returned the favor.”

      “Good theory,” the agent replied earnestly. “But not true.”

      Anna crossed her arms over her chest. “What is the truth, Agent…”

      “Justin Rennard. FBI CARD team. Glad to be here.” He acknowledged the room with a quick wave.

      “Agent Rennard will be consulting on the Rines case until Keisha Rines and the second victim are rescued and their abductor is in custody,” Mathis interjected. “I expect full cooperation from all of you.”

      “May I?” Rennard asked as he stood from his seat, and Anna gestured for him to take the floor. Rennard turned to the crowd. “The third box wasn’t a threat. It was an invitation. A proposal of sorts.”

      Anna felt the hair on her neck stand up.

      Agent Rennard continued, “Every finger was packaged in identical ring boxes in the same fixed position—as if the finger were to hold a ring. The two pinkies were delivered to the Rines after video footage from Hikers Middle School was discovered.”

      He’s been reading the case reports, thought Anna.

      “The perp would’ve known that the delivery of those boxes would spark a further investigation. This late into the abduction, he could’ve been four or five states over. If he wanted money, he would’ve left a ransom note with the first or second finger. After all, harming a child in such a way takes a certain... will. One not possessed by most of us.” Rennard looked over the photos with a certain admiration. “No, this is his game. Like Zodiak, this guy is building a puzzle he wants us to solve.”

      “So, we can catch him?” Sheriff Greenbell asked.

      Rennard’s face scrunched up. “This guy doesn’t have any interest in being caught. He wants something else. What, I don’t know.”

      “He delivered the finger to me. Why?” Anna asked.

      Rennard locked his soft eyes with Anna. “The ring finger in the box is symbolic. He’s proposing to you, Ms. Dedrick. He wants you to be part of his game.”

      The notion made Anna queasy. She didn’t know what that meant. She was unsure if she wanted to know. The room went quiet. Agent Rennard returned to his seat. Mathis stepped in front of the whiteboard, prompting Anna to whimsically step aside.

      “Return your attention to the matter at hand,” Mathis said and pointed to the second column on the whiteboard. It read “Victim Two” in black dry erase with a question mark and a single photo. The finger lay in a red velvet ring box. Caucasian and judging by length, width, and the chipped pink nail polish, it belonged to a female.

      A few officers shifted in their seats.

      With the cut slightly off-center, it could be ascertained that the blade separated the appendage with a single swift motion. Pruned lightly, the flesh’s rosy hue had devolved into one pale and sickly. Like the others they’d discovered, the point of severance had been washed and wiped clean of blood before being placed in the gift box.

      “Last night, a fourth box was discovered in the department’s mailbox. It did not belong to Keisha Rines.” Mathis let the revelation settle in the breathless room. “Our analysts are running the tests now to match the DNA, but Victim Two remains an enigma. We won’t know where she came from or who she is until the test comes through. However, that doesn’t have to stop us from searching for her, starting with any parents who’ve not seen their child for over twenty-four hours.”

      Anna gulped down her coffee. Finding one missing girl was hard enough. Now they were looking for two. There were no other known pianists who’ve been reported missing, but that wouldn’t deter Anna from searching. This guy may have a type, one she could add to his slim profile.

      “How old?” Agent Rennard asked

      “Twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Maybe earlier,” Anna replied without hesitation.

      “He means the girl,” the sheriff sharply corrected.

      “Between eight and eleven.” After Anna said the words, she felt a lodging in her throat.

      Mathis gave her a look, quickly reminding Anna that she wasn’t lead detective. Heck, getting access to this room was a rare deal. Luckily, being a P.I. kept her somewhat from the police hierarchy, but she still needed to respect the one calling the shots.

      “We’ll be separating into two teams,” Mathis explained. “One directed to the discovery of Keisha Rines and the other to finding Victim Two. Avoid the vultures. They’ve already spun the story multiple times and will continue to do so. Any questions?”

      The seated officers shook their heads.

      “Good. Let’s get some work done.”

      Anna sat down at the far seat in the front row as Sergeant Mathis separated the various officers and specialists into two core teams. Both would be transparent with one another, but he thought it best to divvy up the workload. Mathis unsurprisingly assigned Anna to the Rines case. Agent Justin Rennard had the freedom to assist both teams with Mathis. More officers left the briefing room as their name was called.

      When he got a chance, Rennard scooted a few seats down, stopping next to Anna. “Vultures?” he whispered.

      “The media,” Anna replied. Nothing like this had ever happened in Van Buren, and the media would eat their fill and then some. “They even brought my brother into this. After we got Edger Strife—the guy in ‘90s Corvette I was tailing—and Victim Two’s box arrived, my brother, Evan was cleared to leave, but the police are keeping an eye on him.”

      “Rough,” Rennard said sympathetically. “Tell me about Strife.”

      “He’s…” Anna felt the world spin. She closed her eyes, overcoming the sense of vertigo. Hearing his name felt different from saying it. When she spoke it, there was a sense of control, but being reminded from an outside source awoke a tide of harsh memories.

      “You okay?” the agent asked.

      “Yeah. Tired.” Anna replied and spoke directly. “Strife’s a child molester, who’s gotten away with his crimes for too long.”

      “Looks like his reign of terror has come to an end,” Rennard replied, and Anna found some comfort in the statement.

      “Help the others review security footage,” Mathis ordered the last officer still in the room. “I want to know how this guy delivered a package to our mailbox without anyone seeing him.”

      The door shut.

      Sheriff Greenbell, Sergeant Mathis, Agent Rennard, and Anna were all that remained. They gathered around the whiteboard.

      “Helluva case you all have got here,” Rennard pointed out. “It would be nice to talk to this Strife fellow.”

      “Be my guest. He’s the smug, silent type,” Mathis said. “We brought him in last night and found him up in his neck in CP and other sick videos. He claims to have taken Keisha, but there’s little trace of the girl at his residence. I’m letting him gel in the big house for a time. Give Bubba the opportunity to loosen his lips before our next chat.”

      “Fair enough,” Rennard replied. “I’ll have a go at him anyway. Is there anything else I should know?”

      “There was a shootout at his property. Strife tried to kill Ms. Dedrick when she went to question him,” Mathis explained. “Needless to say, he’ll be going away for some time.”

      Anna looked at her feet, unsure why she felt ashamed of the fact. Rennard offered his condolences and made slight allusion to the paint flakes and debris on Anna from yesterday’s shootout. That was the same day of the car accident. What she’d do for a shower right about now.

      Mathis noticed her expression. “If you want to rest for a few hours, Ms. Dedrick, do so.”

      “With the Sheriff’s office, police station, and FBI working together, one consulting private investigator won’t make a difference,” Greenbell added, not in a friendly way.

      “I brought in Edger Strife,” Anna glared at him. “The man confessed.”

      “Barely,” Greenbell snorted. “While he was in confinement, the real perpetrator was mutilating another little girl.”

      “I found Keisha’s dress in his house along with tapes linking him to dozens of rapes throughout the last twenty years. The monster stalked me. Tried to put a bullet in my head when I confronted him.”

      The sheriff glared at her with his sharp blue eyes. “You got the wrong monster.”

      Anna boiled, struggling to keep her cool. If you only knew a fraction of what he did to me.

      “Cut the crap,” Mathis ordered. “I won’t put up with you two butting heads. Not on my watch, and not while we have the whole town counting on us.”

      Greenbell knocked his knuckles on the table and headed for the door. “I’m going to talk to the reporters outside. Off the record. Maybe one of them saw something when they were gathered last night.” Not waiting for a reply, he exited and let the door slam behind him.

      Anna watched him go, unmoving. She took a breath and put the petty squabble behind her.

      Agent Rennard shook his head at the absent sheriff but said nothing. “I’m serious, Anna. You want rest, get it now,” Mathis offered.

      “I promised the Rines that I’d find their daughter. If they’re up, I’m up.” That and the Rines had written her a fat check that she would feel guilty about if she didn’t clock in the time they paid for.

      They looked over the photographs and hasty notes scribbled via a black dry erase marker. Rennard stroked his chin as he regarded the ring boxes.

      “You want to work 24/7, I won’t stop you,” Mathis said. “Hell, we’re going to need all the help we can get. But don’t kill yourself over it. You’re no longer a big-wig Miami detective.”

      “That’s by choice,” Anna replied honestly, but when she looked over the whiteboard and macabre images, she felt like she was back in vice city. Instead of dealing with cadavers, crackheads, and the Florida sun, she dealt with Pentecostal church-goers and a rural sprawl in a place where child abduction and human cruelty were almost myths. Almost.

      Leaving Mathis to his own devices, Anna and Rennard traveled out to the bullpen and devised a plan of attack. “I’ll keep running through the list of opera house patrons and likely suspects from the night Keisha went missing and speak to the Rines again. Make sure they don’t have any enemies they failed to mention,” Anna explained and handed the agent her phone.

      “Good idea.” Rennard input his contact info. “Talking to Strife and going through the FBI database will keep me busy. I’ll explore similar cases, sightings of high-alert traffickers, and get a geological profile mapped.”

      “Geo profile is done,” Anna texted her findings to him. “I did it at 4 am. Here’s everything else I’ve got.”

      Rennard scrolled through the files. He turned his eyes up to her, catching the screen’s illumination under his chiseled jaw and dimpled chin. “This is some impressive work.”

      “I’m a natural,” Anna joked dryly.

      Rennard looked her up and down and smiled. “I’ll call you if I learn anything.”

      “Likewise.”

      After a moment’s pause, they went their separate ways.

      Back at her dinky P.I. office, located on 7th Street and home to a slew of sleazy lawyers, Anna washed her hair and changed into a fresh button-up and slacks. She filled her coffee cup for the umpteenth time, concealed her pistol on her belt, and got cracking.

      She cut through a healthy chunk of neo-Nazis, obsessive fans, and the common low lives interested in harming little girls. Taking time to make calls to family and friends of such individuals whilst exploring their social media profiles, she developed a well-rounded understanding of her targets before visiting them. To maximize efficiency, she grouped the individuals into similar locations and went from door-to-door as a humble P.I. concerned about the recently abducted child. Her real intention was obviously to probe the suspects, looking for tics, using trigger words to provoke a reaction, and excusing herself to the bathroom to get the lay of the land. She went to the restroom twenty-seven times and only used it three times.

      Overall, Anna got four hits.

      Karl Cuthbert, a local art museum curator/collector and past lover of Trisha Rines, who, despite saying he cared not about the woman, kept a photo booth picture of the two of them in his desk drawer. He did well in hiding the restraining orders filed against him by two ex-girlfriends after his relationship with Trisha Rines, who both said he allegedly stalked them for weeks post-breakup. By reaching out to the girlfriends—identified in Cuthbert's undeleted social media posts—Anna learned that Cuthbert had a violent side. Unaware of this fact and believing him to be a distant friend, Trisha had invited him to the recital at King’s Opera House the night of the abduction. He left early and wasn’t seen for the rest of the night.

      Failed Broadway critic, Tina Lindon—currently living in the neighbor city of Fort Smith—lost her fan following after publicly criticizing Keisha’s piano capabilities. In one article, she wrote “..someone without fingers would play better than this pampered and utterly unoriginal ‘prodigy.’” When Anna spoke to her, Lindon stood spitefully by her statement and believed that the Rines were solely responsible for her unemployment. Though Anna suspected a man, it wasn’t unusual to see couples committing crimes together.

      Arrested years ago for sexual assault on a minor, Ian Dersley, a taxidermist and secret practitioner of witchcraft, had gigabytes of photos of Keisha Rines on his hard drive. While sneaking a peek at his computer in his bedroom filled with occult paraphernalia, Anna also discovered multiple forum posts where he fantasized about using a particular girl in his newest ritual to bring fear and dread to the local predominantly Pentecostal churchgoers. Who better to use than a renowned child pianist that the local paper called “The Blessing of Van Buren”? The article’s headline was tacked above his shrine.

      Lastly, Tanner Rickman, a seemingly average man with a wife and two sons. Working at the local farmers’ market, Tanner lived a simple and pleasant life in his birthplace of Van Buren. Nothing about the man struck Anna as odd. However, she added Tanner to the list after she called him out for the Keisha Rines tickets he had purchased over the years, to which he replied, “They were meant to be a treat for my wife and boys.” He had only bought one ticket for each show and, even more strangely, never once attended.

      Anna would watch them thoroughly in the nights to come. She dialed the Rines. “And you are sure there was no one that wished you ill? Anyone else who believed you wronged them years ago?” Anna asked Trisha and Avery Rines over the phone.

      “None,” Trisha replied in her soft voice. She was a short woman with a round face, alluring eyes, and wavy black hair that gave her a look of classic elegance.

      “No one,” Avery said more forcefully. Tall, forty years old with defined cheekbones and a salesman’s background.

      Anna leaned back in her office rolling chair. The yellow sunrays cut through the window blinds behind her and streamed over her cluttered wooden desk.

      On the other end of the line, Trisha and Avery sat around the dining room table in their safe house. “You don’t believe us?” Trisha asked innocently.

      “Of course I do, but I find it hard to believe that with three years of international stardom, no one got jealous.”

      “There was that critic,” Trisha replied.

      “You’ve already told me about Tina Lindon. I’ve marked her down.”

      “Look,” Avery said. “We’ve sent you our fan mail, the names of all our friends and attendees to every show, Keisha’s dairy, and a million other little things, and still, we are nowhere close to finding my daughter.”

      Anna sat up in her chair. “Not true. We’ve got a suspect in custody and multiple promising leads. My goal here is to figure out if there is anything we might have missed. Any overlooked detail that could lead us to your daughter.”

      “If we knew, we’d tell you,” Avery said soberly.

      Anna looked at the picture of Keisha on her desk next to the photo of the other victim’s finger.

      “Help us, Ms. Dedrick,” Trisha said quietly and with tears. “I don’t know how much more of this we can take.”

      

      Anna found herself parked outside of her father’s home: a simple one-story home with minor wear-and-tear gleaned over the last thirty-five years. Her large Chevy Silverado rumbled in place and displayed the scratches and dings from her crash and the bullet holes of her shootout with Edger Strife. She took a breath and turned the key, killing the engine. Tired, she hiked across the lawn, passing by her father’s old Chevy pick-up and her brother’s sedan. She lifted the house key from under a rock and opened the front door. Her mind held on to the idea of a quick meal before spending the evening on the prowl.

      Shrouded in darkness, a figure watched from a distant cluster of trees. The stranger’s gloved finger adjusted their video camera’s zoom and traced Anna’s journey inside.
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      Anna had always been a hamburger type of girl, but the blackened trout and spears of asparagus displayed neatly on the old glass plate made her belly rumble. At the other end of the old table, her father watched with anticipation. His wide eyes traced Anna’s fork into her mouth.

      “And?” Richard Dedrick asked.

      Anna nodded as she chewed. “Just how Mom used to make it,” she said with a mouthful and gulped down a glass of iced tea.

      Richard let the tension out of his shoulders and slumped victoriously in his chair. Anna’s father had aged well at sixty-three but could not escape a wrinkled forehead. Gray curls twisted out from under his frilled fishing cap, and tiny ashen hairs speckled his boxed jaw. “Evan gave me her recipe book. He’s been helping me cook.”

      “Her cookbook has been missing for years,” Anna said, eyeing her brother.

      “I stole it after she passed,” he replied without remorse and continued munching on a chunk of spiced fish. Seasoning sprinkled his red-and-black-plaid shirt. He had a goatee, thin lips, and tired eyes with crow’s feet, even though he was only thirty. “I planned on giving it to Grace, but she insists that her mother’s recipes are better.”

      “How is Grace doing?” Anna asked as she checked the time under the table. She adjusted her posture, trying to enjoy her few minutes of free time before going back to work. “Have you spoken since you got out?”

      Evan shook his head. “No. She hasn’t been returning my calls and won’t buzz me into the apartment. Being accused of abducting a little girl must’ve royally pissed her off. Especially with Lily becoming a bigger part of my life.”

      “Lily’s the one you told me about?” Richard asked.

      “She’s the granddaughter you met,” Evan replied.

      “Oh. Right…” Richard averted his gaze.

      Anna pitied him with a soft smile. Her father’s early-onset Alzheimer's slowly ate away at his mind and memory. Some days, he was sharp as a tack. Other days, Anna struggled to keep up. She desired to invest more time in his life, but the Rines case kept her busy and away from home. At least her estranged brother had returned to town to help. Anna had walked in on him updating her father’s memory journal with all that had happened since he arrived and couldn’t help but feel pride for her family and the strides they’ve made.

      “I’ll get a job tomorrow,” Evan said with full confidence. “Grace will respect proof of income.”

      Anna chewed her asparagus, thinking of her brief encounter with Grace Kendale. Like Evan, the woman’s live-by-night lifestyle caught up with her early. Though she was a little rough around the edges, Anna could see Grace loved Evan and their nine-year-old daughter. Knowing Grace might become her sister-in-law one day, Anna put aside any prejudice and hoped for their daughter's sake, they’d tie the knot soon. Evan was prone to skip town when the going got rough. Their daughter Lily might be his anchor.

      “If you need work, I could use an extra hand,” Anna offered.

      “I don’t know, Anna. I’m not a people person.”

      “Come on,” Richard said, abandoning his minor state of depression. “Dedrick’s Private Investigative Services could you use a man like you.”

      Anna raised a brow at her father. “You’re my recruiter now?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Richard said. “My doctor says I need more exercise.”

      Anna chuckled. “I expect your application on Monday. As for you, Evan, I don’t need you to interact with anyone, only to watch them.”

      “So, you want to pay me to stalk people?” Evan said, finding the irony in the situation.

      “That’s what P.I.s do,” Anna said matter-of-factly. “Only instead of spying on marital affairs—as tantalizing as that may sound—I want to know where our suspects might be keeping kidnapped little girls.”

      Evan thought on it for a moment. “Can you afford it?”

      If you knew what the Rines were paying me. Anna smiled coyly. “Money won’t be an issue, just don’t blow your cover.”

      Evan cracked a small smile. “I’ll grab my Sherlock hat.”

      Anna texted him the addresses of Tina Lindon, the failed Broadway critic, and Karl Cuthbert, a merchant at the local farmer’s market. “Both of their daily schedules are relatively mundane, so tracking any strange activity should be fairly easy. Take note of where they go and how they act when they’re away from family.”

      Anna stood from her seat and slung on her jacket. “As for me, I’m going to consider two leads of my own.”

      “You’re leaving so soon?” Richard asked as Anna walked toward him.

      She kissed her father on the cheek. “Thanks for dinner. We can talk more later, Pops.” She turned to her brother, who picked up the leftovers from her plate and moved it to his own. “Evan, keep me updated on what you learn. Thorough notes are the key.”

      “You got it, boss.” Evan saluted her with two fingers as she slipped out the front door.

      Anna’s moment of peace vanished when the cool August wind chilled her skin. Thinking of the missing girls, the weight of the world returned to her shoulders. She chewed her inner cheek and left the porch. Overhead, the starry sky blinked endlessly as dewy grass squished beneath her feet.

      Without warning, her intuition spiked. An inexplicable feeling that she was being watched stuck to her like slime. She continued toward her truck, her gaze subtly moving across the neighboring homes. Flashing television screens and room lights. She stopped at her driver's side door and glanced at the small cluster of oaks across the road. Something moved.

      Anna’s blood spiked. You’re seeing things. Anna slid her hand to her pistol holster, and she proceeded across the cracked asphalt road, looking both ways on the silent street. There’s no one there. Her walk evolved into a jog as she neared the woods. Her pistol slid out of its holster, and she passed into the shallow woods.

      Trees, shadows, and her racing heart were all she knew. “Hello?” she called out, keeping the pistol low.

      Autumn wind rustled nearby leaves. Twigs snapped underfoot. On high alert, Anna twisted about. No one. The woods appeared much larger and ominous than in the daylight. Waving branches and dancing shadows took a life of their own. Anna steadied her breathing. She stood sentry in the dark night. Waiting. Listening.

      Nothing. See? A voice said inside.

      Shaken, she started for the truck but stopped at the base of three trees. Their thick roots sprawled across the dirt, weaving in and out of the earth like a sea serpent. Nearby, cracked twigs scattered on the ground. A snapped branch clung to the tree’s neck by a broken tongue of bark. Its insides had a lively green hue. The branch itself teetered from a recent disturbance. Quiet stillness ruled the woods and street. A little red speck—almost invisible to the naked eye—glowed in the distance. Anna squinted, adrenaline coursing through her being. Her palm tightened around the coarse handle of her handgun.

      Ring-ring-ring! Anna’s phone buzzed wildly in her pocket and caused her to shudder. Keeping her eyes on the red dot, she found cover behind a tree and fished out the screaming cell phone. Grace’s number. Anna hesitated for a moment. Her thumb moved from the green button to End, and she pocketed her quieted phone. Peeking her head around the stem of the tree, she tracked the stationary red light.

      Staying hunched, she scurried to a nearby tree and then to another. The tiny red light moved but failed to follow her. Only twenty more yards and she’d be upon it.

      Ring-ring-ring! Anna’s heart jumped. Grace again. Anna swiftly hung up and made the effort to silence the device. She looked back into the woods. Trees, leaves, but no red speck. Keeping her gun up, she moved tactically in that direction but found no trace of the light or anyone causing it.

      A vibration in her pocket. For the love of Pete. Anna holstered her pistol and answered the phone. “Yes?”

      “Finally!” Grace shouted on the other side, not angry but desperate by her fractured tone.

      “What’s wrong?” Anna asked as she kept a lookout in the woods.

      “Someone—someone broke into my apartment.” Grace sniffled. “I-I don’t know where I am. I don’t know what day it is. My head’s killing me. I can’t think straight.”

      “Calm down,” Anna said, catching the symptoms of the woman’s anxiety. “Have you called the police?”

      “No. They’ll think I’m using again. They’ll take away Lily,” Grace moaned dreadfully. “I tried to get ahold of Evan, but his phone is dead.”

      Anna landed where she last saw the light and knelt to the earth. Shuffled dirt, but no visible footprint. “What do you see around you?”

      “Um… trees… A stream. Train tracks!”

      “Follow those. Tell me when you reach a road. Oh, and stay on the line.” The tall trees enclosed Anna. She frowned heavily and backtracked to the truck. Family comes first. She twisted the key and stomped the accelerator, leaving the woods and her father’s house in the rearview. Her mind raced to what she saw in the woods. It could’ve been a wild animal. You could be imagining things. She wasn’t convinced, but whatever was out there had vanished.

      Her journey began at Old Frisco train station, and she paralleled the tracks until it curved off into the woods. “What’s the last thing you remember?” she asked Grace.

      “It goes on forever,” her future sister-in-law said dreadfully.

      Anna switched the phone to her other ear. “Can you hear me?”

      “Wait. I see something. It’s—”

      Her voice cut out.

      “Grace?” Anna asked. “Grace!”

      No reply.

      Anna looked at the train tracks and then thought about her Silverado and the substantial wear and tear it had accumulated over the last few days. Groaning, she spun the steering wheel and bumped up to the track. The cabby rattled and bounced as it rolled over the first rail and then down the wooden slats. She needed an alignment anyway.

      One wheel on the slats and one on the grass, Anna’s big Chevy drove down the train tracks and farther from Van Buren. The town lights vanished, and soon, only her high beams guided her through the inky blackness. The radio stuttered until it died. Anna kept her phone on standby, waiting for Grace’s return call. Her signal showed one bar. When she turned her eyes up from the phone, her foot slammed on the brake pedal. The truck skidded to a stop at the foot of a rail-less rusted metal bridge. She looked down at the tops of trees and flowing wide stream below. Catching her breath, she put the shifter into reverse and got ready to back up when a ghastly woman entered the rays of her high beams.

      Wearing a tattered white shirt and cyan boy shorts, Grace Kendale limped down the center of the track. Her disheveled brown hair fell out of its lazy bun and was strung down her dirtied and bruised face. She held her palm out over her eyes as if to push back the light and staggered, catching her toe between wooden rails.

      Anna hopped out of the truck. She gingerly stepped from slat to slat, careful not to fall through. A few close calls but still successful. “Hold on.” Anna wrapped her arm around Grace, supporting her by the shoulder. “We’re almost there.”

      The sound of rushing water echoed from below.

      “What day is it?” Grace asked whimsically. She had sharp features, but stress-wrecked nerves had sucked away her beauty.

      “Saturday,” Anna replied as they made it back to the truck.

      “Oh, Lord.” Grace covered her hand with her mouth. “Lily.”

      “Tell me what happened,” Anna said as she reversed down the tracks and pursued civilization.

      “I heard knocking on my door. I thought it was Evan but…” She clenched the side of her head and closed her eyes, grimacing. “I can’t think straight.”

      “When was this?” Anna asked, steadying the steering wheel.

      “Friday. The same day you visited me. Everything feels like one big blur.”

      That’s because you were drugged. “We’ll check on Lily, okay?” Anna said.

      Grace nodded and hugged her bruised knee. Her eyes stayed on the dark road as the bumpy ride went on and on.

      Anna made some phone calls and then basked in the silence. In the front passenger seat, Grace chewed her nails. Dirt smeared her cheek. A fat, purple bruise swelled over her brow. The work of a baton of sorts, judging by the cylindrical profile. However, her blackout was the work of chloroform or something stronger, judging by the almost twenty-four-hour mind wipe. Scrapes, cuts, and bruises spotted her legs and up her body, most likely caused by twigs and thorns on her travel to Anna. Rope burns created raw red circlets around her skinny wrists and ankles. The smooth pattern alluded to dock line instead of the coarser hemp rope. With Van Buren being a river town, that didn’t add much to the investigation, but if the perpetrator had a boat, a paper trail would follow.

      Flashing blue and red lights bounced around the heart of Van Buren’s slums. Created during a time when Van Buren attempted to copy its sister city Fort Smith, Grace’s three-story apartment had far more urban design than the surrounding buildings. Its concrete infrastructure and blocky architecture seemed to attract seedy characters, of which there were many gathered at the borders of the parking lot.

      Police officers congregated around the front double doors, bustling in and out and speaking to reluctant witnesses. Parked cruisers kept their siren lights spinning. An ambulance had been parked on standby. Anna pulled into the lot, feeling the eyes of various shady onlookers watching her every move. They whispered to one another, forming niche gaggles away from the street lights. FBI Agent Rennard stood beside Sheriff Greenbell at the front door. The sheriff dragged a cigarette while Rennard waved to the truck.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go directly to the hospital?” Anna asked.

      Grace gawked at her like Anna was off her rocker.

      “Then go to the EMT,” Anna commanded. “I’ll get Lily.”

      “I’m not a porcelain doll, sweetheart,” Grace said defiantly. “I’m going in.”

      “Get yourself looked at, then we’ll see,” Anna said, leaving no room for negotiation but feeling guilty that she denied a mother’s chance to find her daughter personally. Anna figured Grace could compromise the crime scene and, in turn, do more harm than good. Cold but true. She pocketed the keys and exited the truck. Anticipating the worst-case scenario, she approached Rennard and Greenbell. Grace followed but was interrupted by an EMT.

      “I’m going in!” Anna heard Grace shout. The EMT gestured to one of the nearby officers. Another green officer pushed open the apartment building’s double doors with a sullen expression.

      Anna sighed and joined Rennard and the sheriff, tucking in her shirt.

      “There's been an attack.” Greenbell blew a stream of smoke into the night sky. “See for yourself, but I don’t know why it’s your concern. Keisha Rines is your case, not some other kid.”

      “This is family we’re talking about,” Anna replied. “That matters where I come from.”

      “Sergeant Mathis has granted you access to the crime scene. He trusts your expertise.” Greenbell glared at her. “Don’t screw it up. This isn’t Miami. We’re more careful here.”

      “Sheriff!” A police officer interviewing a witness called him over.

      Greenbell snuffed out the cigarette at the bottom of his boot, pocketed it, and headed over.

      “What’s with him?” Rennard whispered. “He’s always on your case.”

      Anna relaxed her balled fist. “He’s not used to this. No one here is used to this. ”

      “Huh.” Agent Rennard watched the white-haired sheriff talk to a witness, who pointed to a second-story window. “I don’t know. It seems personal.”

      Anna shrugged. “Could be. I haven’t lived here since I was in my twenties. He and my father must’ve had some sort of falling out.”

      “Maybe he’s jealous.” Rennard smiled softly. “It’s not every day you work alongside someone with your renown. Be proud of it. Very few achieve stardom in this business and even fewer in a positive light.”

      “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, trust me,” Anna replied.

      “Come on. I’ll show you upstairs,” Agent Rennard offered.

      They passed by the dented, wall-mounted intercom box and through the double door threshold and headed for the stairs that folded in on itself. Muffled bass from a rap song echoed through the building, akin to a rage-induced heartbeat. They jogged up the steps, boots and shoes clacking on the concrete, nearing the source of the music. Anna’s heart matched the rapid beat that bounced through the familiar hall as she thought what might await her in room 216.

      In room 214, a frizzy-haired woman with big buggy eyes peeked through the crack of her door as the cops exited Grace’s apartment. Anna and Rennard swerved around the officers and trekked to the open door midway through the hall.

      “Does it have a connection to the investigation?” Anna asked.

      “See for yourself,” Rennard moved aside, allowing Anna first passage into the two-room apartment.

      The couch had been rolled on to its backboard, leaving behind natty scrapes on the stained, carpeted floor. The sixty-inch TV—arguably the nicest thing in the flat—lay face down and broken, spewing glass in all directions. Toys and other items littered the nightstands and DVD shelf. Framed photos scattered the floor. More signs of struggle were notable throughout the room.

      “We’ve searched the place up and down for the girl but have had no luck locating her,” Rennard explained. “We’re hoping the witnesses saw something.”

      “Maybe she got away,” Anna said.

      Kneeling, a forensic analyst bagged a tuft of blond hair with blood caked on the roots.

      Rennard shook his head.
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      Conclusions are dangerous territory. Accusations without worthy evidence kill cases. Anna understood these truths. But an unknown little girl’s finger was discovered and Anna stood in a nine-year-old’s room, the sight of an attack not twenty-four-hours old. Hardly a coincidence, and that punched Anna in the stomach with sickening anger.

      Her niece, Lily Kendall, had blond hair, hazel brown eyes, and pale skin. She lived in a lower-class tenement. By the grade card hastily shoved inside her nightstand drawer, she was a C and D-average student and not proud of her academic prowess. She kept to herself, evident not just by the way she hesitantly spoke to Anna when they met but by the abundance of toys on which she relied on for entertainment. Lily was the opposite of Keisha Rines in nearly every way, and yet both suffered the same fate.

      Anna scanned the small bedroom, all the while thinking about how to approach Grace and Evan. Focus on the evidence, she reminded herself. Anything could’ve happened. A wall shelf had collapsed to the floor, spilling elementary school crafts across the carpet. She peered into the hall, tracing the path of destruction with her eyes. The last abduction site was spotless. The chaos, though horrifying for Grace, gave Anna hope that it may have just been a robbery.

      Panning around the room, she conjured a mental image of the attack. Anna imagined Grace sitting on the couch, her wet hair wrapped in a towel as she watched TV like she had been when they first met. A knock on the door. It couldn’t be loud, that would scare Grace. The man would’ve knocked softly enough to make it personal but strong enough to be heard over the neighbor’s obnoxious music. Grace expected it to be Evan; she’d told Anna on the ride over. After all, her boyfriend would be walking free soon. Grace undid the three bolt locks and opened her home to the unexpected stranger. The man acted swiftly and unexpectedly, whacking Grace with a metal club up the side of the head before she could get a good look. By the rivets on the bruise, it was an extendable baton. Grace staggered back and collapsed. The towel fell from her head and lay in a pile on the floor where it still resided now.

      The stranger entered, closing the door behind him. He fished out his chloroform rag and shoved it into Grace’s mouth to be sure she was unconscious. The stranger then turned into the hall, his finger coiled tightly around the baton. Lily must’ve seen him because she hid.

      Anna knelt at the ajar closet door. She studied the small heap of shirts and hangers knocked on the floor. She envisaged the nine-year-old girl peering through the shutters in the claustrophobic, dark closet. From how the wood was slanted, Lily could’ve seen the stranger’s boots but not his face. At some point, she made a break for it. He flung his hand back, readying a baton strike, but accidentally knocked over the wall shelf. Lily darted into the hall. The stranger pursued.

      Lily ducked the wind-cutting swipes. Missing, the ball-tipped club smacked into framed pictures and punctured drywall. The chase continued into the living room. Lily headed for the couch-side stand and Grace’s charging cellphone. Whether she fell or was pushed, Anna couldn’t ascertain, but Lily definitely smacked into the stand, toppling it to the ground and spilling its contents. Unable to reach the phone, the next logical step was the door. Her escape failed. The stranger got her hair—evident by the blond tufts of hair on the carpet—and flung her into the couch. The impact pivoted the piece on its hind legs before falling to its backboard. Winded, the little girl rolled away from the couch and scrambled to her feet. Looping around the toppled furniture, she bumped into the TV in a last-ditch effort to flee. It fell over, maybe buying Lily enough time to escape into the apartment’s hall. Anna rubbed her chin. Only the witness would know.

      “I talked to the landlord,” a nearby officer said. “Cameras have been dead for weeks along with the intercom.”

      “This place is a dump,” a fellow officer replied with distaste. “The faster we finish here, the better.”

      By the looks of the other officers, they agreed.

      Anna swept the apartment, careful not to disrupt anything for the incoming forensic crew. She discovered minor blood spatter on the side-stand. The lab would confirm its origin in the coming days, but Anna questioned how much time they had left.

      She scoured the bathroom, master bedroom, and kitchen for anything out of the ordinary, but mostly just to cover her bases. She peered out the window, getting a view of surrounding buildings and the parking lot. If a passerby was looking in the right place, they may have witnessed something. Anna took note of it. When she finished searching the area for any tells, notes, or demands the abductor may have left, Anna canvassed the second-story hall for possible escape routes. Three in total—the elevator, the main stairs, and the fire escape. The last seemed the most enticing. Anna walked down the hall, past the apartment where the loud music was playing. It was quiet now and a thuggish white man around twenty-four lingered on the other side of the emergency exit. He took a drag on the cigarette.

      Anna stepped out onto the metal side-wall stairs that ran down the side of the building. “Hey.”

      With his arms resting lazily on the railing, the man flicked his cigarette into the gravel side street below. “I don’t know nothing.”

      “I’m not a cop,” Anna admitted, joining him beside the railing. She looked out past the apartment filled with the lower-class sector and at the murky Arkansas River, the Victorian-style historic district, and far-reaching farmlands in the distance.

      “You’re a concerned citizen. Right,” he replied sarcastically. A black teardrop tattoo rested below his eye. More body art ran down his neck and arms. Country-born by the fishing cap but deep urban lifestyle. It was an odd mix in a town like Van Buren.

      “Private investigator,” Anna admitted. “I’m looking for the girl from apartment 216. Know her?”

      The man turned to her, looking her up and down. “Nah.”

      “Nothing?” Anna pressed. “You don’t want to show up on the witness stand, fine. I’m only after the girl. Whatever happens after isn’t yours or my problem.” The man cracked a twisted smile. “It never was my problem.” He turned back. “You’re that chick from TV. The one with the freak brother? Yeah, I recognize you. They said you set up the whole Keisha Rines kidnapping for five minutes of fame.”

      “The media says a lot of things,” Anna retorted. “I’m only after the girls. Can you help me, or are you going to help some pervert steal children from your home?”

      The man paused. Subtle sympathy fractured his cocky resolve. “All right, I saw something.”

      Anna listened intently.

      “White dude, wearing a cap and sunglasses like a shady mofo. I was coming back from the store when I saw him chase a little girl out here. I didn’t know if he was the father or something, so I let it slide.” With a guilty frown, he turned to Anna. “You think he’s the same dude that took the Rines girl?”

      “It’s looking like it. Did he ever come back for the mother?”

      The tattooed man thought for a moment and shook his head. “I was inside the rest of the night, preoccupied.”

      Anna looked out at the small side street alleys and left corner of the parking lot. “He went this way?”

      “Yeah.”

      Anna thanked him and traveled down the metal stairs. She ended on a small side street and looked both ways. Scanning the gravel, she spotted two sets of tracks. The footprints had a slide to them, revealing that both parties were running. Anna jogged parallel to the path, careful not to disrupt it. Eventually, the footprints came to an end at a patch of road where the gravel was kicked out in all directions like the young runner was slipping on ice.

      Anna’s own abduction flickered in her mind. The feeling of helplessness as she was grabbed and dragged. She shut her eyes, stowing the memory from when she was fourteen. When she opened them, she found that the trail had gone cold. At walking speed, the gravel wouldn’t be molested enough to warrant a track.

      

      Police cars lingered in the parking lot along with more locals, standing inches out of sight and exchanging whispers amongst themselves. The presence of cops kept them close, but not too close.

      “It could’ve been a lot worst. You’re lucky,” the EMT told Grace as he bandaged her head up. Wincing, Grace sat on the back doors of the ambulance. When she saw Anna approach, Grace pushed away the medical technician.

      “Well?” she asked anxiously. Her eyes were big, tired, and full of trepidation. “Anything?”

      Anna fumbled with the words. “I-I’m afraid Lily was taken.” Saying them made it worse.

      “No…” Grace’s shoulders slumped as she whimpered.

      Anna took her hand. “I’ll get a hold of Evan. You need your rest.”

      “Why would someone do this?” Grace asked no one in particular. “She’s only nine years old.”

      Anna didn’t have an answer. She kept strong for Grace, but inside, she felt like she had swallowed hot blades that tore into her heart and belly. An attack on her own blood couldn’t be put into words and sure as hell wouldn’t be forgettable. View it like every other case, Anna told herself. You must stay level-headed. Thoughts of Dade County came to mind—her walk out of the south Florida townhouse with bloodstained clothing and a rescued teenager in her arms.

      The EMT checked his watch. “We need to get going.”

      Grace didn’t move.

      “Go on, now.” Anna let go of Grace’s hand and smiled sadly. “I’ll contact you as soon as I find something.”

      She repeated it a second time before Grace wiped away a tear and climbed into the ambulance. The EMT followed. Rubbing her fingers up through her brunette hair, Anna watched Grace trembling upright in the gurney, the life and will sucked out of her angular face. The ambulance eased out of the parking lot and into the night. Reluctant to share the news, Anna contacted Evan.

      “It’s hers, isn’t it?” Evan said fiercely. “That finger you found on the night of my release?”

      Anna struggled with the right words. She shut her eyes, pain thundering between her temples. “We don’t know yet.”

      “You better stop him, Anna,” Evan replied. “Or I swear, I’ll do it myself, and it won’t be quick or pretty.”

      “I’ll find him and Lily,” Anna promised. “No one escapes justice forever.”

      The other side of the line went silent for a moment. “I’ve seen enough in my travels to know that’s not always true.”

      Anna agreed but needed to stay hopeful for her family’s sake if not her own. “Stay with Grace. She needs you by her side.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m serious. Crash at a hotel if you must, but no running out at late hours or going places alone. That has to stop. At least until this case is closed.” She looked back at the ugly apartment. “I have to go.”

      “Yeah… me too.” Evan hung up.

      Anna took a deep breath and folded back in with the officers. She entertained the thought that the two attacks could be separate events. After all, one was expertly planned, and the other had been messy. Just like Keisha and Lily. Night and day.

      More and more locals gathered around the parking lot, and it seemed like everyone living in the tenement was either outside in groups of four or more or watching from their windows like ghastly specters. The night had gotten louder and the crowd more restless. Though Van Buren was a small town of twenty thousand, there were still homes and lower-income trailer parks that the police were inclined to avoid. This was one of those places. Anna overheard officers exchanging judgmental chatter. The locals glared at them violently, refusing to speak.

      “Perfect,” Greenbell grumbled. “Our only witnesses would rather eat glass than talk to us.”

      “So now that a white girl goes missing, you’re finally interested in our problems,” the bug-eyed woman from room 214 said to the sheriff.

      Greenbell turned red with anger. “We work day in and day out to keep this community safe. You know how much sleep I’ve gotten since Keisha Rines went missing? A total of eight hours in five days.”

      “That chick doesn’t count,” a man from the crowd replied. “She has more money than all of us. You want to get her so you can have a taste of the money.”

      A few joined him in their heckling.

      “Back off!” an officer yelled.

      “What? You going to shoot me?” a man from the crowd shouted back.

      Anna did not need this right now. She needed witnesses. She needed to find her niece, not deal with the latest squabble. She jogged to Greenbell and pulled him aside. “Stay on task.”

      “Can you hear what they are saying?” Greenbell ignored her. “They’re what’s wrong with this town.”

      Anna thought about bringing up the crap she dealt with in Miami but couldn’t see the use of pulling out measuring sticks now. “Lily Kendale and Keisha Rines, that’s our problem. Not this.”

      In the distance, press vans came screaming down the road. The news reporters hopped out of the back of the van as the cameraman and sound guys fixed microphones. Wonderful. Anna watched them with lifeless eyes.

      “We are on-site where a second abduction has occurred…” a reporter started as the local crowd pulled away from the cops and gathered around the camera.

      They smiled ear to ear, knocking into each other to fit into the frame. An idea sparked. Anna approached the local rabble. One man at the back of the gathering peeked his head over the others to get a better look at the reporters. Anna tapped him on the shoulder, causing him to turn around with a snap. He loomed over Anna by nearly a foot and snarled at her.

      Anna faked a smile. “How would you like to be on TV?”

      While questioning an apathetic witness off to the side, Rennard spotted Anna moving the tall man to the front of the crowd. He returned his attention to the woman before him. “Anyone you know watch the news?” She grinned, and Rennard started gathering his own witnesses.

      With a few choice words with the producers, Anna got her man in front of the camera. She stepped out of the frame, drew out the notepad on her phone, and let the reporter do the talking.

      “You were here the night of the attack?” the reporter asked and brought the fuzzy mic to the man’s mouth.

      With a giddy smile, the man nodded. “Uh, yeah. I heard it before I saw it. The little girl screamed and ran down the hall. A man chased her down the fire escape.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Tall. Very tall. About my size. And white, with a crew cut. He was screaming about something.”

      “Did he have any distinguishable features?”

      “Uh... What’s it called when you have two different eye colors?”

      “Heterochromia.”

      “That’s your man,” he turned to the camera. “And if we see you around here again, we’ll make sure a little girl is the least of your problems.”

      “Thank you for your time—”

      “Wait!” A local shouted and elbowed his way to the front of the line. “He’s lying. That ain’t what the man looked like.”

      “You ain’t seen a darn thing, Carl!” the first witness shouted with a pointed finger.

      The second man leaned into the reporter's microphone. “He’s lying. The guy that took the girl was a short fella. Five-foot. Black as night. I’d seen him around days before. Lingering in the shadows, chatting on the phone. You know, creepy shi—stuff.”

      “No, no, no!” A woman from the crowd shouted. “The guy had a mask and baseball bat, kicked in the door and grabbed the girl. He even came back for the mother.”

      “Yeah. I saw that, too!” another said.

      The first witness boiled. “You’re all liars.”

      Anna lowered her phone and watched everything unfold with an agape mouth. More and more “witnesses” pushed their way to the front of the camera. Apparently, everyone saw a different man or woman attack Grace and take Lily from her apartment. The stories devolved into convoluted movie plots where the abductor wore elaborate disguises, had three other partners, and in one story, had a hooked hand and scar over his milky eye.

      Sheriff Greenbell pinched the bridge of his nose and directed each of the witnesses to the sketch artist in the event that one of their stories might have some basis in reality. Anna looked for any similarities in the tales, but all details were either extreme or too mundane. After three long hours, they headed back to the station.

      “Well, that was a fricken debacle,” Greenbell stated and sipped his coffee.

      Anna turned her attention from the evidence whiteboard to the window where another witness was escorted out of the station. “I’m sure Pinky got a kick out of it.”

      “Pinky?” Agent Rennard asked, typing on his laptop keyboard.

      “That’s what the media calls him,” Anna explained as she looked over the notes on her phone. “Every victim he takes, he always starts with the pinky.”

      Rennard stopped tapping the keys. He looked up at Anna and Greenbell. “I’m sending you both a link.”

      Anna pulled up the website on her smartphone. The website design was outdated and bland and contained a news article from ten years ago published by the local press in Hannibal, Missouri. In silence, the three of them read it.

      A child prodigy, female, eight years old, and master painter went missing after showcasing her artwork in a gallery. Her parents got no demand letter, only paintbrushes left on their doorstep.

      “Sounds familiar.” Greenbell traded looks with the others.

      “Keep reading,” Rennard said.

      The fourth paintbrush was discovered in the police mailbox. The next six appeared in seemingly random locations throughout the town. After the lead detective found the tenth in the glovebox of his car, the case went cold. Three days later, his house caught on fire with him and his wife trapped inside. The autopsy revealed that the couple had their throats slit before the fire began. The child painter was never found.

      Rennard directed them to a different web page. Six years ago in Nowata, Oklahoma, an eleven-year-old theater actress vanished after her biggest show. This time, her teeth appeared on the doorstep. After ten teeth were delivered, the gung-ho officer on the case and his family were gunned down in their home before the house caught fire. The child actress was never found.

      Greenbell sank into a chair and cursed under his breath.

      “He’s getting bolder…” Anna mumbled.

      Rennard lowered his laptop screen without shutting it. “That’s all I got for now. I’ll keep searching, though, and make a few calls. Someone from the Child Abduction Rapid Deployment team must’ve taken these cases.”

      “I’ll contact…” Anna glanced at the author of the second article. “Terrence Lindon.”

      “Will he pick up at two in the morning?” Greenbell asked.

      “One way to find out.”

      The sheriff headed outside for a smoke while Agent Rennard slipped into an unoccupied interrogation room to make his calls.

      Anna found Terrence's website. Shoe marketing, cashmere sweaters, and flashy graphics, he’d traded journalism for ad copy. Looking over the glamour shot of Keisha Rines on the whiteboard, Anna made the call.

      She rested the ringing phone against her shoulder, hearing a tired, “Hello?”

      “I apologize for calling you this late, my name is Anna Dedrick. I’m a private investigator with questions regarding an article you wrote in 2011?”

      “Bugger off,” the man growled and then hung up.

      Anna sighed and redialed.

      “I said, bugger off!”

      “It’s about the actress, Caroline Saxton,” Anna said swiftly.

      Terrence went quiet for a moment. “What about Saxton?”

      “I want to know everything about her case.”

      “You got coffee?”

      Anna looked at her half-empty mug. “Sure.”

      “Good. ‘Cause it’s going to be a long night.” Terrence grunted and mumbled a few choice words before saying, “I assume you already know about the abduction and the, uh… teeth, but there’s more to the story.”

      Putting the phone on speaker mode, Anna uncapped a marker and found a clear corner of the whiteboard. “I’m listening.”

      “After the tenth tooth was found, the detective on the case was murdered along with his brother-in-law, son, and wife.” A refrigerator opened. “Not a clue or no clear motive outside of his involvement in the Saxton case. What the papers didn’t tell you is that there was evidence discovered, just not until a few weeks later. The house was only partially scorched, you see, and the realtor was keen on cleaning up the place and put it back on the market. That’s when she found the message.”

      Anna’s hairs stood on the back of her neck. “Message?”

      “Painted in crusty blood on the inside of the chimney was the word Cain. I thought to myself, now that deserves a follow-up article, so I brought a draft to my editor. He shared the same enthusiasm as me, but only for a day.”

      “What happened?”

      “Someone left a ring box on his front porch. Inside was a note with his daughter’s name on it. He gave me a call, begging me not to run the story. I asked why. He told me the truth, packed his bags, and moved out of state. I called him over the next few days. Not a peep. He’d vanished. He and his daughter. I took the warning and moved to New York, gave up my journalism career for advertisement copy.”

      “Did this Cain guy ever threaten you?”

      “No. But I haven’t been stupid enough to get in his way. I’d advise you to do the same… By the way, why are you calling?”

      Anna dreaded saying it. “Two little girls are missing. Their fingers were delivered in red velvet ring boxes. We’re on number four.”

      Terrence chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” Anna asked.

      “It’s utterly hopeless, don’t you see? You won’t find those girls. No one will, and once the tenth gift is delivered, he’ll be coming for you, Ms. Dedrick. No one escapes him. No one.”

      The door swung open. Anna twisted around, hand reaching for her weapon, belatedly remembering she left it in the truck.

      Pale and wide-eyed, Agent Rennard stood in the doorway. “I found something.”

      Anna snatched her phone from the ground. “Terrence?”

      He’d hung up.

      “What did you find?” Anna asked, feeling caffeinated from Rennard’s abrupt arrival.

      “You know how the detective’s house in the child painter’s case burned down? One of the floorboards recovered from the ash had a name carved into it.” Rennard paused, hesitant to give the word power. “Cain.”
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      Anna and Sheriff Greenbell gathered around Rennard’s laptop as he typed “Cain” into the FBI database. Dozens of abductions, assaults, and cold cases flashed on the screen. Each had the letter C or word Cain carved into the wall, spelled out on refrigerator magnets, or taped together out of collaged magazine headlines. Pictures of prepubescent girls from the mid-West crowded the monitor. Each shared a commonality: stardom. All the cases went cold after a few weeks. The girls were never found. Rennard and Anna expanded the geo profile, adding Kansas, Missouri, Oklahoma, Louisiana, Mississippi, West Tennessee, and Illinois to the list.

      “He has long arms,” Rennard stated. “And a type.”

      “Why the hell would he want Lily Kendale, though?” Greenbell asked. “If not for the same ring box, I’d almost say we’re dealing with two different guys.”

      Anna voiced her own theory. “Maybe Lily was the outcome of his… proposal to me.”

      The three of them traded looks, none liking the sound of that.

      Anna’s insides twisted. They could have no connection, she reminded herself, but the timeline fit. She blinked away the water in her eyes as they scrolled through various sketches gleaned throughout the years. Each displayed a variation of a generic white male, bearded and clean-shaven, between the ages of twenty and fifty. Greenbell printed them out and left the room without a word.

      After a few minutes, he returned with the sketches from Grace’s fellow apartment dwellers. He taped them to the whiteboard and pulled out a low-quality still from a security camera at the middle school Keisha attended. It revealed a man with a goatee and baseball cap speaking to Keisha Rines. Greenbell put it up last and stroked his stark-white beard. Between thoughts, he detached the drawings that lacked similarities, letting them fall to the floor like feathers. The remaining men had blonde, gray, or black hair. Their jawlines were at different angles, but never weak. The nose looked the same, looking as generic as they came.

      “There he is.” Greenbell rapped his knuckles on the nearby pedestal and wagged his finger at the whiteboard. “Our Cain.”

      “I preferred it when he had a hook hand,” Rennard said.

      “He’ll keep on delivering gifts until he reaches ten.” Anna’s gaze went to the black coffee on her cup. “Then…”

      She turned to the two men as the air was sucked out of the room. “He comes for us.”

      “Not going to happen,” Greenbell denied the claim. “Not in my town.”

      Rennard grinned slyly. “We’ll catch him. Everyone faces a day of reckoning. Besides, who will take care of my dog?”

      The forensic scientists came in that morning with news about the second victim’s identity. Their pitying expression said it all. Anna made the call. With bloodshot and circle-lined eyes, Anna listened to Grace wail on the other end of the phone line. Resting her back against the police station’s outer wall, she stood amidst scattered cigarette butts.

      Anna contemplated making another promise. “Don’t worry. I’ll find Lily. She’ll be safe,” Instead, she apologized and kept her mouth shut. He took my niece. He mutilated her. There will be repercussions, she repeated internally as the sound of Grace’s cry echoed on the other side.

      When the call ended, a scientist opened the door into the back parking lot. He had a flat nose and dense gray hair that folded around the back and side of his head, leaving his crown bald and spotless. “The hair you discovered on the train track outside of the Opera House is fake.”  

      “What?” Anna’s first piece of evidence had just become obsolete.

      “It’s from a high-quality wig. Well-maintained but old.”

      Anna paused for a moment, letting her mind work. “Is there a wig shop in town?”

      “Not that I know of. Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful,” the man said and slipped back inside, letting the door close quietly behind him.

      Cain wears disguises, Anna concluded. That makes things difficult, but she might be able to use it against him. There couldn’t be more than a handful of shops selling these wares.

      In the breakroom, she told Rennard her plan of attack. “We find them, explore their sales records, and cross-reference the buyers with the suspects of any nearby abductions over the last twenty years.”

      Rennard removed the saran wrap from his egg sandwich and offered Anna half. She accepted and took a bite.

      “I saw Edger Strife,” Rennard said, hovering his hand over his mouth as he chewed and talked. “The conversation was very one-sided. Usually, I get a shut up or f-you, but this guy was a statue. I must’ve spent two hours in there yesterday.”

      Anna lost her appetite. “Thanks for the sandwich.”

      Rennard stopped chewing and asked curiously. “Where are you going?”

      “Crawford County,” Anna replied and slipped outside.

      The sunrise ended and the new day began with heat and humidity. Let’s get this over with. Female visitation at Crawford County detention center wouldn’t be until 1 p.m., but Anna went anyway. Ideally, the center held less than a hundred detainees, but from what Anna read online, Crawford took inmates and those awaiting trial from all the surrounding towns, overflowing its eighty-eight-person maximum by fifty-plus inmates.

      Heart pounding, Anna flashed her I.D. and P.I. license at the gate guard. He pointed to the guest parking lot, perplexed by the horrid condition of Anna’s truck. She felt naked leaving her pistol in the glove box but went in anyway. It took a thorough explanation of her circumstance for the supervisor to let her see Edger Strife before visiting hours. Sympathy was a perk she didn’t have as the lead detective in Miami.

      As they retrieved Strife from his holding cell, Anna headed for the bathroom and splashed her face with icy water. She’d forsaken makeup now that it was day three with dismal sleep. Part of her wanted to run far away. The other dreamed of burying the man who assaulted her twenty years ago. A bout of dizziness struck her, and she steadied herself on the sink. “He can’t hurt you in here,” she mumbled to the woman in the mirror.

      As she walked through the halls, she thought about Strife’s confession. “I kidnapped her, cut off her fingers, and left her in the woods. Is that what you want to hear?” Anna gnashed her teeth. That should’ve been the end of it, but fate seemed to enjoy shivving her in the belly and twisting the knife. Thank God her parents had put her through hypnotherapy. She pitied the women who had to remember that monster crawling on top of them. Still, some nights she could see the man’s cold, predatory eyes that were grafted into her memory.

      Anna passed by the statue-like guard beside the doorway and slowly stepped closer to the two-sided desk separated by a quarter-inch of glass. With hands folded over one another, the sixty-year-old man traced Anna’s arrival. His stringy gray hair had been combed back to his widow’s peak and formed a ponytail down to the center of his back. His crusty, chapped lips twisted into a sinister smirk.

      Anna sat on the edge of her plastic seat, instantly aware of its rigid texture. She locked eyes with the gaunt-cheeked, dead-eyed monster. Images of his basement flickered in her mind. The feeling of his icy skeletal hand grasping her fourteen-year-old body made her want to vomit. Anna didn’t look away from him as the horrors of her past bubbled up inside. Her fingers coiled around the neck of the plastic phone, and she brought it to her ear, trembling slightly but hiding her fear with a steel exterior. Strife didn’t move. Didn’t touch his phone. His smirk grew. The tremors in Anna’s hands grew worse, more noticeable. Pick up. Haven’t you made me suffer enough? Seconds passed. Anna shifted in her seat. She thought about the exit door behind her.

      Strife’s veiny hand snatched up his phone and brought it to his droopy ear. “I’ve been waiting for you, Anna,” he said in the same soft, quiet tone he had twenty years ago. “I knew you’d come back.”

      “Save it,” Anna growled.

      “Still fighting?” Strife smiled. “I love that about you. Most of the others begged, cried, bargained even. But not you. You fought the whole time. Nearly gave me a run for my money.” His fat tongue slugged over his cracked lips.

      Blood rushed to Anna’s face. Her leg bounced rapidly beneath the desk.

      “You might find this conversation quite dull if only one of us is talking,” Strife smiled at his own cleverness.

      Anna spoke, fighting against her anger. “Who took Keisha Rines?”

      Strife leaned in. “I told you in the interrogation room. I did.”

      Anna got into his face, imagining the stench of his foul breath. “Liar.”

      The man bit the air as if to mimic a dog, chuckled, and sank back into his slouched posture.

      “Then where is she?” Anna demanded an answer.

      “Telling you would ruin all of the fun.”

      Smack!

      Anna slammed her fist into the plastic barrier. Alarmed, Strife scooted back. The door guard took a few steps forward. Anna shouted into the phone. “If you want to see outside of your cell again, you better start talking!”

      Strife scooted forward and whispered, “You’re upsetting the guard.”

      Anna craned her neck back, noticing the statue-like guard had moved a few yards closer.

      “You cool?” the man asked in his baritone voice.

      Flexing her sore hand, Anna nodded. “Yeah. Yes. Just… conducting an investigation.”

      Suspicious, the guard stepped back. Anna lowered herself back to her seat, taking a deep breath. The vein in her neck pulsed, and her trembling worsened. “Once the other detainees learn what you did,” Anna whispered, “they’ll grind you up into powder.”

      Strife interlocked his fingers on top of the desk. “I’m a resourceful man. I’ll survive. The real question is, can you reduce my sentence?”

      Under the desk, Anna squeezed her throbbing knuckles with her uninjured hand. “No,” she admitted. “But I could get you your own cell and a bed that doesn’t feel like rocks.”

      Strife shook his head. “That’s not enough.”

      “It’s more than you deserve,” Anna barked. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll make sure everyone in your cellblock knows about all the little girls you’ve touched. I’ll even pass the guards a few dollars to leave you alone in the shower with some unsavory types. You know, the big and strong ones who’ve been away from women for far too long.”

      Strife smiled and shook his head in disbelief, but Anna could see the cracks in his cocky exterior.

      “Oh, you wouldn’t like that, would you? Being on the receiving end.” Anna’s mocking voice cut into him. She spoke up. “You’re in no place to bargain, Strife. Resourceful or not, you can only last alone for so long on your own. I’m not offering friendship, but I can keep you on this miserable earth for a little longer.”

      The old man’s gray eyes locked on hers. He moved his tongue around the inside of his lip but didn’t speak for a moment. A defeated grin grew on his face. “Always the fighter. You want to find your little girl, watch my movies. Especially the one I made of you.”

      Anna felt rage and disgust boil up inside. “That some sort of joke?”

      “See for yourself.” Strife leaned back in the seat and yelled to the guard on his side of the plastic. “I’m ready to return to my cell!”

      “We’re not done talking,” Anna growled.

      “Goodbye, Anna.” Strife stood up. “Come back when you’ve watched my tapes.”

      “Wait! I said, wait!”

      Strife hung up his phone and let the guard escort him outside of the room. Anna slammed her phone onto the hook. She twisted to the alert guard by the door. “I’m going,” she answered his unspoken question and marched out the door.

      Anna huddled in her idling truck. Her eyes were wide with anguish as she massaged her swollen and bruised knuckles. She reached for her phone. Two missed calls. One from FBI Agent Rennard and the other from Sheriff Greenbell. She re-dialed Rennard. “What’s up?” she asked, wiping her lower eyelid.

      “You okay?” Rennard asked sympathetically.

      “I’m good,” she lied. “What’s happening?”

      “Well, I got good news and bad news.”

      Anna mouthed a silent curse and then said, “Lay it on me.”

      “We found out who delivered Lily’s box,” Rennard said on the other end. “It’s a sixteen-year-old kid. His mom brought him in. Long story short, he was blackmailed after Cain killed his dog... That sick bastard. The kid said he never checked the inside of the box or saw the one who delivered it. I know a liar when I see one, the kid’s story checks out.”

      “What’s the good news?”

      “That was the good news. The bad news is that all our other leads are coming up fruitless. Many of the opera house patrons have alibis or have already skipped town. I think we can agree that this isn’t a personal attack against the Rines. Now, we’re almost stuck waiting for Cain’s next gift.”

      “See if you can follow up with any professional wig manufacturer in the meantime,” Anna suggested. “I’m pursuing a lead of my own.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll talk to you later.”

      After hanging up, Anna peeled out of the detention center’s guest parking spot. As she drove, she fantasized about her bed and a hot plate of food. She felt her mouth water and her eyes shut.

      Someone honked their horn. Anna slammed on her brakes, nearly running a stop sign. The older woman speeding past gave her the finger. Feeling a burst of vigor, Anna straightened her posture and shook out her fatigued joints, trying to defeat the remaining drowsiness. She kept her brake pressed down, taking notice of the missing person printout of Keisha Rines’s perfect smile stapled to a powerline post. Wiggling in the wind below hung a poster of Lily Kendale, who had a shy grin that said: “I know I something that you don’t.”

      Anna’s knuckles turned frosty white around the steering wheel. She stomped on the accelerator, heading for the police station.

      Sergeant Mathis led her down the empty hall. His broad shoulders swayed with every step while the fluorescent lights reflected off his bald head.

      “I can have one of my own guys do it. I’d prefer it that way,” Mathis stated as they neared the evidence lock-up.

      Anna felt her heart race and doom press against the floodgates of her mind the closer they got to the door. “This is my burden. No one else should be subjected to this.”

      “It’s our job, Dedrick,” Mathis reminded her as he fished out his key ring. The lock clicked, and the broad-chested man turned around, his back to the door. “Last chance.”

      Anna turned her tired gaze from her feet to the man’s bulldog-like face.

      Mathis frowned and opened the door. “Return them how you found them.”

      Anna slipped past him and into the sterile and bright evidence lock-up. Shelves of holding plastic boxes and bags of pills, weed, and other narcotics flanked one side. The other had old boxes full of packaged bloody shirts, weapons, and in the upper corner, a cardboard file box labeled Edger Strife.

      Standing on her tippy-toes, Anna gripped the box’s handle and slid it out. She felt the tapes rattle inside as she lowered her feet to flat-footing. She gave the room a final look and headed for the exit.

      “Dedrick,” Mathis stopped her. “If the tape with your name goes missing when you return the box, it was probably misplaced during processing.”

      “Thanks,” Anna said and marched down the hall, hearing the plastic casing scratch against one another.

      Making a quick stop at a thrift store, Anna returned to her dinky office with the file box and a newly bought VHS player. She shut her door with her foot and locked it. Light streamed through the discolored blinds behind her desk, spilling orange-yellow light into the room. Anna put down the box and fished out her small twenty-inch TV that was still packaged from her move from Miami. It seemed like it had been a million years, but the calendar said upwards of ten days. She assembled the television on the carpeted floor and plugged in the VHS player. Cables sprawled out across the ground to the outlet on the other side of the room. Feeling weak in the legs, Anna slowly slid down the front face of her desk and used its hard wooden frame as a backboard. With a crooked neck, she looked at her dark reflection on the black screen. The sunlight streamed just overhead, creating a glowing, elongated rectangle beyond the TV. She removed the lid from the box and placed it aside.

      She fished out the first tape, feeling the room-temperature plastic against her fingertips. Sharpie-labeled masking tape stuck to the front of the black casing, spelling out the name Kelsie. A voice inside begged her to stop. She slid the tape into the VHS player. The scotch in her bottom desk drawer called to her. She needed the elixir but feared she wouldn’t be able to put it down if she started drinking. A little taste, maybe. She hit pause on the remote and forced herself up. Her arm reached across her desk and grabbed the yellow legal pad. The front page bore the notes from Avery and Trisha Rines’s first visit. Anna fetched a pen and turned to the next page. She ignored the call of the scotch and sat back down. She jotted down the name on the first tape, the date recorded in the glowing green in the corner of the screen, and got ready to write down timestamps. Her trembling finger moved to the play button.
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      Every video started the same. Wide shot. Decrepit basement. Exposed and moldy water piping snaking down the walls. A stained mattress positioned on the concrete floor. Strife walks into the frame. Smiles. Approaches victim, who is tied at the wrist and ankle. He begins.

      The flashing screen reflected in Anna Dedrick’s eyes, the sights and sounds searing into her memory. Hell, at first, then… numbness.

      She took her time with each film with the intention to only watch them once. The shortest run time was fourteen minutes and twenty-eight seconds, and longest being four hours, one minute, and forty-three seconds. Most ended around the two-hour mark. Her yellow legal pad overflowed with timestamps and allusions to various alterations between films. Examples included a messy floor, new lamps, pictures, etc. As the years went on, the basement became more decorated and gave insight into Edger Strife’s hoarding collection. Boxes of magazines overflowed and spilled, an antique tin truck rested on a broken sofa, a framed picture of a riverside lodge dangled on a dusty pipe valve, and other useless knick-knacks were scattered on the floor.

      With every passing film, Anna found it easier to focus on the details hidden in the background, almost as if she were playing the world’s worst I-Spy game. Still, nothing seemed to betray any hints to what happened to Keisha Rines. After all, the most recent tape had been filmed three years before the child pianist was born.

      Time dragged as she viewed tape after tape after tape, slowly emptying the deep file box as the sun fell away. Legs outstretched across the carpet floor and eyes lifeless, she put in the sixth tape and clicked the top of her pen. The cycle repeated. Halfway through, she paused the film and crawled, hands and knees, to the screen. She squinted at the low-resolution image. A blob-like shadow lingered at the outer corner of the frame. She took note of the timestamp and pressed play. The shadow moved slightly. It could’ve been the work of the granular bars scrolling down the screen, but...

      Anna turned page after page on her legal pad. The tape dated a year before the last one she viewed. The closest object in that quadrant of the screen happened to an antique dining chair. It would be impossible to cast a shadow of that shape. Anna made a note of it and continued the film. The grainy video quality disjointed the shadow, causing the illusion of movement. The tape ended and the screen turned blue. Anna rubbed her chin and grabbed another tape from the box.

      The next film didn’t have the shadow nor the one after. However, it appeared again in the third film, this time on the opposite side of the frame. Once again, no accounted-for object had been placed in that area. Opening her laptop, Anna launched the audio software her friend Allen from Miami got her. “It’s perfect for your P.I. work,” her sketchy, tech-savvy friend explained. “It will pick up all the juicy secrets from those questionable spouses you’ll be forced to stalk.” If only her job was that easy.

      Anna ran the VHS audio through the software on her laptop and studied the waves. It wouldn’t be perfect, but hopefully, it would pick up any sound fluctuations outside the noises of Strife and the victim. About the time when the shadow moved, a sharp mountain appeared in the audio track. Anna enhanced the volume. She listened closely. A cough or random background noise? She played it again, indecisive.

      Grabbing the next tape, Anna shoved it into the player. No shadow and no other noise. Two hours gone. She put in the final tape. More wasted time. The box lay empty next to three stacks of VHS tapes. One video sat away from the others. She squeezed her injured hand tightly until she couldn’t bear the pain. I have to make sure, she told herself. Carefully, she grabbed the sacred cartridge with the name Anna on it and put it into the player.

      “Sorry, Mom; sorry, Dad,” she mumbled and undid her hypnotherapy.

      The fourteen-year-old fought, struggled, but didn’t win. In the end, Strife walked away with a black eye. Anna paused the tape, studied the amber liquid in the bottle, and took a hearty swig of scotch. Gasping, she wiped her mouth with the top of her hand and returned her red, veiny eyes to the TV. She watched herself lose and cry for help. Brief flashes of the buried past burst alive in her psyche. She pinched her temples and contemplated unloading her pistol into the screen. If she could only rewind time, run into the basement, and save herself. She had the same thoughts when viewing the other tapes, but seeing herself made it somehow much more real.

      She turned away from the heinous act and noticed the toe of a boot poking into the frame. She pressed pause three times before the picture stopped, with naked Strife walking out of the frame and boot stepping forward in the other. A moment after resuming the video, it ended.

      Anna’s heart bashed against her ribs, ready to burst at any moment. Her hands trembled as goose bumps speckled her skin. The room spun. She grabbed ahold of the desk and gulped down her returning lunch. Her thumb pressed rewind on the remote. Her defeat played out in reverse and then in real time and somehow became more devastating in its second viewing. She attempted to focus on what point the boot appeared in the frame, but her eyes trailed to Strife as the victim’s bloodcurdling screams filled her ears. She muted the volume and covered the center of the screen with the palm of her hand. Eyeing the corners of the image, she caught a shadow pace from one end of the room to the other.

      Pause. Rewind. Play.

      She got closer to the screen and to her bruised hand, shielding the twenty-year-old horror. With a click of a button, she froze the past. Slowly, she lifted her hand away from the curved screen. A reflection bounced off the picture of the riverside lodge hanging on a valve. Overlapping the humble building was the reflection of a blurred man wearing a ball cap. The out-of-focus text above the bill read grebniL.

      In big letters, Anna penned the word on the legal pad in its proper sequence. Linberg, Lemdart, or some variation. She checked the time. Nearly 11 pm. She ejected the tape and felt it in both hands. Anger boiled inside. The tape bent in her tight grasp. Plastic whined and started cracking. Anna stopped herself before it broke and placed it on the stack with the others. Using the desk as her support, she pulled herself from the floor. Her legs bowed in. She steadied herself and grabbed her coat and bottle, then drove back to her father’s house. The light was on in the living room, and she braced herself before opening the door.

      Saying nothing, Anna walked past her father, who sat up in his recliner when she entered the house. His concerned gaze followed her to the hall.

      Trembling, Anna discarded her clothes on the bathroom floor and turned on the shower. The hot water splashed against her skin like lava and filled the room with steam. Eyes closed, Anna gulped down the scotch as the scalding shower streamed down her hair and face. She let her jelly-like knees give way, sinking to the bottom of the bathtub. She pressed the bottle close to her lips as tears mixed with cascading water. No matter how much soap she used, nothing made her clean.

      After she put on her pajamas, she shambled out of the dark hallway and into the living room. Richard lowered the volume on the television and the classic Wild West movie it displayed. He pulled himself from his seat, a father’s sympathy on his face. “Oh, Anna.”

      Anna folded into her father’s arms. “I saw what he did to me. He wasn’t alone.”

      “It’s okay,” Richard whispered. “It’s all going to be okay.”

      When she thought she had finished crying, the waterworks began again. They wept together as the world of cowboys and Indians erupted with gunfire.

      After a sleepless night, eggs, and the blackest coffee Anna could make, she crawled back into her truck. Grace and Evan watched her from the doorway, as sleepless as herself. None of them said so much as a murmur.

      Anna headed to the Crawford County Detention Center, once again before visiting hours. Her breathing calm and eyes calculating, she pulled into the parking lot. She remembered yesterday’s fear and rage. Now, only anger remained, and it burned in her being like a blazing furnace. Without hesitation, she opened the door and headed inside. She stomped through the hall, halting before the supervisor, who pulled the just-opened energy drink from his lips.

      “I need five minutes with Strife,” Anna told the supervisor. “It’s time-sensitive.”

      A heavy frown covered the man’s face and wooly mustache. “That won’t be possible.”

      “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation,” Anna fought against her anger.

      “You don’t understand,” the supervisor replied. “He was attacked in his cell last night.”

      Anna collected her thoughts. With dammed-up frustration, she spoke. “Is he...?”

      “He didn’t make it through the night,” the supervisor admitted guiltily. “For what it's worth, I can show you his cell.”

      The supervisor led her down the cell block. Catcalls and whistles sounded as she passed by caged men. They were silenced by the supervisor’s gruff commands. Eventually, Anna stopped in the threshold of the small cell. Blood spatter clung to white walls and pooled on the glossy floor. By the pattern, it was a violent struggle. I thought I’d left this behind in Miami. Anna stepped over the crimson puddle as she slid on a plastic glove.

      “Toothbrush,” the supervisor explained. “The other inmate must’ve traded for it or sharpened the handle on his bedframe.”

      Anna looked over Strife’s unkempt bed and shoved her gloved hand in between the mattress and the frame. Nothing. “Did you have a guard outside?”

      “He got preoccupied with a dispute down the hall. Strife’s bunkmate, a two-bit meth head, used the three or four minutes to make a statement.”

      “Killed a pedo, earn brownie points.” Anna was far too familiar with it in Miami.

      “Exactly. Usually, they just give ‘em a good whooping. This, though… This was brutal. I’m not saying the man didn’t have it coming, but...” the supervisor's voice trailed off as he studied the blood.

      Anna checked around the toilet and inside the nooks of the room, finding a slip of paper crunched between the bed and wall. Cautiously, Anna unraveled it and read the contents within.

      “There was this guy who’d come by every few years,” the paper began. “Sometimes he’d bring a girl and other times he’d come alone. We never traded names. With our shared interests, stuff like that could end us. I could always count on him to watch. And to take care of the bodies. No matter how much time we shared, there was always something about him that made my skin crawl. I blamed it on his casual demeanor and,” the note ended abruptly.

      “What is it?” the supervisor asked.

      Fishing out her phone, Anna took a picture of the crumpled paper. “A memoir or a confession. Hard to tell. Either way, it’s not complete.” She folded it up and surrendered it to the supervisor. After thanking him for his time, Anna left the blood-soaked cell.

      She drove in silence. The monster was dead, yet she felt defeated. Her thoughts spun around the mysterious man in the video. Was he Cain or some other foul creature? If he took care of the victim’s bodies, why let Anna escape? She remembered vaguely slipping her binds and escaping the basement all those years ago, but that could've been a fiction she conjured to make sense of the situation. The tapes didn’t awaken as much as she thought. Strife had all the answers she needed, and he died with them. So much for resourcefulness, huh, Strife? Her blood boiled.

      The phone rang. Anna answered.

      Greenbell’s voice was sober and angry. “We’ve got another one.”

      Anna swerved the truck around the nearest intersection and punched the gas.

      

      The flagpole jutted from the circular grass patch in the center of the roundabout. Police cruisers parked around the bend nearby. The plump and quirky Principal Darlyn Axel stood on the steps leading up to Hikers Middle School. Mascara smeared her tear-stained face as an officer questioned her.

      Putting on her aviator sunglasses, Anna stepped onto the roundabout. Greenbell gave one of his guys the okay to let her near the flag post. Agent Rennard squatted at the foot of the metal pole, observing the red velvet ring box.

      The FBI agent stood as Anna walked across the grass, still wet with morning dew. She didn’t need to ask what they had, only who it belonged to.

      “Lily…” Rennard replied. “The ring finger.”

      “But this time he wasn’t proposing,” Anna said dreadfully as she studied the cleanly cut appendage resting in the small box. Nausea took over. This guy can’t keep getting away with this. She could imagine her niece as the blade dropped. Anna’s fists balled and her face filled with red anger.

      Rennard looked out at the brick schoolhouse and the approaching news vans. “This is a publicity stunt. One that will make national news. Once it’s revealed that he has a connection to dozens of other abductions, he’ll be a legend.”

      “And so will those who catch him.” the sheriff injected, masking a subtle smirk hidden between his white mustache and trimmed, spade-shaped beard.

      “Hopefully, the school cameras did our job for us,” Anna said as she steadied her breathing.

      “My boys are looking into it,” Greenbell stated.

      Anna scanned the surrounding area. Like the rest of the “gift” sites, the flag post area was spotless. “What about Keisha? Anything found of her?”

      “Not a word,” Agent Rennard replied.

      Anna opened and closed her sore hand. “I don’t know if I should be happy about that. Oh, and I’m sure you heard, but Edger Strife is dead. Murdered by his cellmate.”

      The sheriff nodded. “I learned after I called you over.”

      “Where does that leave us?” Rennard asked.

      “Nowhere. That’s the problem.” Anna told them about her findings on the VHS tapes. The two men didn’t say a word, and pity kept them from making eye contact.

      “We’ll have to bring your brother back in,” Greenbell eventually stated as the forensic team gathered up the ring box.

      “Evan isn’t Cain,” Anna protested. “He would’ve been ten years old when that video was shot.”

      “I’m only covering the bases,” Greenbell defended himself.

      Anna shoved her finger at him. “You leave my brother out of this.”

      “I don’t trust him. All of this started after he came back to town,” Greenbell said.

      Officer Ashburn, a meaty man with spiked, white hair, led the three of them into the school principal’s office where last night's security footage was being displayed on a rollaway TV. Around 4 am, a blue two-door Mitsubishi rolled to a stop at the roundabout.

      Fingers curled around the back of her seat, Anna traded glances with Rennard. A man, medium height and wearing a white T-shirt, jeans, and a ski mask stepped out of the running car’s driver’s side door. Ring box in hand, he approached the flag post, looked both ways, and gently placed his “gift.”

      “Show us your face,” Anna mumbled.

      As if the figure heard her request, he tilted his head up to the camera and locked eyes with Anna through the television screen. She felt her skin crawl. The man didn’t move, didn’t blink for thirty seconds. He turned back to his car and slowly reversed, careful to conceal the license plate number.

      “I want to know who owns that car,” Greenbell commanded an officer. “What are you looking at me for, go!”

      The police officer ran out of the room.

      Greenbell smiled at Rennard. “This cocky SOB just made his first and last mistake.”

      “We are looking at hundreds of Mitsubishis,” Rennard stated as they moved out of the room. “We haven’t won.”

      “Start with stolen ones,” Anna suggested, keeping pace. “He wouldn’t be dumb enough to use his own car. If we split the list three ways, it will be quick work.”

      “He could be armed and dangerous,” Greenbell said. “Rennard and I will divide the list and pursue our leads. Keep doing what you were doing. We’ll take care of this, like the FBI and Sheriff’s department are supposed to.”

      Before Anna could reply, the two of them were out the door. Rennard gave her an “I’m sorry” look before vanishing. Anna scoffed, angry that they left her behind and angrier that she didn’t have the proper jurisdiction. If not for Sergeant Mathis’s intervention, she would’ve been off the case days ago.

      After dropping off the VHS tapes back in evidence, Anna slipped into the briefing room and studied the whiteboard again. A picture of Lily Kendale had been posted under Victim Two. The cute girl had a shy smile, big hazel eyes, and sandy blond hair. Anna turned her attention to the image of Cain during his first visit to Hikers Middle School. He wore a T-shirt, jeans, and a ball cap. Using her fingernail, she peeled back the tape and held the piece of office paper. She studied the image intently and looked closer at the man’s hat. Faintly visible was the faded remnants of a word. It started with an L, but the rest was too far gone. Same hat. Same man.

      Anna stepped back and caught her breath. A few officers passed by the window that faced the hallway outside. Anna straightened herself up, unsure why she didn’t want to show her weakness. After putting back the image and snapping a few photos of the updated whiteboard, she headed home. She needed to shun her office for the time being.

      “I made you a sandwich,” Richard said softly as he stepped into the bedroom. Anna took the plate and placed it beside her laptop and notepad. She fixed the cushion on the wooden dining room chair that became her bedroom desk chair over two decades ago. A collage of magazine cuts-out was stuck to the corkboard above her desk. Richard flattened a crinkled corner of an empowering supermodel tacked up with an encouraging quote. “Evan is keeping Grace together, but he’s slipping too.”

      “I’m trying, Dad.” Anna took a bite of her lunch, glad to take a break from browsing dozens of hats with the word Limberg, Lindart, or a variation that could open her up to a potential seller and sales record.

      “I know, sweetie.”

      “Hey, Dad,” Anna stopped Richard before he could leave.

      “Yeah?”

      “Look at this.” She turned around her laptop, revealing the cropped image of Cain’s reflection and the image from Hikers.

      Hands in pockets, her father leaned in. “What I am—”

      “I’ve spent the last few hours trying to figure out if the name on this cap means anything. If it's a baseball team, I can’t find it.”

      “My memory isn’t as sharp as it was, but I can look.” He fished out his glasses and studied the images. “Len-something-or-another. That’s certainly no team I’ve heard of.”

      Anna bit her lip, unsurprised by yet another dead end.

      “I don’t know the hat, but I think I know the building,” Richard said with uncertainty as he studied the picture of the riverside house in the photo.

      Anna raised her brows. “What about the building?”

      Richard raked his fingers down the stubby gray hairs on his neck in thought. “It looks familiar. I saw it somewhere… though I can’t remember for the life of me.”

      “Think, Dad.”

      Anna waited silently for her father, but inside she begged him to recall something. Anything. The old man’s short-term memory might be failing, but hopefully, his long-term memory still had a few more years.

      “I know it now,” Richard said, nodding. “It’s on Lee. A little past where I usually fish.”

      “Not a heavily trafficked area, I assume?”

      Richard grinned widely. “It’s my favorite fishing spot. There’s not a soul for miles.”

      Anna looked over the picture of the serene wooden building. Its back half jutted out over the water and was supported by wooden poles dug deep into the green-blue water. “Anything you can tell me about it?”

      “Not particularly,” her father went on. “It’s old, though and not as pretty as the picture.”

      

      With Greenbell and Rennard busy pursuing the Mitsubishi, Anna went to the riverside house alone. If it was a dead-end, police resources would not be wasted on an unfruitful siege. If the home yielded promise, Anna could trap Cain unannounced and keep him from using the girls as leverage.

      The phone rang against her ear as she waited for her old friend to pick up.

      “Yep?” the voice replied.

      “It’s Anna.” The Chevy peeled down the country road.

      “And I was starting to think you forgot about me,” her balding Miami friend replied.

      “Never. And actually, I’m calling to make sure no one will forget about me,” Anna replied, setting her phone to speaker mode.

      “Sounds sketchy, but I’m listening,” Allen replied.

      “There’s a residence on Lee Creek I’m visiting. It’s a lead I can’t pass up.”

      “You’re going solo and without a warrant, aren’t you?”

      “If I don’t call back within the hour, I want you to contact the Van Buren County Police and FBI Agent Rennard. I’ll text you his contact info. Can you do it?”

      “You already owe me a free romantic meal in that dress of yours. I’m not quite sure what else you can offer,” Allen replied from his swivel chair.

      Anna shook her head and cracked a smile. “Two dinners.”

      “A follow-up date, no matter how bad the first one goes?” Allen asked suspiciously.

      “... Yes,” Anna said, knowing she’d regret it.

      She could imagine Allen smiling from his forensics office. “You know I can never say no to you, Anna.”

      “Thanks.” Anna saw the house in the distance and slowed her truck.

      “Next time, give me something more interesting to do. It’s been a while since I’ve broken the law, and I’m starting to get antsy.”

      “Will do,” Anna replied. “Talk to you soon.”

      She eased her Chevy off to the side of the road and relied on a cluster of trees to hide it. Anna stepped out and headed wayward to the two-story home. The tree-flanked dirt road twisted and turned, casting afternoon shadows across the cleared path. The sounds of rushing water and the rustling leaves was as ominous as it was serene. Pregnant with rain, black iron clouds covered the sky. Anna clipped her pistol on her belt and stepped toward the house.

      Behind the house, the unclear green river rolled. Scrawny tree limbs and wet leaves surfed across its glassy surface and revealed the river’s true rapid speed. The decaying post holding up nearly a third of the house was bent at a dangerous angle, shifting the entirety of the building closer to a watery doom. The building’s wooden body creaked in the wind and hadn’t been touched by a paintbrush in over thirty years. There was no mailbox or address number, only an old wooden door, swollen and warped from decades in the rain, and a “No Trespassing” sign nailed to a gnarly tree. Keeping low, Anna made her way up to the front porch, or to what was left of it. The earth had taken part of the slats of white wood and the two steps, leaving behind a ramp of cracked and mossy wood in place of a true porch.

      She moved carefully, aware of every sound she made and purposeful to avoid windows. She tried the metal doorknob. It rattled but yielded nothing. Locked. Leaning against the dusty yellow-coated walls, she peered through the wooden shutters. Darkness in the hall, with streams of dusty light streaming through the outside. Anna moved around the side of the building, finding a second entrance. The patch of ground on which she stood banked steeply into the water below. The second door had four musty glass panes joined by a wooden plus sign. Looking both ways, she slammed her elbow against the glass, shattering it into a few large pieces. Her arm snaked through the opening and unlocked the door from the inside.

      It opened into the kitchen and smelled damp and moldy. The countertops and cupboards were bare. The refrigerator had been unplugged eons ago and contained cobwebs speckled with little black gnats. Yellow blotches stained the laminated floor. Anna traced the stains to a waterlogged portion of the ceiling that took the appearance of Rorschach paintings.

      The dining room had a set of four seats, a table, and bookcases packed with faded tomes. Classics, most likely. Out of the back windows, Anna could see where the second floor continued over the river, giving the building the design of an L flipped on its head. She twisted back to the hallway that ended with the front door and the ascending stairway, finding nothing but spider webs and dust in the bathroom and downstairs bedroom. She headed for the entrance. The floor moaned beneath her shoes and fat raindrops pelted the roof. As Anna passed by a sideboard supporting a series of striped vases with long wilted flowers, the storm awoke. Torrents of rain smashed against the window so hard, Anna thought that the glass would shatter. Water swirling with dirt inched slowly out from under the warped front door and raced down the cracks of the wooden floor, ending at Anna’s toes.

      The house seemed to sway as Anna conquered the steps. Fingers coiled around her pistol, Anna marched as the sound of the storm echoed through the building. The second floor was far darker than the first. She opened the door to the bathroom on her right, finding it to be the cause of the black stains above the kitchen. She went to the adjacent door and opened it.

      The first shock came as to how crowded the bedroom was. It had been converted into a study at one point and boasted a desk alongside several shelves and metal file cabinets. Documents were scattered on the desk that were far too new for this remnant of a home. Swiping her hand across the wood finish, she fanned out the papers as one would a deck of cards. Pulling out her phone, Anna snapped a few photos.

      That’s when she heard the voice.
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      The murmur seeped through the wall, only a pinch louder than the rain. Nonetheless, it got the hairs on Anna’s neck to rise. She stepped away from the document-covered desk and navigated through the rusty metal cabinets that were scattered in the room and landed her ear against the cold, damp wallpaper. A monotone voice spoke muffled words. Anna adjusted herself, seeking a weakness in the wooden wall but finding nothing. She eased away from the wall. Her fingers involuntary found the coarse grip of her pistol.

      Outside, gusts of wind screamed like banshees, and their violent gales rattled the windows. An outdoor shutter smacked the wall repeatedly—Bam! Bam! Bam!—like a meat cleaver on a chopping block. The wind and rain raged with the strength of a battering ram. With every hit, the walls and floors groaned. Lightning touched down on the river. Its flash blinked through the orange-slice shaped window at the end of the hall, brightening the terror in Anna’s bloodshot eyes and shining off the raised gun in her palms.

      Her feet moved methodically, their noise drowned by the sound of the rain. She could feel where the house crossed over the water. The floor inclined at a fifteen-degree angle and creaked far more often. There was a door to the right and a door to the left. Holding her breath, she twisted the oval doorknob to the left and steadied her shoulder on its surface. Lightning. A few seconds. Thunder. Anna swung open the door. She stayed in the hall, tracing her pistol from the end of the room to the next with a dropped jaw.

      Scratched into the wood, walls, and floral wallpaper with the point of a rugged blade was a phrase repeated hundreds of times and sprawled out in every direction. “His gifts were not pleasing unto God. His gifts were not pleasing unto God. His gifts were not pleasing unto God.”

      Anna froze, feeling eyes on her from every direction, but there was no one in the room but herself. Gingerly, she passed through the threshold. All four walls displayed the cryptic sentence. “His gifts were not pleasing unto God.”

      If there were such a thing as lingering spirits, she could feel the presence of one dark and sinister, sitting on one dining room chair before her and licking its fat lips. A black pit nested in her belly like lead. Something bad had happened here. Something very bad.

      A small TV flickered light across the slanted room. A news reporter dressed in a blue suit spoke from behind his desk. “Hikers Middle School. Home to another horrific act from whom the police are calling Cain...”

      Anna kept her gun up and her back away from any dark corner and the open door behind her. Against a wall and beneath a few impressive fishing trophies was a fishing rack with a number of poles and tackle boxes. A few feet away sat a mini-fridge alongside an icebox.

      Morsels of charred meat were welded to the blackened coil of a small portable stove nearby. Closer to the TV were aluminum racks filled with self-help DVDs, philosophical books, and religious texts, with some opened to certain pages containing dozens of highlighted passages and scribbled margin notes. Anna scanned them briefly, looking for something demonic or ritualistic that led to a clue or possible motive. However, the passages appeared to be random or focused around finding one’s purpose and overcoming temptations.

      A true dining room table sat in the middle of the room. It had one chair that faced the TV and held a cereal box, bowl of fruit, and empty Styrofoam coffee cups. Why the big table was upstairs while a small table was in the dining room made Anna scratch her head. That was until she saw the long-faded engravings of a heart with the words carved within. “Mom and Dad.”

      A boom of thunder caused Anna to jump. This isn’t a safe house, Anna concluded as she looked over aged picture frames displaying a family of four: a sweater-vest wearing man with thick glasses, a curvy woman with a hooked nose and big hair, a prepubescent boy with a baseball bat, and a younger little girl with a clarinet. It’s his home.

      Edger Strife died with the reason why a photograph of this house resided in his old basement. Cain would know. Anna shifted her attention back to the table and the outline of a child’s hands drawn out in chalk.

      There were notches in the wood, both at the ring and pinky fingers of the hand turkeys. Brown blood lingered in cracks, and Anna felt herself about to vomit. She turned her head away and tried to kill her imagination, but it ran free and violent. She wanted to bolt from the home and never look back. She shook out the thought and turned her attention to the covered animal cages at the back of the room.

      With a swoosh, she whisked away the white bedsheets from the cages and let them drift to the floor near her feet. The pens were fit for a Great Dane or some larger beast. Inside was an impromptu bed made up of a small pillow and blanket. Bread crumbs sprinkled the scratchy fabric, and a few paper plates were crumpled up in the corner. Anna knelt and pried open the latch. She pulled out a long strand of shiny black hair and dangled it before her eyes. Keisha.

      Her nose twitched when she caught a whiff of the potent smell. The sharp odor didn’t come from the sheets or cages or the icebox Anna thought held more than fish. It seeped in from the hallway behind her and stank of gasoline.

      It took her a second to process what was happening. Gun up, she broke out into a sprint toward the doorway. Lightning. An elongated shadow reached across the threshold. The door slammed with a thunderous boom. Anna skidded on her heels before hitting the doorway and put her back against the flanking wall, pistol barrel pointed to the sky. Memories of a drug den in Miami prepped her to expect a volley of bullets chunking through the closed door. Instead, she got silence and the pool of clear gasoline that leaked through the bottom crevasse of the door.

      Hasty footsteps clacked through the hall and vanished down the stairs. The oval doorknob didn’t budge. Anna swiveled to the door and squeezed the pistol’s trigger. Three heavy rounds blasted around the knob and snapped the metal lock. Anna reeled back, took a breath, and slammed the bottom of her foot into the door’s face. With a hearty crack, it blew open. Anna burst into the hall, her shoes splashing through the gasoline.

      The smell burned her nose and made her head throb. Tears of gas streamed down the walls and puddled on the floor where the stranger had splashed the can haphazardly through the hall. The trail started in the room opposite of Anna and snaked through the hall and down the stairs. She reached the precipice of the stairway. The wet road ended at the ajar front door. Anna bounced down the first two steps when the path sparked yellow and ignited. She heard the storm howl one last time before the front door sealed.

      The fire spread wildly and charged up the wooden steps. Anna turned tail and ran. The heat touched her back. Suddenly, the dark and damp home was bright and blazing. The inferno leaped up the wall and licked the wood and ceiling with tongues of fire. Anna found herself retreating to the room from whence she came. She crashed into the table, spilling cereal and sending fruits toppling down the inclined floor. She reared her head back, expecting to be consumed by fire. The wall of flame ended just past the door.

      Waves of heat splashed over her as torrents of rain battered the outside of the house. The building moaned, and a distant window shattered, inviting windy howls into the building. Anna twisted about. There was one window over the cages and masked by curtains. She dashed to it as the blaze crawled into the room. With two fists, she tore the curtains down and peered through the barred glass window overlooking a swollen and raging dirty-brown river. Her hands rattled the iron bars until her muscles ached, but they could not be shaken.

      The fire crept up the walls at the first third of the room, curling the charred wallpaper, blackening the glass of the family photos, and briefly illuminating the repeated phrase. “His gifts were not pleasing unto God.”

      The fish trophies popped and sizzled as the TV died and slowly warped under the heat. Fishing rods became spears of fire while holy texts became kindling with black, billowing smoke. Anna hacked and coughed. She steadied herself on the edge of the dog cage and blinked out some of the soot in her eye. Getting low on the ground, she yanked her phone out of her pocket and hit redial.

      It rang and rang. Finally, someone picked up.

      “Yep?” Allen said after slurping from the straw of his Big Gulp.

      “Fire.” Anna coughed. “Get help.”

      “Anna, what’s happening?”

      The ceiling creaked, the floor shifted, and the blaze inched toward her. A thick haze suffocated the room. Every word out Anna’s mouth became a chore. “Hang up, Allan… Call the cops… the numbers I gave you.”

      “Anna—”

      Anna pressed End on her phone and dialed 9-1-.

      Crack!

      The room shifted forward and down as the support poles in the river snapped. The flaming dining room table slid toward her alongside burning books, shards of blackened glass, a TV, tumbling chunks of blazing wood, and everything else in the room.

      The fire reflected in her wide eyes. Reacting quick, Anna rolled her body up the cages that were at a forty-five-degree tilt now. The table and mini-fridge missed her by a hair but not the searing flame. She screamed as chunks of burning debris kissed her skin. The weight shifted, and the fire crackled. The support poles surrendered to the river, and gravity shifted under Anna.

      There was stillness for a second. Then, the building smashed into the water. Anna’s head and the back wall collided so hard that she tasted copper. The flame-engulfed dining room chair flopped on top of her. Brown swirling water bubbled up through the broken, caged window beside her and chilled her ears. She pushed her face away from the flaming seat and feared grabbing the scalding legs with her hands. Suddenly, the water enveloped her face and snuffed out part of the fire.

      Anna pushed herself up, spitting twigs and river water down the front of her button up. She faced a ring of fire overhead while the river continued to pool around her. White steam distorted the room. She flung the partially flaming chair and floating black wood to the side and pulled herself up. Water swirled around her wobbly knees and cascaded down her long brown hair. She went to pull herself up, but the cage grabbed her ankle. She twisted in an attempt to liberate her foot, but that only brought pain. The water reached her thighs. Debris, coffee cups, burnt books, and more garbage bobbed on the surface.

      Anna took a deep breath and dove under the icy water. She shut her eyes and used her hands to find her snared foot. She yanked, battling the cage. Bubbles escaped her lips. She shrugged and pulled at the jaws of the cage. Her stored oxygen escaped her lungs. She opened her eyes into a world of black soot and brown water laced with ribbons of crimson blood. A persistent burning jolted up her leg from the cut on her ankle. Her head became light, and her body thrashed under the surface. The more she fought, the more tired she got. Her fingers ached as they worked the metal cages. Her vision blacked as her consciousness faded. Her ankle thrashed and tore free in a sudden burst of pain. With a second of life left, her kicking legs and waving arms propelled her to the surface.

      Her head burst from the littered water as she gasped life back into her body. Her submerged ribs collapsed in and out with every new breath. Wet hair stuck to her face and bruised cheek. She sucked air at the new ceiling that was once the wall where she heard the TV the first time. She swam to the doorway that had just gone under and dove again. Her body crossed through the horizontal gap found in the vertical hallway.

      She craned her head up to the opening, where the house had nearly snapped in half. The ceiling opened jagged jaws of wood to the sky, but the floor that met with the stairs was cracked straight downward and stayed together like a reluctant hangnail. Droves of fat raindrops bombed her, forcing her to blink constantly. White and black smoke filled the sky while small fires fought the barrage of rain to stay alive.

      The water swirled around Anna. Submerged debris scraped against her legs and torso. Fuzzy maroon cubes bobbed in the water surrounding her. Ring boxes, Anna realized, dozens of them, twirling around her like soaked velvet flowers. Her trembling fingers pried one open. Her shoulders slumped and she sighed as she stared at the empty box. They were all empty.

      The bathroom and study had yet to surrender to the water, and, as long as the broken floor clung to the half of the house that stood, the rooms would remain partially “dry.”

      Anna shuffled her body on top of the floating door she’d shot open and felt it wobble beneath her and fold into the water. Using her limited mobility, Anna jolted up and grabbed the remnants of the study’s door. She could see the small amber glows on the other side of the room. The desk had vanished into the water, but the tops of a few file cabinets remained. Documents floated around like toilet paper. Anna climbed inside, pressed her palms at the threshold of the door, and leaped onto the cabinet’s head. She moved quickly to the next, watching her previous landing pad topple into the water. Evidence gone, she thought, but now survival mattered more.

      The fire had weakened certain portions of the upright wall that allowed Anna to kick footholds in or pull burning wood with her hands. She climbed into the dense haze of smoke interrupted by endless rain pellets. Her arms and back were weak. Her eyes stung because of the smoke and all the scrapes on her tanned flesh. Her fingers were blackened with soot and pruned from the rain. She reached the top of the wall, where the floor was held together by cracked planks and a miracle. She slung one arm over, catching her long sleeve on a wooden spike. When she reached to get a better grip, it tore, but she was beyond caring at this point.

      She put her second arm up and wiggled her feet up the floor-turned-wall when she heard the gut-wrenching snap. The front half of the building gave way and tore free from the standing side that shifted uncomfortably into the running river. The falling side crashed into the river and slid another seven feet into the water before stopping. Part of it poked out of the water.

      Anna’s feet dangled over the edge. Falling into water from fourteen feet up wasn’t fatal, but the chunks of sharp wood and other stabby things below were. She balanced her weight on her forearms and pushed up, feeling pointed wood scrape against her belly. Almost losing her grip on the slippery edge, she made it inside of the house, or what remained.

      The steps had burned away, and the walls were black and burnt, ready to be blown down by the slight breath of the Big Bad Wolf. Anna pressed her front to the handrail and scooted down the stairs. The fire on the first floor was still very much alive. It danced on tabletops and kitchen counters. Black mist clogged the place. The building supports yawned and threatened to collapse. Anna sent her boot against the charred front door. The action reminded her of the cuts on her ankles. It jolted up her whole leg. With the front of her wet shirt covering her mouth and nose, she took a few paces back and charged the door. It rattled but didn’t break. She shook her head and readied another strike. The building groaned again, but this time the danger was obvious. The flame-scarred walls bent in as beams tumbled. Implosion was imminent.

      Anna charged shoulder first, knowing that she had one shot at breaking that door before the building broke her body. She let out a war cry of sorts and punched the door with her shoulder. It flung open violently, sending Anna careening to the muddy grass, and the building collapsed into a heap of burning wood.

      She crashed into a puddle, splattering herself with cold dirt. She sank her palms into the mud and pushed up. Her body trembled, and her elbows gave way, sending her chin back into the mud. Her muscles ached, and pain clenched her, but she wouldn’t give in. She pushed again, but this time someone caught her.

      Muddy, beaten, and tired, Anna turned her face up to Agent Rennard. His soft hazel eyes were wide and alert. His strong grasp gently lifted her to her feet. Anna followed the drops of rain running down his jackknife jaw and dimpled chin just as the storm began to die into a drizzle.

      “Took you long enough,” Anna said, relieved and smiling weakly.

      His warmth wasn’t just welcome. It was needed. Rennard smiled softly. “I was ready to run in after you.”

      Sirens screamed. Police cruisers and fire trucks skidded to a stop at the front yard. A few poncho-wearing officers stepped out of their vehicles in awe. Anna pried herself away from Rennard and turned back to the riverside house. It was a smoldering ruin of steamy wood, not even fit for a dumpster fire.

      Sheriff Greenbell marched across the grass with a sullen face. “How the hell did you escape that?”

      Anna shrugged, not able to think of what to say.

      The white-haired sheriff put his hand on her shoulder and frowned. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Both of us,” Rennard interjected.

      “He was here,” Anna refocused on the task at hand as she sat on the back step of the ambulance. “Him and the girls.”

      “Will we be fishing them out of the sea?” Greenbell asked.

      Anna shook her head and winced as the EMT treated a cut. “No, just the evidence. Or whatever survived. I got pictures on my phone.”

      She felt the front pocket of her slacks. Gone, along with her gun. She cursed under her breath.

      “You shouldn’t have gone in there alone,” Greenbell scolded her. “This could’ve all been prevented.”

      “He would’ve heard us coming from miles away. Sound travels out here, and so do flashing lights,” Anna enlightened him, knowing that he knew these facts.

      “What matters is that you’re alive,” Rennard said, the blood gone from his face as he looked at the pile of smoking junk.

      “Any news on the Mitsubishi?” Anna asked.

      “We’re still looking,” Rennard replied. “If the guy burned this place down, he can't be far.”

      “Right,” Sheriff Greenbell agreed. “I’ll get my boys to start turning over rocks out here. If he has the girls, we can’t afford to let him past state lines.”

      The EMT stepped back and looked at Anna. “You don’t have any broken bones, but you still need to go to the hospital.”

      “I’m not spending the night there, but I’ll certainly go.”

      “I’ll keep you in the loop,” Rennard said as the EMT closed the first door.

      “I’m counting on it,” Anna grinned at him, wishing he was still holding her. The ambulance wasn’t a fraction as warm. Its double doors closed.

      

      Fire trucks killed what little remained of the flame. Sergeant Mathis wasted no time getting divers and tow trucks to pull out large chunks of walls from the river. They fished out file cabinets and burned furniture. Most of the documents were water damaged, burned, and soggy, but they recovered what they could alongside a family photo missing a few members, the dog cages, dozens of ring boxes, a self-help DVD, two chairs, a bed frame, and the carton of milk in the mini-fridge. Most of the surviving fingerprints were partial at best.  

      A police chopper flew over the surrounding woods in search of Cain and the girls, but only found treetops kissed with the orange and yellow of autumn. Either Cain had gone underground or escaped in his car. If the latter, Greenbell had an unmarked cop car on every road out of town.

      Anna left the hospital, stitched up, bandaged, and bruised, with a bottle of painkillers jiggling in her pocket. Her father had brought her a fresh T-shirt, pants, socks, and undergarments from home.

      “Have this, too,” Richard said, struggling to pull a cell phone from his pocket.

      “But this is yours,” Anna reminded him.

      “The only people that call me are my family,” her father explained and extended the arm holding the phone. “And this is the answer to that call.”

      Anna took it and texted Rennard and Greenbell her new number. She gave Allen a call as well, letting him know that she was okay. Her father’s old Chevy bumped down Main Street and through the red brick historical district of Van Buren. The buildings conjoined to one another, boasting Victorian architecture. The musty smell of the Arkansas river filled the air. The sky had cleared up nicely, and she rested her elbow on the rolled-down window. For the briefest moment, it felt like there was not a problem in the world. Then, Anna blinked and she was home. Her body ached, she craved sleep, but her niece and the heart of Van Buren were still missing.

      They ate spaghetti and meatballs, peppered with spices with a Caesar salad on the side, just as her late mother’s cookbook described. Evan sat adjacent to Anna while Grace faced Richard.

      Her brother wore his bent-billed hat. His eyes were cold and droopy while specks of soot-colored hair grew out beside his furry goatee. Grace’s hair was disheveled, and her alluring eyes seemed to stare out into nowhere more times than not. Richard looked the same. His short gray hair curled under his frilled fishing cap, and his alert gaze seemed to stay ever focused. Anna had her hair cut to a short length that hugged her head, with a couple inches down her neck. She missed her silky brunette locks, but her business required something more practical.

      “I’m thinking about going to the Bahamas.” Grace broke the silence and her bread roll. “You’ve been there, right, Anna?”

      “Can’t say I have,” Anna admitted.

      “A honeymooner’s paradise for all the silicone girls and their rich old boyfriends,” Grace cracked a smile at Evan and took his hand. “I used to hate those people, but that sounds pretty darn nice right now. Also, it will give us a chance to make love somewhere other than your high school bed.”

      Anna and her father traded glances before continuing their meal.

      “Sure, babe.” Evan lightly squeezed her hand and ate with the other.

      “Lily’s not seen the beach yet. It will blow her little mind.”

      “Sure, babe.”

      Grace crinkled her brows. “I’m serious.”

      Evan turned to her. “I know,” he said angrily. “Once we get Lily back, I don’t care if we go to Alaska. Whatever will make you happy, or our daughter happy, and gets me as far away from this town as I can.”

      “I’m doing my best,” Anna felt obligated to say.

      “You don’t need to remind me,” Evan replied coldly. “I’ve been looking into those people, by the way.”

      Anna had forgotten she had hired him. “And?”

      “The critic is a lonely woman who’s enjoying the perks of online dating, and the art museum curator may or may not be a kleptomaniac. They don’t got Lily and probably don’t have an inkling of who does.”

      Anna twisted spaghetti around her fork. “Figures. Any of them try to skip town?”

      “No,” Evan said with frustration.

      Grace put down her fork and looked at her untouched plate.

      Anna lost her appetite as well. She felt like she was back in the sinking house again.

      Her phone rang. It was Rennard.

      “We got something big.”
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      The towline pulled tautly and rattled in the water. The coil on the back of the truck hummed as it pulled the two-door Mitsubishi from the river. Water cascaded out of the vehicle’s underbelly as its wheels eased onto dry land. There was no license plate, and evidence of a cadaver remained to be seen.

      “How did you find it this far down the Arkansas?” Anna looked over the wide river winding down the far southern portion of the town. The water snaked for miles between Van Buren and Fort Smith, the larger of the towns, and cut into green pastures and autumn-touched trees where they stood now.

      “A mile back, a gas station camera caught it. The owner gave us a call when he reviewed last night’s footage,” Rennard explained. He stood next to a few other officers, watching the towline do its job. “None of the following roadside or traffic cams caught anything, so I thought we’d go fishing.”

      They peeked inside of the driver's side window, seeing a cement block crushing the accelerator. The backseat didn’t have anything but wet seats.

      “He must’ve ditched it after I escaped the house.” Anna stepped aside, allowing an officer with a pry bar access to the vehicle.

      “Cain knows we're onto him,” Rennard said with shaky confidence. “He’s burning bridges.”

      The trunk opened with a loud pop. Inside was a full sink of water and a submerged spare tire. Anna took a breath, feeling a semblance of relief as she thought of her niece. At least he hasn’t burned every bridge.

      “You think he’s going to skip town?” Anna asked as she moved to the front of the car and jotted down the VIN at the driver's side seat.

      “If I were him, I’d go.” Rennard walked over to Anna. “How did you find his house anyway?”

      “Strife’s videotapes,” Anna said, being reminded of the hours of horror she subjected herself to, the screams of all those girls and her own abuse. Suddenly, she became lightheaded. “They... worked together in the latter years.”

      Rennard thought for a moment before asking, “Was there anything else on those tapes?”

      “Nothing damning against Cain apart from the photograph of his house.” Anna handed the VIN to one of the officers. “Let’s find out who this car belongs to. It probably won’t be Cain, but it may lead us somewhere.”

      And it did.

      Larry Treeman. They pulled up to his two-bedroom duplex in a rural area of town and gave the door a knock.

      “Police, open up,” Officer Ashburn shouted. Sweat glistened on his wrinkled forehead and stained the pits of his uniform. After a few moments of quiet, he gestured for the Kevlar-wearing officer wielding a black battering ram.

      It took one good hit to burst the door open. Anna waited outside, watching the policemen vanish into the dusty residence. The bulletproof vest that was snug against her torso gave her flashes of her time in Miami—back when corpses and persons of interest were a dime a dozen and her life was run on black coffee and adrenaline. Though it was rural and quiet, Van Buren felt the same to Anna these days. Maybe Grace was right. Going to the Bahamas didn’t sound that bad. Not at all, Anna smiled shyly to herself.

      Grassy yards spread far and wide around the surrounding lower-income duplexes that were shades of brown with slanted roofs. Swarms of gnats congregated above rain puddles. The mucky water captured the brilliance of the sunset.

      Ashburn exited the dark doorway of the house. “We got a body.”

      The boy was in his twenties, and by the abundance of flies on the corpse, he’d been dead for at least a week. Cause of death: blunt force trauma to the head. The black bruise was smooth, and it may have been the same baton used to hit Grace, only this time it was fatal.

      “No one smelled it?” Anna scrunched her nose, harshly reminded of how the dead stank.

      “He’s the only person living in the duplex now,” Ashburn said, flashing his long torch over a few open beer cans, a Hooters pin-up poster, and a gaming console. “College kid.”

      Anna excused herself and vomited on the lawn. Maybe it was sleep sickness, maybe it was the stink of death, or it could be that Cain kept getting away with everything he did. Anna wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, concluding it was all three. The forensic team arrived and, without surprise, found no fingerprints, no tire tracks, and no trace of the man’s presence. Anna had begun to suspect a ghost.

      Back at the bullpen briefing room, they reviewed the whiteboard cluttered with dozens of new photos. First of the ruined house, then of the objects within, and finally of the murdered boy. The car had its own photo, too, not like it meant anything.

      Anna sipped her coffee, allowing its strong smell to overtake that of death. Sergeant Mathis, Agent Rennard, Sheriff Greenbell, and a few other officers/forensics analysts were with her. The usual suspects, she joked internally. Days without rest and multiple near-death experiences made her surprisingly loopy.

      “The house was 1342 Clemons Lane,” Mathis pointed out, his bulldog-like face aimed at the crowd of seated officers and consultants while his finger pointed at the ruins of the house. “We had to dig deep to find that one, but we know the last known owners were an accountant named Terrence Jenkins and his wife, Rose. They were killed in a car accident in ‘83, and the house was bank-owned until ‘02 when it was bought up by an anonymous party. We made a few calls and quickly learned that the lawyer who made these transactions is living out his retirement in Paris, France. He has no interest in speaking to us.

      “Of the few residents that live on the street, none claim to have ever seen anyone around the house during the day. The closest report to any suspicious activity was a light in the upper window sometime last year. Thanks to Anna Dedrick, we know that this is the home, or a home, owned by our abductor, Cain.” Mathis nodded at her.

      “What do you mean a home?” Greenbell asked with his hand folded on his lap.

      Mathis pointed to a taped-up photo displaying torn and water-damaged documents. “These are property papers alongside a few listing purchases and sales by an anonymous party to an anonymous party across the state of Arkansas.”

      The properties he went over were as small as three-acre fields to as big as condemned foundries and rail yards purchased over the last twenty years.

      “The guy has money,” Rennard thought aloud.

      “We’ll be probing each one of these properties, leaving no stone unturned,” Mathis said in his commanding voice. “Cain has gotten away with these hijinks long enough. It’s time we put him to rest.”

      The men in the room nodded and murmured in agreement with one another. Anna raised her hand without bending her elbow. Mathis gestured for her to speak.

      “Did the Jenkins have children?”

      “Yes. A son and daughter that were put into foster care after the accident.”

      Interior cogs turning, Anna straightened her posture and bounced her eyes between her fellow officers. “Maybe it’s a long shot, but what if one of Jenkins’s kids bought the house?”

      All eyes turned to her.

      “I found a family photo in the Jenkins’ house and an aged dining room table with old engravings. I know a property like this is one hell of a hideaway, but it could have sentimental value to Cain. What’s more sentimental than your childhood home?”

      “It’s worth looking into,” Greenbell admitted.

      “Agreed,” Mathis said. “We’ll see if we can’t find out who these kids are and where they are living. In the meantime, get suited up. We’ve got over twelve properties that we need to have searched and secured. Every second counts. By morning, I expect Cain to be in cuffs or a coffin.”

      Anna waited until the rest of the attendees had cleared out before approaching Mathis. “I want in.”

      The bald sergeant crossed his arms over his broad chest. “I’ve let you get away with more than you can imagine. Where we’re going is unknown and dangerous.”

      “What else is new?” Anna retorted. Her tired eyes shone with newfound vigor. “I’ve shed blood for these little girls. I’ve gone to places and seen things I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. I have to see this through, Sergeant.”

      Mathis looked at her, his face unreadable. “You stay in the back—”

      Anna smiled, knowing that she won.

      “—and you let us work. And for the love of Pete, stay out of trouble. I’ve got enough paperwork as is.”

      “Moral support it is then,” Anna replied. “But I’m still going to need a gun.”

      The locker room in the Van Buren Police Department was small and crowded. Anna slid into her Kevlar vest and tightened the Velcro with a grimace. A thumping pain echoed down her stomach to her toes. When the lady officer beside her turned her back, Anna drew out the bottle of painkillers and downed one. It didn’t do much and made her head feel like a balloon in water. She put her tactical boot up on the bench and pulled at the laces, allowing the boot to eat her foot. The cut on her heel was not as bad as she had thought, but it annoyed her with a steady sting. After rolling up her sleeves, she clipped the borrowed pistol onto her belt. It was a black beauty. The weight felt wrong in her hands, though.

      “Don’t you lose it,” Mathis had warned her. “Or you’re buying me two new ones.”

      Anna didn’t need him to remind her. She’d counted all she’d lost on this job, and it drove her bonkers. Her truck, her gun, her ignorance, and her word. The last hurt the worst. She had promised Trisha and Avery Rines, Mia Santos, Grace Kendale, Evan Dedrick, and herself that she’d find Keisha Rines and Lily Kendale. Almost two weeks into the investigation and she was barely hanging on to her life.

      The task force separated into three squads, each with their own list of addresses. Choppers lifted into the air like onyx dragonflies and soared through the night sky, their thermal cameras keen on tracing heat signatures around the properties.

      Anna loaded into a SWAT van and was seated as far away from the door as possible. She felt benched by her coach, even though she knew the role she had to play. Observer and consultant. Whatever. Her blood rose when she thought of the innocent girls, chopped and mutilated, and the sketch of the man named Cain. The new lead gave Anna a high she hadn’t felt since the Dade County Human Trafficking case where she learned the meaning of hard justices. Stepping out of that southern Florida townhouse soaked in blood, tasting its copper tinge in her mouth and knowing it was not her own. Mobs of cameras flashing over her own drenched flesh and the drowsy fourteen-year-old girl she held. She thought she had escaped the rush back in the Sunshine state, but Cain had rebirthed it with a vengeance.

      The bodies of the men and women armored in Kevlar, kneepads, and elbow protection swayed in unison with every turn. Their shoulders bumped into Anna, and she into the wall that divided driver and passenger. Tires rolled, and the team waited in silent expectation. Anna was disappointed not to have Rennard by her side, but he had been put into another transport going west.

      The van eased to a stop, and the team craned their neck to the door. They got the okay.

      “Go! Go! Go!” One man shouted as the doors swung open.

      The SWAT team dispatched one by one. The van rattled with every hurried step and leap out the back. After they had all gone, Anna scuttled through the van and landed on the grass.

      At the end of a winding dirt road, tall sentry trees concealed the cabin home. The place smelled green and sappy. ATV tracks and game trails split out into the towering oaks and pines, vanishing in the splendor of the hazy mountains darkened by night. Red and green radio tower lights blinked in the distance. Crickets chirped, and shrubbery rustled. With hunched backs, steady rifles, and a portable battering ram, the SWAT team moved up to the front door. Anna followed behind, keeping a safe distance and an eye out for danger.

      The cabin was simple, clean, and inviting. All it needed was a wisp of smoke billowing from the chimney and it would’ve been picturesque. Tonight, the windows cast no light, nor did the lamp hanging by the entrance. Cool wind jiggled the dangling wind chimes.

      The team lined up on either side of the door, and without so much as a word, bashed the door open. The place had been furnished with a leather recliner and fluffy couch, a patterned rug, and an elk’s head mounted above the inactive fireplace. It smelled of pine needles and nature. Flashlight orbs danced around the room like fairies as the team crept across the wooden floor.

      They searched the kitchen, which was stocked with beer and soda, with little to no food or trash. They crossed into the master bedroom with a large bed, dresser, and shower, and then they searched the guest room containing a single twin bed and side table. The pictures decorating the halls were of various predatory beasts, mountain ranges, and relaxing ponds. The squad traveled upstairs and found another guest bedroom and a closet full of mothballs. A series of generators that powered the place and a stack of firewood was piled by the chimney’s corner. After twenty minutes of searching, the team returned to the main room and lowered their weapons. Someone flipped the light switch that didn’t work anyway.

      “Dead end,” one of the men said.

      “It’s a vacation home,” Anna thought out loud. “Someone he’s close to must know about it, or he would’ve used it as a safe house. The guy is hiding somewhere secret, someplace where he’s in control. Like the Jenkins’ house but not.”

      A few sentries were called in to watch the cabin and start searching for evidence. The rest of the team returned to the van and headed off to the next location.

      Anna bounced her leg as she mentally prepared herself for their second stop. Not finding Cain right off the bat made her nervous. Was he toying with us? she wondered. No, she argued with herself. He couldn’t have known that Strife had the photograph displayed in his videos or that any of the documents survived the fire. But the situation made her uneasy.

      The next stop was far seedier and thus more promising. The SWAT team fanned out across the scrapyard as a chopper passed overhead. They navigated through the labyrinth of discarded cars and scraps. The SWAT team swept their rifles and shotguns inside every window of the neglected ‘90s automobiles that filled the lot. Rats scurried through rust holes and missing doors, and cushions hinted at the occasional part thief. The lights were burnt out, dust-coated the security camera lenses, and portions of the chain-link fence had been cut away by scavengers.

      Anna kept her eyes peeled. Shadows danced and moved as gun-mounted flashlights scanned the area. Nocturnal critters rustled out of sight. Anna kept alert when she moved around rusty piping and jagged edges that prodded her toward the center of the yard.

      The SWAT team appeared out from the metal maze and faced the owner’s trailer, a white rectangle with square windows and metal steps. The squad positioned themselves by the window and door, keeping concussive grenades handy. A gloved hand counted down. Three. Two. One. The door burst open. The team flooded into the room, laser sights dancing. They searched the restroom and side office, by the couch, and under a conspicuous rug for any trap doors. They turned up nothing until they reached the desk.

      One of the squad members had already pulled the binder out of the locked drawer and placed it on the metal desktop when they called Anna inside. It had a white cover and an inch-wide ring. Using the tip of her finger, Anna opened it. Photographs filled the plastic sleeves. Images of Keisha Rines.

      The eleven-year-old African-American girl had a wide smile and walked beside her parents. The next photo followed seconds later with her kneeling down to tie her shoe. Anna recognized the cafe in the background. They were on Main Street. The next few photos followed Keisha down the road. She never looked at the camera. The next three sleeves in the binder followed the little girl in different outfits, going to and from school. She wore dresses some days and casual tees in others. The photographer followed her to her home, snapping photos through the window of the house and of her eating her dinner, unaware of the stalker separated by a few centimeters of glass. She was younger than Anna realized. The pictures must've been before her last concert tour at least a year ago. He’d been planning this for a long time. But why was Lily’s abduction so rushed?

      As she flipped through the binder, it became clear that there were no photos of Lily Kendale. All of them showed Keisha leading up to the night of the abduction at King’s Opera House. The last image in the binder had Keisha curled up in a dog cage with her eyes shut. She was skinnier than what her parents had described and was dressed in loosely fitted yellow pajamas. A bandage was wrapped around her pinky stub. The rest of her fingers were still intact. Anna checked the binder again, looking for some other tell or clue, finding nothing else in the stalker’s scrapbook. She rubbed her forehead and dialed Rennard.

      “That’s something, at least,” the agent replied after hearing her news. “Most of the listings we’ve explored are abandoned… apart from the hobos. We’ve found a few of those. The guy has a lot of land; he’s just not using.”

      “That’s what I noticed, too,” Anna admitted. “Maybe it’s to throw us off his trail.”

      “By keeping us on his trail? We have at least a dozen listings. One will get a hit; I’m sure of that.”

      Anna looked down at the binder and the pictures of Keisha. They were a progression of sorts, every time he got closer to the subject until he finally had her. “To build his confidence, the abduction of Keisha Rines was clean, calculated, and safe. He spent at least a year following her before he struck. Likewise, each time we cross off the wrong location, he has more time to prepare and more boldness to do so. The closer we get to him, the closer he gets to us.”

      “If that’s the case, why was Lily’s abduction messy and almost improvised?”

      “Because…” Anna thought back to the ski-mask-wearing stranger staring at her through the Hikers Middle School camera. “Because the success of Keisha’s abduction made him cocky. He didn’t need to build himself up with perfect prep work; he was already confident in his abilities. Now that we’re on his tail, he’s reverting to his old ways. These decoy properties are his way of regaining control. Mentally, if nothing else.”

      “So when we actually find him—”

      “He’ll be bold enough to do whatever he needs to survive.”

      Anna heard a second voice on Rennard’s phone. “... we found something…” Rennard put the phone back to his mouth. “I gotta go. There’s—BAM! BAM! BAM!”

      Gunfire. A bloodcurdling scream. Sudden silence.

      “Rennard!” Anna yelled into the phone.

      The line died.

      Horrorstruck, she turned to the SWAT team in the trailer with her. A few moments later, the leader of the squad got the call. They shared a final look with one another and then rushed outside.

      The armored van sped down the road, whiplashing the passengers at every turn. Hearts pumped , and tires rolled. Anna kept her hand on her holstered pistol, her eyes wide but looking nowhere.

      “Alpha squad team has been hit,” Mathis said to the squad leader. “We’re sending you in.”

      The brakes squealed, and the van stopped. The back doors flew open, and the squad poured onto the wet earth. Above, parted steel clouds revealed a crescent moon. A chopper cut across it and circled the perimeter like a night hawk. Puddles of mud and patches of dying grass occupied the spaces between solitary railcars, sprawling corroded tracks, and condemned red brick buildings with shattered windows and profane graffiti. Stringy weeds grew out of the cracked pavement, and rainwater puddled around the nonfunctional turntable at the yard’s center with an ominous and unmanned control hut. A failing chain-link fence boxed the area. “No Trespassing” signs clung to its rust.

      Anna recognized the place. Smithson’s Train Yard closed in the forties after the Van Buren train business became an attraction. Smithson’s was never more than a few buildings and was far enough away from society that taxpayer dollars were allocated to more pressing issues. “Whoever bought it,” her father had said when Anna was a child, “would be buying all the junk and more.”

      It appears Cain could care less about the junk, because nothing in the place had been touched in years, excluding metal stolen by prospecting scavengers. Her father had a case here once, she remembered Richard telling her. A small-time drug runner with an excitable trigger finger fled into this very yard. He put a bullet in his own head when the cops swarmed him, but not before navigating the many nooks and crannies throughout the yard. Nearly four decades later, things had gotten worse. Jagged metal and years of neglect had made it a hazard better left unexplored, but Anna would flip the world upside down if it meant finding her niece. However, orders kept her back at the van, watching the SWAT team cut across the yard and travel toward Alpha’s parked armored van.

      One grabbed ahold of the vehicle’s handle and pulled the doors open. The seats were empty, but it didn’t seem like there were traces of blood or a struggle. Stomped grass suggested travel to the far building. The chopper swirled overhead like a bird of prey, but if it had picked up any heat signatures, the team of technical cops would’ve slowed their advance.

      Using hand signals as the primary form of communication, they neared the ancient brick building. It stood three stories high and had wide glass windows, some of the lower ones shattered by rocks. The team spread out across the perimeter and slipped inside from multiple points of entry. Their flashlight beams bounced inside, hinting at their location.

      Anna stirred in her boots. She watched the building anxiously but was sure to keep aware of her surroundings. It seemed like hours had passed, but she knew it was only minutes. She waited for Rennard’s call. It didn’t come. The flashlights disappeared deep within the building, and Anna felt alone.

      She bounced her weight from foot to foot. The Kevlar became progressively more agitating against her torso. Her heart wouldn’t let up , and she chewed her lip nervously as she thought of every horrible scenario. Then they came true.

      The loud pops echoed through the train yard, yet the action was hidden in the dark of the building. Muzzle flashes flickered on the second floor. The chopper ignited its spotlight and brightened the side wall. Anna took a few steps forward, her eyes bouncing from window to window, tracing the flashes. Then, after a few seconds, she was once again alone in her worry. The chopper doubled back, moving its spotlight across the yard like a heavenly beam, but only catching grass and cracked mud.

      Anna waited for the front door to reopen, for the SWAT team to exit with Keisha and Lily, but the doors betrayed no hint of opening, and the building had become as black as the night.

      She dialed Mathis. “Do they have him?”

      “Bravos pinned. The guy’s a snake, Dedrick. He keeps moving from room to room and claims to be using one of the girls as a shield.”

      “Which one?” Anna begged for an answer.

      “It’s not clear. Charlie team is on the way. Hold tight. Your involvement will only complicate things.”

      Anna chewed her lip and replied slowly. “Understood.”

      “Thanks, Dedrick. I know it’s not easy being on the sidelines, but help is inbound.”

      When the call ended. Anna looked up at the chopper circling the night sky. When it went for its second revolution, Anna dashed across the yard and didn’t stop running until she reached the back of the second building. Hands resting on her knees, she took a moment to catch her breath. Sorry, Mathis. She waited for the opportunity to reach the side of the building and seized it without a second thought.

      A thick chain coiled through the foot of the side door like a rusty, fat snake, one of its links broken by a bolt cutter. Alpha team’s work, most likely. With a metallic screech, the door opened, and she slipped inside.

      It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to inky blackness. When they did, she moved slyly through the hall. The storehouse’s purpose was to catalog train parts and the like, but now it was an empty memory apart from the broken ceiling light glass Anna crunched beneath her boots. Musty air clogged Anna’s lungs the farther she pressed into the building. The thick coat of dust covered everything she passed and aggravated her sinuses. She moved by a few small storage closets and stifled a cough.

      Swinging doors opened into the main hub of the first floor. It had a huge gate, tracks curving through the concrete, and ample room for storing train cars, though it was largely empty now, barring the support columns that reached to the floor above. Anna peeked inside, spotting no one. Turning back, she moved to the stairwell to the second floor where the muzzle flashes had been spotted.

      Anna stepped up the stairs with her gun raised. She reached a long hall lined with offices. They contained tin desks, metal chairs with hardened cushions, and filing cabinets akin to the ones at the sunken Jenkins’ house. The helicopter made another round, casting its bright light through the window. Anna stayed away from the godly ray of light, fearing the sniper posted in the heli’s side door would mistake her for an enemy. When the spotlight drifted away, Anna dashed past the window and deeper into the building.

      At the end of the hall was a sliver of light slipping through the crevices. It partially illuminated a large room filled with crates and stacks of wooden boxes. Blinding light flooded the room from the far side, causing the smallest objects to cast a long shadow across the cold floor. Anna pressed her back against a six-foot box. Cautiously, she squinted toward the source of the light. A half a dozen floodlights were positioned in the shattered window office at the back of the room. They shone so bright, it washed out Anna’s vision.

      Bam!

      A bullet whizzed by. She couldn’t tell if it was directed at her. The barrage of light drowned out the barrel flash. Anna couched behind her cover. That’s how he got them, Anna thought. Halfway through the length of the room, all the boxes had been cleared and left an opening where the light could shine its brightest. Most of Alpha squad scattered in this no man’s land, probably the ones Cain caught by surprise when they got close.

      She looked around, spotting a few familiar faces deeper in the room. The surviving members of Bravo squad were hunching behind similar cover, waiting for a chance to shoot Cain. One man nodded at Anna when he saw her and made a daring sprint to an adjacent box. A hail of bullets spat from behind the floodlights and dropped the man. He writhed on the ground like a wounded horse until death took him a moment later. Anna’s jaw dropped.

      “Another person moves and I kill the girl,” a disoriented voice said through a megaphone. “I don’t make threats. I make promises.”
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      Anna trembled. Elbows bent, her hands held her gun a few inches from her chest. The high precision beams sliced through the room and accentuated drafting dust particles in the stale air and the crimson puddles growing beneath the Alpha team. Was Agent Rennard among them? Anna dared not look.

      Her widened eyes shifted between Bravo team’s leftovers. There were at least four of the squad members remaining, and all were scattered throughout the windowless room. By their pattern, they must’ve moved in tactically to flank Cain but found themselves pinned behind the same type of sketchy cover behind which Anna hid. Shotguns and ARs were held snug in their gloved hands while flash and stun grenades were attached to their belts. The throw would be far and hazardous and probably land short of the office. After all, the room was directly above where the trains were stored and boasted a wide girth.

      One of the SWAT team members looked at her. Anna remembered sitting by him in the van. He had a square face with a flat nose and a pad of brown hair on his otherwise shaved head. Moving his hands with purpose, he gestured to Anna, telling her to get out. To retreat. As much as she’d like to, Cain’s threat—no, promise—pinned her behind a wooden crate on the far right of the room. Her gut told her she shouldn’t stay here, but she couldn’t bring her body to move.

      The square-faced SWAT member was displeased when Anna signaled him back.

      “I want every one of you to put down your weapons and step out with your hands in the air.” The megaphone echoed through the corridor-like room in a mockery of the police’s order.

      Anna held her breath. Stress sent her blood rising. She thought of her sweet blonde niece. A shy girl didn’t deserve such a fate. She also thought of Keisha, the prodigy of Van Buren, who would never play again. Cain may have one or both of them behind those lights. Any stray bullet could hit the wrong target, and everything Anna had sacrificed would be rendered useless. He could be lying. He may not have the girls with him. She eyed the closest cover, a sealed crate toppled on its side. She hunched low and gestured to a SWAT member. He acknowledged the plan and knelt into firing position.

      “Send one of the girls out, and we will comply!” the square face man shouted to the floodlights.

      Gunfire blasted from the distant office, and the SWAT member ducked. Bullets blew fat holes through the crate next to him. Wood chips and sawdust burst into the light. Anna dashed to her new crate and landed harshly. She squeezed the elbow she knocked against the floor and peeked her head over the box. Straining her eyes, Anna spotted the outline of a figure pacing beyond the wall of illumination. She looked for the girls but didn’t see any other movement.

      “Psst.”

      Anna ducked down and turned around, seeking the voice. Behind a pillar four yards away, a welcoming face peered at Anna and waved his hand. A sheen of sweat glistened on his face, and dust powdered his vest and trousers. Anna looked back around the floodlights and then to Agent Rennard.

      “How did you get over there?” she whispered, feeling some stress leave her body.

      “Carefully,” he replied as quiet as the wind and mimicked an Army crawl.

      “Does he have the girls with him? Did you see them with your own eyes?”

      Rennard frowned. “He said, but I haven’t seen any.”

      Anna rubbed her sore elbow. “Is there a back way in?”

      Rennard shook his head. “The room is a death box.”

      The news punched her in the gut. She looked at the entrance only a few yards away but fought her instincts. “We need to kill the lights.”

      “It’s risky...” Rennard whispered back. “I’ll call backup. Have them send their own to drown it out.”

      Gunfire roared throughout the room.

      “Drop. Your. Weapons!” demanded the voice behind the megaphone. “Or I kill them both!”

      “Please!” A child's soft voice resonated from the office.

      Anna felt a bead of sweat rolling down her face. Her legs cramped from crouching, and the vest constricted her torso. She thought of the girls Cain had, the ones he’d hurt and ones he would hurt.

      “We can’t wait,” Anna told Rennard.

      Dread swept over the dashing agent’s face. He nodded in agreement.

      Anna signaled the other SWAT team in the room. “Aim for the lights,” she mouthed.

      They gestured the message between each other and slid their fingers on their triggers. A few drew out flash grenades.

      Anna’s lip quivered. It was the product of fear, anger, and an explosive burst of adrenaline.

      They counted down from three.

      Anna’s heart pounded so violently that she thought it would pop when they reached—“One!”

      Instinct. She twisted around the crate, gun raised in unison with the rest and shouted. “Lily! Keisha! Get down!” It’s up to you now.

      A deafening blast of gunfire tore through the room. Volleys of bullets raged against the floodlights, shattering the glass bulbs and enveloping the room in blackness like someone had snuffed out a candle.

      Stillness.

      Flashlights clicked on beside Anna. Half of her body leaned out from behind her crate as she scanned the far office with her gun. She stared at the line of broken floodlights. They had pipey necks and damaged square bulbs. Metal barn doors had channeled their light beams. She traded looks with the rest of Bravo team and Rennard before rising out of cover. Her legs became weak, and her head weightless. The squad walked through the room, stepping around and over warm bodies.

      They slowed before the broken windows of the wide office and aimed their guns inside. There were a few desks and cabinets. An empty chair lay flat on the floor. Anna’s shoulders slumped, and she allowed herself to lean on the wall. A gateless vent in the wall called to her with its big mouth of blackness.

      Rennard touched Anna’s arm, causing her to flinch, but didn’t say anything.

      “He’s playing us,” Anna caught her breath.

      “Be that as it may, he’s still in this building and the girls are with him.”

      “Room clear,” the man with the square face said. “No sign of suspects or hostages.”

      Anna forced herself to stand properly and reloaded her pistol. “Buddy system?” she suggested.

      “You need to leave,” the SWAT member interrupted with a heavy frown. He bounced his mossy green eyes between Anna and Rennard. “Both of you. Frankfurt and Cole, escort them outside.”

      Two of the other SWAT members nodded at them.

      “We can help,” Rennard protested.

      Anna locked eyes with him. “That’s my niece in there.”

      “This isn’t negotiable.” the man turned his back on them and joined the other three survivors by the vent. “I will have no more deaths on my conscience.”

      One in front and one behind, Frankfurt and Cole herded Anna and Rennard out of the office, past the corpses, through the box cover, and into the hall.

      “We have nearly a dozen officers down,” Rennard grumbled. “They need us.”

      They crossed into the windowed hallway. Outside, police cruisers barricaded the train yard while two helicopters swirled under the moon and stars. It seemed like the whole force was fanned out across the yard. You’re a private investigator, remember. She stared at her feet, moving across the stained and scuffed gray floor. Musty air clawed inside of her throat. Guilt ate at her chest. They bounced down the stairs.

      “There’s nowhere for him to run,” Rennard said in an attempt to comfort her and himself.

      Storage closets lined the hall. Anna kept her eyes peeled, unsure if the vent could’ve dropped into one of the five rooms.

      The voice was high-pitched and fear-ridden. “Anna!”

      Lily! Anna twisted back to the swinging doors that led into the main hub of the first floor.

      “Get them out,” Cole told Frankfurt and approached the double doors. His steps were sure, and his rifle was ready.

      The SWAT member behind Anna pointed to the exit door down the hall. “Go. Now.”

      Rennard, a heavy frown on his comely face, turned to the exit before noticing that Anna hadn't moved. Her mouth was parted, and his gaze was locked on the distant SWAT member. His gloved hand pushed against one of the swinging doors while his other arm kept the rifle steady. Silent, he slipped through the threshold, allowing the door to swing shut behind him.

      Frankfurt yanked on Anna’s biceps, twisting her back. He growled and loomed above her. He opened his mouth to speak when the double doors kicked open and smacked the outer walls. The black shape of a man stood in the opening only long enough to make out his black ski-mask, black fleece, black pants, and black rifle in his hand. Behind him was a hog-tied little girl with golden locks squirming on the dusty floor.

      Anna didn’t have time to think when the shooting started. She could only drop herself to the hard concrete and cover her head. Frankfurt thrashed with every hit he took. His shotgun discharged into the ceiling, and he tumbled backward to the floor. Crawling on her belly, Anna slipped into a nearby room.

      Rennard glanced up from behind the man’s body and aimed his pistol at the swinging doors. Face sprinkled with blood, he shouted to Anna, “You hit?”

      Anna pushed herself up to her hands and knees and examined her dusty vest. “No. You?”

      “No.” Grimacing, Rennard slowly rose, keeping his gun aimed at the double doors. “He slipped away.”

      “I saw Lily,” Anna said, almost not believing her own words.

      “Me too,” Rennard breathed rapidly.

      The doors returned to their stationary position. Anna stood fully. She started toward them with her finger on the trigger and moving from closet-to-closet. Rennard groaned behind her. His breathing got louder.

      Anna paused, unwilling to look back. “You’re hit, aren’t you?”

      “... yeah,” the agent admitted.

      Biting her lip, Anna twisted herself around. The butt of the bullet twinkled in the gut of Rennard’s vest.

      “It’s only a bruise.” Rennard smiled weakly. He struggled to stand up straight, and his eyes watered. “Ah, who am I kidding? It hurts like hell.”

      Anna stared at him for a moment. “I’ll keep him distracted. Get help. Everyone.”

      With determination, Rennard nodded.

      Not another wasted second, she pressed through the double doors. The room was long and tall with columns running down the side of both walls. Dust danced in the air as a chopper’s spotlight flickered through the small upper windows. Anna maneuvered between columns. Cole’s body was left like waste on the ground, a cut on his neck and his gun missing.

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Anna pulled back her head as bullets bit chunks off the concrete column. A gagged cry sounded from a corner of the room. Anna twisted out and took a few shots, purposely missing. Cain fired back with a vengeance, forcing Anna to move from cover. She spotted him briefly, hoisting Lily onto his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. His blond hair flowed down his black jumpsuit like a waterfall of gold. She screamed beneath her gag. Anna dashed to the next column. Cain used more rounds of his automatic rifle.

      “Tell me what you want, Cain,” Anna shouted. “Help me understand.”

      Another burst of fire.

      “I can help you!” Anna bargained and fired a round in his direction. “We can negotiate!”

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Anna ran to the next column. There were only a few remaining. “Reinforcements will be swarming this room within minutes! You don’t have any more plays left!”

      Cain’s chuckle bounced through the rafters of the room. Anna leaned out from cover and pointed her pistol. The room seemed still and quiet. She scanned the opposing columns. Lily’s gagged crying quieted.

      Anna followed every shadow but saw no movement. “Cain?”

      She traveled around the opposite column, gun raised. No one. She sped through the room, feeling all hope leave. She looked up and down but found only shell casings and a few strands of golden hair. None of the doors had opened. The windows were too high. Anna cursed, noticing the subtle square outline on the concrete door.

      Her phone rang. She quickly answered and held the cell against her shoulder and ear. “What?”

      “You need to get out of there, Anna,” Rennard said on the other end. “They found a bomb.”

      The exit doors were only a few seconds away. She could run. Be safe. The trap door beckoned to her. “How much time?”

      “Not enough!”

      Anna inhaled sharply and rubbed her hand over the trapdoor until she felt the latch. “There’s an underground tunnel. I’m going to see where it leads.”

      “Anna.”

      Seven ladder rungs led to a dimly lit corridor. “I’ll see you on the other side, Rennard.”

      “Anna, wait—”

      End.

      She turned around and traveled down, feeling the cold touch of polished metal as she shut the hatch. Her feet hit solid ground again. Amber tinted lights were bolted down the long corridor-like torch sconces. The soft, steady dripping of water echoed from far away. Anna moved with one foot in front of the other, looking over the smooth construction. It didn’t match the rest of the train yard. About forty feet in, the ceiling rumbled. Cement chunks tumbled through the trapdoor behind her, and the lights flickered and died, leaving Anna in complete blackness.

      Anna felt for her belt and withdrew her torch. Holding the flashlight under her pistol, she continued deeper into the corridor and toward the constant dripping. Her breathing kept her company. The tunnel grew colder, but Anna was drenched in perspiration. She wanted to strip away the vest but knew that would be foolishness. The end came into view, and she hated what she saw. A T in the corridor. A choice at the end of the straight path.

      She looked to the right and at the void-like path beyond. The left path told the same tale. I choose the wrong one, Cain gets away. A pit formed in her stomach. Her intuition turned suddenly silent, and she had to make a simple choice. Left or Right. Fifty/Fifty. Another game.

      Shaking her head, she stepped to the right and stopped. She turned back and shone the flashlight down the left. She cursed under her breath and twisted back to the right. A glimmer. A strand of blonde hair a few feet closer to the left corridor. There was no wind in this tunnel. It fell where it fell unless Cain used it to throw her off the trail, but he would only do that if he expected her to survive the blast. In that case… she stopped her dragging train of thought and sprinted down the left corridor.

      The phone she borrowed from her father had no bars this far underground. Once she found first light, she’d call Rennard. Tell him where she was and get a search chopper. The corridor went on, but it finally came to an end at a black door with the phrase “His gifts were not pleasing” scratched into the metal.

      The octagonal room had a series of lightbulbs dangling from the ceiling. Their insulated cabling spread chaotically above Anna like a brood of vipers and vanished into little holes in the corner of the upper wall. Lily coiled in on herself like a fetus at the center of the black room. Her long, blond hair fanned out across the glossy black floor. She wore yellow pajamas like the ones Keisha had on in the scrapbook, and her pale, milky skin contrasted with the walls around her.

      “Lily?” Anna scarcely whispered. She shuffled into the room. The flush floor seemed to wobble as her legs carried her to her unmoving nine-year-old niece.

      The same suffocating feeling from Jenkins' house grabbed Anna’s aching heart. A certain sinister sensation lingered in the atmosphere. She traced the light around the room and ended at the girl. Beyond her was another black door with a series of symmetrical discs running in lines down its face.

      Anna went to one knee. She kept her gun aimed at the door ahead and used her other hand to touch Lily’s shoulder. A warm sensation tingled in Anna’s fingertips. She rolled the girl to her back. Her eyes were closed. She had a soft, angular face like her mother and a little sloped nose. Anna hovered her palm over her mouth. A breath. Suddenly, there was hope.

      “Lily, get up,” Anna whispered.

      Anna shook the little girl, but she didn’t wake. A distinct, sharp smell wrinkled Anna’s nose. Chloroform, Anna knew at once. It hung on Lily’s lips.

      Behind. Footsteps, ever so light. Anna twisted back. The top of her pistol-wielding hand smacked between Cain’s chest and right arm. He closed it in his armpit like a bear trap. The extendable baton in his left hand swung at Anna’s head. She ducked, narrowly avoiding the ball-tipped rod.

      “You should’ve used your gun, arrogant—!” Anna slammed her shoulder into the man’s chest.

      The glossy floor fell towards them, and Cain’s back slapped against it. His baton rolled from his grasp, and Anna lost her flashlight. She fought to pull her right arm out from his grip to no avail. She discharged the pistol into the ground. The ski-mask wearing man flinched but only held on tighter. His left hand slapped against Anna’s ear while her left hand pressed down against his face. He yanked on her short hair, pulling her head to the side. She let out a cry and squashed his nose with the palm of her hand while her knee pounded his groin. He grunted through his teeth and wrapped his legs around her hips. In a swift motion, he rolled himself on top of her, switching their positions.

      Anna shot into the air. Glass rained down upon Cain’s head and back. Anna’s left hand pushed up against the man’s chin, forcing his head away. His left hand drew the knife from his belt. The blade glimmered in the light of the unmanned torch. Its deadly point stabbed down and opened the side of Anna’s vest and shirt. She removed her hand from his jaw and gripped his wrist, wrestling against the knife.

      He hunched his face down. She caught a whiff of his foul breath and locked on his bright green eyes. His slimy tongue flopped out of the mask’s mouth hole and worked its way up her cheek and over her eyebrow. She squirmed. The memories of Edger Strife’s basement triggered in her mind. Her muscles tightened. Her legs kicked out in every direction. She resisted Cain’s knife-wielding hand and won a few inches. The weight of the man’s body pressed against her. The pistol barrel wiggled under Cain’s armpit, getting lost between his arm muscles and ribs. His gloved fingers folded around her pistol-wielding forearm, stopping the escape. Anna’s heart raced. She squeezed the trigger.

      The bullet hit another glass bulb, but not before ripping open the flesh on the side of his ribs. He contorted in pain and pushed himself off of her, scurrying to his feet. She aimed the pistol up at the ominous figure. The toe of his laced-high boots smacked the top of her hand, sending the firearm across the room. She rolled to her belly and swiftly crawled after it. A burst of pain shot up her back as Cain jammed his knee into her spine. He pinned her to the floor and raked the blade down her back in long stripes. His foot kicked the flashlight into the far wall.

      Anna reached into the dark. The blade point tore open her vest over and over again in a beastly fashion. Anna’s fingers found a cold handle. Cain grabbed a fist full of Anna’s hair and jerked back her head, exposing her throat that pulsated with every rapid breath. The whites of her eyes grew bright as cold metal kissed her soft skin.

      “Goodnight, Anna,” Cain whispered innocently.

      Anna swung her arms back over her head. The baton thumped against his skull, and Cain howled. He recoiled away, squeezing the crown of his head with clenched, crying eyes. Anna let the club fall from her fingers as she snatched the pistol from the smooth floor. She twisted back, shooting. Bullets pinged against the slamming metal door. She forced herself to her feet and grabbed the handle. Locked. She twisted and tried the other black door. Locked.

      “No, no, no, no!” Anna pleaded and charged the door. Wham! She staggered back and shook off the pain. Getting another running start, she slammed against the riveted metal. Her vision blurred, and her head and arm throbbed. I’m not dying in here, she promised herself and charged. Her body ricocheted to the floor. She found her footing and slammed into the unrelenting metal for the fourth time. She sank to the floor, aching, the wounds from earlier splitting open. One bullet remained in the pistol. With a click, she slid the magazine back inside. The flashlight rolled with the motion of hands.

      A weak moan escaped Lily’s chapped lips. On her hands and knees, Anna crawled across the floor and helped the little girl sit up.

      “Where…” Lily’s shy voice trailed off as she studied her bandaged hand, the room, and Anna in a dream-like state.

      Anna wrapped her arms around her and pulled her bony body close. “I’m here.”

      Lily turned her large eyes up to Anna. “Where’s my mom?”

      “She’s… she’s safe.”

      “I want to see her,” the little girl begged.

      “You will,” Anna smiled sadly. “I promise.”

      Lily reciprocated Anna’s embrace with a warm hug. “Is the bad man gone?”

      “Yes,” Anna replied.

      “Forever?” Lily asked with watery eyes.

      Anna pursed her lips for a moment. She squeezed Lily tightly as her flesh realized the room’s cold temperature. “No… but you’re safe. That’s all that matters now.”

      “He said that if I ran away,” Lily sniffled, “he’d hurt Keisha more. H-he said that he will never stop hurting little girls.”

      “We won’t let that happen,” Anna said with comfort and defiance.

      Lily nestled her head against Anna’s vest and shut her eyes. “Mom said that if I have a bad dream, to shut my eyes and think of a faraway place. A place special to me.”

      Anna let her own eyelids close and imagined a warm beach on a sunny day. Her father Richard running through the sand wearing beige swimming trunks and a khaki fishing hat, sitting beside a cooler of beers. She saw Grace and Evan lying on adjacent collapsible chairs, enjoying the sweet baking heat of the sun. Lily was there making sandcastles. She waved to Keisha, Trisha, and Avery Rines, who were setting up their sun umbrella a few yards away. Anna sat and let the grains of warm sand slip through the cracks of her fingers. Soothing waves crashed in front of her. She waited for the tide to rise so she could feel the refreshing water on her toes. Agent Rennard plopped down next to her and lay on his back. He locked his fingers behind his head. Anna joined him. Together, they watched clouds drift overhead.

      “I’ve been closing my eyes for so long,” Lily admitted in her sheepish voice. “B-but the bad dream never ends.”

      Anna’s eyes shot open. She looked around the black, octagonal walls around her, her hand close to the gun, and wondered how long her flashlight would last.

      

      They found the hatch in the middle of the woods a half-mile away from the rail yard. It had been masked by a camo net and an inch of dirt. Without the agent’s tip, the officers wouldn’t have bothered to search this far out, but here they stood, looking at the fruit of their labor. With a crowbar, they pried it open and shined a light down into the hole. One of the officers looked up at the sun, sighed, and climbed inside. The rest of the men in uniform followed.

      The corridor stretched far and straight. It seemed to trap the cold, and a rhythmic dripping resonated from some unknown crack in the ceiling. Alert, they followed the trail to the fork in the darkened corridor. One side directed to a distant pile of rubble while the other ended at a black door. Guns up, they separated and worked their way through both sides. The lead officer stopped before he reached the black door and touched the adjacent wall. It was cold like the rest of the corridor, and the shade of paint was a hue brighter. He pushed it open, and it leaned into a small hidey-hole of sorts that contained a breaker switch. He picked up on the odd wall, taking quick note of the texture, weight, and creases. Styrofoam, he knew. It had been carved out and measured to conceal the hideaway.

      The other officers tried the black door and cursed its existence. It took a good hour before the locksmith arrived and another thirty minutes before the lock was cracked. Finally, the door opened into an octagon room painted floor to ceiling with a coat of black paint. Exposed lights hung from the ceiling, but the switch was in the hidey-hole. Below lay two bodies huddled together.

      The officer cautiously moved toward them. He reached out a hand, but before he could blink, the tan woman had a pistol aimed at his face. Ruffled brown hair spiked out in all directions. Her veiny eyes blazed with anger, and her cheeks were gaunt from hunger. The other officers raised their weapons at the feral woman in retaliation. Suddenly, she lowered her handgun. The officer took it from her cold hands and passed it back to a colleague.

      Keeping her eyes on the officers, the woman shook the little sandy-haired girl beside her. The girl’s frail body wiggled with the movement, but she appeared to be lost in great sleep. The officers traded harrowing glances with one another. One offered the woman a hand. She didn’t accept and waited for the little girl. The officer called over a friend and, together, got the woman to her feet. She turned her back to the little girl as they guided her through the black door. Then, like Lazarus from his tomb, the little girl sat up and turned her head between the officers. Strands of golden hair and tears streamed down her dirtied face. A female officer lifted her and carried the weeping child through the long hall.

      The officers steered them down the corridor and up the metal rungs jutting from the cement walls, all the while perplexed by the markings carved into the back of the woman’s Kevlar vest. Four lines with a slash it. Tallies, five in total, signifying a countdown or something worse…
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      Rain gushed from iron clouds and pattered on the tops of roofs, umbrellas, and Cain’s sickly green 1983 Mercury Marquis. He watched water cascade down the French-inspired fabric awnings of his favorite café, La Fleur, and puddle at the drab gray curbside. Like the rest of the shops running down Van Buren’s historic district, La Fleur was a part of a larger brick building that covered an entire block. At every lot, the roof jutted up and down like crooked teeth, and on stormy evenings like this one, its red brick exterior looked the color of crusted blood.

      Cain’s gloved hands held the steering wheel as he watched Rachel, the barista, wipe down a table with a wet rag. She was a short, shapely woman whom Cain had grown fond of over the years. Every morning, when he ordered his specialty latte, she’d serve his mug with a little napkin and a genuine smile. Some days she’d inquire about his readings, whether it be Tipitaka, King James, or the Yellow King. Other times, she’d slide into his window-side booth and vent about her boyfriend, Brad. Cain didn’t like Brad, but he’d decided against killing him. Despite the toxicity of their relationship, the boyfriend’s ill-timed demise would shatter the soft-spoken barista and prove to be a hollow victory for Cain. Brad was too old, male, and far from a prodigy. He didn’t fit Cain’s criteria.

      Rachel tossed the rag on the bus cart, rubbed her forehead with the top of her supple hand, and sighed. Brad problems, Cain concluded and felt an angry sickness in his core. He missed her drama, lattes, and body he’d never gotten the opportunity to explore.

      The commercial break ended and, following a three-second musical cue, the pompous talk show host returned. A frown sank Cain’s long face and his fingers twisted the radio dial.

      “It’s been a whirlwind of a week for our God-fearing country,” the host ranted. “Cain—the Butcher of Van Buren as some call him—has blighted this community with murder, kidnapping, mutilation, and honestly, talking about this little man makes me sick. If I had it my way, I wouldn’t even give him airtime. He’s not worth a breath, and when he’s found and—fingers crossed—executed, I’m petitioning that we erase all records of this slime from our history books and studio backlogs. He’s doing this for fame, people, and I refuse to give it to him.”

      The corner of Cain’s lip twitched. Fist-clenching pain rattled his head from the cracked, pus-filled lump on his crown.

      “However,” the host continued. “It’s my obligation, my responsibility, to inform the people, to warn the people about this cesspit of a human being who takes little girls, like Keisha Rines, Lily Kendale, and countless others, and abuses them, cuts them, and uses them to taunt our community. I won’t stand for it, and neither will my guest, the brave and courageous Sheriff Garrett Greenbell. Thank you, Sheriff, for being on the show and for working sleeplessly to keep our town safe.”

      “The pleasure is mine,” the sheriff replied. “I’ve been serving our community for thirty-two great years, and I can say in full confidence that the terror of Cain is coming to an end. The Van Buren PD and I are working around the clock to find and detain this criminal. We’ve confiscated his properties, canceled his credit cards, locked his bank account, and most importantly, released his true identity to the public. The man has nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, and is living on borrowed time.”

      “Tell me, Sheriff, how did you uncover Cain’s identity?” the host asked.

      “We discovered that he’d been holding the captive girls in his late parents’ house, so we sought the offspring of Terrence and Rose Jenkins. Searching the foster care system between 1973-75, we found Wesley Jenkins and his sister, Sherry. Wesley’s blood type matched the type we procured from the Smithson’s Train Yard, and his face aligned with multiple of our suspect sketches. More damning, we found an automatic rifle in his home that was used in the train yard shootout.”

      Outside, umbrella-protected locals dashed down the sidewalk, laughing. Cain boiled and switched off the radio. He took the car out of idle and rolled down the slippery street, driving by King’s Opera House. I am Icarus, he thought as a warm tear of blood trickled out of his ball cap, through his thin hair and down his neck.

      In a developing neighborhood, Cain eased the four-door sedan to a stop and listened to the rain tap on the car’s roof. It was a gentle sound, but it did nothing to calm him. Groaning, he popped open the glove box and removed the dusty package. The tip of his gloved thumb brushed across its sealed crease as if the cardboard were precious porcelain. He pinched the tab, peeled it open, and removed the fake ID and flip phone. He stowed them in the inner pocket of his saddle-colored field coat and discarded the box in the back seat. Before closing the glove box, he grabbed a cloth-wrapped object.

      The storm was dying down slowly, but the all-encompassing clouds darkened with nightfall. Cain looked both ways on the street, eying the other suburban-style homes outside of Fort Smith, Van Buren’s sister city. He bounced up the curb and passed through the soaked lawn. The residence before him was a shell. The foundation had been laid, the roof placed and the walls erected, but it still lacked electricity, paint, and furnishings. The incomplete house had not been his first choice for sanctuary, but it was inconspicuous and, after the news had broadcast his face, temporary. Cain used the garage to get inside the gloomy building.

      Large holes were open on kitchen countertops, waiting for cold granite slabs. All around, wind bowed in the plastic sheeting that sealed the windows. Rain droplets raced down the plastic’s opaque canvas, and a chilling breeze leaked through an invisible breach. The floor creaked under Cain’s tennis shoes. He held the cloth-wrapped object tightly and approached the basement door. Gently removing the chair from under the doorknob, he opened the door and peered down the rickety steps and into the black pit beyond.

      Something shuffled within, much larger than a rat.

      He walked with quiet steps, just like how he had when he escaped his foster father’s notched belt. As he descended deeper into the abyss, he reflected on how odd it was that his cravings began so many years go. It took him a long time to realize it had started with his little sister Sherry. She was so perfect, Cain thought jealously. Both of his foster parents knew it and even after his gifted sister was found strangled in the woods, Cain’s new parents still loved her more.

      The scurrying grew louder, followed by muffled cries that he’d heard countless times. Cain reached the bottom of the steps. Faint light streamed down on him from the open door above. Through the void, he could see the outline of the little black girl strapped to a chair. She was a doll with frizzy hair, big almond eyes, and a little button nose. Like a squirrel in the middle of the road, she froze when Cain neared. Her bandaged hands painfully clenched the chair’s arms. Cain knelt before her and opened the folds of cloth on the cement floor. One flap at a time, the knife within revealed itself. Its handle was made of an elk’s antler, and the blade had dark liquid waves in the metal.

      The girl struggled, teetering her chair. The whites of her fear-filled eyes beamed in the darkness. A rag muffled her cries.

      “Shh…” Cain comforted as he gripped the blade’s hilt and thought of his sister.

      The child pianist pulled back her head as far as she could from the knife’s point. The abductor frowned as he recalled how far he had fallen. He reminded himself why he chose his name. For my gifts are not pleasing unto God.

      

      With a mountain of paperwork on his desk and his head in the clouds, Sheriff Garrett Greenbell swiveled in his rolling chair. Decades of hard work were finally paying off. Law enforcement is a thankless job, his father told him once. It felt good to prove the dog-faced drunk wrong. He twisted the ring on his finger and smiled inconspicuously. To continue his streak, all he had to do was catch the bastard and save the girl, and then Greenbell would go national. Students in law enforcement and criminal psychology would study this case for years to come, and there, right next to the picture of Cain, legally known as Wesley Jenkins, would be Sheriff Garrett Greenbell with his white, spade-shaped beard, silky hair the color of snow and a fierce expression on his face.

      Too many times heroes are snuffed out by villains, he’d tell whatever talk show personality, live and in front of millions of viewers. I aim to give those unsung heroes the recognition they desire. People would admire, love, and respect him, and those would only be the initial perks of immortality. Unlike Anna Dedrick, he wouldn’t waste his fame becoming some washed-up private investigator. No, no, no, he’d use it to raise awareness for the environment or some other hot button issue in today’s media.

      Thinking about how Dedrick detested her fame made Greenbell scoff in frustration. He returned his attention back to the desk and fished a pen out of a pen-filled mug. He brainstormed as he pulled out a form from the crooked pile. Cain’s properties were clean, but he has to be hiding the Rines girl somewhere else. He remembered Keisha’s wide smile from when they had met at the King’s Opera House the night of her abduction. A friend’s house? Can’t be, they would turn him in. How about abandoned properties? Greenbell recalled a few seedy places around town.

      The phone rang. He picked it up and pressed the cold plastic against his ear. “This is the Van Buren Sheriff’s Department, Greenbell speaking.”

      The voice on the other side was quiet and angry. “Keisha Rines is dead. You and Dedrick failed. The girl’s blood is on your hands.”

      The sheriff jolted up in his seat. “Who is this?”

      The line went dead.

      “Hello?”

      He could feel his heart beating and his mouth dry. It took him a moment to process, and then he ran out of the office and into the hall, too preoccupied to hang up the phone.

      

      Cain snapped the sim card with his gloved fingers and then the flip phone with both hands, tossing them out the driver's side window. The abandoned broken plastic bounced on the wet asphalt beside the car’s discus rims. He pressed the gas pedal. The sickly green 1983 Mercury Marquis drove away from the dark, hollow house, escaping the developing neighborhood without going one mile-per-hour over the speed limit.
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      Yesterday's rain left the black asphalt glossy and the air humid. Like the silicon in Anna’s IV bag, water dripped steadily from damp yellow leaves. The tired investigator held the metal tree as the needle pinched her arm. The pain was nothing compared to the persistent aching that plagued her malnourished being. Though she’d only spent two days in that black hole, she felt as though she’d lost pounds of muscle and fat, and the skin on her cheeks had sunken to outline the structure of her face.

      From under the shaded awning, she watched the family of three climb out of their dinky sedan. A small, involuntary smile crept up Anna’s face when Evan approached. He wrapped one arm around her, squeezing too tightly, but Anna voiced no complaint.

      “I’m going to miss you, sis,” Evan said as he let go of Anna. Though he was thirty, Evan’s dark eyes had crow’s feet, and little gray hair spotted his straggly goatee. Unlike Anna, his tan was that of a farmer’s, and through the opening of his plaid shirt, his skin color could be seen changing from tawny to pale. With seriousness, he said, “My offer still stands, you know.”

      Anna had thought long and hard about her brother’s proposition. There wasn’t much else to do in the hospital but think or watch mindless television. Anna did her fair share of both but didn’t have a decision until now.

      “I’m staying here in Van Buren,” Anna confessed.

      Her brother didn’t do well hiding his disappointment. His sleepless eyes made Anna feel guilty of some unknown crime.

      “Dad needs me,” Anna clarified, thinking of her father and his failing memory. “Besides, I have my practice.”

      Evan cast his eyes down at his muddy boots and nodded with a frown. “I’m only looking out for my sister, that’s all.”

      “And I appreciate it,” Anna replied softly.

      Grace closed the car’s back door and shielded her eyes from the morning sun. Her nine-year-old daughter, Lily, clasped her hand tightly. The child’s face lit up when they joined Anna and Evan under the hospital’s front door awning.

      Grace hugged Anna and kissed her on the cheek. “Oh, God, Anna. I— We can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done. For Lily and us.” She hugged Anna again, more passionately than the last. “Please, come along. I feel weird taking your money and not inviting you.”

      “If I wanted to go, I would’ve said it,” Anna lied. “Besides, it will give the three of you a much-needed vacation.”

      Grace looked Anna in the eyes intently. “Anything you need—”

      “It’s okay,” Anna interrupted. “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “You saved my daughter’s life,” Grace exclaimed as if Anna didn’t remember spending days underground with her niece, Lily, unsure who would die first of starvation or thirst. “I owe you everything. And the gift… I’ll be sure to pay you back once Evan gets a job.”

      “Please,” Anna took the woman’s hand. It felt warm compared to her own. “It’s yours. All of it. I don’t want it back.”

      With a finger, Grace wiped away a tear and thanked Anna. But before they could say goodbye, Lily rushed in and wrapped her arms Anna’s waist.

      “I don’t want to go,” the little girl protested.

      Anna felt the child’s bony figure against her own. She should be in a hospital, Anna thought but didn’t feel it was her right to criticize the parents. After all, she wasn’t a mother, the only lover she knew was work, and right now, he was being neglected.

      Anna ran her fingers through Lily’s soft blond hair. The girl had an angular face like her mother and hazel eyes like her father. She would grow up to be pretty, Anna could tell, and hoped to be a part of her niece's life once her career steadied. Giving them what Avery and Trisha Rines had paid her had set Anna back a healthy sum, but it seemed like the right thing to do. Her heart ached when she thought of the Rines. Maybe she could succeed with her brother and his family, where she had failed with the Rines and their daughter, Keisha. She could only hope.

      Lily turned her doe-like eyes up to Anna.

      “I’m going to miss you, too,” Anna confessed. “Go on, it’s time for you to get going.”

      “But…” The little girl’s lip quivered as she fought back tears.

      “I’ll visit you, I promise.”

      Sniffling, the little girl agreed and forced herself away from Anna. She held her bandaged hand in the place where the pinky and ring fingers once were.

      “Come on, sweetie,” Grace called her daughter and headed to the car.

      Lily followed behind with rapid steps, taking the time to turn back to Anna before climbing onto the back seat.

      Evan stayed with Anna a moment longer, sighing. “I know we shouldn’t have her out of the hospital yet, but I couldn’t stay in this gutter of a town any longer. Not with that SOB still on the loose and not with all the recent memories. I should’ve never come back. Neither should you.”

      In light of recent events, Anna was inclined to agree with her brother but kept her opinion silent. “Where are you going to go?”

      “I don’t know…” Her brother kicked a stone, shoved his hands in his blue pockets, and looked up at the cloudless sky. “Tennessee? North Carolina? Wherever, we’ll find a hospital for Lily, make sure she’s all healed for our vacation in the Bahamas and then put her in some sort of therapy. Like the type Mom and Dad put you through.”

      “It might help,” Anna said with uncertainty. “But things don’t stay buried forever, especially bad memories.”

      Evan frowned. He took her advice with a bitter taste. “I’ll talk to Grace about it. I just want Lily to live a normal life.”

      “Unlike us?” Anna joked to lighten the mood.

      Evan smiled. “Yeah.”

      Her brother said his final goodbye and ducked into the driver’s seat. While Grace typed in the GPS, Lily pressed her full hand against the window.

      Anna waved back, and the car rolled away. She spent a few more moments outside and took a deep breath. A strong drink would be nice. She fought the temptation when she looked at the portable IV tree beside her. Apart from a few chirping birds, it was a quiet morning. It almost seemed like the universe had moved on from the dread of the last two weeks and life returned to normal. If only Anna could do the same. She thought of King’s Opera House less than two miles away and returned to the hospital. The dummy wheel on her IV tree spun chaotically across the scuffed tile floor, but the device stayed its course.

      Anna twisted the doorknob to her room, replaying the investigation in her head. She closed her eyes, thinking of the black octagonal walls that surrounded her beneath the abandoned train yard. The fear was raw and real, like a festering wound. She trembled those days, expecting Cain to enter and finish what he had started. But the abductor never came. He had left Anna and Lily in the darkness to die. The gun Anna held contained a single round in the chamber. If the little girl had passed, would Anna have used the bullet on herself, starved, or fed? She didn’t know her answer, and that scared her white.

      Anna entered the room, expecting to spend her day watching local news anchors bicker about Cain but reveal no new information regarding his whereabouts or Keisha’s. Instead, she found herself staring at FBI Agent Justin Rennard, who sat in the chair beside the hospital bed. He had thick brown hair, a clean-shaven face with a dimpled chin, and eyes that were easy to look upon. He stood at Anna’s entrance, but Anna beckoned him to sit back down. His black FBI jacket scrunched as he returned to the chair.

      “Hey,” Anna said, plopping down onto the edge of the bed. The door shut behind her.

      Rennard shifted in his seat. He hesitated to speak but forced out the words. “Cain called.”

      Anna’s pulse quickened, and by the downtrodden look on Rennard’s face, she knew bad news was about to follow. “Did he hurt her again?”

      “He said...” Rennard’s eyes glossed over. “He said he killed her.”

      An invisible vacuum sucked the air from the room and Anna’s lungs. Her hands trembled, but she didn’t know if it was out of anger, fear, or dread. She asked, afraid to let her guard down. “Is there a body?”

      With pursed lips, the agent shook his head. “Only the phone call to Sheriff Greenbell. He hung up too quick to trace, but we have his name and face plastered all over. Maybe someone saw him.”

      Wesley Jenkins, Anna recalled the real name of the monster, but Cain was how she would always remember him. In the DMV photos, he was just some average Joe with thick, square-framed glasses and a blemish-free face that would get lost in any crowd. He stood at five-foot-nine, and in his photo, he wore a tucked-in collared shirt with a green tie. When Sergeant Mathis showed her the image, Anna anticipated a towering man with a sinister grin, black pits for eyes, and an intimidating look about him, but instead, she got a nerd with the fashion sense of a ‘70s accountant.  

      “He wears disguises,” Anna said, knowing full well that Rennard had the same thought.

      “It’s something at least,” Rennard replied with false hope. “The state has confiscated his properties, and he’s been put on the FBI’s Most Wanted List. The guy’s on the run. He’s going to make a mistake. They always do.”

      “So, that’s it?” Anna asked.

      Locking his fingers together, Rennard looked Anna in the eyes. “I’m afraid so.”

      Anna gnashed her teeth. A thought popped into her mind that caused her to pause her dread. “What about the markings?”

      Rennard crinkled his brow in question.

      “From my Kevlar vest. When Cain attacked me, he slashed tally marks into the back of the vest,” Anna explained.

      “Are you sure he wasn’t just trying to kill you? When I served, I saw people do all sorts of crazy things in a fit of rage.”

      Anna remembered how he had slashed the back of her vest like a hound digging a hole then yanked her head by her short brown hair. He placed the cold, antler-hilted knife on her throat. Realizing her impending doom, Anna slung back the metal baton and cracked the top of his head, causing Cain to howl, scurry out of the room, and lock her inside.

      “He was but… I don’t know,” Anna admitted. Her gut refused to believe in chance when she thought of Cain. “It could be a warning or a countdown. He’s only removed five of the ten fingers, remember. And according to his previous attacks, he always counts down from ten.”

      “But now that his identity is known, his jig is up,” Rennard explained. “By killing Keisha Rines, he’s severed all ties to the world.”

      “There’s not a body.”

      Rennard ran his fingers through his hair. “I want to believe Keisha is alive, too, but sometimes there’s no happy ending. Sometimes the bad guy gets away.”

      “You don’t need to remind me,” Anna snapped.

      They sat in silence for a moment.

      Anna broke the quiet. “Did he say anything else?”

      Rennard hesitated. “Nothing good.”

      Anna glared at him.

      Rennard huffed. “He said that you failed. That Keisha’s blood is on your hands. The usual taunts that are better left forgotten.”

      And yet, Anna couldn’t forget them.

      Leaning in, Rennard took her hand in his own. Memories of Anna’s own abduction replayed in her mind, but she refused to withdraw her hand.

      “I’m going to find him,” Rennard vowed in the way Anna had vowed to the Rines when their daughter was still alive. “Once I get back to Little Rock, I’ll ask the director if I can stay on the case instead of his putting me out in the field right away. If there are any developments, I’ll make sure I’m the first to know.”

      Anna slipped her hand away. “When are you leaving?”

      “This afternoon,” Rennard said and sighed. “It’s only a few hours’ drive.”

      Anna stood from the bed’s corner. “Well, agent…” She extended her hand; Rennard stood and shook it firmly. “I wish you the best of luck.”

      “Thanks, you too.”

      They had held on for a moment longer than was necessary. Rennard headed for the door and opened it. In the threshold, he smiled sadly at her and said, “Pleasure doing business with you, Ms. Dedrick. God willing, we’ll work together again.”

      “God willing,” Anna replied.

      Rennard stepped into the hall and away from Anna’s life.

      Anna buried her face in the palms of her hands. Her blood is on your hands, a voice told her again and again.

      By noon the next day, Anna checked out of the hospital. It had been nearly a week since Cain had vanished, and the locals of Van Buren had returned to their everyday lives. Schools were reopened, traffic filled Main Street, and every photocopy of Keisha Rines stapled to power lines wasted away in the rain. On her way to the police station, Anna drove past one poster whose color had been bleached by the elements. Half of the little girl’s face was torn away.

      “He’s the FBI’s problem now,” Sergeant Mathis said when Anna followed him into evidence lockup. He was a short man with a bald head, muscular body, and a uniform that clung to him like another layer of skin.

      “You’re still going to keep looking, right?” Anna asked as they stepped into the shelf-lined storeroom and slid the box onto the top shelf.

      “The case is still open, yeah. If you’re asking whether I’m going to spend resources looking for a girl that we’re eighty-five percent sure is dead, the answer is no.”

      Anna clenched her fist to keep herself from doing something stupid. “Have you checked everywhere?”

      “We’ve combed every inch of Cain’s properties. We found old DNA samples, forgotten receipts, and other damning evidence, but no girl and no Cain—Wesley,” he corrected and turned to Anna, wiping down his sweaty forehead with a hanky. “I’m sorry, Ms. Dedrick, but we have other cases that require our attention, we’re behind too much as it is.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” Anna asked eagerly.

      The man looked at her for a moment. His bulldog-like face was unreadable. “Move on,” he said gruffly. “You led us to the man’s identity, found his properties, and saved one of his captives. You’ve done your part, and, as I said before, he’s the FBI’s problem.”

      Anna turned to the box placed above the other collapsing and dusty file containers. It read Rines and the date. Mathis joined her in staring at the box.

      “I couldn’t have asked for a better consultant,” he said respectfully.

      “I didn’t save the girl. I didn’t catch Cain,” Anna replied.

      “You gave it your everything,” Mathis said. “That’s all we can ever do.”

      Together, they left the evidence room and listened to the lock click.

      Anna dropped off her Chevy Silverado at the local mechanic. She ordered a new driver’s side door to replace the one littered with Edger Strife’s bullets—one of the monsters that they had caught. She also bought a fresh coat of black paint to replace the scrapes on her side panels and hood caused by tree branches from when she’d crashed her truck. She got an alignment to straighten out the truck’s steering after driving up a train track to find Grace, who Cain had captured and let free, and the overall bill made her wish she hadn’t given away the Rines’ money. The repair would take at least a week, so she would be driving her father’s car.

      “Thanks for picking me up,” she said to Richard as he opened the door for her.

      He had a maroon Chevy that was old, big, and clunky.

      “Anything for my little princess,” her father replied. He wore his fishing vest, frilled fishing hat, and rubber wading boots. His face was aged and square with the beginnings of a white beard sprouting on his neck and jaw.

      “I forgot it was Sunday,” Anna admitted as she got comfortable on the hard, bench-like seat. The truck rumbled down the street.

      “Pastor reminded me,” Richard declared. “Nice guy, that one. I used to think he was hitting on your mother. We talked about it for a while over the phone, and he said your mother had the same concerns about me. Not that I was hitting on the pastor, but that there was some other woman. In reality, it was just long, late hours of being a detective.”

      Anna smiled. “You remembered all that?”

      “It’s that memory journal you got me,” her father said proudly. “I put Post-It notes in every room to remind me of it. Whenever something comes to mind, I jot it down.”

      “Are you getting involved with Pastor more?” Anna put on her aviator sunglasses.

      Richard shrugged. “Church was always more of Ashley's thing. The man calls every now and then and has a few of the old ladies send me casserole and green beans. They sometimes mix them together.”

      Anna chuckled for the first time in what felt like years. “Glad to hear you’re staying full.”

      Richard patted his lean belly. “Not too full.”

      “Big Jake’s?”

      A grin stretched from ear to ear on her father’s face. “Big Jake’s.”

      The restaurant's exterior had a black, dry wood look about it and a rectangular shape akin to an old Western saloon. The font and glowing red lettering matched that of a casino, and it bore the sigil of a horned bull’s skull. Inside, they feasted on river fish and hamburgers. They talked for hours about Evan, Grace, and Lily, the weather, Anna’s mother, and more. It seemed like the conversation would drift back to Cain’s case, but her father did well at redirecting Anna’s attention elsewhere, or at least he tried. It seemed like every few minutes she’d think of Cain’s words and the little girl she failed to save. She was glad Richard didn’t ask what was wrong. She would’ve hated to have lied to her father.

      After they finished eating, they headed to the cemetery. Autumn wind cooled the air and kicked up a few fallen leaves amidst the gravestones. Richard and Anna stopped before their mother’s resting place.

      “I’d like to visit her more,” Richard said as he looked over the fourteen-year-old headstone. He held his hat against his chest. His curly gray hair danced in the wind and the setting sun revealed the old scar on the side of his skull. “I don’t want to forget her.” His eyes watered.

      “You won’t, Dad,” Anna said. “You never will.”

      She dropped him off at home and drove to her office on 7th Street. She walked through the short hallway and stepped into her domain. There was a weird stigma to the place now after she’d watched Edger Strife’s videotapes here. Before, the stained rugs and faded orange blinds seemed to add to the seedy private investigator facade that she had unintentionally built. Tonight, it reminded her of Strife’s basement, where he held the underage girls and filmed his movies. She shuttered at the thought and searched her desk for a bottle of whiskey. The last one she had left at her father’s house, but there was a backup in the bottom drawer. To take the edge off, she said and poured a glass. Leaning against the desk, she took a sip. It didn’t go down easy, but the aching in her body seemed to lessen. Placebo effect or not, it helped, and that was why she put it back in the desk. A few of her friends in Miami got the taste for booze after a rough case and never beat it. If she were to take Mathis’s word to heart, she needed to let go of the crutch.

      She opened a cardboard box tucked against the side of the wall and unpacked it. It contained a framed photo of her and her friend Allen, who worked in forensics and always wore a Hawaiian shirt. It was at a bar that ran along the boardwalk. He had a drunken smile on his face while Anna grinned widely. She smirked at the memory and set it on her desk. That was before the Dade County Human Trafficking Case, before Anna was famous and had blood on her hands. Suddenly, she lost the will to keep unpacking. She pulled out the flip phone her father had loaned her and called the number.

      Forty-five minutes passed before the silhouettes appeared in the murky glass on her door. One male and one female. Anna opened her office to the Rines and let them step inside. Trisha was a short woman around five-foot, four-inches tall, with delicate features and alluring almond eyes. She wore an indigo dress, and her hair was silky and short, styled with classic elegance that accompanied her pearl earrings. Avery wore a suit the color of dark silver and frameless rectangular glasses instead of his usual clear contacts. He stood a head above his wife and had a well-structured face with high cheekbones and an intense gaze. Though they out-dressed Anna in her purple blouse and black slacks, they did not do well to hide their gloom. Their movement was slow and lifeless, and their eyes had a glossy sheen and tiny red veins that reached for their irises.

      “Thank you for coming,” Anna said and pulled out two chairs in front of her desk.

      Without a word, the downtrodden couple took their seats, averting their gazes from one another. Anna sat down on the side of the desk. “I wanted to say I’m sorry. I thought the apology would sound disingenuous over the phone. I know you’ve been kept in protective custody since… for a long time, and I thought I could answer any questions you had about the investigation.”

      Avery turned his eyes from his lap and glared at her.

      “My daughter’s not dead,” he replied like he hadn’t heard a word Anna said.

      “She’s out there,” Trisha added. “I know my baby is out there. Why are the police giving up? I’ve donated thousands of dollars to them, and the best they can offer is the FBI will handle it. Does that monster get to get away with everything he’s done? With tearing my family apart? With mutilating my daughter?”

      The woman wailed while her husband shook in his chair, like a gasket about to blow. Anna struggled to find the right words. “I want to find Keisha. I want to put Cain behind bars, believe me. But I don’t know how. The man who took your daughter has years of experience under his belt. God knows how many times he’s bugged out. I know that doesn’t give you comfort, but it's the truth. I’ve spent the last five days thinking about this. Whether Keisha is alive or dead, Cain is gone, and the knowledge of your daughter’s whereabouts went with him. I’m doing a crap job of expressing my condolences, but I’m trying to be as straight with you as I can.”

      Avery burst from his chair and shouted. “Do you know what it's like to lose a child? Every morning I get up and check the front door, expecting to find her or a piece of her, and every morning there’s nothing. The police do nothing. The FBI has nothing to show for their progress. A day ago, a filmmaker called, asking to feature me in a documentary if you can believe that. My daughter ain’t dead, and he wants to do the Memoriam of Keisha Rines! Be honest or lie to me, Dedrick, I don’t care. I just want someone to find my daughter.”

      Trisha hid her face in her hands while Avery hiked out the door, letting it slam in his wake. Anna took a breath, wishing she’d drunk more than a glass of whiskey.

      “She can’t be gone,” Trisha mumbled, disbelieving.

      The air in the room felt stale, and suddenly, the AC seemed to be failing at its job. “Mrs. Rines—Trisha, I’m sorry. I wish I could’ve done more.”

      The woman sniffled. “Y-you did what you could.”

      “I can reimburse you if you’d—”

      “No,” Trisha looked up at her, tears streaking the mascara down her cheeks. “Keep it. If you stay on the case, I’ll double the amount.”

      Anna smiled sadly. “I can’t take any more of your money.”

      “Why?” the woman asked innocently.

      “We need closure, and right now...” she dreaded the words she was about to speak. “This is all we might get.”

      Trisha didn’t cry, for she had no more tears to give. Her eyes pierced Anna’s soul as her husband stepped into the room. “Then find the bastard who did this.”

      Resting his back against the wall, Avery crossed his arms and waited for Anna’s response.

      

      Richard scribbled a passage into the journal his daughter had gotten him. It was a big step up from a composition notebook, with its nice leather binding and custom engraving: memory journal. In a world of technology and texting, he thought his daughter would expect him to make all his notes on the computer, but he was glad she didn’t. He’d forgotten the password so many times that he shunned the gosh darn thing. His large, calloused hands gently put the pen aside and read over the night’s events, making sure not to neglect the slightest detail. From the clothes they wore to the road they took, everything was crammed on the page. It made Richard feel like he was back on the job again, doing the after-case summary. Back when he and Greenbell worked together before their falling out. Richard had tried to explain that Sherry kissed him, not the other way around, but the sheriff’s mind was set and so was his fist. Richard felt his stubbled jaw, remembering the purple bruise he wore for weeks after. He turned to another page and wrote down that story before the details were gone.

      Setting the notebook on the stand beside his favorite recliner, Richard got up with an oof and walked a few laps around the living room as per his doctor’s request. I’ve been in this house for a long time. He knew, but couldn’t recall the exact number of years. He took his first turn around the couch and came up to the right side of the TV. The walls were painted white with a band of floral wallpaper that traveled across the den, ending at the threshold to the kitchen. It was one of the few things Ashley saved when they had moved in. The rest of the house had been repainted and re-floored decades ago.

      Richard passed by the TV that showcased a classic Western he’d seen a hundred times and stopped at the fireplace. Family photos lined the wood shelf above it. He ceased his recommended exercise and grabbed one of the propped-up picture frames. He smiled widely as his finger brushed away a paper-thin sheet of dust from the glass. He looked at himself: a dashing young man at the height of his career. He had thick brown hair that his wife loved and a bushy mustache common among law enforcement. Beside him was his youngest, Evan, dressed in the cowboy outfit he’d gotten one Halloween and wore every day during the following year. He must’ve been six or seven when the picture was taken. With one eye shut, he pointed his little silver revolver at the camera. Anna stood beside him, wearing a casual tee and capris. The twelve-year-old girl had a little mischievous grin and long brunette hair.

      Richard brushed his finger over the last person in the photo. Ashley. His soulmate, his everything that he’d lost fourteen years ago.

      He felt himself about to cry and turned away from the photo. Old age had made him soft, he felt. Like he’d become a child again. But gosh, did he miss Ashley. She was such a free spirit and funny, too. He was reminded of the time they picked the lock to Old Man Garner’s house and dressed up in his oversized clothes. “We’re thirty years old. We can’t be doing this!” Richard exclaimed as he laughed. “I’m an officer for Pete’s sake!”

      “And I’m your wife,” Ashley replied as if that justified everything.

      Richard had chased after her until they fell on top of one another, unable to breathe because of all the fun they were having. With the memory strong in his mind, he headed for the journal when suddenly there was a faint scratching sound down the hall.

      He stopped and turned around. The hallway was dark and ominous, seemingly endless when the lights weren’t on.

      “Anna?” he asked and put down the framed photograph. Behind the fake potted plant beside the front door, he drew out an old wooden slugger that felt weighty in his hands. He would’ve preferred his pistol, but that was in his room attached to the dark hall.

      Treading lightly, he flipped on the light switch and looked at the open door to his daughter’s room. Faintly, he could hear the whispers of wind seeping through the open doorway. “Anna, is that you?”

      His voice garnered no reply, and shivers tickled his spine. He straightened his back and made his resolve that of tested steel and passed through the hallway, decorated with family photos and inspirational quotes his wife had bought. He stopped a foot away from the door and peered inside. The light was on. Anna’s bed was unmade and untouched. Above her desk, the magazine cutouts fought against their tacks as the wind pooled inside. The window was wide open, and the night was black on the other side. There was another creaking sound, but this time from behind him. Richard steadied his breath and tightened his fingers around the choke of the hefty baseball bat.

      Remembering his time with the force, he glanced at a nearby photo. Reflected in the fogged glass was a figure in all black and wearing a ski mask, just like Anna had described.
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      Giving the ski-mask wearing stranger not a single second more, Richard twisted around at cyclone speed and sent the body of the baseball toward the man’s jaw. The stranger ducked and weaved like a boxer, narrowly avoiding the deadly kiss of the club. Glass and wood exploded into the hall as the slugger smashed into a family photo and punched a hole in the wall. Richard felt the force of the hit reverberate up his arm and into his shoulder. He locked eyes with the stranger, who, with the flick of the wrist, extended a two-foot onyx black baton.

      Richard had milliseconds to evaluate the situation, and then he swung the bat again. The stranger ducked below the slugger and sent the neck of his baton against the side of Richard’s knee. A bloodcurdling howl escaped Richard’s mouth. His leg bowed, and his shoulder smashed into another picture. Glass shattered. The stranger cocked his head, seemingly amused at Richard’s pain. Not giving the bastard another second of satisfaction, the old man flung the bat like a tomahawk. It twirled in the air and punched the stranger across the chest. He grunted and staggered, giving Richard enough time to twist and make for Anna’s room. Dead with pain, his injured leg dragged behind him, while the vigor of the fight pulsed through his veins in a way it hadn’t in twenty years. A curse and rapid footsteps approached from the rear.

      Richard got inside his daughter's room and slammed the door shut. It met resistance at the stranger’s forearm, and a shout of agony sounded on the other end.

      “Got you now!” Richard shouted and slammed the bulk of his being against the door that clamped on the man’s writhing arm. The man’s gloved fingers contorted into a fist. Richard let up his weight for a quick moment and then slammed back into the door. The stranger’s arm slipped away out of sight, and the door shut with a loud thud.

      The pain from Richard’s knee pulsed. He rolled his back against the door’s face as the stranger slammed against it on the other side like a hammer on an anvil. With every ram, Richard’s teeth clacked. His hand frantically searched the inner workings of his pants pockets and pulled out white puffballs of lint and paper hardened in the dryer process. He patted the small pockets on his vest as the banging grew more vicious. Where is it? His eyes went wide in terror. Where’s my phone? I swear I had it!

      The world seemed to spin. His breath quickened. Every hit against the door weakened Richard’s hold. He spread his arms out and curled his fingers around the frame, but that just seemed to amplify every thump that battered his spine. He needed something. A weapon. Anything! There was an old lamp beside Anna’s unkempt bed, tacks holding together the magazine collage, a desk with a computer monitor, a stack of aged CDs, and books from Anna’s middle school days. Across from that was a closet with a folding door. Perhaps his daughter had a weapon inside, but it was too risky to abandon his post on a wavering hunch. His fingertips slipped from the frame. He rediscovered the grip an inch lower. Sweat coated his body and glistened his wrinkly forehead. The cool wind brushed against him. He saw the open window. His salvation.

      When the stranger reeled back from his last hit against the door, Richard timed his escape. He pushed off his door and hurriedly limped toward the window. Smash! The door behind him burst open. Just a few more seconds! he begged as he grabbed ahold of the outer window’s gaping hole. He pulled with all his might to squeeze his torso through and got one knee in the sill when suddenly he was yanked back. The collar of his shirt cut into his neck. He gasped for air as he lost his balance. He thought he would hit the ground, but the stranger’s grip stopped a few feet above the wood floor and dragged him.

      Richard clawed his nails into where the shirt noosed around his throat. His other arm reached over his head and raked across the stranger’s arm. However, the long-sleeved jacket shielded the man’s flesh from Richard’s fingernails. Richard kicked his legs out in all directions as he fought for breath. He gagged as the window and Anna’s room got farther away.

      His hand groped desperately at the walls in the hallways, but nothing stopped his advancement. Glass crunched between the stranger’s boot, and soon, they were in the living room. The stranger released his grip and Richard slammed against the floor. His face was as red as cherry and tears poured down his bristly cheek. Rolling to the side, he took a breath. He tried to yell for help. An airless squeal escaped his lips.

      The stranger paced around Richard, pointing his baton at the old man fighting for breath. Without a word, the stranger brought down the club on Richard’s belly. The air left the old man, and he curled up on the floor as more swipes hit his arm, chest, legs, and gut.

      Richard commanded his body to get up and fight. Instead, he rolled onto his back. He demanded that his arms crawl out the front door, but they fell motionless at his side. He looked up at the ceiling and the white paint, the way he did when he and the kids used to play on the floor. Ashley would join them, too, and when they were all tuckered out, they’d look up at the ceiling and then to each other. She had such a wonderful wide smile, Ashley. Richard needed to write that down before he forgot. He forced himself to look over, to find his wife lying beside him, but instead, he saw the stranger, clad in black, walk into the hall and return with a canister of gasoline. Liquid swished around the inside of the metal can as he popped the cap. The potent stench filled Richard’s nose, the only part of his body that didn’t feel like tenderized steak.

      With long, fluid motions, the stranger marched around the room and splashed the walls and floors like he was an interpretive painter. He walked around Richard and to the kitchen, pouring a line of gasoline on the floor. Upon his return, he dosed the couch, TV stand, and finally Richard’s favorite recliner before stopping above the fireplace. He placed the depleted gas canister onto the floor beside him.

      Richard tried to crawl, but the pain was too harsh on his old bones. Who knew how many he had broken? I’m not dying here. I can’t. I haven’t seen Anna marry. I hadn’t seen my grandchildren grow. He bucked as he sat up and found he’d only lifted an inch. Just below his raging heart, a rib screamed in agony. He grasped his chest, knowing that it wouldn’t help the pain.

      The stranger turned away from the fireplace and dropped a framed photograph on Richard’s chest. The old man grunted in response. He couldn’t see the content of the picture, but he knew the one. The stranger stood over him empathically and pointed the extendable baton at the image.

      “Blame her,” the stranger said coldly.

      Richard opened his mouth and forced the words from his gullet. “Go to hell.”

      He braced himself for another whack, but the stranger drew out a matchbox instead.

      

      Anna packed up her laptop for the evening and took a final look at her dingy office before locking the door. She had to rattle the key a few times to get the lock to take, and after testing the knob, she sighed. Another thing to fix. She left the single-story office building and climbed into her father’s old Chevy truck. The yellow street light bounced off the maroon paint, and the engine grumbled when she turned the ignition.

      The drive through downtown was quiet. Most of the shops were closed on Sunday, and only a few teenage stragglers took to the sidewalks. As she cruised between the Victorian-style buildings that trapped the town in the cowboy era, Anna’s mind drifted to the Rines and their request. Tracking a little girl was one thing, tracking her dangerous abductor was another. Though she had been doing it all this time, to make Cain’s capture or his demise, her mission felt off. She wasn’t a detective anymore. She was a private investigator, and this seemed like a good a time as any to start living like it. Nonetheless, Trisha’s request nagged at her. Anna doubted her decision. Was it wrong to promise them something impossible? To take another check? She looked at the sealed envelope resting beside her. With every street light Anna passed, it blinked in and out of sight. Her gut tightened with guilt. I’ll return it, she told herself, but deep down she questioned if she really would.

      She wondered what it would take to find Cain. How would the FBI deal with her if she were encroaching on a federal case? The man had almost killed her on multiple occasions; why confront him again? Why risk it all when the girl was dead? Anna’s shoulders sank. She didn’t know the answers. Worse, she didn’t know what she had to lose by taking the case.

      Eventually, the buildings vanished in her wake, and she was driving down the windy backroads. In the distance, a pillar of smoke drifted up to the stars. Bonfire, she concluded and then wanted to hit herself for not thinking of doing something fun like that with Evan. Perhaps when he returned from the Bahamas and got settled, Grace, Lily, and Evan could come back to town and enjoy a few cold brews. Before she could smile at the fantasy, the flaming building came into view.

      Eyes wide with terror, Anna slammed on the accelerator and raced down the road. The neighboring houses blurred into running color while the locals outside rushed toward Anna’s flaming home. Her father’s truck came to a harsh stop on the gravel driveway, kicking up stones. Anna bustled out of the vehicle, leaving the driver’s side door wide open. The surrounding houses were about a quarter-mile from one another and were alive with activity.

      Her gawky, elderly neighbor stood on the lawn beside her and hung up his phone. His short and plump wife clenched his hand.

      “What happened?” Anna asked anxiously. The fire danced inside the windows, blacking them with smoke. The inferno had not engulfed the building, so it must’ve just begun a few moments ago. “Have you seen my father?”

      “I don’t know,” the old man said, holding his wife tight. “One moment everything was normal and then…” He turned his droopy eyes to the glowing blaze before him.

      Anna spotted her open window, feeling her pulse quicken. This can’t be happening. She told herself as her father’s home burned.

      “We called 9-1-1,” the short woman said, the yellow of the fire bouncing in her eyes. “Fire trucks will be on the way.”

      Anna didn’t hear a word she said. She was already diving through her bedroom window. The landing on the other side bruised her elbows and opened scabs, but Anna propelled herself up and into the hallway. Smoke hazed the corridor and gave the ceiling lights an incandescent glow. In the living room beyond, the fire leaped. She could've taken the front door but knew her father always locked it when he was home.

      “Dad!” she yelled, inhaling a lungful of smoke. She covered her mouth with her shirt and coughed so hard that her chest hurt. Guarding her face with her arms, she inched towards the dancing fire. Heat brushed against her from the orange wall of flame that guarded the threshold between the room and the hall. Beyond was her father, lying limply on the floor and surrounded by encroaching fire.

      The smoke stung Anna’s eyes, blurring her vision. She took a few steps back, shook her head at what she was about to do, and dashed through the flames. The heat licked against her skin and caused her, oddly enough, to shiver. Success. Around her, the living room burned, the wood floor blackened, and the furniture she was raised on disintegrated. With a sharp crash, a window blew out. Anna hacked, doubling over in the black smoke. She steadied herself on the shelf above the fireplace, noticing her mother’s smile and her father’s uniform reflected in the inferno.

      She dropped herself low to the ground as smoke hung in the ceiling and swiftly deadened her senses. In a hurried crawl, she got to her father. Richard’s mouth lay agape, and his head rolled lazily back.

      “Oh, please!” Anna moaned and pressed her finger against her father’s wrinkly neck. Nothing. She pressed harder. Like a gentle tap, the distant pulse in Richard’s jugular responded to Anna’s fingertips.

      She pried the framed picture from his grasp. It showed Anna as a child with a small smile and pale skin from before she moved to Miami. Anna slung her arms under her father’s armpits and hoisted him up. The sixty-year-old man sloped against her with all of his weight, and only adrenaline gave Anna enough strength to lift him up. She staggered back slightly and suddenly froze in place. Written on the wall above the fireplace was the word Cain. Flames crawled over her father’s hat stand and up the wall, consuming the black letters in a blaze. Anna twisted her vision to the kitchen. A garden of dancing fire occupied it harshly. The hall was too far of a trek, so she dragged her father toward the front door. His heels slid against the wooden floor that burned intensely.

      Walking backward, Anna reached the door and unlocked it from behind her. The flame crawled toward her father’s socks just as Anna dragged Richard outside. She hacked and coughed, feeling dry needles in her throat. Halfway through the lawn, her legs gave way to the old man’s weight and she fell to the grass. Fire trucks screamed behind her as firemen rushed past her and bombarded the house with pregnant hoses. The water blasted through the shattered windows, and the flames roared high as they resisted the torrents of water.

      “You’re safe now,” Anna mumbled as she wiped away a smudge of soot from her father’s unresponsive face.

      His shirt had pulled up, revealing flat purple bruises up and down his abdomen spotted with singed gray hairs. A hand landed on her shoulder, taking Anna away from the moment. She turned up to the soft-faced EMT looming above her.

      “I need space,” he commanded with a frown.

      Anna nodded involuntarily and released her father. She chewed her nails as the EMT examined him. A second EMT pulled up with a gurney and together, they wasted no time putting Richard on the rack.

      “How bad is it?” Anna asked.

      They didn’t reply until they were partway through loading him into the ambulance. “Bad,” the second one said. “Very bad.”

      Anna’s world crumbled. “Let me ride with him.”

      The EMT shook his head and slammed the door shut.

      “He’s my father!” Anna shouted as the ambulance's sirens wailed, and the vehicle vanished down the road, red lights flashing on the face of every neighbor's home. Anna ran her hand over her scalp and turned back to her childhood home. Despite the firefighter’s best efforts, the blaze spread to Anna’s room, destroying her clothes, bed, and all the items from her youth.
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      Anna felt like she had just left the hospital, probably because she had less than forty-eight hours ago. This late in the evening—or, more correctly, early in the morning—the waiting room was deathly quiet. Anna sat in one of several rows of chairs that lined the room, her face lost in her hands. The smell of smoke clung to her palms and reminded her of the arsonist. Cain. The word echoed in her mind. A flood of newspaper articles and police reports raced through her memory. First of Cain’s victims and then of the scorched homes owned by the detectives that pursued him.

      After what seemed like hours, the doctor stepped into the waiting room. He was clean-shaven with blue eyes, thinning gray hair, and a sober expression that darkened his face. Anna quickly rose from her seat and met the man halfway.

      “We stopped the bleeding,” the doctor announced.

      “Oh, thank God,” Anna exclaimed.

      “However, there were some complications.”

      The doctor led Anna to her father’s room in the ICU. They peered through the glass window and at the man within. There were so many cables and machines linked into and around Richard that Anna thought it was a scene from a science-fiction horror flick. Like an accordion, the breathing machine beside the bed pumped up and down next to his bed. Bandages wrapped his torso and suspended leg.

      “The smoke damage, broken bones, and overall shock of the situation left him in a comatose state. The machines are stabilizing him for now, but at his age, a full recovery is unlikely. You may want to consider the alternative.”

      Anna spread her hand out on the glass barrier as if to touch him. She tracked the consistent green heartbeat sensor as her chest tightened. Red rims formed her irritated eyes, and without saying another word, she left her father under the doctor’s care.

      She stood under the awning where she’d said farewell to her brother and withdrew the flip phone from her pocket. Her father had lent it to her after she’d lost her own in a river over a week ago. Guilt caused her expression to sink as she thought of what could’ve been if Richard had had access to his cell phone. The clock read 2:30 a.m. Anna hesitated for a moment and then dialed the number.

      A groggy voice responded from the other side. “Hello?”

      Numbly, Anna replied. “He’s back.”

      

      Agent Justin Rennard arrived at Anna’s P.I. office in a little under two hours, holding a lidded twenty-four-ounce coffee cup in each hand. Anna closed the door behind him as he sat the cups on Anna’s cheap wooden desk.

      “I came as soon as I could,” Rennard said, wiping his palms on his jeans. He wore his black and yellow FBI windbreaker jacket that was unzipped to reveal his tight-fitting, white T-shirt and necklace holding a square Celtic rune.

      Anna crossed her arms, making herself small. She involuntarily chewed at her lip. “He attacked my father.”

      Rennard turned to her with a pitying expression. “You sure it was him?”

      Closing her eyes, Anna nodded. “He left his signature above the fireplace. It’s all burned down now, but I swear I saw it.”

      The agent looked at his sneakers for a moment before saying, “The tallies that he carved into your vest…”

      “A countdown,” Anna replied, opening her eyes and taking one of the coffees. It was sweet with sugar but bit her tongue bitterly. “Lily and Keisha’s fingers signified the beginning and then the carving reached ten.”

      “After the countdown ends, Cain kills the detective and their family before burning down the house, we know that, but why didn’t he wait to strike until you were inside?” Rennard asked himself.

      Anna shrugged. “I don’t think he’s following the pattern anymore. This is vengeance.”

      They stood in the quiet, processing the revelation and sipping on their coffee.

      “Have you told the others?” Rennard broke the silence.

      “Yeah,” Anna admitted. “But they’ve surrendered the case to the FBI. Mathis and Greenbell say they’ll do what they can, but it’s hard to tie arson to a kidnapping.”

      “They don’t believe you saw Cain’s signature?” Rennard asked with concern.

      Anna shrugged again. “It could’ve just been a robbery gone wrong, the sheriff said.” She sighed. She didn’t expect anything less of Sheriff Greenbell.

      Rennard stroked his dimpled chin in thought, but he did not reveal whatever insight he had found. With the sleep that still hadn’t left his eyes, he looked around her dinky office, at the file boxes stacked up one wall and the blow-up mattress behind the desk. Anna was far too tired to feel shame about her dump-of-a-workspace.

      “I rented a condo for my time here. I still have a week left on the temp lease if you need a place to stay.”

      “I’d like that,” Anna replied with a weak smile.

      

      The apartment was nicely furnished in fall colors. It had a table for two, a countertop bar, artistic décor, and a big flat-screen TV. Rennard moved in a blanket and pillow, turning the comfy couch into a bed. Anna was tempted to lay down her duffel bag of spare clothes that she’d stored in her office when Rennard offered her the bedroom. It was a simple room with a queen-sized mattress and access to the bathroom.

      “I looked at the places in Van Buren, but Fort Smith one-upped them,” Rennard said from the other room.

      Anna climbed into the shower and washed away the smoky stench from her hair. It felt odd having it cut so short, but with all the dangers she faced, having long hair get snagged was a luxury she couldn’t afford. After drying off, she found Agent Rennard sitting at the dining room table. His FBI jacket was on a nearby chair as he talked on the phone.

      With a towel, Anna rubbed the water from her hair and joined him at the glass-topped table.

      “I can vouch for her,” Rennard said into the phone. “Yeah…yeah. I got it. We’ll talk soon.”

      The agent hung up his phone and put it on the table. He took a gulp from his coffee cup. “That was the director in Little Rock. He got you on as a consultant in the Rines Case.”

      “Doesn’t the FBI have their own investigators? More CARP guys?” Anna asked honestly.

      “They do.” Rennard grinned slyly. “But the director owed me a favor. You don’t get to be the best man at your boss’s wedding three times over without some leeway.”

      “Wow, I didn’t know you FBI guys were such a close-knit group.” Anna took a sip of her coffee.

      “It depends. I’ve met some real knuckleheads.”

      Anna was reminded of Sheriff Greenbell. “Haven’t we all.”

      They shared a grin. After the innocent moment ended, Anna blinked and remembered her father’s condition and the child abductor/murderer walking free. “We should get started,” Anna suggested seriously.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to rest up? We could use the energy.”

      Anna wiggled her half-empty coffee cup. “I have my energy.”

      Rennard chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever met someone who hates sleep more than you, Anna.”

      Anna looked at him seriously. “My own snoring wakes me up.”

      Rennard grinned stupidly, unsure how to reply.

      “I’m joking,” Anna declared. It’s insomnia.

      As the sun broke into the day, they got copies of the case files from the Van Buren PD and spread them out across the apartment’s carpeted floor. From Keisha Rines’s glamour shot to the photos of the dead SWAT team at Smithson’s Train Yard, they turned the haphazard piles of information into rows of location profiles, case summaries, and pictures of Cain AKA Wesley Jenkins. Anna looked for anything that could allude to Cain’s whereabouts. She checked the scorched property papers recovered from the Jenkins’s riverside home and cross-referenced with the other lands the police had scouted. A few of the listed were only half completed. Anna called Sergeant Mathis.

      “We’ve checked them,” Mathis said. “We found a few small food stores and generators, but nothing like the tunnels beneath the train yard.”

      Anna thanked him and looked over the Smithson photo. There were pictures of Alpha team riddled with bullets and leaking red on the concrete floor. Anna thought that Rennard would’ve been among the dead but was thankful he wasn’t. While she re-lived the night where she had encountered Cain, Rennard came back through the front door and dropped off some Chinese food. Sitting cross-legged, Anna opened the flaps of the noodle carton and took a big bite.

      “What time is it?” she said with a mouthful.

      Rennard looked at his watch. “Noon-ish.”

      He sat next to Anna and cleared an area on the floor for the food containers. Anna slurped up a noodle and studied the twisted bodies of the dead officers. She put them aside and picked up the rough sketch of the corridor where Cain had trapped her. Anna shuttered, wondering how many girls he had taken down there. When she closed her eyes, she could remember the black walls of the octagonal room with light bulbs dangling from the ceiling. Lily’s frail body trembled as the cold seeped through unseen under the sealed door. Anna thought they’d both die down there. A shootout or car crash scared her, but being left to starve… The alluring smell of the Chinese entrée drifted into her nose.

      She got chopsticks and ate a piece of General Tso’s chicken, being careful not to drip any sauce on the case file copies.

      “The guy is practically the devil, but you gotta admire him,” Rennard said as he finished off a dish of beef and broccoli and looked over the hand-drawn tunnel blueprint.

      Anna turned to the FBI agent, stopping mid-chew.

      “He’s not a common creep,” Rennard defended his point. “Cain spent years building his operation and a lot of bucks putting this together. He didn’t make mistakes. You just outsmarted him by searching every frame of Edger Strife’s videotapes. It’s something no one would go out of their way to do.”

      Anna finished her bite and picked up a photo of Wesley Jenkins, the unassuming man with thick glasses. “What did he do for a living again?”

      “He owned a computer repair shop, but no one has a clue how he made money to fund this,” Rennard tapped his finger on the tunnel.

      An idea sparked, and Anna put aside her food. “That’s it.”

      “What?” Rennard asked, looking at Anna and then the photocopy in front of him.

      “We may not know how he made his money, but we can find out who’s in the business of making underground tunnels.”

      “That’s a pretty niche market,” Rennard said, catching on.

      Anna smiled. “Less work for us.”

      Rennard got his laptop and searched construction companies that specialized in underground housing around the Midwest. They found a handful of leads but none willing to admit working with a child abductor/cop killer. Anna compared the companies’ names and trademarked logos to the minute amount of evidence uncovered at Smithson’s Train Yard. No hits. Rennard sifted through the documentation found at Cain’s vacation cabin, but only found the cable and Wi-fi bills. Anna rubbed her eyes and looked over the waterlogged and fire-damaged documents from the Jenkins’ house. It seemed like nothing matched until she noticed the burned piece of paper with a small earth and hammer logo. Anna cross-referenced the trademark to the various construction companies around the area and found Project Earthhome. She tapped Rennard on the shoulder. The agent looked over the address and grabbed his car keys from the countertop.

      

      Kevin Dorsey told Anna to meet him at a job site. Bulldozers and other industrial mammoths ate away at dirt and rock on the muddy cliffside. Around them, the tree-covered Ozark mountains jutted toward the heavens in a view one could only get from a postcard. A small trailer sat apart from the rest of the chaos. A few men in hard hats and other reflective PPE bustled by, almost knocking shoulders with Rennard. Anna and the agent marched across the dry dirt and found the pudgy man in a collared shirt, holding a clipboard and barking orders from on top of a mound of packed earth.

      “Over there! I said over there!” Kevin shouted and grumbled a curse.

      “Mr. Dorsey?” Anna approached the short figure with blond hair and a wide lower jaw.

      The man twisted around and bounced his angry gaze between Rennard and Anna. But then the realization hit him, and his attitude softened. “Dedrick and Rennard, I assume?”

      Rennard waved quickly and casually while Anna nodded and said, “Yes. We’d like to talk to you for a moment if that would be all right.”

      “Um, sure.” Kevin gestured for them to follow. They turned away from the busy construction site and headed toward the trailer. “You were vague over the phone. I hope there’s not a problem.”

      “Not at all,” Rennard said, trading a look with Anna.

      Kevin approached the single-wide trailer’s door and propped it open, allowing Anna and Rennard to pass into the air conditioning. The building contained a desk with a computer, a table, and few ice chests filled with cheap booze. Kevin pulled out two canned beers, giving one to Rennard. Anna crossed her arms and the agent set the can to the side. Kevin popped the top of his own and slurped up the fizz pouring out of the top of the can.

      “Did you ever work on a project at the Smithson Train Yard in Van Buren?” Anna asked.

      Kevin removed the can from his lip. “Not that I recall. You sure you don’t want anything? Buds? Coors?”

      “We’re fine,” said Anna. “Would you happen to recognize this?”

      Rennard pulled out the blueprint and held it in front of Kevin’s face. The blond-haired man took it in his stubby fingers. His blue eyes traced the sprawling tunnels. “Um, where did you get this?”

      “Just answer the question,” Rennard said with traces of hostility.

      “I get special requests sometimes. Unique bunkers or houses built into cliffsides like one out there, but this is, um, something else.”

      Anna showed him the logo recovered from the Jenkins’ house. “This is Project Earthhome’s brand, right?”

      Kevin slowly put the beer on the table beside him. “Yes. That’s ours,” he said with hesitance.

      “You’ve done nothing wrong, Mr. Dorsey,” Anna said kindly. “We only want to know if you constructed the bunker.”

      “Lying to an FBI agent is a big offense,” Rennard reminded the man not so subtly.

      Kevin nodded very slowly and sat down at his computer desk. He booted up the machine and studied the design again. “There may have been something similar, let me check the records.”

      Anna and Agent Rennard watched him intently as he scrolled through dozens of blueprints. “You said it was beneath a train yard?” he asked and fidgeted under the table.

      “Yes. The Smithson. It’s been privately owned for over a decade and was recently involved in a federal investigation.”

      “I did not know that,” the man lied horribly. By his worried face, Kevin regretted inviting them over. He nearly scrolled past the proper blueprint when Anna told him to go back and click on it.

      An image overtook the screen, nearly identical to the sketch from the train yard. “Oh, this one,” the man exclaimed. “I remember now.”

      Anna and Rennard traded looks.

      “Funny how that works,” Rennard said.

      Anna placed a picture of Wesley Jenkins beside Kevin. “Was this the man who you dealt with?”

      Kevin took a deep breath and nodded. “You’ve got understand, that whole train yard shindig stank from the get-go.”

      “How so?” Rennard asked.

      “My clients are usually paranoid preppers hankering for a fallout shelter, or some rich guy and his wife wanting to live in a cliffside like the one outside. No one asks for corridors that don’t lead anywhere.”

      “Why did you take the job?” Anna asked.

      “The money was right, plain and simple. It didn’t need to look nice, the guy just wanted it done. So, we dug where he said, laid the foundation, and we were done. If I had known he was some deranged child abductor, I would’ve said no. Project Earthhome is a very reputable company,” he said, his breath smelling of beer.

      “Pull up his name in the database.”

      Kevin sulked and did so. “Will Foster.”

      “That wasn’t so hard,” Rennard replied.

      Kevin swiveled his chair around, face red. “The guy had good money, get off my back.” He suddenly recoiled and apologized to the FBI agent.

      “Did he look like the picture?” Anna asked, drawing the man’s attention back to the photo of Wesley.

      “He had a mustache and wore dark contacts, but that’s definitely the same guy.”

      Anna thought back to the wig sample she had discovered behind King’s Opera House at the start of the case. Cain did like his disguises.

      “I remembered him because half of his car sank down,” Kevin said with a reminiscing grin. “Yeah, the big fella in the front seat put a hurting on that vehicle.”

      Anna and Rennard spoke at the same time. “Who was he?”

      Kevin shrugged. “Just some dude or gal. I couldn’t tell. Whoever it was stayed in the car the whole time.”
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      “Call me if you think of anything else,” Rennard said, handing Kevin his business card.

      The supervisor looked over the contact information, but it was painfully obvious that he hadn’t read a word. If he didn’t throw it away before the day was through, Anna would be surprised.

      Rennard drove Anna away from the construction site and down a winding road. “Could the person in the car have been Edger Strife?”

      Anna thought about her recently deceased abuser. The stench of his breath. The grip of his hands. Anna’s blood boiled. After all the things that man did to dozens of underage girls and herself, he deserved his fate. Still, his untimely prison shivving cost Anna precious information about Cain that, in turn, cost lives. “Strife had the body of a malnourished teenager. There’s not a chance he was the man in that car.”

      “Then who is it?” Rennard posed the question Anna kept asking herself. A million more questions bubbled to the surface of her mind. Did Cain have a partner this whole time? Or was the other person in the car just along for the ride for one trip? Kevin was a liar, and a bad one at that, but why lie about the other person in Cain’s car?

      “We should focus on other leads,” Anna reluctantly admitted. “If we keep digging into Cain’s past investments, we may learn more.”

      “I agree,” Rennard concurred and sped to his condo.

      Anna feared the place would be ablaze when they arrived, but her suspicions were thankfully wrong. Inside, all of the case file documents and crime scene photos were lying on the carpet floor beside cartons of half-eaten fried rice and depleted lo mein noodles. The sunset streamed through the glass window on the second floor and reminded Anna of her flat in Miami. Every Saturday morning, she’d bike to the boardwalk, smell the sea salt in the air, and take in the sights of countless strangers. Part of her wondered why she had ever left. Then she remembered the Dade County Human Trafficking Case and Beckham murders that made her stomach churn. For better or for worse, Van Buren was her home now. Though if she had known the trouble that her family would endure because of her involvement in this case, she would’ve run in the opposite direction and quickly.

      Rennard took off his jacket and grabbed a beer from the fridge. Anna just had a glass of water. She feared the alcohol would make her tired… or more tired.

      “We know Cain’s construction planner,” Rennard said. “And we know that the police have searched his properties head to toe. What other leads can we track?”

      Anna sifted through the crime scene photos and lifted a picture containing a discarded shell casing. “The shoot-out,” Anna replied. “He fired upon us with a high caliber rifle. You can’t buy these at any gun store.”

      “No, but an army surplus may have some.”

      Reinvigorated, Anna sifted through the pictures to see if she could find one of Cain’s assault rifles while Rennard went over the geo-profile and where Cain may have bought his bullets. It took him about fifteen minutes to get a list together. “Now comes the fun part. One of them admitting they sold illegal arms to the country’s most-hated man.”

      With most of the army surpluses closing soon, they tried for the one in the middle of Cain’s properties. They pulled up in front of the square, flat-roofed building with an American flag painted across its banner. It had one car parked out front, a sporty Lexus with deep red paint.  

      “Nice car,” Rennard pointed out as they crossed the parking lot.

      “Looks expensive,” Anna replied, trading a small smile with her partner.

      Ten minutes till the hour, they passed through the doors. A little bell jingled. Weapons, camo gear, and other army equipment were displayed around the room. It took the clerk a moment to step up to the desk. He was a Hispanic man in his forties wearing an olive-green shirt and cargo pants. He leaned against the glass countertop loaded with boxes of bullets and various knives.  

      “Looking for something in particular?” His accent was distinctly American, and the man had biceps that could crush someone’s head like a melon.

      “Tell me about your fully automatic assault weapons.” Rennard flashed his FBI badge.  

      The clerk kept his eyes on Rennard, not even batting a glance at the badge. “We carry them. They are mostly semi-automatics with conversions. Before you ask, they aren’t available to the public.”

      “Then how might one acquire such a thing?” Rennard asked.

      The clerk shrugged. “I only stock and sell. You need to talk to my manager about that. He’s not here.”

      “When will he be back?” Anna asked.

      “I don’t know,” the clerk said, clearly not interested in elaborating further.

      “We found this,” Anna showed him the picture of a filed down but faintly visible serial number on Cain’s assault rifle. “We wanted to search your catalogs for a match.”

      “Sales and inventory records for the last two decades,” Rennard added.

      The clerk smirked.

      “You think we’re joking?” Rennard said. “This is a federal investigation.”

      The clerk stood up straight. His eyes, dark like black beads, locked onto Rennard, sizing the FBI agent up. “You’ll have to wait for my manager. That isn’t my department.”

      Anna put her hands on her hips. “You just said that you stock and sell, therefore you have access to the sales and shipment catalogs, correct?”

      The clerk crossed his arms over his broad chest. “I’ll tell my manager you stopped by. If you’re not interested in purchasing anything, I can’t help you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to lock up.”

      As the buff man turned his back, Anna noticed the metal glimmer on his wrist. “What time is it?”

      With a sour expression, the man checked his chrome-plated watch. “Five till.”

      “Sexy watch,” Anna complimented. “Is that your car outside, too?”

      The clerk peered down at Anna, subtly flexing his muscles. “It is.”

      Agent Rennard rolled his eyes. “I have to make a phone call.”

      Looking at his phone, he passed by the walls displaying armaments and patriotic posters.

      “I should get going, too,” Anna said and slid a business card across the countertop. “Call us when your manager returns.”

      “Will do, sweetheart,” the clerk replied, and Anna followed Rennard outside.

      The agent stood by his car, the glow of his phone’s screen illuminating his dimpled chin. He looked at her, waiting for a reply.

      “We follow him,” she replied and climbed into the passenger seat of Rennard’s Dodge Charger.

      The agent ducked inside and shut his door. They drove fifty feet down the road and parked, eyes on the store. Within two minutes, the clerk was jogging out the side door, locking it hastily and making his way to his red Lexus.

      “That was quick,” Rennard said.

      “We swatted the hornet’s nest.”

      After looking both ways and mumbling curses to himself, the clerk got into his expensive vehicle and peeled out onto the street. His tires spun on the asphalt, and his sports car shot down the street like a crimson bullet.

      Rennard followed behind, keeping a safe distance. They tailed him through town and into a web of back roads, weaving between interconnecting streets to lower the clerk’s suspicions, a risky but effective maneuver Anna had learned as a detective.

      “Keep your distance,” Anna told Rennard as they found themselves five car lengths behind the Lexus on a flat country road. “We don’t want to spook him.”

      Rennard cracked a smile. “It’s not my first rodeo.”

      As soon as he said the words, the red Lexus jetted down the road, reaching seventy miles per hour in a thirty-five. Rennard tightened his grip, but Anna touched on his arm to stop him from stomping on the gas. “I know these roads. There are only a few houses down this way.”

      “Are you sure?” Rennard said. “We could lose him.”

      Anna had to trust her gut. “Yes. I’m sure.”

      Within seconds, the Lexus was lost in the distance. They followed the same stretch of road that traveled northwest until they reached a T where Hurricane Creek Road branched left and right into NFR 1700 and NFR 1007 on Bidville Road. Night had fallen, and at the stop sign, Rennard turned to Anna for guidance.

      Anna thought for a moment as she bounced her glance between the two sides of the road. Black tire marks curled to the right side, and Anna made her choice. Rennard followed the road while Anna kept a lookout for potential hiding spots. It seemed like every house they drove by showed no hint of the clerk’s whereabouts, but before she doubted her gut, she spotted the red Lexus parked hastily outside of a small rural home backed by two acres of flat land that ended at a wall of trees. Tucked behind the simple house with a shingled, triangular roof and gravel driveway sat an even simpler shed with its old door flung wide open. Dim light spilled across the cropped grass in a cone shape.

      “There,” Rennard said.

      “We flank him from the back,” Anna suggested. “Get him when he steps out.”

      After taking a deep breath, Rennard nodded. The two of them escaped the black Charger and darted across the lawn, guns out. Without cover, they moved swiftly and precisely, keeping an eye on the shed every step of the way. The little wood building was much farther than it had appeared from the roadside and had a tin roof that slanted down its back. If the clerk stepped out of the shed with a fully automatic rifle… Anna tightened her grip on the pistol.

      A dog barked. The hairs on Anna’s neck stood. Long strings of white slobber dragged down the hound’s jaw with each yap that it fired off like a machine gun. Its massive paw scratched against the inside of the nearby house’s window, threatening escape. The shadow of a man expanded across the cone of light falling from the shed.

      Anna and Rennard raised their weapons to the shed’s door. The shadow grew, and the silhouette of a shotgun grew with it.

      Fifteen feet from the side of the shed.

      The dog bayed and clawed viciously at the glass, rattling the window.

      The figure reached the threshold. The mouth of the shotgun peeked out of the doorway.

      Five more feet.

      The barking intensified.

      The man’s foot landed on the lawn.

      Adrenaline drove Anna to the shed wall, where she landed harshly. Rennard reached her at the same time and trained his gun at the tiny building’s corner. Anna tapped him on the shoulder and hiked her thumb.

      The clerk completely exited the slanted-roof shed and crinkled his brows at the barking dog. A tactical shotgun hung heavy in his hand and panned across the yard. Cords of muscles rippled the back of his shirt, and sweat glistened his reddening neck.

      “What is it, boy?” he asked the animal. Slobber slung on the window as the beast bit air and snarled.

      The grass crunched beneath Anna’s foot as she approached the opposite corner of the shed. The clerk distanced himself from the small building and paused at the sight of Rennard’s vehicle. Before he twisted around, Rennard left his hiding spot and aimed the pistol at the clerk’s back.

      “Drop it,” the agent demanded with cool confidence.

      The clerk’s muscles tightened, but he didn’t move. The howling dog clawed at the glass as if digging a hole.  

      “You heard him,” Anna said, stepping out from the other side of the shed and aiming her gun at the clerk.

      “This is private property,” the clerk said with his back to the both of them. “You’re trespassing.”

      “What’s in the shed?” Anna asked.

      “None of your business.”

      Rennard stepped up. “Actually, it is our business. Put down the gun.”

      Anna maneuvered around the front of the shed, keeping her pistol trained on the man with the shotgun. She glanced back into the little wood room. A high-powered flashlight with a round bulb blasted light across the plywood floor. Shelves mounted on the walls held hand tools and a radio.

      “You don’t have the right to go in there,” the clerk barked.

      “Drop the weapon,” Rennard growled. “Or we will have problems. You and the FBI. You don’t want that crap show, trust me.”

      Anna slipped into the shed. Aside from the tools and radio, there was nothing inside. The floor creaked under her feet. The floorboard wobbled. Anna felt a crease on the plywood with her finger and pulled up the splintery slat. Dug about two feet deep was an Army surplus crate five feet long. A heavy-duty lock hanging from its latch. Anna exited the shed as the clerk kicked the shotgun back to Rennard.

      “Turn around,” the agent commanded.

      With hands up, the clerk spun around with hands raised. His black eyes burned with anger and his jaw clenched.

      Anna kept her gun aimed. “Give me the key.”

      “You don’t have the right to do this,” the clerk growled. His thick neck was blood red in rage.

      “Then let’s skip the BS,” Anna said, ignoring his comment. “You sold that assault rifle from the picture I showed you. To who?”

      The clerk ground his teeth.

      “Selling illegal arms is a felony offense, and that charge could be lessened if you give us something,” Anna bargained.

      The clerk shook in anger, and like someone toggled a switch, the anger swiftly turned to desperation. “I want to make a deal.”

      “You’re not in the place to negotiate,” Rennard said bitterly.

      Anna lowered her gun.  “Let’s hear him out.”

      The clerk took a breath and spoke directly to Anna. “I tell you about the guy who I sold it to, and we all forget about today. I sure as hell know that holding a civilian at gunpoint isn’t legal.”

      “In court, who do you think the judge will believe? An FBI agent or an arms dealer?” Rennard said.

      “You don’t know what I have or what I am,” the clerk said. “The crates remain sealed, and the sales records are unchecked. You screw me, and I’ll drag this investigation on for years.”

      “Tell us who you sold the weapon to, and if the information is solid, we’ll oblige. Agreed?” Anna offered.

      The clerk grumbled and said, “How can I trust you?”

      “You can’t,” Anna said honestly. “But we can’t trust you, either, so that’s where we stand.”

      After a moment, the clerk spoke. “It was the guy from the news. The one they call the Butcher of Van Buren. He bought a rifle and the bullets a few weeks back. He wanted something that could saw down a tree, he said. My usuals are hunters or competition shooters looking for some backyard fun, but this guy didn’t look like either. He paid double the list price in cash. I obliged, and we went our separate ways.”

      “You have to give us more than that,” Anna said. “Anything about where he was going or someone he worked with.”

      “I’m not in the business of asking questions.” the clerk said and then paused for recall. “He was very particular about where we should deal.”

      Rennard and Anna traded looks.

      “A boat storehouse,” the clerk elaborated. “Near the Arkansas River. I’ll give you the address, and then we’re solid?”

      Rennard was about to speak when Anna said, “Deal.”

      Rennard agreed. “You have twenty-four hours to get out of the state, or you’re done. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal,” the clerk said.

      Anna took down the address and climbed into Rennard’s car. The clerk watched them from the driveway. Rennard pulled out his cell and dialed a number.

      “Who are you calling?” Anna asked as she studied the address.

      “The FBI. You think I’m going to let his crime slide?” Rennard chuckled. “Sides, if Cain’s in that warehouse, I’m not going alone. Nice play, though. Let’s see if this takes us anywhere.”

      Anna looked out the passenger side window as the clerk headed back inside the shed. He shut the door behind him, cutting off the spilling light.

      “Hey, Paul. It’s me, Justin. You wouldn’t believe who I just talked to…” the agent said and peeled away. “… an arms dealer. Crazy, huh?”   

      

      The water looked black at night. It flowed in a steady, wakeless rush separating the bright lights of Fort Smith and the dim glow of Van Buren. Bass boats bobbed on the glass surface, but the black sky shrouded the seafaring vessels. Boxed in by a fence with taut lines of barbed wire spread around its top, the cluster of storehouses hugged the river’s surface. They were similar in design: windowless rectangular structures crafted from chipping wood and patched with squares of rippled metal that had rust blisters. Water sloshed under their swinging back gates that hovered over the river, and there was a door on the side of the wall.

      Scarabs in the night, black sedans dispersed throughout the private harbor and landed next to the “Unit for Lease” sign. Anna loosened the Velcro on her bulletproof vest and re-tightened it to get clearer airflow through her lungs. Around her, FBI agents stepped out of their black cars and moved toward the building while whispering orders into their earpieces. Anna stayed behind Rennard as they journeyed toward the boat storehouse’s unit five. The rest of the agents swarmed the building. The pistol felt good in Anna’s hands. If Cain were hiding, this would be the place. With quiet steps, they moved to the door.

      Bolt cutters snapped the chain and the agents slipped inside. The room had a wooden walkway that formed a U around a body of river water that ran in and out from under the back boat gate. The long columns that supported the front portion of the building were dressed in a rug of algae and visible in the water. Near the back of the room was a closet. The first agent approached, keeping his gun raised. Every step he made was deliberate, and as he went around the top of the U, the agent’s heel crushed a loose floorboard.

      Without warning, a loud bang filled the warehouse and rattled Anna. The man who stepped on the floorboard was on his back, screaming and clenching his butchered thigh and groin. The floorboard below him had exploded into jagged shards, and the red body of a spent shotgun shell was visible underneath. Within moments, the injured agent stopped screaming and all was quiet again. His blood leaked into the water, dissipating into red swirls on the dark surface.

      One of the agents called it in. Two more braved the untrustworthy floor and dragged their fallen comrade from the building. The next agent that went had a buzzed head and jittery hands. He avoided any partially loose floorboards and reached the door. He gestured for the others to follow. They did while one led and checked the floor for creaks, spotting at least two more shotgun shell traps hardly visible under various planks.

      They proceeded onward, backs to the wall, and opened the closet door from its side. Another blast of buckshot blew through the doorway but failed to hit anyone else. Inside the windowless closet was a chair with a shotgun clamped to its seat’s top via wooden blocks. Heavy-duty fishing wire ran from the doorknob to the trigger. They checked the room for more traps but found none. The closet consisted of a chair, tool shelf, and a loose strand of black hair. Anna pinched it in her gloved fingers and held it to the light. It was glossy and curly, just like Keisha Rines’s.

      “She was here,” Anna said. Is this where Cain had killed her?

      The beam of her flashlight cut across a tool desk with a small pencil on it and a coil of dock rope. Droplets of dried blood sprinkled at the foot of the chair. Anna got low and looked around for more clues. Her flashlight caught something at the bottom edge of the seat bottom. Pencil markings on the inner lip of the metal butt. Numbers. Anna gasped at the realization. Yesterday's date. The next was the phrase, “Find the old lady.”

      Anna turned to Rennard, who was still recovering from his co-worker’s death. She could hardly believe the words coming out of her mouth. “Keisha Rines is alive.”
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      Quiet overtook the Rines’ house, and though two weeks had passed since Keisha’s abduction, the house still had the same plates on the dishrack, the same ballad on the piano stand, and the same stack of books beside Avery’s recliner. A coat of dust clung to various rewards and trophies inside the large glass case erected in the main hall. The beautiful residence felt unfamiliar during Anna’s first visit, but after the first finger was discovered on the doorstep, the place had the same unspoken qualities as a graveyard. The halls seemed much darker. The stairs leading up to the second floor had an ominous creak, and walking across the flagstone path to the front door made a shiver prickle up Anna’s spine.

      With a wrinkled brow, Avery Rines studied the photo. He muttered the words as he read, gulped, and turned his gaze up to Trisha who was leaning over his shoulder. He didn’t need to tell her, but he spoke to enlighten Anna and Rennard sitting on the couch across from them.  

      “It’s hers,” Avery whispered.

      Anna straightened her posture at the revelation. “You sure?”

      “I know my daughter's handwriting,” Avery barked. A moment later, he cast down his gaze shamefully. “It’s not a perfect copy, but how could it be? The man—”

      Trisha squeezed his shoulder. “We know what the man did, honey. What matters is that our daughter is alive.”

      Anna took a breath. Though the den was spacious, it seemed as though the decorated walls were closing in. While Trisha smiled softly and Rennard nodded to himself in victory, harrowing expressions overtook Anna and Avery. They traded a look and shared an unspoken thought. The girl’s alive, but Cain still has her. A sour taste bubbled up in Anna’s mouth, and its potency grew fiercer when she disregarded the small but significant victory.  

      “What do you think it means?” Trisha asked after a long moment.

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Rennard admitted. “Does it mean anything to you?”

      Holding each other hand, Avery and Trisha shook their heads.

      “Is this old lady helping Cain?” Trisha asked sheepishly.

      “That’s our working theory,” Anna explained and forced a smile. “This could be a good thing.”

      “How?” Avery asked. His well-structured face was much more sunken than before.

      “It means he hasn’t dealt with all the loose ends.” And right now, grabbing for straws is our only option.

      Avery chewed the inside of his cheek, trying to convince himself that this could be a lead, not a hindrance.

      Rennard scrolled his finger through the notes on his smartphone. “Tell us about the night of the abduction.”

      Avery sighed and said the story he’d told a million times. “The three of us were on our way to the car when we got caught up talking. I gave Kei the keys so she could sit in the car. A few minutes later, she was gone.”

      If Trisha had any more tears to give, she would cry. Instead, she faintly breathed.

      Anna thought about Keisha’s phrase. Find the old lady. “You said you got distracted. By whom?”

      “Some woman,” Trisha said. “She said the nicest things about Keisha. If we’d left sooner…”

      “Describe the woman.”

      “She had red hair, I think, and wore colorful clothing—”

      “The woman was heavy set,” Avery interrupted. “I didn’t know her. She was someone’s plus one.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Rennard said as he examined the notes on his phone. “We’ve been through the patron list. Yeah, there were older women, but none wore colorful clothing that night.”

      “You ask them about their attire?” Trisha said.

      “The more detail, the better,” Rennard explained.

      “If she never attended the recital…” Avery thought out loud. “Then what the hell was she doing in the parking lot?”

      Suddenly, they all knew.

      

      Rennard drove. Anna watched the video footage Rennard had uploaded to his phone via the Cloud. The stationary camera from the pharmacy covered three-fourths of the parking lot, ending its line of sight at the Rines’ BMW backdoor. The video started with Avery, Trisha, and Keisha, dressed fancily, cutting across the lot. The wide-set, homely woman stepped out of a light-colored Volkswagen Beetle parked just out of view of the camera. The footage was monochromatic, but the darkish shade led Anna to believe the woman had red hair. Her dress was bright, flowing, and fit her body type.

      She greeted the Rines with a wide smile and mouthed a few words. Bored out of her mind, Keisha skipped to the BMW, where she vanished. The old woman talked for another fifteen minutes before climbing back into her Volkswagen and driving out of view. Anna rewound the footage but couldn’t get a good view of the license plate. Was that intentional, or did she accidentally avoid the cameras? Anna remembered what Kevin from Project Earthhome said about the second person in Cain’s car that sank down the side of the vehicle. In that regard, the large woman in the Volkswagen fit the bill.  

      “What do we know about her?” Rennard asked.

      “Jack all at the moment,” Anna said. “But, your suggestion should provide us with the necessary answers.”

      “Some good can come out of the DMV after all.” Rennard and Anna shared a smile.

      They went back to his apartment while the FBI cross-referenced the woman’s face through the DMV database. Call it a hunch, but she probably wasn’t in the criminal database, and this could provide them with a name and address.

      They looked over the case files on the carpet floor while eating pizza, arguably the most boring food you can get in a historic river town, but Anna didn’t mind. There wasn’t much to do while they waited. Most of the leads were spent, and the boathouse didn’t offer any other new insight other than the fact that it was the only property without one of Cain’s aliases on it. What that meant for the investigation, Anna had no idea. She only knew that Cain had a keen knowledge of the local area and was likely moving from place to place. Her chest tightened. Would he strike again? There was an officer stationed outside of her father’s hospital room, but when Cain was determined, he wouldn’t think twice about killing the guard and her father.

      “Wanna talk about it?” Rennard asked, noticing Anna’s sour expression

      “There’s not much to say. My father may die, or he may not. Only time will tell.” Anna looked at the munched-on pizza crust on her paper plate.

      Rennard slid down from the couch to the floor, joining her on the floor. “I lost my father, too. He was walking home from the store, clenching too many groceries, when some guy tried to rob him. My father fought back and got a broken bottle in his belly. The wound festered in the hospital. He was gone three days later.”

      “Sorry.”

      “For those three days, I didn’t leave his side. I thought my worry would keep him alive longer.” Rennard paused for a moment. “I guess the point I’m making is that there are some things that are simply out of our hands.”

      Anna lost her appetite.

      It wasn’t until the next morning that Rennard got the email. Yawning, he printed out the picture of the driver’s license and called Anna into the living room. Wiping the two hours of sleep from her eyes, Anna joined him on the couch.

      Name: Stacy Tipton. Age: 64. Eye Color: Green. Hair: Red. Height: 5’ 4”. She had a large head, soft eyes with crow’s feet, a joyous smile, and the demeanor of the sweetest elementary school teacher.

      “My childhood fears are finally realized,” Rennard joked dryly.  

      “I say we pay her visit.”

      Stacy’s home was tucked away in a cul de sac behind Fort Smith. It was a simple, single-story home with a brick-and-wood exterior. Several ceramic frogs, turtles, and garden gnomes stood amidst flowers that were bordered by a circle of bricks on the front yard. Near the front door, a multi-colored spindle speared into the grass spun in the wind. Anna and Rennard watched the house from their car. The lights were off and no vehicle occupied the driveway. Clipping their pistols on, Rennard and Anna stepped out and approached. Anna rang the doorbell.

      “We can get a warrant,” Rennard suggested as he peeked through the window at the neatly placed furniture and cat scratching post.

      “I want to talk to her, get a read on her before we make our move.”

      “It doesn’t look like she’s home.”

      Anna twisted back to the suburban neighborhood. Basketball hoops in driveways and open garages. “In a nice place like this, she wouldn’t expect a tail.”

      “We wait,” Rennard said, grinning. “And she leads us to Cain.”

      So they did. They watched the house for hours, and Anna regretted not getting more sleep, but closing her eyes reminded her of the dark pit, Edger Strife, or Keisha Rines. Last night, she dreamed about the prodigy playing a harrowing melody on the piano as blood leaked from the ivory keys and splattered onto the floor like coffee into its pot. Drip, drip, drip.

      Down the road, sunbeams bounced off the rounded top of the yellow Volkswagen as it rolled into the cul de sac and passed suburban households. A spitting image of her driver's license photo, Stacy drove alone, matching the speed limit to a tee. She pulled into the driveway and went inside the house, paying no mind to the black Dodge Charger parked a little down the street. After a few minutes, she returned to her car with a bag in her hand. She stepped into her little vehicle and reversed out of her driveway, driving back the way she came. Rennard and Anna followed. They tailed her for a few miles. Stacy never once broke a single traffic law. Eventually, she crossed the bridge into Van Buren and turned onto Main Street. She parked outside a coffee shop called La Fleur and waddled a block down the street, her loose-fitting blouse flapping in the autumn wind. The rest of her ensemble consisted of loose black pants and leather boots. Her hair was dyed blond and cut short. She ended her trek outside a small shop and entered.

      Rennard parked across the street nearby. Through the glass door and tall windows, Stacy and a few other mature women sat in a circle and crocheted. Stacy pulled out her needle and thread from her bag and got to work.

      “This will be interesting,” Anna said sarcastically.

      “It’s an art form,” Rennard said unexpectedly. “And a lot harder than it looks.”

      Anna chuckled and shook her head. “You have many hidden talents, Rennard?”

      “No, I just spend too much time with my mother,” the handsome agent admitted.

      The two shared a grin before waiting in silence for forty-five minutes.

      Putting her creation beside the legs of her chair, Stacy got up from the circle of crocheting woman and excused herself to the back hall where the bathroom resided. Through his earpiece, Rennard checked up on the other agents. Three minutes had passed and no sign of Stacy. Anna’s leg shook in the passenger seat gutter. Another few minutes inched by.

      “Something’s not right.”

      “Are you sure she’s not… you know.”

      Anna squinted her eyes at the building. The women inside paid no mind to Stacy’s absence. “I’m going in.”

      “That could blow our cover.”

      “Only if she knows she’s being followed. Otherwise, I’m just a stranger who couldn’t hold it until she got home. Wait here.” Anna concealed her firearm with her collared, cyan button-up shirt. Looking both ways, she marched across the street and passed into the crochet club house. The women looked up with surprise. Anna smiled briefly and beelined to the restroom. She tried the handle. Unlocked. Anna yanked it open and peeked under the stalls. No one.

      She crossed the hall to the men’s bathroom. Empty. Clenching her fists, she turned to the rear exit.

      “She duped us,” Anna said into the borrowed earpiece as she looked both ways in the alley.

      Rennard cursed. “I’ll tell the guys.”

      Anna dashed down the alley. Sirens sounded on the street side, and black FBI cars peeled out into the light traffic. An old man with a name tag carried a pregnant bag of garbage to the trashcan behind his shop. Anna jogged to him.

      “Did you see a woman pass this way?”

      “Uh…”

      “I’m working with the FBI. Please.”

      The old man pointed to the back of the building. Anna cut inside. It was a warm place with multiple floors and segmented sections of various tools, memorabilia, furniture, and other antiques. A musty smell hung heavy like that of an old book, and the dry air clung to the inside of Anna’s mouth. She jogged between the aisles, knocking shoulders with patrons and nearly bumping over a record player on the side of a table.

      She came to the front of the store just as an FBI agent passed through the door. As Anna shook her head, the agent pointed to the second-floor balcony. Anna saw the tail of Stacy’s blouse vanish behind the railing. She saw us!

      Without taking a breath, Anna was up the rickety stairs and into the next level of the shop. It was not as crowded but still a labyrinth. Anna darted past Raggedy Anne dolls slouched on a rocker and turned at the corner lot containing old fishing pools, tackle boxes, and mounted trophies. She reached the back corner of the second floor and twisted to-and-fro, thinking about where she would run if she were Stacy. A nearby hallway was sealed off with velvet rope bending between two rusty posts, one of which had been moved to make way for someone. Anna slinked by to the door at the end. It led to stairs that opened to the roof.

      Catching her breath, Anna burst out of the building and felt the afternoon sun upon her. Tube vents snaked across the roof. All around, the tops of Victorian-style brick buildings jutted into the air. Even the cone-shaped towers of the distant Crawford County Bank were visible. On the same strip of shops on which she stood, Anna spotted another stairway entrance that descended into a different section of the long building. The door shut as Anna looked. Feeling her lungs struggle for breath, Anna sprinted to the stairs.

      “She went into another building…four doors down,” Anna said into the earpiece with a dry throat. Anna jiggled the handle. Locked. Thirty feet away, a ladder descended into an alley. Anna gripped hold of its rungs and moved swiftly downward. She could’ve slid down the sidebars but wanted to preserve the skin on her palms.

      An FBI squad car pulled into the alleyway. Anna cut through what she estimated to be where the roof stairs led: a flower shop. Lilies and yellow wildflowers could camouflage Stacy’s shirt. The woman at the counter shouted at her. Anna ignored it in her pursuit of the lady whom she still hadn’t seen. After a moment’s observation, it became clear that the flower shop didn’t extend into the upper floor. Frowning, Anna hastily exited to the sidewalk and sought for a way to find the second floor. She hiked up a set of stairs that clung to the side of the building and entered a photographer’s workshop. Wedding pictures and corny Valentines’ portraits hung on the walls. The man behind the counter greeted Anna with a smile that stretched from ear to ear. “Are you—”

      “I’m looking for a woman. Did anyone just run through here?” Anna interrupted.

      The man gawked and then said, “Not that I know of.”

      I swore this was the right unit. A door at the back was labeled employees only.

      “Does that lead to the roof?” Anna asked.

      “Yeah, why?”

      Anna boiled, realizing Stacy never left the stairwell. “Let me up there.”

      “I’m sorry but—”

      “This is a federal investigation. Open the door!”

      Startled, the man shambled to the door and mumbled to himself as he found the right key. The second he did, Anna pushed by him and up the stairs. It spat her out onto the roof. No sign of Stacy. Anna went to the corner of the building. Down the road, she saw the yellow Beetle that hadn’t been touched. FBI squad cars locked in the perimeter. “Where are you?” Anna mumbled to herself repeatedly. During the commotion, a drab gray Saturn station wagon reversed out of a parallel parking spot.

      This time, Anna slid down the ladder. Her hands burned, and blisters bubbled on her palms. After phoning Rennard, she dashed to the sidewalk. Rennard’s car screeched to a halt in front of her, and reaching over the front seat, he popped the door.

      He looked as though he was about to ask a question, but Anna beat him to the punch. “There!”

      She pointed to the station wagon rolling down the road at exactly the speed limit. Rennard stomped on the accelerator. The traffic light turned red before he reached it. He sped up. Drivers in the cars on the left and right side of him punched their horns and then noticed the tail of FBI cars following behind.

      “Where did she get the other car from?” Rennard asked.

      “I don’t know. It may have been parked there the whole time, or someone picked her up.”

      The station wagon weaved between the roads until it was out of sight again. Anna tried to follow the trail. She spotted the station wagon on the side of an alley, cruising in the opposite direction.

      “Over there.” Anna pointed.

      Tires screeched as Rennard swung the car one hundred and eighty degrees. The tires burned rubber and left behind a J-shaped track as he slingshot down the road, tail end wobbling. The other FBI squad cars mimicked him, giving local onlookers a show they wouldn’t forget.

      They spotted the station wagon parked crookedly by a boat dock. The Arkansas River roared beyond, large transport ships taking cargo down the wide body of water. Anna and Rennard got out and flanked the station wagon, guns up. The station wagon’s front door was wide open. Monotone dinging escaped the vehicle. As more FBI cars approached in the distance, Anna and Rennard moved through the dock, passing by boat after boat tied to long white pathways that extended their arms over brownish-green water. At the end of one was the woman. Hunched down and wearing a bright yellow shirt, she looked like a bale of hay.

      Quietly, Anna and Rennard approached her. She fidgeted with the dock line that anchored a nice cruising boat. It wobbled as Stacy tugged, and right as she was about to release it, she heard Anna.

      “Stacy Tipton. We have some questions we’d like to ask you.”

      The woman turned to them. Her round face was red and sweaty with bangs that were glued to her forehead. Catching her breath, she smiled with a confused look on her face. “Can I help you?”
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      The Van Buren interrogation room was small and consisted of a tin table, two equally uncomfortable chairs, a fixed camera mounted in the upper corner, and the steady buzz of a lackadaisical air conditioner. Anna remembered the heat and the faint stench of cigarettes that hovered about the room. If the smell had a color, Anna guessed it to be a sickly yellow. Perhaps standing in the dimly lit observation room was a blessing in disguise. Sergeant Mathis allowed them the space for the afternoon, and Anna and Rennard planned to make the most of it. Anna chewed her nail and looked through the one-way glass window. Her anxious reflection lived on the darkened pane.

      Inside, Agent Justin Rennard draped his signature FBI jacket over the back of his metal chair, leaving him wearing a white collared shirt neatly rolled up past the elbow. Below, he had a leather belt, black slacks, and shiny black Rockport dress shoes. He wasn’t one for a suit and tie, Anna realized. Probably because the work they did together was always foot-on-the-ground. Anna wore a cyan-colored button-up shirt and slacks, but she betrayed the professional outfit with comfy tennis shoes. After running through two fires and getting in multiple shootouts, fashion was the last thing on her mind. She forsook makeup days ago.

      Stacy Tipton sat opposite of Rennard and nervously rubbed her small, stumpy hands together. The lack of proper AC in the room left her round face, arms, and band below her neck glowing red and sticky. Her tiny eyes cast down to the table. She fidgeted in the chair, struggling for comfort. Drinking from the glass of water relaxed her tense shoulders. She grabbed the neck of her sunflower-yellow blouse and shook it, fanning her neck and down her chest.

      Rennard started casually. “We apologize for the air conditioning. How are you feeling? Can I get you anything?” He offered her refreshments or a smoke.

      The woman took water, and though she was tempted by the danish, the tasty treat remained untouched on the paper plate on the table. Rennard decided against cuffs, in hopes it would coax Stacy to be more open.

      “Might I ask why I’m here, agent?” The woman’s voice was polite, quiet, and Southern.

      Hands folded over his notebook, Rennard smiled at her. “You may. The truth is, Ms. Tipton, we believe you that you have connections with Keisha Rines’s abduction.”

      “That precious little thing?” the woman asked, her eyes going wide. “That’s absurd. I-I loved that angel, and the fate that befell her makes my stomach churn.”

      “According to our timeline, you were talking to her parents when the abduction occurred, correct?”

      “Why, yes. They’re lovely people. Am I guilty of saying hi?”

      “No, Ms. Tipton. My goal here is to understand how you fit into the abduction. You clear that up for me and you are free to go.”

      “What role do you think I played?” Stacy asked as if it was the most ridiculous accusation she’d ever heard.  

      “A distraction,” Rennard replied stoically. “This is not a game, Ms. Tipton. A child's life is on the line, and that’s something I take very, very seriously.”

      The woman settled down her sarcastic antics and went back to rubbing her hands nervously. “I apologize, agent. This whole situation has me flustered. Speaking from the heart, yeah, I’m guilty.”

      From the observation room, Anna smiled slightly at the victory and waited for the coming words.

      “Guilty that I didn’t do more to stop it,” Stacy finished. Her eyes watered, and her lip quivered. “If I had known that talking to that doll’s parents would lead to her death, I would’ve never approached them. Every night, I toss and turn thinking of Keisha and those news reports.”

      “Why were you there, Ms. Tipton? You were not a registered guest.”

      Stacy nodded and wiped snot from her nose. A red rim surrounded her teary eyes. “I know. I wasn’t invited, but I wanted to see the angel for myself. I’d heard so much about her, and I hear her music all over the place. If I’d known my curiosity would get her killed, I…” Like the flipping of a light switch, her expression changed. She turned a fierce gaze to Rennard. “But you accuse me anyway. Think I’m some of molester—”

      “I never said anything about that,” Rennard interjected calmly.

      Stacy did not share in his cool. “You best turn in your badge because you're the worst investigator I’ve ever seen. I’ll say it now and say it a million more times if I have to, I was not involved in any way with the abduction of that girl, and I will not listen to the false accusations any longer.”

      The woman crossed her thick arms around her broad chest and turned her chin away from Rennard.

      “Ms. Tipton, I still have questions I’d like for you to answer. Like why you ran from us or what you planned to do with that boat.”

      Stacy didn’t give him so much as a glance, let alone reply. After forty minutes of talking to a stone wall, Rennard grabbed his jacket and notebook and exited the room.

      Anna met him in the hall and tucked her short hair behind her ear. “That much luck, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Rennard replied, frustrated. A few officers bustled by. The bullpen was active around them with officers making calls or bringing in drunks. “She’s obviously hiding something.”

      “Mood swings, outbursts, constant denial, not to mention the fact that she ran from us. The woman’s textbook. You need to keep pressing.”

      “She’s shut herself off from me. At least when I’m in the dog house, both parties are trying to work things out, but this woman… If you want to have a go at her, by all means.”

      Anna shook her head. “This is your gig. I’m a consultant, remember?”

      His piercing eyes met hers. “You think I care about who gets credit for the case? I care about results, Anna. That and saving lives. If you’re better equipped for the situation, please, do what you do best.”

      Anna smiled softly and felt her blood pumping. I couldn’t have said it better myself. “Thanks, Rennard. If you can grab a few things for me, that would be a big help.”

      “You name it, I’ll get it.”

      Anna let Stacy Tipton gel in the hot interrogation room for twenty more minutes before going inside. She called the technique Miami Heat. Get the suspect hot and desperate and then move in for the kill. Had it backfired before? Of course. But it had also won Anna dozens of confessions back in the Sunshine state.

      Taking Rennard’s notebook and pen, she stepped into the steamy room and was rushed by a wave of heat. She took a breath and let the door fall closed behind her. Stacy’s tiny eyes followed her across the room as she shook the neck of her blouse. Her body jiggled at the action. A frown dragged down her round face and red cheeks.

      Anna pulled out the chair with a screech. The last time she’d sat here, her opponent was Edger Strife. She resisted a shudder as she thought of the man and trained her mind on the woman before her. “My name is Anna Dedrick,” She sat down and spaced out the notebook, thick folder, and pen evenly on the metal table. “You can call me Anna. Can I call you Stacy?”

      Stacy glared at her.

      Anna disregarded the death gaze. “It’s hot in here, Stacy. Downright miserable. I know you don’t want to be here, and I sure as hell don’t want to be here, so let’s skip the BS and petty girl talk and get down to it. Agreed?”

      Stacy watched Anna intently, trying to get a read on her. After a moment of heated silence, she unclenched her jaw and nodded.

      “Good. Now that we’ve established a common goal—to get out of this hot room and move on with our lives—let’s get started. You ran from the FBI this afternoon. Why?”

      “It’s not what you—”

      Anna raised her voice. “Don’t play dumb. Answer the question, Stacy.”

      The larger woman shifted her jaw like she was chewing gravel. “What would you do, sweetheart, if you saw a strange car parked outside your home, especially with all the news about maniacs and kidnappers on the street? It was an overreaction, I see that now.”

      “When you saw the flashing lights and heard the sirens—I know you did because the whole town did—your first instinct was to hitch a boat and sail away, even though you were completely blameless of any crime?”

      “I made a split-second decision. It may not have been the wisest, but it’s the one I made,” Stacy argued.

      “You’re lying, Stacy,” Anna objected. “The escape through the back door and up to the roof, having a station wagon conveniently parked two blocks down the road, keeping your boat fueled and ready to depart. That’s what us detectives like to call pre-meditation.”

      “My, aren’t you feisty and quick to jump to conclusions? It’s no small wonder you ain’t found a husband yet,” Stacy scoffed.

      “Don’t avoid the question, Stacy,” Anna said lowly, noticing Stacy’s rings on the woman’s finger but none on her ring finger. “You had a bug-out plan, and it failed. What comes next is up to you.”

      The older woman looked at her with complete hatred.

      “You’re going to look at some photos.” Anna opened the dense folder before her. Making every motion deliberate, she extracted seven photos and placed them across the table.

      The first was a glamour shot of Keisha Rines. Her hair was sprayed, glossy, and curled into slinky ringlets that tumbled down her shoulders. She had a wide smile, pearly white teeth, and the sweetest eyes. Next to her was a photo of Lily Kendale. A shy, cute, and innocent blonde. Spread out beside each girl were photographs of their severed fingers. Anna’s stomach churned, looking at them, but she did well in keeping a neutral face.   

      Stacy recoiled at the sight, failing miserably to cover up her disgust.

      “This is the work of Wesley Jenkins,” Anna said. “You know how many little girls he’s done this to?”

      Stacy had no reply. She couldn’t remove her eyes from the photos. Anna withdrew three more prints from the folder and put them in front of Stacy. Each showed fifteen Missing Persons posters of various girls below the age of twelve.

      “Forty-five girls is our estimate. Those are the ones we know about. All of them are someone's child. All of them were prodigies. Girls with opportunities people like us will never have. Girls that could’ve made a difference in the lives of those around them.”

      Tears tumbled down Stacy’s angry face. She didn’t touch the stack.

      “Look through the pictures,” Anna commanded.

      Trembling, the large woman sifted through page after page of smiling little girls. All dead now.

      “Not that you care,” Anna went on. “But Wesley—if that’s the name he gave you—killed multiple detectives and their families before burning down their homes.”

      “I don’t want to look at these anymore,” Stacy growled.  

      “Then start talking, Stacy, or we’ll spend the next five hours looking over mutilated cadavers hacked up into tiny little bits. I have videos, too; you may want to see them. I’ve watched them all. Still hear those girls screaming when it’s quiet and I’m alone. I shut my eyes, and I see them, hands tied and legs—”

      “ENOUGH!” Stacy wailed. “I said enough, please! Please, God!” Snot leaking and tears falling, the woman buried her face in her meaty palms.

      Anna looked at her, silently, with hollow eyes ringed with tired circles. Her hand rested on the folder still fat with photos. “The pictures go away when you start talking.”

      Eyes and face blood red and runny, Stacy glared at Anna. “You’re an evil woman.”

      Anna’s face remained cold and emotionless. She clicked the pen’s top and opened the notebook to a new page, waiting for the confession. “Start from the beginning.”

      Stacy wiped her face down with the palms of her tiny hands and snorted dangling snot back into her nostrils. “I don’t go to bars, I’m just not that type of gal…”

      

      “… hell, I could count the number of times I drank alcohol on one hand and still be two fingers short.”

      Millions of stars speckled the sky above the roadside biker bar. It was a small dive with cheap booze, cheaper furnishings, and loud music that pounded your head like a jackhammer. Dozens of motorcycles, choppers, and rusty and battered sedans occupied the gravel parking lot while semi-trucks screamed by on the wet, black highway. The first thing Stacy Tipton noticed when she stepped out of the car was the large neon sign of a pig with a comically angry expression. Its red letters blinked like a faulty taillight, and the text read “Hangry Porker’s.”

      When Stacy was in her twenties that would’ve offended her, but she was forty-four now and comfortable with her figure. What remained to be seen was if her date would share the same confidence. More men than she thought did, but the ones she found, she wouldn’t call handsome. Though it might have been a double standard. Stacy, being raised in the church, had hopes that there was a good man out there worth saving herself for. Was he in the Hangry Porker? Stacy cringed but marched across the gravel parking lot anyway. She could hear rock-and-roll, hearty laughter, and obscene language long before she reached the double doors. A drunken, middle-aged woman with a cut-off shirt staggered out of the bar. Tattoos painted her arms and belly with symbols, dates, nude silhouettes, and scripture. A hairy bull-like man in a leather jacket followed behind, laughing with her and stinking of BO and cigarettes. Stacy gave them space, and like most people, they didn’t pay her mind.

      The couple mounted a Harley and revved it up.

      “Um, excuse me…” Stacy said as the drunks chuckled and sped down wet asphalt. Fear and guilt clenched her lungs. With an outstretched arm, she supported herself on the side of the bar and struggled for breath. I should’ve warned them not to ride drunk. They’re going to die. You’re a bad woman, Stacy. A very bad... The smell of vomit slithered up her nostrils and caused her to gag. She looked down at the patty of chunky bile at her feet and nearly threw up herself. With a hurried wobble, she distanced herself from the mess and turned her gaze up to the bar. The rectangular building seemed so much larger and intimidating than she’d originally noticed. Her Volkswagen Beetle wasn’t more than fifty feet away and tempted her greatly. Teeth chattering, she approached the double doors and pushed against them.

      It was a whole new world. A smoky haze hung in the air and smelled of sweat, beer, puke, tobacco, and more nasty things. A half-dozen patrons gathered around every table or swarmed each booth. They wore leather and jeans, shirts with naked ladies and big cars, hats with rebel flags, and jackets with skull patches. Two gnarly women kissed one another while a lanky, seedy-looking fellow collected money from his friends. A man with huge muscles guarded the jukebox while a woman an inch over five feet tall danced to the rock-and-roll like no one was watching. Likes hogs at a slop trough, sweaty men and rough ladies hunched over the bar.

      The smell, the noise, the haze, all of it made Stacy dizzy and her heart rattle. A terrifying man with a square head and broken nose pushed past her, nearly causing Stacy to fall, and walked on without offering the slightest gaze or apology. Rubbing her shoulder, Stacy frowned. She wore a loose turquoise blouse and black slacks that did not match the attire of the other patrons and instantly regretted not further researching the address or the bar’s name.

      With tiny steps, she approached the bar and looked for her contact. She saw patrons order all sorts of different drinks, light and dark, and felt her breath quicken. The haze hung thick behind her, and without the exit sign, she wouldn’t be able to see the front door.

      “Stacy!” A familiar voice called. “Stacy, get over here, girl!”

      Over the noise, Stacy followed the voice to a tall, skinny man a few seats down. He was dressed in a simple T-shirt with jeans and camouflage boots. His cheeks were gaunt and his eyes gray, but overall his face was handsome, and the graying ponytail running down his back gave him a rural, rebellious look.

      “Hey, Ed.” Stacy greeted him politely, but he didn’t hear her.

      “I was afraid you wasn’t gonna show!” Edger Strife usually had a soft voice, but when he got drunk, the man could yell. He and Stacy were cousins, so she was used to his antics by now, and even though he was affiliated with some-less-than savory groups, they were blood, and blood looked out for one another. “This is the guy I wanted you to meet.”

      Edger gestured to the man next to him who wore a button-up shirt, classy pants, and leather shoes. He turned to Stacy and gave a smile that made her blush.

      “Will.” He extended a hand.

      Stacy shook it and immediately realized how sweaty her palms were compared to the stranger’s soft, warm hands.

      “Stacy, ” she replied.

      “I hope she ain’t too old for you, buddy.” Edger chuckled and punched Will in the shoulder.

      Will didn’t take his eyes off Stacy. “No, she’s perfect.”

      His voice was silk to Stacy’s ears, and she could tell her face was turning cherry red.

      “I’ll leave you two to it,” Edger announced and swiveled out his seat. He grabbed his beer. Waving goodbye and chuckling, he vanished in the haze.

      “Please,” Will gestured to the now-vacant seat beside him.

      Stacy bowed her head and lifted herself onto the stool. Her whole body shook, but it wasn’t because of the wobbly seat.

      “I’ll admit, Edger hasn’t said much about you,” Will said with a small grin. His face looked like any other but was soft and blemish-free. Behind his square-framed glasses with a dark finish, his eyes were curious and inviting in a way that made butterflies flutter in Stacy’s belly.

      “The whole situation caught me off guard, too,” Stacy said and brushed her hair behind her ear. “I’ve not been on many blind dates.”

      “Exciting, huh?” Will said, looking her in the eyes.   

      Stacy blushed again and nodded. I really need to stop doing that. Blushing.

      “What do you, uh, do for a living?” Stacy asked, trying to fill the empty air.

      Will shrugged. “A little of everything.”

      “Mysterious,” Stacy joked.

      Will didn’t laugh, only grinned slightly and looked at the suds at the bottom of his glass.

      “Real estate,” he eventually admitted. “There’s a market for buying and selling properties anonymously and cheap, especially in the Midwest. I provide the necessary means to do so. It’s a great way to stimulate the economy without giving money to the government.”

      “Where did you learn to do that?”

      “My foster father taught me the business. My real dad died when I was eight,” Will let that statement sit for a second before he asked, “You thirsty?”

      Not sure what else to do, Stacy nodded.

      

      “We talked the whole night,” Stacy said, remembering. “Him more than me, but I liked hearing about his life, and he was glad to have someone listen.”

      Anna packed away the Missing Persons printouts in front of Stacy but left out the horrific pictures of Keisha and Lily.

      “After the second date,” Stacy continued, her cheeks puffy from tears that had stopped falling, “we met on a week-to-week basis. He took me to the finest restaurants, invited me to his vacation home in the woods, bought me clothes, and told me how beautiful I looked every morning and every evening. I don’t know why it took me two months to realize the type of stupid money he was making. I was too lovestruck to care. He told me to quit my job one day, and I did it without question. In return, he bought me a house and put it in my name. In his eyes, I was a queen—”

      “When did you find out?” Anna interrupted as she jotted on the notepad.

      Stacy glared at her. “You don’t care about any of this, do you?”

      “I care about all the missing girls he’s captured and killed.” Anna locked tired eyes with the woman. “I want to know when you learned what he truly was.”

      Stacy went quiet and slouched back in her seat. She sighed and continued, “I was on my way back from the mall when I noticed his front door ajar…”

      

      Birds chirped, and leaves rustled. The picturesque cabin fit perfectly amidst the oaks that carpeted the Ozark mountains like fluffy green spears. Stacy couldn’t help but chuckle at the sounds, sights, and sappy smells of nature. To say it was a juxtaposition from where she met Will three years, four months, and seventeen days ago would be the biggest understatement of the century.

      Stacy brushed her fingers across her pristine jade necklace as she hiked up the inclined road. The kiss of the cold stone made her wish she had a wedding ring, but Will forbid it.

      “Married men don’t last long in my line of work,” Will explained, kindly but firm, and Stacy never asked the question again. He’ll change his mind, she thought optimistically. I’ll be with him until he does.

      As she neared the cabin, Stacy noticed something amiss. Will’s car was parked at an odd angle, and black smoke pumped out of its exhaust. Slowly, she approached the vehicle. There was no one inside. Confused, Stacy opened the door and extracted the keys. The car shut off. Using the handrail as support, Stacy heaved herself up the stairs and froze. Wind chimes clamored together. The encased porch light functioned not. The cabin’s front door was open six inches.  

      “Will?” Stacy called out.

      Thump. A noise from within.

      The hairs rose on Stacy’s arms. She pushed open the door. Creak. With tiny, careful steps, she entered the cabin. The lights were off, and something inside told Stacy not to turn them on. Dishes were still in the sink. Groceries had yet to be unloaded.

      Thump!

      Stacy felt her heart race, and suddenly, she found herself short of breath. She sucked up her fears and turned into the hallway. The door to the master bedroom was wide open.

      Thump! Followed by indistinct mumbling.

      Rubbing her palms together nervously, Stacy walked closer. A thousand fears cut through her head and into her heart. Another woman was the strongest of them. She shook out the thought. Will could have any woman he wanted as long as she was first. The thought hurt, but that’s what she’d tell him. Please don’t let it be true.

      Hiding by the threshold, Stacy spied on her man pulling on the closet door with both hands. His hair was disheveled and his glasses lopsided. A damp handkerchief hung up out of his back pocket.

      “Open up,” he said with a playful grin and slammed his shoulder against the oaken door with a thump.

      “Will?”

      The man swiftly turned to Stacy standing in the doorway, surprised by her presence. Will’s smile faded. “What are you doing here, Stacy? You weren’t supposed to be home for another few hours.”

      “I finished early,” she said, whimsically and unblinking. Her hands involuntarily caressed the heavy jade necklace. “What’s in the closet, darling?”

      Will moved his lips as he searched for words. His hands stayed on the knob. His face appeared calm, but his knuckles were bone white. “My niece. She hid in the closet, and I’m trying to get her out.”

      “You said that your only sister died,” Stacy remembered the story. How could she not, when Will told her that his sister had been destined to be a master clarinetist until she was found strangled in the woods. Will had flexed his hands as he told her that a year ago.

      Just then, darkness overtook her kind, soft-spoken lover. The look that made her feel priceless had changed to black anger at the drop of the dime. “Go wait in the hallway, and do not move until I say so. Do I make myself clear?”

      “I have the right to know what’s going on,” Stacy replied.

      She thought then that Will would kill her. The cord of muscles on his forearm tightened as he gripped the doorknob tighter. “Wait. In. The. Hall.”

      Without another word, Stacy turned back and exited into the hallway. Part of her thought of climbing into the car and driving away, but then she remembered all of the gifts Will had given her. She sat down on the floor and waited.

      Thump! Bam! She heard the closet door swing open. A girl screamed but was quickly muted. Heels smashed and knocked against the wood floor rapidly. There was a rustling of fabric. Stacy’s heart pounded. Tears trickled down her plump cheeks, but she didn’t say a word, and she didn’t move from her spot.

      Eyes cast on the floor, Stacy saw Will’s boot and the tail end of a wrapped bedsheet dragging across the wood as her lover exited the room. He halted. Stacy felt his eyes on her like a laser. When she didn’t look back at him, he stomped through the hall and stopped again.

      “Keys,” he commanded.

      Trembling, Stacy pulled the car keys from her purse and slid them across the floor. They jiggled as Will retrieved them. Stacy never looked up from her lap. She heard the front door slam and then the car’s trunk. Will returned inside.

      “Get up.”

      Staggering, Stacy heaved herself to her feet and followed Will to the kitchen.

      “Look at me.”

      Stacy hesitantly turned her gaze up to her lover. A fingernail scratch had peeled back a line of skin on his cheek in the same way Stacy had done to her sister Tara back in elementary school. The darkness in Will’s eyes was gone. He smiled sweetly at her and stood next to the knife rack on the counter.

      “I love you,” Stacy said, crying. Her whole body trembled.

      “What did you see, Stacy? I want the truth.” He rested his bottom against the counter. His fingers gripped the edge.

      “Nothing,” she blurted out quicker than she could think it. “I didn’t see anything because… because I was at the mall.”

      “That’s right. You were.”  

      Stacy couldn’t control the shaking any longer. Her legs felt weak and almost gave out when Will caught her. He was so much stronger than he looked.

      “I love you,” he whispered in her ear as his arms wrapped around her. “No one will ever replace you. You believe me, don’t you?”

      “I do,” Stacy sniffled. “If you needed to tell me something, you would. That’s what you always say, ain’t it?”

      “I want to tell you everything,” Will replied with a solemn sadness to his voice. “But I can’t. I’m not ready.”

      When Stacy got her footing, Will kept his hands around her wide back and looked her in the eyes the way he did the first time they solidified their relationship. “I might ask you to do things that we can’t talk about. Will you? Will you do them for me?”

      With runny tears and a runny nose, Stacy nodded. “Yes.”

      

      Stacy studied her stubby fingers as she spoke. Her lip twitched slightly. “I didn’t ask him questions after that. He’d ask me to drive somewhere and leave the car, I’d do it. He’d ask me to follow a girl. I’d do it. The unspoken agreement was that he kept me from the nasty business, and we stayed lovers. After a while, I learned that it wasn’t his true name, but I never brought it up. It’s just a name after all.”

      “And Keisha Rines?” Anna asked.

      “Yes… her,” Stacy frowned. “Will told me to talk to the parents while he… while he took the girl. Will you put away the pictures now?”

      Anna swept the horrific images into the folder. She made sure no edges were sticking out and closed the flap. “Are you hiding Cain—Will—now?”

      Stacy sighed. “I ain’t seen him since the news blasted his face all over. The last thing he told me was to use the boat if the cops came. Will’s not a bad man. He has an addiction, and he fights it every day. He’s constantly reading philosophies and holy text in search of a cure. I know you’ve seen them.”

      Anna didn’t have anything to say to that. “Did he say where he would go if anything like this ever happened?”

      Stacy hesitated and grinded her teeth. “There’s a document hidden in my mattress. It has a list of addresses of different properties he’s sold. A sort of reminder of his successes. He might be hiding out in one of those.”

      Anna shot a glance back at the tinted glass behind her in the place where she imagined Agent Rennard to be standing.

      “How many are on the list?” she asked Stacy.

      The older, plump woman shrugged. “Fifty. A hundred.” She smiled smugly. “Once he knows you have me, he’ll skip town, and you’ll never find him.”

      “Let’s hope not.” Anna handed the confession paper and pen to Stacy. “Or, you’ll have more blood on your hands.”

      And the woman looked like she was going to cry again.
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      Anna didn’t know what to expect when she entered Stacy Tipton’s home. The welcoming smell of lemon and lime greeted Anna like a long-lost lover, and as Anna stepped farther into the living room, she noticed handcrafted furnishings, a shelf loaded with hundreds of one-of-kind cat ornaments, and pricey paintings hanging on the recently painted walls. In contrast to the house’s bland suburban exterior, there was a subtle wealth to every object within. Small wonder Stacy loved the man.

      “Brilliant facadé,” Rennard said as he slid on his plastic gloves. “I’ll give him that. Keeps the lady happy without raising too many brows.”

      Other local investigators spread out among the perimeter, branching off into the kitchen, guest bedroom, bathrooms, and closets while others snapped countless photos of oddball baubles and pictures of Stacy that rested on the countertops and side tables. After, they popped open the back of the frame in search of a secret message from Cain.

      A fluffy, orange tabby cat brushed against Anna’s calf. She gave the soft feline a pat down the back of his neck and started toward the master bedroom. Pillows piled against the curved backboard of the canopy-covered king-sized bed. Nearby, a wardrobe dwarfed Anna. Jewelry spilled from half a dozen velvet boxes on Stacy’s makeup station: a pricey antique desk with four circular mirrors that opened around the user’s head like a menu. Facing the bed was a six-foot, hand-painted portrait of a faun being pulled on by four beautiful women. Hundreds of shirts and shoes packed the clothing closet nearby. Anna brushed her gloved palm along the side of the mattress while Rennard mimicked her on the other side.

      “Good job with Stacy,” the agent complimented, his hand brushing by the far corner of the bed.

      “Cain manipulated her with honesty and gifts. He convinced her that they shared a special unbreakable bond, that she was the only one he could tell his secrets to, that she could be the remedy to his illness. It gave her purpose, and that’s worth a lot more than money.” Anna reached the front of the mattress. Finding no fissures, she doubled back.

      “Maybe he truly loves her,” the agent suggested.

      “Doubtful,” Anna replied. “It was a long con that backfired tremendously.”

      By his expression, Rennard doubted that statement. They both moved their hands to the place where the mattress met the backboard and brushed against each other’s fingers.

      “Found it,” Rennard announced and withdrew a slip of paper.

      Anna moved next to him as he opened the folds. Printed out in tiny font were at least a hundred addresses.

      “We can’t say she’s a liar,” said Rennard, and they began to count.

      The rest of the investigators combed through the house and found little evidence that Cain had ever stayed there. There were no photographs of him. No notes. Stacy had admitted that he only stayed over once a month. The rest of their visits were at his properties. She also revealed that the boat was his idea, too, and he had her take lessons in case the cops were on to her. All in all, what Anna and Rennard had to go on was a list of one hundred and eighteen home addresses that Cain had anonymously bought and sold at one time or another over the last twenty-plus years.

      The lead did not inspire confidence.

      Anna went to the police and sheriff's department, searching for volunteers to go door to door, ask about sightings in the neighborhood, and call in backup if anything suspicious caught their eye. All and all, she recruited four officers and split the list accordingly, which equated to roughly twenty addresses per person, with Rennard and Anna taking on the outliers. She printed out copies of the list for the six of them and provided highlighters so they could mark off the unfruitful addresses. She also made a shareable Excel spreadsheet that could be updated by all the volunteers. However, Anna couldn’t access that with her father’s outdated flip phone. With the plan in motion, they set off, Anna exiting last.

      Sheriff Greenbell saw her out. It felt like years had passed since they had last seen each other. The wrinkles and droopy circles under his eyes made the sheriff look it, too. Anna expected a jibe or sarcastic compliment from the man who had once blamed her and her brother for the abduction. Instead, he nodded respectfully and lit a cigarette without saying a word.  

      Reviewing the geological profile, Anna and Rennard began with the addresses clustered within the abduction sites and Cain’s confiscated properties. The listed homes were located in and around Van Buren, Fort Smith, Mulberry, Greenwood, and Durham. There was a single address far off in Prairie Grove about sixty miles away. If Anna and the rest of the volunteers spent an hour per property and counted the drive time, they were looking at thirtyish hours apiece, so it would take at least three days. Taking into account home life, work responsibilities, and the available hours of the residents of Cain’s previous properties, and that number significantly increased.

      Anna visited her father before setting off. The bruises that flowered his chest, arms, and legs had shrunk slightly, but his broken bones had a long way to recover. The life support machine and tube down his throat kept him alive, and the doctor’s prognosis remained pessimistic.

      “We’ve had a few close calls, but he’s stable. For how much longer, we cannot say. We might start weaning him off the machines, but only if we see a significant improvement,” the doctor said as Anna clasped her father’s faintly warm and veiny hand. His wrapped leg hung on a sling. A small beard sprouted from his bruised square jaw.

      After the doctor mentioned the cost-per-day—a number Anna struggled to repeat—he said, “Richard has lived a full life. There’s nothing wrong with sending him home.”

      “There’s something I have to take care of,” Anna told the doctor as she brushed the thin, gray bangs to the side of her father’s forehead. “I’ll have my answer when I return.”

      With a sober smile, the doctor left Anna with her father and vanished into the hall.

      Anna squeezed Richard’s veiny hand as if to pump life back into his old, broken, and battered body. “Keep fighting, Dad. That’s what you’ve always told me.”

      The breathing machine rose and fell at a steady pace while the heartbeat monitor beeped monotonously. Anna closed her eyes and took and held a breath, filling herself with the chilly, sterile hospital air.

      When she released her breath, she said, “I’ll find him, Dad, and when I do, you better wake up. If you can hear me, promise me. Promise me you’ll wake up.”

      Anna stayed with Richard for a while, listening to the beeps and boops of various machines keeping him alive. When it felt right, Anna wiped her palms on her slacks, got up, and went to the first address on her section of the list.  

      

      It was a hot day for autumn, and the late morning sun beat down on Anna’s neck. She wore tinted aviators to hide her sleepless eyes and a dark-blue button-up that didn’t fit as well as it once did. Her belly was skinny from her two days trapped underground last week, and during her morning shower, she had noticed that her lower ribs still showed against her tan skin. The lack of sleep and coffee/pizza diet had not done wonders for her physique, either.

      Nonetheless, she walked casually and confidently up the driveway and mashed her finger against the doorbell. She heard the chime from inside and tried to steal a peek through the wavy glass panes on the door. Her pistol pulled at her tightened belt, but she would not take chances by leaving the truck without it. It would frighten some of the people she encountered, but that would hypothetically be interpreted as a sign of her seriousness.

      A petite, elderly woman shuffled her tiny feet toward the door and opened for Anna. With a grin to match the picture, Anna displayed her P.I. license contained in the transparent flap of her wallet. “Sorry to interrupt, ma’am. I was wondering if you had time to answer a few questions.”

      Cautiously, the woman invited her inside and offered Anna refreshments. Anna accepted but ate and drank little, knowing that this would be the first stop of many. After complimenting the woman’s quaint and inviting home, Anna got to the questions one by one.

      “How long have you owned this home? Did you deal with the previous owner or someone else? In the past few days, have you noticed anything unusual or out of place around your home or in the neighboring houses? Any strange cars in the neighborhood or people asking for food or lodging? What about an African-American child with a possibly bandaged hand and her Caucasian guardian? Do you feel as though you’re being watched or that someone may have gotten into your home over the last few days? Maybe you found the door unlocked or window creaked when you remember shutting them before leaving home? Was there anything that I’ve not asked that you’d like to mention?”

      The elderly woman told Anna that her late husband had bought the property fifteen years ago and for way under the list price. She had no relations to the previous owner, and the only change to the neighborhood in the past week was that the teenager in the neighbor's house had gotten new speakers, which drove her absolutely nuts.

      Back at the truck, Anna held the list of properties against the steering wheel and highlighted another address in hot pink. Sighing, she put her shifter into drive and rolled down the rural street to her next destination.

      An African-American man greeted Anna from his covered porch and quickly recognized her from the news. His two-story house was nestled near a creek and had a spacious back yard where he contemplated building a shed. He sympathized with Anna for a while and displayed a passionate curiosity for the Rines case. When asked, he openly talked about the steal of a deal he got for the house and confirmed the picture of Wesley Jenkins, AKA Cain, to be the one who sold it to him.

      “It’s one of those things, you know. Hard to tell what you’re getting and who you’re getting it from, but the man didn’t steer me wrong,” the homeowner said.

      Anna excused herself to use the restroom—the same that she’d done at the elderly woman’s house—and gave the other rooms a quick peek. There was nothing that hinted at a second person living within or that there ever had been. She returned to the living room and asked how he came to find the place originally.

      “My credit was suffering, and no one wanted to sell me a house. I started asking around, and eventually, the grapevine came back to me about this guy who was willing to sell as long as the buyer made payment in cash. I saved up a bit and met with the man to finalize the deal. He said that the property had been owned by the same couple since it was built in the 40s. When they passed, their inheritors wanted to sell quickly, and the day after the funeral, the man bought it at a low price. Sold it to me two weeks later.”

      The cogs in Anna’s mind turned. “It’s almost like he searches the local obituaries to see what houses are available to purchase.”

      “And snatches them up before they’re on the market? Could be,” the man replied with a chuckle. “Most of the folks around these parts have been here forever. With the youth all moving away nowadays, they don’t want to come back and deal with their parents’ mess.”

      “Cain offers them a way out, albeit shady.”

      The man chuckled again, holding a hand on his belly. “No one ever told me being a detective was this much fun.”

      Anna thought of all the struggles she’d dealt with on this case alone. “It has its moments, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      The man waved her goodbye as Anna peeled out of the gravel driveway. She checked the time, realizing she’d spent over an hour and a half there. She gave Rennard a call.

      “Any luck?” she asked.

      “Nada,” the agent replied. “I found a woman who can cook some otherworldly cookies, though.”

      Anna cracked a smile. “How many you got left on your list?”

      “Um, seventeen. I’m pulling up to sixteen now.”

      “You’re making the rest of us look bad,” Anna joked as she headed across the bridge to the Fort Smith area. The wide Arkansas River rolled on below, its brown-green water twinkling in the sun.

      “My grandfather was a traveling salesman. It must run in the blood.”

      “All right, Rennard. Call if you learn anything.”

      “That’s supposed to be my line, consultant.”

      The next address took Anna into a developing neighborhood on the outer rim of Fort Smith. She parked across the street and rolled down her window. A breeze brushed through her short hair as she lowered her aviators down to the point of her nose. The house erected before her was little more than walls and a roof. The wood stood unpainted, and the garage lacked a drop-down door.

      Brows crinkled, Anna stepped out, looked both ways, and crossed the street. She bounced up the curb and marched through the grass. Plastic sheeting fortified the inside of the house’s windows and bowed inward at every gust of wind. The door was solid wood and had a metal knob that rattled when Anna shook it but did not give way. Hesitating for a moment, she stepped into the mouth of the garage. Its shade enveloped her in darkness. She picked the locked inner door.

      Sunlight barely slipped through the fogged plastic sheeting, thus rendering the spacious interior dark and gloomy. With every step, Anna’s shoes clacked against the wood flooring. Without thinking, her fingers unbuttoned the strap on her gun holster, and her fingers coiled around the cold, rough grip of her pistol. Her eyes caught hold of a dry mud smudge on the floor. She knelt down, noticing the geometric pattern printed in the flaky dirt. There was a similar smudge a few feet away. Footprints, partial and days old. Anna followed the remnant of the trail to a door. It opened into stairs stepping down into a dark abyss.

      A shiver scurried up Anna’s spine and prompted her to twist back, gun drawn. Over the barrel of her pistol were large, dark, seemingly empty rooms. With steady steps, she descended into darkness. Her eyes slowly adjusted when her foot hit the cement floor. Wood support beams were positioned intermittently through the room. Twisted and bent nails broke wood between horizontal two-by-fours checkering the ceiling above Anna’s head. With a click, her flashlight cast a beam across the open basement. She stepped forward, taking heed of the single wooden chair near the back wall.

      Probing the room with her flashlight, Anna approached. The chair was old and scarred with scratches. It had arms and seemed to be built for a child. Swept behind were a few strands of white thread that took Anna two passes to recognize. Trash? Dockline hairs? Anna had no answers. After looking underneath the chair for any markings and scanning the walls for Cain’s signature phrases, Anna left the shell of the home unsatisfied.

      The sunlight blinded her upon exiting and prompted her to lift the shades hanging on the top button of her shirt. Crunching grass underfoot, she distanced herself from the residence until she reached the curb. There was something butted against the cement. Curious, she knelt and lifted the black plastic with two fingers. The top had been snapped away, and what she held was a number pad. Burner phone, she knew immediately. She twisted it around and removed the back casing. The battery remained intact. The sim card was gone. Anna looked up and down the street and lawn but couldn’t find the screen section of the phone or the sim.

      Returning to her truck with the broken phone in hand, she pulled up her list and highlighted the address with a neon green stripe to remind herself that it was a place of interest. She sent a text to Rennard about the chair in the basement and broken phone on the curbside before driving to the next address.

      Anna’s stomach rumbled as she rolled into a neighborhood a few miles down the road. Tacos for lunch? she thought with uncertainty. She looked up from the GPS in time to see the gaggle of children biking across the street. Anna stomped on her brakes and caught her breath.

      “Sorry!” A freckled five-year-old yelled. Her little legs churned the bike pedals. She reclaimed her speed, and the glittery pink handlebar tassels twisted in the wind. The other children beckoned her to hurry up.

      A few houses down, Anna parked her car. Teenage boys with blond fuzz on their lips skateboarded and shot basketball next door. Across the street, a man had his garage door open while he worked under his jack-lifted muscle car and listened to classic rock on his radio. Farther down, an old woman watered her tiny front yard garden that wasn’t adapting well to the season. Saturday, Anna remembered as she unbuckled her seatbelt.

      She stepped out of the truck and turned her face to the bench seat. Subtly, she untucked her shirt and used the bottom flaps to conceal her holstered pistol. Once finished, she slammed the door and looked up at the suburban home before her. It was made of red and brown brick, and like the rest of the neighborhood, was built on flat terrain, a common trait Anna noted the closer she got to the border of Oklahoma.

      Thinking about lunch, Anna hiked up the driveway, past the plastic-covered newspaper, and to the front door. She mashed the doorbell with the tip of her finger, took off her sunshades, and withdrew her P.I. license. Waiting, she leaned out to get a better look at the open garage attached to the house and spotted the nose of a lime-colored Ford Mercury with a 1980s design.

      Through the two vertical glass panes flanking both sides of the door, a figure approached. Anna smiled as the owner unlocked and opened the door.

      “Sorry to disrupt your day,” Anna flashed her P.I. license. “I was wondering if you had time to answer a few questions? It will only take a few minutes.”

      The man stood an inch taller than Anna and upped her by fifteen plus years, evident by the wrinkles on his forehead and alongside his mouth that he’d done well to hide with light cosmetics and a head of rich brown hair untouched by gray. Dyed, Anna assumed. His triangular-shaped face had an unassuming quality, bulb nose, and deep-set green eyes with clear contacts, while his outfit consisted of a two-tone polo, jeans, and sockless penny loafers perfect for a hot day.

      He slipped his hands into his pockets and eyed the truck behind her. “Come on in.”

      The man stepped aside and gestured for Anna to pass. She thanked him and stepped inside while he closed the door. Dark wood furnishings and shelves full of old books gave the house a comfortable, classy look that invited visitors to cozy up in the lounge and read the day. But when Anna passed by the sideboard, she noticed a few pictures of the man in snowboarding gear, standing triumphant on the top of various snowcapped peaks.

      “Quite the thrill-seeker,” Anna said, establishing some rapport before the questioning.

      “It’s a hobby,” the man replied humbly.

      Anna walked into the living room. The couch and recliner were upholstered with dark leather, and the television mounted on the wall above a speaker system played soft piano music. Getting an idea of the exits—one to the kitchen, one to the hall, and one through the French doors that opened into the backyard—Anna moseyed into the center of the room and turned back for a proper introduction.

      “Anna Dedrick,” she said with an arm extended.  

      “Allen Winslow,” the man replied and hesitantly shook her hand. His palms had a butter-soft quality like he had never touched a tool in his life.

      “I have a good friend named Allen back in Miami,” Anna shared and headed to the couch. “Do you mind if we sit?”

      “Be my guest.” Allen gestured to the couch and lowered himself to the recliner. “Would you like something to eat or drink? Water? Wine? I have last night’s hors d’oeuvres in the fridge, too.”  

      Seated on the couch, Anna crossed her legs and smiled shyly to herself. “It’s a little early for wine.”

      When Allen didn’t reply, Anna looked him in the eyes. “I’ll have a little if you do...”

      “Um, sure. I should’ve asked you that before we got comfortable,” Allen joked awkwardly and pushed himself to his feet. He passed into the kitchen, leaving the door open.

      “What is this visit about?” the man asked as a cupboard opened.

      Anna slid across the cushion to get a better look at him through the doorway. “I’m following up a lead in the Rines case. I’m sure you’ve heard about it on the news.”

      “Ah, that,” the man replied and sighed angrily. “What a mess.”

      Glasses and cups lined the shelves of the cupboard. The top row had sinus medication. Hands full, he closed it with his elbow and carefully placed two bulbous wine glasses on the granite countertop before opening the refrigerator.  

      “Long story short, we have reason to believe that the lead suspect hasn’t fled the area,” Anna said, observing the stranger and the surrounding room. It was a serene place with no family photos, but there were small nail holes on the wall were something once hung. The speakers played a soft, ambient piano ballad.

      “How would you know that?” The wine cork popped, and the rich red gushed from the bottle and cascaded down the bend of the first glass.

      “A strong lead revealed to me several potential neighborhoods in which our suspect shares past real estate ties. As a consultant with local law enforcement, my job is to go door-to-door and inquire about any changes in the neighborhood over the last five to seven days.”

      “Sounds kinda boring,” Allen started on the second glass.  

      “Sometimes it takes a little boredom to keep everyone safe.” Anna looked down the hallway and chewed at her lip.

      “What sort of real estate ties did this guy have here?” Allen set the wine bottle on the counter and lifted each glass, half-filled with sloshing crimson.

      Anna returned to her starting position on the couch and crossed her legs. “We are led to believe he owned this property at one point and might return.”

      “That’s a haunting thought.” Allen stepped into the living room, careful not to spill.

      With a smile, Anna accepted the glass. “Humans are creatures of habit. When we’re scared, we run to familiar places to find security.”

      “Yeah, but going from house-to-house seems a little long-winded.” Allen back stepped to the recliner. “This can’t be the only lead you have.”

      “It’s not,” Anna lied casually and brought the glass up to her lips but did not touch it

      “I’ve had the place for a while.” Allen sat at the edge of the chair and whisked the wine with his wrist. “Ask away.”

      When Anna opened her mouth, her glass tilted and dribbled red down the front of her purple button up. She cursed and held her arms away from her, making sure not to remake the same mistake.

      Allen set his glass to the side and stood up. “Wait there. I’ll—” He hiked his thumb back.

      “Thank you,” Anna hovered over the couch with her arms out, still holding the wine glass.

      Allen made a hasty return with a fist full of damp paper towels. He bustled around the coffee table. “Let me—”

      “I got it,” Anna jolted out of her seat right as Allen came into range and purposely stumbled into him, sloshing the wine down the front of his polo. He staggered back and turned his eyes down to the red stain that started at his chest and ran to the lip of his jeans.

      Anna gasped. “I am so sorry. I—this is embarrassing. You might still be able to save it.”

      Allen looked at her like he was about to get his teeth pulled.

      “Wash it off in the bathroom. Hurry. Before it settles.”

      Looking over his shoulder, Allen headed to the bathroom and shut the door. Anna waited for a moment. The sound of a faucet running started. Heart racing, she put aside her glass and slipped into the hallway, taking extra caution as she walked past the bathroom. As quietly as she could, she opened the door to the master bedroom. She recalled all the photos on the sideboard. Reflective snowboarding goggles covered the man’s face in the photos. He had the same rich hair. The tell was the jaw. In the photograph, it was square, not triangular shaped like Allen’s.

      The room was tidy with a made bed, dusted shelves, and a dresser. A bible on the bed stand opened to a highlighted section. Genesis 4:3-5. A stack of other philosophical and religious texts was piled at the foot of the stand. A library code was taped on the binding. She turned back from the dresser and noticed the glasses case. Inside were thick square glasses similar to the photo of Wesley Jenkins. Still not enough.

      She opened the drawer and sifted through the clothes, her ear trained on the running water rumbling in the piping of the walls. She pushed aside shirts and boxers before moving to the next drawer filled with neatly folded pants and shorts. Finally, she yanked open the final drawer and brushed aside oversized clothes, revealing the mops of different-colored hair.

      Anna’s eyes widened at the sight of the thick silver wig knotted into a ponytail. The color, the length, it matched the strand she found on the tracks behind King’s Opera House on her first day on the job. Heart raging, she pulled out her cell phone, took a picture, and texted it to Rennard. Found him, she typed, put in the address, and hit the green button. At the corner of the screen, an animated mail envelope wiggled beside an arrow. Send faster! She groaned and swiftly fixed the clothes to cover the wig.

      The faucet ran. She had time to fix the clothes in the upper drawer, but she wasn’t going to chance it. Her hand found her gun and drew it from her holster. It wasn’t legal to point a firearm at an unarmed citizen in his home, but right now, Anna did not care about the law. She cared about getting Cain and finding Keisha Rines. The weapon felt heavy in her hand. Taking deep breaths, she fortified herself in the same way she had during the final hours of the Dade County Human Trafficking Case. She remembered the warm red stickiness running down her shirt and soaking into her skin and the frail fourteen-year-old girl in her arms at the end of that investigation.

      Anna’s forehead glistened, and a cold chill awakened the hairs on her arms and neck. Her back slid against the wall as she neared the bedroom doorway. With a full lung, she peeked her head into the hallway. The bathroom remained sealed along with the adjacent closet door. Far beyond was the living room and a whole section of the house she hadn’t explored: the basement.

      Over the sound of rushing water, a calming piano ballad drifted through the house. The ballad grew louder as Anna stepped into the hall, the barrel of her gun bouncing from closed door to closed door. With quiet steps, she approached the bathroom. She’d shut the bedroom door behind her. Anna waited beside the bathroom door. It would open inward. Once Allen—Cain—stepped out of the bathroom, she would pin him in the hall.

      A bead of sweat trickled down Anna’s brow. Through the speaker, the pianist played passionately. The keys danced with sophistication. The tempo increased. Faster and faster! The ballad neared its finale. Anna watched the door, unblinking. The faucet poured on. A door opened behind her.

      She twisted back, realizing what was happening, but Cain’s right arm slipped under her own and pulled her back against his chest. A cloth was shoved into Anna’s mouth, gagging her with an overpowering chemical taste.

      With a loud bang, the pistol discharged into the ceiling, raining white flakes down into the hallway. Anna set her elbow into Cain’s gut. He grunted. His leg wrapped around Anna’s as she tried to push away, causing her to punch the ground with her jaw. The butt of the handgun hit the floor and fired into the living room. Cain was on top of her. His knee pressed into her spine.

      The cloth slithered down Anna’s throat. Her tongue and gums burned uncontrollably, forcing tears from her eyes. She couldn’t breathe. She tried to vomit out the rag, but Cain’s smooth and strong left palm held it in place. With her free left hand, Anna dug her fingernails into Cain’s left wrist and pulled. Her heels hammered Cain’s back. The man’s grip would not let up.

      “Go to sleep now, Anna,” he said with a smile as his right arm pinned Anna’s gun hand to the wooden floor.

      She thrashed violently underneath him and squeezed off more rounds. You will not have me! The rag and its stench suffocated her. The hallway twisted. The musical notes distorted. Darkness enclosed around her peripherals, eating away at her vision. Her limbs turned to jelly. Her fingers were pried away from the gun.

      Dad! she cried.

      And the music died away.
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      Anna was drowning.

      In the deep blue sea around her, familiar seven to twelve-year-old girls drifted slowly to the abyss below with suspended arms, ghostly flesh, and lifeless eyes speckled with bubbles.

      Cain’s victims.

      Panicked, Anna reached for the faint light, casting its rays through the glassy surface far above her, but her arms did not obey her, and when she kicked her feet, they ignored the request. She was falling lifelessly like the rest. The dark mouth of the sea was swallowing her up. No one could save her. Anna’s lungs burst, and a swarm of bubbles escaped her mouth. I’m going to die, she realized, and the peace that she imagined she would have in her final moments was far away. Dread, fear, and regret gnawed her mind like famished parasites.

      In the distance, Keisha Rines tossed and turned as she sank. Thick rope bound her skinny arms and legs. Her eyelids were clenched tightly, and the sea muted her scream. Anna felt her legs pop as she forced them to kick. Sharp pain shot up her arms as she moved them. As bubbles escaped the creases between her teeth, Anna swam through the jungle of small lifeless bodies. Her being resisted every motion, and the pain that hit him made death seem like a kindness. Still, she went on, avoiding the sinking corpses that coasted by her face. Keisha’s struggle persisted as the gaping abyss neared. Like white snakes, her bandages slipped away from the raw stubs on her knuckles and revealed her mutilated hands.   

      Give up, a voice told Anna as she swam hard toward the girl. You can’t save her. Anna knocked shoulders with a dead body, losing sight of Keisha in the cold, fleshy debris. You don’t owe her anything. Escaping the cascading cadavers, Anna used all her strength to extend her arm. There was still a twenty-foot gap between her and the dark-skinned pianist. Remember: she’s nothing to you. Anna kicked her legs fiercely. She screamed bubbles and remembered Strife’s basement, the way he had hogtied her, what he did to her and how Cain watched from just out of sight.

      “I have to save her!” But Anna’s voice was muted by the water.

      She touched the child pianist’s icy flesh. Keisha’s body stopped thrashing. The child’s eyes drifted open, looking nowhere. No more bubbles escaped her lungs.

      

      It was hotter than blazes. The world shifted and shook like a kayak on rushing water. Every muscle ached, and Anna’s head throbbed. A sharp chemical stench assaulted her nostrils. Her jaw was tight, dry, and stinging. She opened her eyes to the black box containing her.

      Her sweaty face rested on a fuzzy carpet next to a wet puddle of drool. Dock line, wrapped three times around her mouth, pried her jaw open and forcefully pushed back her cheeks into a nasty grimace. The words she spoke were muffled by the painfully tight gag. Her body was drenched in perspiration and curled up in the rumbling casket. More dock line constricted her wrists and ankles, chafing her tan skin raw and pink. She fidgeted. With her fingernails burrowing into her palms, she pulled her wrists apart. The binds tightened. Her arms trembled as she resisted. The binding didn’t snap.

      The box hit a bump, and Anna’s skull knocked against the floor. Tiny blinking stars filled her vision and brought pause to her escape attempt. Her feet found a bulge in the back of the box. Wheelwell. She listened to the rumbling. Road sound. The lightless casket suddenly made sense. I’m in his trunk.

      The place was too constricting for her to move any significant distance or roll over. Still, she wiggled farther back in the trunk until the nape of her neck cracked against the walling. Ankles tied, her feet dragged along to where she assumed the mouth of the trunk was. Everything inside wanted to scream or kick open the trunk’s mouth, but that would be too loud, and her survival hinged on subtlety, lest Cain pull over his ‘80s Mercury and put a bullet into her brain.

      The tips of her shoes found where she thought the taillight resided, and Anna pushed with all her might. She winced and strained her curved neck against the truck’s back wall. At her feet, plastic moaned and popped out of place. A jet of wind tunneled into the trunk. Anna closed her eyes and prayed that a cop would come soon.

      Her casket rumbled and hit more bumps. Anna didn’t know if she was dreaming or wide-eyed or what time of day it was when the siren blipped in the distance. Cain’s car rumbled to a stop. Time to act. Anna slammed her feet against the back and screamed through the crude gag.

      She heard a muffled voice and kicked with every ounce of strength left her body.

      The voice grew louder and more aggressive.

      Cain’s driver's side door opened. A calm voice replied.

      Anna thrashed her body around, shaking the trunk as much as she could.

      The voices got into an argument.

      Bam!

      Quiet.

      Anna stopped moving.  Please. Please.

      Footsteps neared.

      The trunk flung open

      A blanket of black clouds covered the night sky. A figure loomed over Anna. He wore square glasses that reflected Anna’s terror. His hands clenched a baton and Anna’s smoking gun.

      “You really know how to piss me off,” said Cain.

      Anna called him the nastiest names she could imagine. The dock line gag turned her words to gibberish.

      The baton swipe cut the wind and slammed into the side of Anna’s head.

      Blood.

      Blurred vision.

      Blackness.

      

      Rain raged against the tin roof with the might of Zeus. Wind screamed and snapped Anna awake with its frigid hand. Goose skinned and shaking, she gasped life into her body, though rope bindings still constricted her mouth and further numbed her cheeks. She could feel blood hardening to the side of her aching head and gluing to the top of her right ear. Blinking away the dizziness, the world revealed itself. The room before her stretched far with various khaki wood support beams evenly spaced below a peaked roof. There was an active light bulb on each beam enclosed in a metal basket. Large glass windows and tall shelving that supported stacks of wood sheeting butted against the room’s sides. Chilling gusts entered through the twelve-inch gaps at the bottom of the walls in a place where the cement flooring mixed with the outer world's swirling, wet dirt.  

      Anna struggled against the white dock line that trapped her wrists to the chair’s arms. The seat itself was far too small for her, and its sturdy wooden body dug into her hips until they tingled uncomfortably. Bolts locked the chair into the cement floor through special washers mounted against the chair’s legs where Anna’s ankles were tied. She glanced down at her wrinkled purple button-up, unsure which stains were wine and which were blood. Her slacks were dusty, and one of her running shoes was untied.

      The downpour cascaded down the large windows. Outside, walls of lumber towered twenty feet high nearby drenched forklifts. Taken unaware by the storm, the drivers had abandoned them to the rain. A lumberyard, Anna quickly concluded, which meant that she was in the middle of the woods. Workers may be back in the morning. But Anna was unsure if she’d last that long.

      “Hey. You awake?” a child whispered.

      Anna looked around the room before realizing the unfamiliar voice originated from behind her. Craning her neck back, Anna barely made out the person whose chair touched the back of her own. The child’s hands and feet were bound the same way as Anna’s: wrists to chair arms and ankles to chair legs. She had a small body with dark skin and bandages around her palms.

      “My parents sent you,” the little girl said. “I thought they’d forgotten.”

      “Keisha?” Anna asked through the bindings.

      “Are they safe? Did he… did he hurt them, too?”

      “They’re safe.” Anna’s words were lost in the gag.

      “He’s always moving me around,” Keisha explained. “Before, he’d put me to sleep. Now, he’s not afraid to let me see him or the places we’ve been.”

      A sliding door opened at the end of the lumber house. Footsteps clacked down the hall.

      “That’s him,” Keisha said dreadfully with her tiny voice. “Pretend you’re asleep, and he may not hurt you.”

      Too late. From the other side of the room, Cain locked his eyes on Anna. He walked with a swagger, wearing a saddle-colored field coat over the wine-stained polo that made it look like he’d been shot in the chest cavity. His rich brown hair was soaked and leaked tears of rain down his forehead and square-framed glasses. The cosmetic makeup was gone, revealing hidden wrinkles and moles on his emotionless face. Mud caked around the ankle of his jeans and clung to the top of his penny loafers.

      He clenched a wet cloth in his hand that folded over an object.

      Anna struggled to break free of the binds. She knew it wouldn’t work, but couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t try.

      “You gave me a run for my money,” Cain said nonchalantly. “I mean, you were this close.” He pinched his fingers really tightly together and look down at Anna, eyeing her as if solving a riddle. “The piggy squealed, didn’t she?” he finally asked.

      Anna glared at him from the chair, making herself as fierce as she could be.

      “I thought as much,” Cain sighed. “I worked extra hard to keep Stacy out of sight and out of mind, but in the end, look where that got me?” He gestured to the empty lumber store room.

      Kneeling a few feet away from Anna, he placed the cloth on the ground and began to part the flaps. “I knew you’d be a challenge, Anna, the first day you arrived. I prayed that you would be to every god I knew. Most adults are so boring and predictable. They give up too easily, but you…” He looked at her like they were long-time lovers. “You were perfect.”

      Anna attempted to kick in his teeth. The bindings on her ankles held as she squirmed.

      The cloth opened its four corners, creating a diamond on the concrete floor. In the center rested a knife. Its hilt was that of a filed-down elk’s antler, and the dark waves decorating the steel was evidence of how many times the blade was folded at the forge. Anna’s heart slammed into her chest at the sight of it. The deadly edge could cut butter at a glance. She breathed rapidly, bracing herself for what was to come.

      “You’re a prodigy, Anna,” Cain said and held the blade up to the light. “The world will be a worse place without you.”

      Anna shouted muffled words through the rope that forced an agonizing grimace on her red cheeks.

      “Oh, Anna, it’ll be okay,” Cain said as if speaking to a foolish child. He rose, loomed over her, and smirked. “That’s what your father said after you watched those naughty, naughty videos. Did it help? There’s no reason you should die a liar.”

      He put the cold edge of the blade against her cheek. She leaned as far away as she could to escape the point. The knife cut downward. Anna expected blood and pain. Instead, the rope fell to the floor, sliced in two, and Anna could breathe properly again. Face on fire, red and raw, she glared at the man, imagining him as the worm that he was.

      “Go to hell,” Anna growled.

      Cain smiled, revealing his slightly crooked teeth. “You really are your father’s daughter.”

      And he plunged the knife into her belly.

      Anna lurched over, screaming through her teeth as a lightning bolt of pain exploded up her torso. The chair rattled as she tried to shake the agony that temporarily blinded her.

      With a swift motion, Cain extracted the blade, leaving behind a trail of crimson droplets on the cold concrete. Anna reared back her head, screaming at the act. Her head sloped down, and she saw the open wound through her silky shirt.

      Keisha whimpered behind her.

      Cain walked around Anna and faced the little girl strapped to the other chair. He sighed. “What am I going to do with you? Every time, you cry and cry, but you have nothing to cry about. God blessed you with a gift, and now that I’ve humbled you, you act like the world's coming to an end. It’s not, sweetie, and once you understand that your existence is meaningless and that the world will move on without you, you can live freely without guilt or expectation. These early years are very important to the development of your mind.” He flicked her in the forehead. “If you’re not willing to listen to the truth, you are better off dead. Don’t you agree, Anna?”

      Anna’s fingernails drilled into the ball of the chair’s arm. She took a deep breath and watched her belly leak blood onto the floor. “Wesley, Cain, whatever you call yourself—”

      “Names are powerful, Anna, but inconsequential to our lives.” Cain lectured. “Keisha’s means great joy or cassia tree in Hebrew, but she’s neither happy nor a tree. Anna means grace or favor, yet you're tied to a chair, bleeding all over yourself. There’s not much grace in that, is there?”

      “Let her go.” Anna’s face contorted as the cold wind punched her wound.

      Cain strutted back around to Anna and squatted before her, gently twirling the knife’s point on her thigh.

      “She’s mine.” His serpentine eyes were cold. “You stripped everything else from me.”

      “Don’t make excuses,” Anna growled. “You would’ve killed her anyway.”

      Cain stared Anna in the eyes, trying to get a read on her. “I suppose you're right. I can only stomach so much. Her gifts will be better utilized for her Maker anyway.”

      Anna shook her head and smirked. “It makes you feel powerful to hurt talented little girls, doesn’t it? I heard about your sister and how she was strangled to death. Your doing? I thought so. You’re nothing but a jealous little man, Wesley. Weak and cowardly, you squirm into people’s lives like an envious little worm. You’re sad your daddy loved your sister more than you? Grow up.”

      He stopped twirling the knife and pressed it against her flesh. Anna was prepared for another jab, but her words felt worth it.

      “You think that by taunting me, you’re gonna die with more dignity?” Cain scoffed. “Reality check, Anna. It doesn’t matter if you’re fighting or screaming, dead is dead. Do what feels right, I guess, but I thought you’d be interested to know more about the one who takes your life. I know I would.”

      “The night’s still young,” Anna said, tasting copper and feeling lightheaded. “I’ll tell you all about me.” 

      Cain chuckled. “Edger didn’t believe me when I said you were a fighter. He was so confident in his bet that he invited me over just to prove me wrong. You relived that memory to find me. It wasn’t worth it.”

      High beams sliced through the downpour and the glass windows. The smile on Cain’s face fled.

      “Expecting visitors?” Anna asked.

      Cain glared at her as he stood. He stowed the knife in his pocket. “We’ll finish when I get back. Start thinking about which one of you wants to die first.”

      He twisted and jogged down the long room, leaving Anna’s line of sight. She closed her eyes, feeling the wound’s torment. If she’d been a doctor, maybe she’d know how lethal it was. Alas, all she knew was that the cut in her belly was inches deep and staining her shirt with a wine-red bloom.

      “Are you going to make it?” Keisha sniffled behind her.

      “I don’t know,” Anna admitted and immediately felt guilty for not giving the child hope. “We need to find a way out of here before he comes back. This might be our only chance.”

      “But how?” Keisha asked.

      Anna thought for a moment. Every second she didn’t talk, the hurt worsened and caused her body to tremble. “Your binds, Keisha. Do they feel loose?”

      She heard the chair creak and rattle behind her as the Rines girl squirmed. “A little.”

      “Good.” Anna stifled a scream as wind punched her knife wound. “Is it your arms or your legs?”

      “My hand.”

      “I need you to try to slide it out from under the rope, can you do that?”

      “I’ll try.” Keisha’s chair rattled more. “It hurts,” she whimpered.

      “Keep trying,” Anna watched the far end of the room, expecting Cain to return any moment. “You can’t give up. No matter how much pain you're feeling.”

      The girl cried as she pulled back her arms against the rope. “I can’t.”

      “There’s no can’t, Keisha. You must. Our lives depend on it.”

      “It’s too much!” the little girl wailed.

      “Think of your parents,” Anna shouted over the child’s cry. “You’ll do this if you want to see them again.”

      The wail crescendoed until the chair jolted a final time. Keisha panted. Rain lapped against the winds and pinged on the roof.

      “Keisha?” Anna asked. Her heart pounding.

      “...I did it.” Keisha replied, catching her breath. “My hand’s free.”

      Anna sighed with relief. She felt her torso numbing. “Untie yourself. Quickly. And then help me.”

      The little girl obeyed and slipped free of her binds. She jogged around the chairs. Anna noticed her banana yellow pajamas, the same outfit Lily Kendale had worn when Anna found her. Keisha’s once glossy and silky hair shot out every which way like a bush of black wires, her lips were chapped, and her teeth were yellow from lack of brushing. She had her mother’s alluring eyes darkened by sleepless circles and her father’s cheekbones sunken with stress. Her bandage covered her stubs on her fingers. Her right hand—missing its two back fingers—was bruised and bleeding from sliding it out of the rope. Anna’s lip quivered.

      She’s right here. I can reach out and touch her. The concept felt weird and foreign as if seeing the girl alive was never an actual possibility. The dock line around Anna’s wrist gave way for her hand to escape. After twirling it a few times, Anna started on her ankles while Keisha worked on her other hand. Within moments, she sat, free from her bondage. When she went to stand, a flash of pain sent her back into the small chair. Keisha stared at Anna’s wound with wide, fear-filled eyes.

      “Help me up,” Anna requested quietly.

      The child wrapped her arm around Anna and assisted her in standing. Anna winced at the action but knew the journey out would be much more painful. Gritting her teeth, Anna braced herself for her first step.

      At the far end of the warehouse, a door slid open, and rain spattered on the concrete floor. Anna felt Keisha hug her tighter. I’ll face him standing up. Anna thought defiantly.

      Drenched head to toe, Agent Justin Rennard entered and slowly lowered his pistol at the sight of them. “Anna?”

      His black FBI jacket glistened from the rain, and his Celtic rune necklace could be seen hanging over the zipper. Glumness sank his joyous face as he noticed Anna’s stomach. “What—”

      “Where’s Cain?” Anna wasted no time.

      “You’re the first person I’ve seen,” Rennard admitted as he hastily approached. “Backup’s on the way. I followed your text to the address, Anna. The neighbors heard gunshots but didn’t see which way the car went—”

      “He’s here, Rennard,” Anna cut him off. “We can’t let him get away. Not again.”

      The lights cut out with a whoosh. Suddenly, they were flooded in darkness.

      “He’s coming,” Keisha whispered.

      Anna looked around. Her eyes weren’t adjusting.

      “Get to the car!” Rennard shouted from an unknown location.

      Anna followed the sound of rain until she reached the wall. A muddy puddle pooled around her shoe from the foot gap at its bottom. A door opened somewhere in the lumber storehouse and shut quickly.

      “Rennard?” Anna called out.

      No reply.

      “What are we going to do?” Keisha whispered and shivered.

      Anna waited for her eyes to adjust. It took too long.

      “Can you get under there?” She pointed at the gap.

      “Maybe,” the child said with uncertainty.

      “Do it,” Anna commanded. “And find a place to hide until the cops come.”

      “But what about you?”

      Anna huffed in frustration. Her palm pressed against the hole in her torso. “I’ll find another way out.”

      Gunfire echoed through the building.   

      Keisha peered into the darkness with terror.

      “There’s no more time to waste,” Anna growled. A surge of pain shot through her being. “You’ve got to get under there.”

      The child opened her mouth to speak but thought better of it. She lowered herself to the puddle and pulled the upper part of her body through the gap. Her little legs squirmed on Anna’s side, prompting Anna to kneel and push the child’s feet the rest of the way. Bombarded by torrents of rain on the outside of the building, the little girl gave Anna a final look of longing before running into the storm.

      Using a horizontal slat on the side of the tall shelving, Anna pulled herself up. Her knees balked, and a groan escaped her lips. She turned her gaze to the gap below the wall, wondering. You’re not that skinny, Anna. She put the idea to rest.

      On the other side of the building, another gunshot rang out.

      Anna’s hands groped at the shelf, feeling multiple horizontal planks running across the back end of the shelf. Against any doctor’s recommendation, she used them as ladder rungs. Biting into her lip to prevent screaming, she climbed one by one. Her belly flopped across the top shelf, leaving a red smear at the corner. She rested there for a moment, blinking back tears. Carefully, she stood and clenched her wound. Her palm was sticky against the pierced flesh, and the dark room bent around her. She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened it again, her world twisted, but just not as bad. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the black room but could only make out broad shapes.

      Wood groaned underfoot as she jogged across the top shelf and slid behind tall stacks of long wooden sheeting. By the way the wood shifted underfoot, it became clear that the shelves were not nailed down. Another pistol round went off in the far corner opposite of Anna. She caught a brief look at the silhouette crouched behind a pile of wood. The identity of the shooter remained unknown, so Anna hunched low, hoping not to be mistaken as the target.

      A second shooter fired at the first gunman from between two shelves, one of which Anna hunched on and the other next to it. Stealthily, Anna neared the shelf’s end and peered down at the man before her. He leaned out from behind the second shelf, gun raised and pointed at the far corner of the room. Anna rested her hand against the four-foot-high stack of wood beside her to steady herself.

      “Rennard?” she whispered.

      The man swiftly turned his head up to her. Lightning from a nearby window reflected on his square glasses.

      With no hesitation, Anna jumped at him. He had time to squeeze off one round before her body plummeted into his and they were both floored. Cain gasped, the wind knocked out of him as Anna’s fingers twined into his hair. With a cry, she yanked, tearing the glued wig from his scalp. Cain screamed, the skin peeling from his bald head. He smashed his fist against the wounded side of Anna’s head. Pain crippled her skull and forced her to close her eyes as she tossed the removed mop of hair aside. Getting ahold of the pistol, Cain shoved it against Anna’s chin, knocking her teeth together. Anna could smell the familiar smoke on his barrel. With cold eyes, Cain pulled the trigger.

      Click.

      Empty.

      Anna didn’t waste time counting her blessings. She hammered her fist into Cain’s glasses, punching a cracked lens into his eye. Bifocal frames twisted and hung lopsided on his face; he groaned and shoved Anna off of him, but not before her other hand found his jacket pocket.

      Anna’s shoulder punted against the cold concrete as Cain scrambled to his feet. He shoved his hand into his front pocket. Panic struck his one good eye when he saw the antler-hilted blade clenched in Anna’s hand. Her forearms trembled as she pushed against the concrete to stand. Cain’s shoe kicked into her side. She rolled over, holding her belly and gasping for air.

      “Stand down!” Rennard stood five yards away, aiming his gun at Cain.

      Cain twisted around quick, flinging his depleted firearm at Rennard. The agent ducked the black pistol. As Rennard recovered from the dodge, Cain withdrew the extendable baton from his jeans and flung that as well. It smacked Rennard across the nose with wet crack! The FBI agent fell to his bottom.

      While Cain was distracted, Anna used her everything to push to her feet, groaning through her locked jaw. Hearing her, Cain turned to Anna as she slashed the blade at him. He raised his arm to guard against the swipe aimed at his throat, and his back three fingers shot into the air like confetti.

      “Oh,” he said, examining at his mutilated hand. With lopsided glasses, he focused his worried gaze on Anna as she lanced the blade into the wine stain on his shirt. The hilt met resistance just under his ribs.

      Cain’s spine slammed into the shelf. The top wobbled. Police lights flashed through the windows while sirens sounded over the pattering rain, but he only heard them for a second before three hundred pounds of dry timber rained down upon him.

      Leaving the knife in her adversary’s belly, Anna strode back in time to escape the deadly clamor. Only for a moment—as Anna looked upon the two limp legs stretched out from the crushing pile of wooden rubble—her pain subsided.

      “Is he…” Rennard asked from behind her, one hand clenching his gushing nose and the other steadying his pistol.

      “Yeah,” Anna replied softly, looking upon the wreckage and the lifeless man below. “He’s gone.”

      The rest of the night blurred into a symphony of blue and red flashing lights, radio chatter, and congratulatory statements. Watching Sheriff Greenbell place his warm coat over Keisha’s little shivering figure put a smile on Anna’s face. The smart wheels on the gurney spun in every which way as the poncho-wearing EMTs carted Anna to the ambulance. Rennard matched speed beside her. A swollen purple nose was the apex of the dashing agent’s face, and blood stained the neck of his shirt.

      “Rest up, Anna. You’ve earned it.”   

      Eyes closed, Anna smiled at him as the EMTs lifted her into the back of the ambulance.

      “She’s lost a lot of blood,” one said.

      “Get her donor type. Quickly,” the other replied.  

      Two more EMTs carried out a second gurney from the lumber storehouse. It held the covered body of Wesley Jenkins, AKA Cain. Under the blanket, his arms were crossed over his chest.

      The antler-hilted blade was stored inside a plastic evidence baggie. The autopsy would reveal its terrifying point in Cain’s chest cavity to be the true killer, Anna knew. Whether the media used this information to paint her as a hero or villain, it mattered not. The job was done. Her promises were fulfilled.

      Torrents of rain splashed upon the officers and forensic photographers as they flooded the scene. The ambulance doors shut, and Anna could finally rest.
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      When Trisha Rines got the phone call, she covered her mouth and her legs gave way. Avery caught his wife and pulled her close to his chest, allowing Trisha to bury her face in his shoulder. Hair uncombed and neglecting their daily shower, the Rines left their beautiful brick and white wood two-story home without turning off the lights or locking the back door. The BMW sped out of their driveway and headed down the winding back roads.

      Trisha blinked and they’d arrived at the hospital. A few stars dotted the indigo sky as the golden-orange sun peeked over the horizon. On a mission, they rushed through the hospital's automatics doors, not waiting for them to fully open. The woman at the receptionist's desk was expecting them, recognizing their faces from the news. She guided them through the white halls that smelled sterile and made Trisha’s heart beat uncontrollably. Lightheaded, she digested a concoction of fear, anxiety, and hopeful anticipation, not like how she felt when she discovered her daughter's talent, which turned the Rines family from small-town minorities into inspirational role models across national borders.

      She reached the door and felt her chest tighten. What remained of her daughter after spending weeks with the devil? Would she remember my face? Trisha understood the foolishness of the thought, but it was a mother’s gravest fear outside of the loss of a child, something that she knew too well. She believed her handsome husband would step up and open the door, but his fingers hovered above the knob. The blood left his well-structured face, and the fluorescent lights above grabbed at the sweat on his perfectly shaved scalp. Trisha touched the top of his hand, and together, they grabbed the knob. It felt good to touch his strong hand, to embrace the moment together after the hurricane that had ravaged their relationship for the last few weeks.  

      The door opened with a soft click. The Rines couple held their breaths and braved the threshold.

      The little child lay on a soft bed that was tucked against the wall in the small hospital room. Wide-eyed and swiftly hiding her hands under the covers, Keisha sat up and looked at her parents with bewilderment. For a moment, no party moved. Keisha’s lip quivered.

      A tide of emotions smashed into Trisha. She rushed to her daughter, smothering her with a mother’s love. She was so skinny it made Trisha’s heart hurt.

      “I was so scared,” Trisha said into her daughter’s ear. “I thought… never mind.”

      Keisha didn’t return her mother’s hug. She kept her hands hidden and cast her eyes to the shiny tile floor. “I’m sorry, Mom.”

      Trisha pulled away, keeping her hands on her daughter’s upper arms. “Sorry? No, no, no. There’s nothing to be sorry about. You did nothing wrong.”

      Avery mustered the courage to join the girls at the bed. “This isn’t your fault, Kei. Not one bit of it.”

       His daughter’s sullen expression was proof enough that she wasn’t convinced.

      “May I see them?” Trisha asked.

      Keisha’s teeth chattered. She avoided eye contact and revealed her hands from under the covers. They were tiny things with fresh bandages and gauze that covered her open area on the backside of her middle finger on one hand and the gap where her pinky once was on the other. Keisha sniffled, saying nothing to her parents.

      Trisha gently took her daughter’s incomplete hands into her own as if they were priceless china. She had no words, and Avery could barely bring himself to look.

      Keisha mumbled. “If you don’t love me anymore, I-I understand. He said you wouldn’t.”

      Avery balled a fist and shouted, “You should never believe a word that man said, you understand me? Never.”

      Keisha nodded obediently and sniffled. Avery bit his lip, upset at his outburst.

      Trisha pulled away from her daughter’s hand and used her index finger to turn up the little girl’s chin so they could see eye to eye. “Look at me, baby.”

      Reluctantly, the eleven-year-old obeyed her parent with a heavy frown on her face and dark circles under her almond eyes. “You think I care if you can still play the piano?”

      “It’s how you make a living, isn’t it?” Keisha replied.

      “Your father and I will find another way. You are what we care about.” She put her hand on her daughter’s small face. “Whether you play the piano or not, we love you, and nothing will ever change that.”

      Keisha fell into her mother’s arms. “I missed you so much.”

      Avery scooted into the hug, and the Rines were reunited.

      

      Anna thought she might as well move her office into the hospital after all the time she’d spent in there. The bed was second to her own, and, strangely, reminded her of her mattress in her father’s home. With all that had happened, calling the insurance company, scouting the scorched ruins, picking up her truck from the mechanic, and buying a new smartphone seemed trivial, but now the responsibilities and troubles of life were back to sock her in the jaw. Rest, Anna. She told herself, but if anything Cain had said was right, it was that the world doesn’t stop spinning when bad things happen. She reached to the side table in search of a notepad and pen to jot down a list of errands when she noticed the envelope. It had a rosy pink hue with her name written in cursive on the back. How long was I out? Dragging her finger across the edge, she opened a tear at the top and removed the note.

      Dear Ms. Dedrick,

      We apologize for not being there when you awoke. My husband and I cannot express our gratitude for all that you’ve done for our daughter and this family. We’ve moved on now. I wish you a swift recovery, and godspeed with whatever may come next. Sincerely, Trisha, Avery, and Keisha Rines.  

      A slip dropped out from the envelope and drifted to the floor, landing facedown. Rolling to her side, Anna reached out for the check. Her face scrunched at the movement, feeling a jolt of pain in her torso. She grabbed the item and fell back on the bed, taking deep breaths. She checked the number on the paycheck. She remembered the other envelope in her dad’s truck that she hadn’t opened. That check alone will cover the hospital bills, and now I have two.

      A dreadful pit grew in her stomach after she thought about someone. She put the check and note back in the pink envelope and pressed the buzzer on the side of her bed. A few moments later, a nurse arrived with an inquisitive expression.

      “I’d like to see my father.”

      The nurse returned with a wheelchair and assisted Anna onto it. Wincing, Anna clenched the stitches on her gut and allowed the nurse to wheel her through the hall. A few passing hospital employees nodded curtly at her as she approached her father’s unit. Her nerves racked, and her pulse quickened. She promised the doctor a reply to her father’s situation upon her return, and the time of reckoning had come.

      The nurse stopped in front of the door and opened it for her. She heard the news anchor’s voice from the TV mounted in the corner of the room.

      “During a violent confrontation with FBI and local law enforcement specialists, Wesley Jenkins—known as Cain, the Butcher of Van Buren—was killed, putting an end to his reign of terror in the historic Arkansas river town and the entire country. Here to discuss this monumental victory is Sheriff Garrett Greenbell, who helmed this case from the very beginning.”

      The white-haired sheriff cleared his throat. “To say I did this on my own would be a lie. It was a community effort, and without the help of a special consultant, Cain would’ve escaped justice, and the child starlet Keisha Rines would not be alive today. If that special person is listening, thank you for pushing us detectives to be better ourselves in ways we never thought imaginable.”

      Anna knew that was the closest thing she’d get to a compliment from Greenbell, and it felt good. She refocused on the task at hand as she wheeled herself into the room. The breathing machine had vanished, and the tube down her father’s throat had been removed in its entirety. His broken leg was still suspended, and bandages around his torso could be seen at the neck of his hospital garb. Richard’s bruises had faded into a sickly green color. He looked to have shaved ten pounds, but not the ashen whiskers on his square jaw and droopy cheeks.

      “Hey, Pops,” Anna said, parking the wheelchair at the foot of the bed. “You’re lookin’ good. Not like one of those sexy South Beach girls you compare me to, but still easy on the eyes.”

      The heartbeat monitor blipped nearby. The same green ripple slugged across the screen, unchanging.

      “I got him,” Anna smiled with subtle pride. “Saved the girl, too. You’d be proud of me. I want to tell you all about it, but the doctors aren’t sure if you’re going to wake up even with the strides you're making.”   

      Her father’s chest collapsed with every steady, raspy breath.

      “I’m sorry I left all those years ago. I don’t think I understood the grief you felt for Mom after she passed, but seeing you here…” Anna let her voice trail off. “I miss you, Dad.”

      The blips and blops of the machines were Richard’s replies. Anna sighed and swiveled the wheelchair around. With arms rotating the wheels, she trekked toward the door.

      “Anna,” a dry, croaky voice called out.

      The wheelchair halted. Anna felt herself shaking as she twirled around. With a crooked grin and half-closed eyes, Richard looked at her like a kid on Christmas morning. She rolled back to her awakened father.

      “What happened? You look hurt,” Richard asked, his excitement fleeting at the sight of Anna’s hospital get-up, bandaged head, and wheelchair.

      “I’m fine, Dad.” Anna took her father’s large hand and fought back a tear. “I’m perfectly fine.”

      Anna spent the next few days lying on the hospital bed, browsing through dozens of houses. With the permanent stain of Cain smudging the town’s history, a slew of new listings bombarded the real estate market and prompted Anna to stroke her chin as she thought of her father’s next residence. Riverside property was ideal, but Anna was unsure how many years of fishing Richard had in him. Less than he’d ever admit. Circling a number of listings in red pen, she charted out the order in which she’d conquer the addresses once her stomach and head had recovered. The grueling process of healing bored her out of her mind. She placed the real estate book next to a pile of assisted living facilities—last resorts for her father—and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      Knuckles rapped on the door. Anna scooted herself up to where her back rested on the bed’s backboard. The knob jiggled, and the door opened to Agent Rennard and the hospital hallway. He wore his Celtic rune necklace, a white V-neck, and jeans, but no FBI jacket. Clear tape held white gauze to his nose, and purple bruising painted the underside of his eyes.

      “Glad to see you’re up,” he said, letting the door shut behind him.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t left town, Rennard. Van Buren that exciting?” Anna asked with a smile, happy he’d come back after the lumber house showdown.

      “Er, not particularly,” Rennard admitted. “This girl left all her stuff in my condo, and I’m trying to figure out how to get rid of it.”

      “That,” Anna replied. “I didn’t forget. I have the keys to my office if you wouldn’t mind dropping it off.”

      She opened the side drawer and tossed him the keys. He caught them with a hand and pocketed them.

      “Where was that when Cain threw his baton at you?” Anna teased.

      “I know I’m not going to live that one down,” Rennard replied and approached Anna, hands in his pockets. “I talked to the director about you.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.” Anna was unsure where this conversation was going.

      “Well, he’s quite impressed with your work and thinks he may have a salaried position open for you if you’re interested.”

      “I don’t know, Rennard. This last job gave me a helluva beating. I’m not sure if I’m ready to return to that life.” But she wondered if she’d ever left.

      Rennard nodded a few times to himself and looked her in the eyes. “There’s no pressure, but you're good at this, Anna, and I don’t want to see your talents wasted on small-town affairs.”

      Writing down a number on the back of one of his business cards, he laid it down on the side table. “This is the director’s number in case you change your mind.”

      Anna stared at it for a moment, thinking.

      Rennard clapped his hands together. “All right, I have to hit the road pretty soon.”

      “Right now?” Anna asked, disappointed.

      “There’s been a kidnapping in Little Rock that needs my attention. If it was not for that gosh dang paperwork, I would’ve visited you a few days ago. You know the drill.”

      “Duty calls,” Anna said, knowing full well about the career they’d chosen.

      “That it does,” the agent replied with a sigh.

      “Well, Rennard,” Anna outstretched a hand. “Till next time.”

      He took her hand and shook it firmly. “Till next time, Dedrick.”

      They lingered for a moment before pulling away from one another. Rennard gave her a tiny wave as he headed to the door. “I’ll leave your keys on the lip above your office door.”

      “Sound like a plan to me,” Anna said, and Agent Rennard disappeared into the hallway.

      Straining herself, Anna twisted to her side and lifted the business card with two fingers. She studied the distinct shield insignia imprinted on the front and flipped it over to read the phone number on the back. Her mind went to all the muck she dredged through to save the Rines girl, from the old wounds she tore open to the new scars she had collected. Through the grime, the blood, the tears, and the fire, Anna won, and in some weird way, saving that stranger’s life made it worth it.

      She squeezed her fingers together, bowing the card inward as she made her choice.
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        As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

        I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

        Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for new release updates and receive your free copy of “Missed Connections: A Small town Mystery”, Free Audible codes, and deep discounts on new releases! Click Here

      

      Read more Riveting Kidnapping Mysteries! Click here to view the series page!

    

  

cover.jpeg







