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I t was too quiet.
The air conditioner kicked on, humming and rattling like an old lawnmower. A load of sheets churned in the washing machine; water sloshed against the clear porthole with every rotation. A party of insistent crows, loitering on the electric lines outside, barked threats at a hawk that circled above. Down the road, Champ Dickerson—the teenaged neighborhood heartthrob—cranked the engine of the dusty, thirty-year-old Ford Escort he had been tinkering with all summer. The car whined and groaned then gave up.
The toilet in the downstairs bathroom ran, though no one had flushed it recently. A leaky gasket, maybe. Another trip to the hardware store. Riveting.
The ice maker dropped a fresh row of cubes. The single analog clock that made it through the great technology push of the 2000s ticked and tocked. The neighbor’s sprinklers, angled the wrong way, pattered against the window. My breath whooshed in and out of my lungs.
But it was too quiet.
For the last fifteen years, I had no concept of silence. Between raising two kids, fighting for my marriage, and working for the FBI, silence was a rare bird with shiny gold feathers that slipped through my fingers at any attempt to catch it. So many things had changed in the last year and a half.
For one thing, my divorce no longer bothered me. When I had first signed the papers, I considered myself a failure, unable to save the love between Amos and me. My hand had shaken so much that the pen tip broke and bled ugly puddles of black ink across the papers. The lawyer had to print new ones, which I managed not to screw up.
Nowadays, it was hard to imagine a future in which Amos and I ended up together for the rest of our lives. I still loved him but in a best friends kind of way. No one knew me as well as he did, except perhaps for his new wife, Pilar, who had gone from a threat to a pillar of support in no time. Pilar and her daughters felt like an extended family, an extra mother and siblings to my own two kids. Being a single mom was no small feat, but sharing the load with someone else helped ease the stress.
My career had also made a complete U-turn. I’d gone from being one of the top agents at the FBI to teaching criminal justice classes at the local college to opening my own private investigation business with my best friend, Mila. We’d barely had a chance to get it off the ground though before Mila had to take a pause for some serious issues.
Benji and Ophelia were gone, off to different summer camps across the country. I had never been apart from my children for so long, not even when I worked long, complicated cases for the Bureau. Some parents might have relished the peace and quiet—I originally thought I would—but the world was missing something without them.
No pounding footsteps from the second floor. No bickering about who gets to shower first. No wrestling matches for control over the TV remote. No pealing laughter from Benji as Ophelia tickled him to death. No slammed doors. No crying.
Gone was the scratch of Benji’s colored pencils against his sketch pad. Gone was the rasp of Ophelia’s skateboard wheels on the pavement outside. Gone were my children.
I listened to my quiet, empty house. My heart shriveled; it needed organized chaos and my children’s voices to thrive, to bloom and flourish. Otherwise, it was a shell as empty as my home.
“Carolina? You’re spacing out again.”
Parker’s beautiful face came into focus across the kitchen island. He had surprisingly feminine features, long eyelashes, and delicate cheekbones that helped his gorgeous dark skin catch the light. His hair was freshly faded, and I couldn’t help but reach up and run my fingers over the short cut.
He caught my hand and kissed my palm. My eyes drifted shut, and for a second, I forgot how strange life felt without the kids. Then a piece of paper jabbed against my wrist.
“Gatlinburg,” Parker said, opening the brochure he’d placed in my palm. “For our trip. What do you think?”
I perused the pictures of fall foliage, mountain scenery, and a sky bridge that looked positively harrowing. It would be a nice place to spend a few days alone.
“It’s not that far of a drive,” Parker went on. He scraped bacon grease off a pan and let it spill into a glass jar to cook with later. “About two hours. Nia can take Alex for a few days if we time it right. You haven’t taken a case yet, right?”
In my office off the kitchen, a pile of folders grew higher and higher. In the past few months, I’d gone from getting no missing children cases to having too many. For a reason I couldn’t pinpoint, I hadn’t brought myself to look at a single one, sending the information off to my contact at the police department instead.
Three months without a case. If I didn’t take one soon, I’d run out of money. So why couldn’t I pick up those damn files and find a missing kid?
“Carolina,” Parker sang, waving the greasy wooden spoon in front of my face. “Where’s your head, baby?”
“Sorry,” I set the brochure aside, “Gatlinburg sounds fun.”
“Tell that to your face.” He rinsed his hands and came around to my side of the island to stand between my knees. “What’s up?”
“Thinking about work. That’s all.”
He placed a soft kiss on my forehead. “Still nothing?”
“No, there’s plenty,” I said, sighing. “I just—this stuff with Mila is hard. I don’t want to overwork her.”
It’s not quite a lie, not quite the truth. Fortunately, Parker hasn’t quite learned how good I am at telling half-truths.
Parker pulled the scrunchie out of my hair and threaded his fingers through it to massage my scalp. Groaning with relief, I leaned my forehead against his chest and let him relax me.
“Mila will tell you if she’s up for it,” he assured me.
“Right, I know.” I cleared my throat and pulled away from him. “So Gatlinburg. When are you thinking?”
He made a face that matched Ophelia’s most used emoji, the one with the guilty toothy grin. “Is this weekend too soon?”
“This weekend? As in three days from now? I’d say so.”
“I know,” he said apologetically. “But Nia’s being difficult. If we don’t go, she won’t be able to take Alex until next month, and by that time—”
“Ophelia and Benji will be back from camp.”
Unlike Amos and me, Parker didn’t have a good relationship with his ex-wife. From what I gathered, they’d married young—right out of high school young—and quickly outgrown each other. Things came to a head when Parker found out Nia had been seeing another man. He endured six months of pointless marriage counseling before Nia came to the conclusion that Parker wasn’t worth the salt anymore.
If I ever met Nia, I’d land one lovely punch right across the bridge of her nose. In a world full of crappy men who treated women like ants underfoot, she had let go of one of the good ones. Other than Amos, I’d never met another man who took his child-rearing duties as seriously as society expected mothers to. He was not ashamed to hold his son’s hand or take the lead in the kitchen or cry. When we’d watched Moonlight, silent tears raced down his cheeks as the credits rolled, and when I cupped his face, he laid his head in my lap and let his emotions run free.
Nia was an idiot to let him go.
“I know it’s a lot to ask,” Parker was saying. “But we should go for it. When’s the last time you did something so spontaneous?”
“College. I road-tripped to Reno with my roommates.”
“Exactly. It’s about time for a new adventure.”
“Okay,” I said.
Parker lifted a tentative eyebrow. “Okay?”
“Don’t ask me again, or I might change my mind.”
He yanked me off my stool and spun me around. “This is going to be so great. We can go hiking and camping” —he caught the look on my face— “Fine, glamping. I’ll make sure there’s running water.”
“And no latrine.”
“No latrine,” he promised. “I’ll dig a hole for you instead.”
I WANDERED the aisles of the hardware store, browsing paint samples, nuts and bolts, cabinet handles, plants, drapery, drill bits, and plywood. Was three weeks long enough to renovate the house before the kids got home? It would keep me busy, for sure.
“Can I help you find something, ma’am?” asked a busty man in a red-and-blue apron. His name, Sonny, was written in permanent marker across the pocket.
“No,” I said stoutly. “I’m perfectly capable of traversing the hardware store.”
“I didn’t suggest otherwise, ma’am.”
“Fine.”
“All right, then.” He turned away.
“Wait—”
Sonny paused. “Yes?”
“Where’s the toilet stuff?”
Five minutes later, I compared three different brands of flush gaskets. In my rush to leave the silent house, I’d forgotten to check which one my toilet required. They looked the same, except for the colors. Did the colors mean something?
“You’re that woman!”
The chipper declaration shocked my system like a lightning bolt, and I accidentally sent the gaskets flying in the air like a display of plumbing fireworks. An unfamiliar woman with graying hair and stress lines around her thin lips carried a basket full of rope on one arm and an enormous purse on the other.
“I saw you on the news,” she said in the same shrill voice. “You saved all those children from the psycho twin abductors!”
Other people in the toilet aisle began to stare. Blushing, I bent over to pick up the things I’d dropped. My last case made local then nationwide news. That sort of thing happened when you busted a fake adoption agency for kidnapping children and selling them to other hopeful parents.
“Yes, that’s me.”
The woman snapped her fingers. “What’s your name? Caroline something—”
“Carolina Caccia,” I said, if only to keep her quiet. A small crowd gathered around us. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Henrietta,” she beamed, shaking my hand like I was the mayor. “You are one of a kind, Miss Caccia. Thank you for everything you do.”
“I’m just doing my job.”
Soon enough, the crowd began asking questions, eager to associate themselves with anyone who’d been on TV for five minutes.
“How did you find out about Blessings Adoption Agency?”
“Were the kids okay?”
“What sort of trauma counseling does your company offer?”
“Are you hiring? My son graduated with a psychology degree. He could use a job.”
“Do you find lost cats?”
I held up the handful of gaskets. “Does anyone know what the difference is between these?”
Quiet fell, then something from the back answered, “They’re all the same.”
“Great. Thank you.”
With that, I pushed out of the crowd and hurried to the register, accidentally knocking aside a frail, older woman. “Sorry,” I said.
She clutched my arm, but when she regained her balance, she didn’t let go. Drawing me closer, she muttered something in rapid Italian. Though my mother was practically off the boat, she’d never taught me the language, other than a few helpful phrases.
“I’m sorry,” I said again. “I don’t understand. Non capisco.”
The woman spoke again, slower this time, and I caught a few easy words in her long string of sentences: Per favore, sono distrutto. Please, I’m destroyed.
“Next!” called the sullen-faced employee manning the cash register. “Ma’am, you want me to ring those things up or what?”
The woman held tighter to my arm, pleading with me. I reached for my wallet.
“Do you need money?” I asked.
She shook her head furiously and gestured to my chest.
“Other customers are waiting,” the cashier warned.
I twisted free of the woman’s grip. “I’m sorry,” I said, at a loss for what to do. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you want.”
Defeated, the woman finally stepped aside. As I paid for the toilet gasket, she waited patiently.
The cashier threw the gasket and a receipt into a plastic bag and thrust it at me. “Have a great day,” he said unconvincingly.
The woman followed me to my car. Was this a new scam? Send a shivering old lady to distract me while her cohorts siphoned my gas? Then again, she hadn’t taken the money.
I kept apologizing as I got into my car and started the ignition. I began to shut the door, but she shoved her cane in to prop it open. Then she handed me a wrinkled photograph of a small boy.
“Mio nipote,” she said, with a hand over her heart. My grandson. She tapped the photo and pointed at my chest again. “You—find him?”
Oh. Everything clicked into place. I flipped the picture over to see a date written on the back. The photo was four years old.
“Do you have something more recent?” I asked.
The woman scrunched her eyebrows, trying desperately to understand me. I reached into my memory bank for whatever Italian had stuck in the back of my head. Unfortunately, most of it was swear words. “Uh…do you have nuova fotografia? Recente?”
Her eyes lit up, and she nodded furiously.
“Can you email it?” I asked. “And your grandson’s details?”
Another blank stare.
“I computer,” I said. At least, some words were the same. I mimed typing on a keyboard. “Dettagli per tuo nipote?”
“Ah, sì!”
I wrote my email address on the back of my receipt and gave it to her. She thanked me profusely, showing relief at last. Before she left, she clapped herself on the chest.
“Mi chiamo Audenzia D’Agosto. Grazie, grazie.”
“Audenzia,” I said, shaking her hand. “I’m Carolina.”
She repeated it back, saying it the same way my mother said it whenever I was in trouble and she called me by my full name. She bowed in thanks and backed away from the car.
“I’ll be in touch,” I said, putting it in reverse. “I’ll call. Chiamerò.”
“Grazie mille, Carolina.”
IN THE BATHROOM, straddling the toilet backward, I reached into the tank and unscrewed the cheap part that kept the plunger in place. The rusted part broke off in my hand, and the whole chain yanked free.
“Dammit,” I growled, withdrawing. “You couldn’t have broken before I went to the hardware store, so I didn’t have to make two trips?”
I kicked the toilet, earning myself a sore big toe. Maybe plumbing wasn’t my forte after all. I dried my hands and dialed Amos’s number. He didn’t answer. Still at work, most likely.
Gazing at my favorites list, I hovered over Ophelia’s and Benji’s cell numbers. At both their camps, the kids were encouraged to leave their phones in the bunks. That way, there was less perusing social media and more engagement in camp activities. If the kids wanted to talk to me, they had to use a common phone in the front office. Likewise, if I wanted to call them, the only way to do so was through the camp.
Still, I tapped Ophelia’s name and put the phone to my ear, hoping, hoping, hoping—
“Mom?”
“Ophelia!” I breathed with relief. Naturally, my delinquent daughter had defied the cell phone rules at her action sports camp in California. “Hi.”
“Hi. Is everything okay? Is Benji—?”
“Your brother’s fine,” I said, though technically I didn’t know that one hundred percent.
“Then why are you calling?”
“I missed you.”
“That’s it?” Ophelia huffed in poorly disguised impatience. “Mom, it’s been, like, a week. What’s gonna happen when I move out of the house, huh?”
“You’re never moving out,” I declared. “You’re living with me forever.”
“You say that now, but wait until the end of summer when you can’t wait to send us to school again.”
She had a point. Those late summer months were always the worst. After so much time together, Benji and Ophelia’s bickering matches grew to full-on cage fights. More than once, I’d had to break things up with the promise of ice cream for well-behaved children.
Ophelia screamed.
“What’s wrong?” I demanded. “What was that?”
“Oh, nothing,” she said casually as other kids in the background made similarly disturbing noises. “Koa just pulled off his first 540 in the halfpipe. How sick is that?” She whooped again, joining the cacophony. “F— yeah, Koa!”
I squeezed the bridge of my nose. “Lovely vocabulary you’re learning at camp.”
“Whatever. I gotta go. We’re not supposed to be on our phones. Don’t be such a bummer.” She paused as if sensing my distress. “Mom, it’s only another three weeks. We’ll be back before you know it.”
“I know, kid.”
“Love ya, mean it. Bye.”
She hung up before I could return the sentiment, and I stared at the home screen of my phone for too long afterward. There was no point in trying Benji. He was a stickler for rules, so his brand new phone was probably sitting at the bottom of his duffel bag, turned off and out of battery. If I had to guess, he was deeply entrenched in his art classes, drawing every bird imaginable. Even if he had phone privileges, he wouldn’t take advantage of them.
I abandoned the toilet. As I passed the office, I dawdled in the door. Had the stack of untouched files always been as high as my desk lamp? Surely, I hadn’t ignored it for that long.
Without thinking, I swept the entire pile into a cardboard box then shoved the box into the bottom of the closet. With my desk clean, I felt a little bit better.
Sitting at my computer, I pulled up my email inbox. A new message blinked, from Audenzia D’Agosta. The entire message was in Italian, but at least I could use an online translator to do the work for me.
Before I could copy and paste, someone rang the doorbell. I let in Mila, leading her young daughter, Rosie, by the hand. Rosie wailed, in obvious distress, but Mila had no spoons left for her daughter’s qualms.
“Don’t you have a key?” I asked, lifting Rosie into my arms.
I missed the younger ages when kids weren’t old enough to talk back yet. At least if I couldn’t have my kids, I could have Mila’s. Even better, five-year-old Rosie smelled like baby powder and strawberry Chapstick. I inhaled the homey scent from her hair.
“Couldn’t get to it.” Mila grimaced as she hobbled over the threshold. She was in pain; that much was clear. “Would it be too much to ask for a cup of tea?”
“Of course not. Go sit.”
I bounced Rosie on my hip and sang poorly while I filled the kettle. “A kiss on the hand may be quite continental, but diamonds are a girl’s best friend.” I set the kettle onto the stove and tickled Rosie’s stomach. She stopped crying and hiccupped. “A kiss may be grand, but it won’t pay the rental on your humble flat. Or help you feed your pussy cat! Meow!”
Rosie giggled, her worries forgotten, as I did my best to imitate a cat. Once she calmed down, I gave her one of Benji’s wooden puzzles to play with and brought a cup of tea to Mila.
“You look sick,” I said, using the back of my hand to feel Mila’s forehead. “Are you doing okay? Have you been to the doctor lately? What’s your incision—?”
“Don’t mother me,” she said. “I’m tired. Sorry to barge in, but I needed help with Rosie. She’s been clingy lately, and every time she hugs me, I feel like someone’s set fire to my chest.”
Since her double mastectomy, Mila had been delicate. Though she put on a brave face, there were layers of worry and torment underneath that I couldn’t understand. When we approached the topic, she often withdrew.
“Whatever you need,” I said.
“I need something to take my mind off this crap,” she said. “Tell me you picked a case to work on.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “It’s not too much for you?”
“I want to get back to work, Carolina. Please.”
I fetched my laptop and pulled up the email from Audenzia. After translating the page, Mila and I read it together silently. With each sentence, horror grew like weeds in my stomach.
“Sure you want to take this one?” Mila asked quietly.
I swallowed the lump in my throat, reading the part of the letter that affected me the most: I sent my grandson to summer camp two weeks ago. The camp has reported that he disappeared.
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Rosie bumped into a side table and sent a glass vase full of fake flowers to the floor. The glass exploded, making both Mila and me jump to our feet. As the mess settled, Rosie’s lower lip wobbled. Her mouth opened. She let out a long, keening wail.
Quickly, I pulled Rosie away from the broken bits and checked her for injuries. Other than a little scratch from where she hit the table, she appeared unscathed. Mila grabbed the broom from the closet and started sweeping, but she winced with every stroke.
I placed Rosie safely on the couch, where she continued to cry, and confiscated the broom from Mila. “I’ll take care of it. You sit down.”
“I’m so sorry, Carolina,” she said. “She’s a handful, acting out recently. I don’t know what to do—”
I guided Mila, who seemed on the verge of tears herself, back to the sofa. Rosie leaned against her, and Mila jerked away in pain. Rosie let out a fresh wave of sobs, but instead of soothing her, Mila cradled her own head.
As I swept up the glass, I watched Mila and her daughter, knowing I couldn’t bring Mila back to work yet, no matter how much she insisted. This was not the time to put more stress on her shoulders.
But pushing Mila away meant working this case by myself, and I’d already begun to descend into thoughts of anxiety and paranoia.
A child missing from a summer camp. Any number of things could have happened to him. He could have gotten lost in the woods, drowned in a body of water, or killed in some horrible accident that no one knew about.
My head went to horrible places as I envisioned Ophelia failing a trick overhead and landing on her neck. I imagined Benji falling out of a kayak without a life vest, his skinny little arms windmilling like crazy as he fought to find air. Or it could be simpler than all that. If Benji forgot to take his insulin, his blood sugar would go wild. Did the camp have the resources to save him should something catastrophic happen?
A piece of glass pricked the bottom of my foot through my sock. I was an idiot to do this without shoes, but so many things had distracted me, I completely forgot to put a pair on. I dumped the glass into the garbage, passed the vacuum to get any pieces I might have missed, then pulled my sock off to tend to my foot.
“Are you going to take the case?” Mila asked from behind me. “It’s close to home, don’t you think?”
“If one of my kids disappeared this summer, I’d want someone to care,” I said. “Of course I’m taking it.”
“You’ve been known to get to close to cases that hit you on a personal level,” Mila reminded me. “Is that going to be a problem?”
I resented the judgmental tone in her voice. Yes, I threw my entire self into my work, but it usually worked out to my advantage. “If I hadn’t gotten so personal with my last case, I never would have solved it.”
She sensed my stiffness and lifted her hands in defeat. Rosie sniffled, all alone on the couch, and hugged a pillow to her chest. Something was definitely wrong. I had never seen Mila act so blasé toward her daughter.
“I’m just saying,” said Mila.
I stepped closer and lowered my voice. “What’s wrong? Any ordinary day, you’d be helping Rosie feel better. Are you—?”
“I’m fine!”
Surprised by her own temper, her bottom lip quivered.
I set my face in a hard mask. “Mila,” I said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you work on this case until you get some sort of health clearance.”
I expected her to blow up at me, especially when her face turned red. But the blush was from embarrassment rather than rage. Mila immediately deflated. She went to Rosie, buried her face in the child’s neck, and inhaled deeply. Rosie threaded her little fingers through Mila’s long hair.
“It’s okay, Mama,” she mumbled, still hiccupping.
Once Mila regained her composure, I offered them both a cup of water. Rosie sipped hers from an old plastic cup of Ophelia’s that changed from green to pink when it touched liquid. Mila mouthed a “thank you” to me as she chugged from her own glass.
“You’re right,” she said at last. “I’ve been stressing myself over getting back to work, but I don’t think it’s the best idea.”
“You need to rest,” I agreed. “You can come back to work when you’ve gotten a little more back in you.”
“I don’t want you to do this alone.”
“Who says I’ll be alone?” I challenged. “You can do research from bed, can’t you?”
Mila smiles a little. “So you do want me to work.”
I planted an affectionate kiss on her forehead. “Only as much as you can bear.”
DEAR MISS CACCIA,
I am at a loss for what to do. I sent my grandson to summer camp two weeks ago. The camp has reported that he disappeared.
I am from a small village in Italy, and I only moved to America to take care of Vincenzo five years ago. My daughter passed away, and Vincenzo’s father has been incarcerated for a crime he did not commit. I am the only one to care for my grandson.
Vincenzo is eight years old. He is a quiet, reserved boy when you first meet him, but he comes alive in the presence of music and family. He loves comics, guitar, and the color orange.
As an immigrant without much English knowledge, my only job options in America are to clean or cook. The company that employs me does not offer extended leave. Once the school year ends, I have no one to look out for Vincenzo. That is why I sent him to Camp Crescent Moon. According to my research, it is one of the finest camps in the nation. I thought he would be safe there.
According to the camp director, he vanished two days ago around lunchtime. The local authorities assure me they have been searching relentlessly, though I sense something nonchalant about their reports. I am not sure they care about my grandchild at all.
I recently saw you on the news. Your last name is Italian, so I thought, hoped, prayed, that you would be the woman to help me. Or at least understand me.
Please. I have already lost my daughter and son-in-law. I cannot lose Vincenzo, too.
BEST,
Audenzia D’Agosto
WITH THE TRANSLATED version of the letter pinned to my corkboard, I began my research. Every so often, the horror at losing my own child resurfaced. A year and a half ago, during a ski trip, Benji had been abducted. I would never forget the absolute terror of not knowing whether my child was alive or dead. This case hit closer to home than I liked because every time I thought of kids disappearing at summer camps, I wondered if my own children would make it home in the next few weeks.
Shaking off the cobwebs and doubts, I searched for Camp Crescent Moon’s website. My first impression was awe. This camp was not like the ones I’d sent my kids to. In California, Ophelia romped around a collection of half-pipes and ramps, slept in a concrete dorm room with a shared bathroom, and ate slop in a mess hall. In Maine, Benji attended art classes in glorified tree houses and snoozed in a run-down cabin with eleven other boys.
Camp Crescent Moon was huge. The camper cabins were large enough to sleep twelve kids comfortably, though only six were assigned to each one. Each camper got an extra-long twin-sized bed and an optional privacy screen that they could pull into place if they wanted a less public sleeping space. The cabins had attached bathrooms that included two separate showers, private toilet stalls, and complimentary—
“Spa products,” I scoffed, scrolling through the list of shampoos, conditioners, body washes, and face scrubs provided by the camp. “Organic, of course. What sort of kids need this kind of treatment?”
The answer was pretty obvious: kids from rich, wealthy families whose parents could afford to send them to a camp like Crescent Moon. The cost of a summer there was not posted on the website. In my life, I’d learned a certain rule: if you had to ask how much money something was, you probably couldn’t afford it. With Audenzia’s small job, I wondered how she managed to send Vincenzo here at all.
The activities of the camp were split between the normal things you’d expect—kayaking, hiking, archery, lake sports, arts and crafts—and things that kids usually didn’t start developing interest in until college, like information technology, database administration, architecture, political debate, and art curation. The camp specifically catered to children who already had more opportunities than the average Joe.
The reviews for Camp Crescent Moon were all positive. Parents appreciated the “head start” their children received from their time at the camp and complimented the “splendid diet” provided in the so-called dining hall. While my kids were eating sloppy Joes and chili made in a five-gallon vat, Crescent Moon served personalized omelets, gourmet sandwiches for lunch, and dinner dishes that looked more delicious than things I’d eaten in fancy restaurants. In addition, they offered vegan, gluten-free, and dairy-free options for those who had allergies or intolerances. Talk about spoiled.
The camp wasn’t too far from home, about a two-hour drive east. If I wanted to get to the bottom of Vincenzo’s disappearance, it meant a trip out to the camp as soon as possible. So much for a vacation in Gatlinburg with Parker. I hoped he wouldn’t be too upset.
Before I packed up my things, though, I needed more information. When I called the general number for the camp, an automated voice answered with an extensive list of options.
“Hello. Thank you for calling Camp Crescent Moon. Please listen closely because our menu options have changed. If you are calling for general information, please press one. If you are calling to contact a camper, please press two. For pricing, press three—”
Annoyed, I jabbed zero, hoping to get to an operator.
“You have selected to speak to an operator. Before we connect you, please answer a few questions. Are you a parent of a prospective camper?”
Groaning, I worked my way through the questions, none on which were relevant, and finally got the ring that meant I’d made it to the other side.
“Camp Crescent Moon,” answered a young, bright voice. “This is Courtney speaking. How can I help you?”
“Hi, Courtney,” I said. “My name is Carolina Caccia. I’m a private investigator looking into the disappearance of Vincenzo D’Agosto.”
“Uh…”
“Is there someone I can speak to who might know about the case?”
“Hang on.”
The phone clicked and staticky hold music pumped into my ear. Of course, the only person available to answer the phone was a teenager. My kingdom to speak to an adult.
“Miss Caccia?”
“Yes.”
“Hi, sorry,” Courtney said, flustered. “I can’t really tell you anything about Vincenzo.”
“Why not?”
“It’s camp policy,” she said. “I’m not allowed to give out that information.”
I scribbled nonsense on a notepad to vent my frustrations. “Is there someone available who can provide the information? I’m on a tight schedule. Perhaps the camp director?”
Courtney’s high-pitched laugh made my ears wince. “The camp director is very busy. He doesn’t have time to take calls from the front office.”
“There has to be someone—”
“Oh, no,” said Courtney. “Someone’s throwing up. I gotta go. Good luck!”
“No, wait!”
Courtney hung up. I clenched the phone in my fist. All that menu nonsense for nothing. Maybe I’d try again later, or maybe there was a way to get around the camp’s “policy.” I quickly looked up the number for the local police department and called them instead.
“Sheriff’s office,” answered a gruff voice.
I repeated my introduction and request, hoping for better results this time.
“Vincenzo D’Agosto,” the officer muttered. “Let me see what we got.”
This time, I blessedly didn’t have to listen to hold music. Instead, I was treated to a muffled conversation between the officer who’d answered the phone and an unidentified superior.
“Hey, some P.I. is on the phone,” the officer said. “Wants to know about that kid who disappeared at Crescent Moon.”
“Tell him we don’t share information without proof of ID,” replied a second voice.
“It’s a chick.”
“Whatever. Tell her then. God, why is everyone so obsessed with this dumb kid?”
The officer picked the phone back up. “Hey, uh, we need your ID if you want any information. So you’d have to come to the office.”
Stunned by the other man’s statement, I stammered, “Right. Great. Thanks.”
He hung up before I could ask any other questions. Extreme worry added itself to my current emotions. What kind of cops cared so little about the people they were supposed to protect? Especially ones who couldn’t protect themselves?
AT THE COP shop in my own town, one man rose above all others. Detective Bao had always been there when I needed him, and I needed him now.
“Oh, no,” he groaned when I walked into his office. “What illegal crap did you do now?”
More than once, I’d broken the law to solve a case. While my criminal record had been expunged, Bao’s favorite pastime was giving me grief.
“Nothing,” I said. “I have a new case I need your help with. The local authorities won’t give me anything until I show them ID, which is understandable, but they don’t seem to be doing much to find this kid. Can you call them? Say you’re working the same case?”
He glanced through the folder I’d compiled on Vincenzo so far, including the translated email from Audenzia. “Kid disappeared from camp, huh? Not the first time that’s happened.” He caught the traumatized look on my face. “Take it easy. I didn’t say it would happen to your kids. How are those little crapheads anyway?”
“Fine, I guess,” I said. “They’re not allowed to have cell phones.”
Bao chuckled as he dialed a number on his desk phone. “Like that’s ever stopped Ophelia before.” He cleared his throat. “Yes, this is Detective Bao from Buncombe County. I’m working a case on Vincenzo D’Agosto. Got his grandmother in my office. What do you got for me?”
Bao gestured for me to find him a pen. I robbed another officer’s desk for the writing utensil, and Bao began to scribble information on a blank sheet of paper.
“Uh-huh. Right,” he said. “Any luck? No, makes sense. If you hear anything else, give me a call. This is our case now, too.”
“What did he say?” I demanded as soon as Bao put down the phone.
“Hold your horses.” He took a long swig from his coffee cup. “Ah. Okay, here’s what I got. Vincenzo D’Agosto was reported missing around lunchtime two days ago. That night, when camp counselors noticed he was not in his bunk, they performed a camp-wide search with no luck.”
“The counselors searched the camp?” I asked disbelievingly. “They didn’t call the police right away?”
“Never went to summer camp, did ya?” Bao patted himself on the chest until he released a loud burp. “Like I said, it happens all the time. Usually, the missing kid is lost in the woods or hiding somewhere or making out with another camper behind a tree, ya know?”
“Okay, and if none of those things happened?”
Bao grimace. “Then, they’re usually at the bottom of the lake.”
My stomach lurched as I pictured Benji, bloated and pale, as the police dragged him out of the water. I pushed the image from my brain.
“What else?” I asked.
Bao consulted his scribbled notes, which were impossible for me to read myself. “After the counselors cleared the camp, they alerted the authorities. That night, the local cops did a sweep with dogs. Yesterday, they used drones and helicopters to search but found nothing.”
I swore under my breath. “No body, though?”
“Not yet,” Bao said. “But the guy I just spoke to seems pretty convinced they’re going to find one. They’re going to search the lake next.”
“Why haven’t they done that already?”
“Conditions aren’t ideal,” he replied. “Apparently, the bottom of the lake is all different levels. Lots of debris. Makes it hard to find anything.”
I sat on Bao’s desk and crossed my arms, thinking through everything. Roughly forty-eight hours had passed since Vincenzo was last seen. The prospects of finding him weren’t horrible, but they weren’t great, either. The first few hours were crucial; if the police hadn’t made headway, then it would be a whole lot harder for me to do so. Then again, that was why people hired me because I could do things the cops couldn’t… or wouldn’t do.
Bao tapped his pen on the desk. “They think he’s dead, Carolina. You sure you want to look into this?”
“I have a gut feeling he’s out there,” I insisted. “Lost, scared, hurt, but not dead. Besides, you didn’t hear what the cops said when I asked about him.”
“What’d they say?”
“Why is everyone so obsessed with this dumb kid?” I recited.
Bao whistled in disbelief. “What can I say? Asshole is the usual breed of police officer. They can’t all be as pleasant as me.” He added his notes to my file on Vincenzo and handed it back to me. “Keep me in the loop and let me know if you need anything else. Good luck.”
I HAD NEVER BEEN CAMPING BEFORE. The idea of mud, mosquitoes, and peeing in an outhouse didn’t exactly appeal to me. Sure, I liked the occasional walk through the park, but I did not understand the desire to “rough it” and eat unseasoned food that had been cooked in a can over a fire pit.
Thankfully, Camp Crescent Moon had air conditioning, indoor plumbing, and plenty of bug spray. Still, I consulted the paperwork that Benji’s camp had sent prior to his stay there, which included a handy-dandy list of all camping necessities.
While I filled a suitcase with khaki pants, thick socks, and the only pair of hiking boots I owned, my phone buzzed silently. I only noticed the three missed calls from Parker when I packed the last of my underwear and found my phone beneath the pile.
“Hello?”
“Hey, I’m outside,” Parker said. “We had plans, didn’t we?”
I’d totally forgotten. Parker came over to cook almost every night. Sometimes, he brought his son, Alex, with him. If I got lucky, he came alone. Today was not one of those days.
As soon as I opened the front door, Alex pushed past me like a battering ram, making a strange guttural sound in his throat. Parker, carrying grocery bags, gave me apologetic puppy dog eyes.
“Hey, Alex,” he said as he stepped over the threshold. “Where are your manners, buddy? What do you say to Carolina?”
Alex flopped onto the floor and scootched under the coffee table. “Hi.”
“Hi, Alex.” I took the heaviest bag from Parker. “Sorry, I got swept up with something. Were you outside for long?”
“Long enough for the little guy to throw a short temper tantrum.”
I glanced at Alex, who laid like a corpse beneath the table and stared blankly at the underside of the glass. “Don’t you think he’s a little old to be throwing tantrums?”
Parker’s mouth hardened as he unpacked the groceries. “You don’t get it.”
“With a little discipline—”
“Please,” Parker interrupted in a firm, calm voice. “Carolina, I don’t tell you how to raise your children.”
Parker and I rarely disagreed, let alone fought, but any time he talked about Alex, he did so with an edge to his voice. I figured it was because his crappy ex-wife, who made it as hard as possible to raise Alex together.
“Okay,” I said agreeably, though, on the inside, I had deeper opinions.
If Parker wanted this relationship to last, he’d have to take my parenting advice. I refused to raise a kid with attitude problems. “Let’s change the subject.”
“Sure. What’s up?”
“I can’t go to Gatlinburg.”
He dropped a can of black beans. The sound caused Alex to jolt upright and hit his head on the table. He howled like a wounded dog, and Parker rushed over to him.
“What do you mean?” Parker asked as he soothed Alex. “I thought we agreed.”
“We did,” I said. “But I picked up a case that needs immediate attention.”
“Ah.”
I opened the dented can of black beans and set it aside, trying to read the elusive expression on Parker’s face. “We can go some other time.”
“Hmm. What’s the case?”
“A kid disappeared from camp,” I said. “It’s two hours away, and I need to be there by tomorrow if I want to get a head start on this.”
“Well, Alex is still going to be with his mom,” Parker said. “What if I came with you? We could make it work.”
I hid my twinge of annoyance. “It’s not a vacation. It’s work.”
“I know, but we could at least spend time together.”
“That would be distracting.”
Parker turned away from me, but before he did, I could have sworn he rolled his eyes. A moment later, he was back to his normal chipper self. “Let’s make dinner. I’ll teach you how to do tortillas from scratch.”
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P arker’s weirdness kept me up late, along with repetitive nightmares. Every time I closed my eyes, I envisioned different terrifying scenarios that ended up with my children missing or dead. Not exactly conducive to a good night’s sleep.
Around dawn, I gave up. I threw my suitcase into the car, locked up the house, and got on the road. After a quick stop for coffee and a breakfast sandwich, I turned on the radio and let the music drown out my intrusive thoughts.
Two hours later, my back was beginning to ache after sitting for so long. The city had long since disappeared behind me. Tall, thick trees lined the two-lane road. A while back, I passed a tiny town with a cute bed and breakfast and a diner, but since then, I hadn’t seen any sign of civilization.
The trees made it seem darker than it was, blocking out a lot of the sun’s light. Branches and leaves cast strangely patterned shadows onto the road, so when a rabbit jumped in front of my car from out of nowhere, I nearly died of shock.
Gasping, I swerved around the stupid bunny. Thankfully, the road was empty of other drivers. When I glanced in the mirror, the bunny hopped off into the bushes, completely unconcerned with its near-death experience.
For the rest of the trip, I drove five miles under the speed limit.
My GPS map took me as far as an unmarked dirt road that was even narrower than the one I’d been riding down for the last thirty miles. Overgrown trees scraped the top of my car as I trundled over the rough land. You’d think a camp for rich kids would provide an easier access route for their parents’ fancy vehicles.
When the trees finally cleared and opened up, Camp Crescent Moon came into full view. It was absolutely massive, and it looked more like a wilderness themed Disney resort than an actual camp. The main building was a gorgeous log cabin with hand-carved decorations set around the roof. Huge columns flanked the oak front doors.
Across a wide expanse of flat grassy land laid a beautiful lake that stretched farther than I could see. The land sloped slightly upward, giving me a view of the camp’s layout. Camper cabins appeared to be on the east end, while activity buildings were westward. I parked outside the main building, gathered my things, and went inside.
A blonde girl, maybe eighteen or nineteen, sat with her feet propped on the front desk, twirling her hair and blowing bubble gum while she read a magazine, the cover of which featured a half-naked woman and the promise to “Burn fat and get your summer body in shape!” I cleared my throat to get her attention, but she made no indication that she had heard me. I rang the bell on the desk, right in front of her.
She took a pair of wireless headphones from her ears, which explained her lack of reaction before. “Oh, hey. What’s up?”
“Let me guess. Courtney?”
“Yeah…” She glanced left and right. “Am I in trouble or something? Anne Margaret said I could read on duty.”
Whoever Anne Margaret was, I doubted she would approve of Courtney’s reading material, regardless of the permission she’d granted.
“I’m Carolina,” I said. “I spoke with you on the phone yesterday. I’m here to investigate Vincenzo D’Agosto’s disappearance.”
She leaned forward to get a better look at my P.I. badge. “Hang on. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with you.”
Courtney disappeared through the back door. If this front desk job was supposed to teach her administrative skills, it wasn’t working. A minute later, a different woman returned. Her silver hair was all one perfect shade—her relatively young face implied this was intentional—and wrapped up in a strict bun at the back of her head. She wore a pantsuit that seemed impractical for camping.
“Hello,” she said cheerfully. Her tone, at least, was welcoming. “I understand you’re a prospective parent? Come, come. Let’s give you a tour.”
Before I could object, she guided me with a flat palm from the front office. Once outside, she set a brisk pace and expected me to match it. Hurriedly, I followed behind her.
“My name is Anne Margaret,” she said. “I’m an assistant director here at Camp Crescent Moon. As you can see, we have superior accommodations for our campers. Everything we do here is to benefit your child’s future.”
The path split into four. She took the far left one, heading toward a row of modern buildings that seemed out of place in the middle of the wilderness.
“This is where campers can learn computer skills, politics, debate, business, and technology,” Anne Margaret rattled off. “We’re the only summer camp to offer such extensive courses on those subjects. We also have connections with all of the top universities. Most students who camp here are accepted at Ivy League schools. How old are your children?”
“My son is nine. My daughter is fifteen.”
“We can certainly work with your son,” Anne Margaret said. “We like to have our campers attend as many summers here as possible. That way, we can shape them and get them into the best possible college programs.”
I refrained from making a face. “We’re not really thinking about college yet.”
“You should be,” Anne Margaret said seriously. “You can never start too soon. I suppose your daughter can spend at least two summers here. Then she can sign on to be a counselor. That will give her an edge on the competition.”
“My daughter doesn’t want to go to college.”
Anne Margaret stopped short. “Does she have poor grades?”
“Not poor exactly,” I said. “She’s a smart kid.”
“No ambition?”
“She has plenty of ambition,” I replied tersely.
Anne Margaret smiled stiffly and continued her brisk walk. “Of course. Anyway, up there is the dining hall and the indoor recreation center. We have a lap pool, several indoor courts, and a movie theater.”
“I thought camp was supposed to be outdoors.”
“It’s for when the weather gets bad.”
She crossed diagonally through the low cut grass until we emerged on a different path with smaller, more traditional cabins. Kids of all ages milled about. Some sort of swim competition seemed to be occurring at the lake. I shielded my eyes against the sun to see better. I couldn’t help but notice that the majority of the campers and counselors were white. Vincenzo, who was half-black, would have stuck out quite a bit.
“Camp Crescent Moon doesn’t seem to have a lot of diversity,” I pointed out.
Anne Margaret gazed about, eyebrows slightly lifted. “I don’t suppose I’ve noticed. Anyway, here’s where some of our other activities take place. Painting, arts and crafts, music lessons. That sort of thing. Would you like a tour of the camper cabins? See if your son would fit in?”
I planted my feet and refused to follow her a step farther. “Actually, I’m not here for my kids. I’m here for Vincenzo D’Agosto.”
“Sorry?” Her false look of ignorance didn’t fool me at all.
“Vincenzo D’Agosto,” I repeated. “He’s one of your campers. He disappeared three nights ago. His grandmother hired me to find him.” Once more, I showed my badge to prove my identity. “I’ll be sticking around the camp for a while, if you don’t mind.”
Anne Margaret clicked her tongue. “I’m not sure that’s appropriate. This is an incredibly exclusive camp. We ensure our parents of a safe environment. We can’t approve of your presence here. It would betray the promise we made to our campers’ families.”
“You lost a kid,” I reminded her. “So haven’t you already betrayed that promise?”
“We have many safety procedures in check,” she said stiffly. “The children who get in trouble often do so because they failed to listen to directions.”
“Are you implying this is Vincenzo’s fault?”
Anne Margaret simpered and waved off the question. “Of course not. Camp Crescent Moon is one of the safest places for your children. I can ensure it.”
“Tell that to Vincenzo.”
A kid ran past us and canon-balled into the lake, showering Anne Margaret with water droplets that soaked quickly into her suit. She must have been boiling under all that fabric, but she hadn’t broken a sweat. I was starting to wonder if she was human or a robot in disguise.
Once she finished scolding the kid who’d gotten her wet, she returned her attention to me. “You know what? Why don’t I get my supervisor? He’ll have a better plan for you.”
She walked off yet again, without indicating whether or not I should go with her. Taking my chances, I waited by the lake.
At first sight, the lake was beautiful. The water shimmered with reflections of the sun. The background of trees and, off in the far distance, mountains made for a picture-perfect landscape. A wide area, closest to the dock, had been marked off. The kids were not allowed to swim past a line of orange buoys. However, they could take kayaks and canoes farther out, as long as they wore life vests.
The camp had a speedboat and several Skidoos as well that were reserved for older campers with special privileges. A mounted cable pulled wakeboarders around in a neat rectangle. Some of the more advanced riders launched off ramps and did tricks on rails. Ophelia had always wanted to try wakeboarding, but all the equipment was way beyond my budget. Besides, I couldn’t dream of owning a boat.
Out of nowhere, a golf cart pulled up behind me. A well-dressed man, in pressed chinos and a crisp white polo shirt, removed a pair of designer sunglasses and beamed at me.
“You must be Carolina,” he said, patting the seat beside him. “I’m Peter Noble, Camp Director. Come have a ride with me.”
Peter Noble’s cologne smelled like cedarwood and red wine. It was so strong that I expected every bug in the vicinity to land on him, but there didn’t seem to be many bugs at Camp Crescent Moon. Another perk of its expense, I assumed.
“Camp director, huh?” I climbed in next to him, and he hit the gas. “I didn’t think I warranted such an important welcome.”
We zoomed across the camp. The kids knew to get out of our way long before we reached them. Peter waved merrily to the campers, smiling nonstop.
“Of course you warrant an important welcome,” Peter said, growing serious. “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to speak to you sooner. This is quite the tragic matter we’re dealing with here.”
“About Vincenzo—”
“Let’s discuss it in my office.”
The implication was clear: don’t talk about it until we were somewhere private. Peter drove us to one of the more modern-looking buildings and parked in a spot that said, “Reserved for Director.” We entered through a back door that led into a private hallway. I followed Peter to an office large enough to house a small family. Wide windows made up the entire back wall, giving Peter a view of the entire camp.
“Would you like a drink?” he asked me, dabbing his forehead with a monogrammed white towel. “Water or iced tea?”
Now that he mentioned it, the heat had made my throat quite dry. “Water would be fine, thank you.”
As he poured a glass from a sweating pitcher, he said, “I hear you’ve been hired to locate Vincenzo D’Agosto. I’m afraid, however, that you won’t find him.”
“Have you?”
He handed me the cup. “No, but I’ve been working at camps for many years. When a child disappears without a trace, it’s usually a sign of a tragic accident. Drownings are the most likely culprit.”
“My detective friend back home said something similar.”
Peter nodded gravely. “As much as we try to protect these kids, accidents can happen. I don’t want to waste your time. That’s all.”
“I’m being paid,” I said. “So it’s not a waste of time at all. If there’s any chance that Vincenzo is still in the vicinity, I should be able to find him.”
“So…” He gazed through the window, across the expansive landscape. “Do you plan on staying at Crescent Moon for a few days?”
Something about Peter irked me. His form-fitting clothing, that horrible cologne, and his practiced casual tone gave me the sense that this was all a show. Somehow, I doubted he was as welcoming as he pretended to be.
“I’ll be here as long as it takes to find out what happened to Vincenzo,” I declared.
He didn’t like that. His lip twitched, almost into a sneer, but he concealed it with another friendly smile at the last second. “Of course. I can recommend a bed and breakfast. It’s about thirty miles west.”
“Actually, I prefer to stay at the camp,” I said, matching his casual tone with my own. “That way, I can monitor the area twenty-four-seven.”
He definitely didn’t like that. Why was Camp Crescent Moon so exclusive? Had Anne Margaret done a background check on me and realized I was raised by a struggling single mother in a low-income household? That my new business had yet to turn a profit, so there was no way I could afford this insane conveyor belt of a camp that churned out perfect robot children? Whatever the reason, Peter’s poorly concealed reactions made me want to stay all the more.
“I’ll allow it,” he said at last. “Since this is a special matter. However, I’m afraid all our rooms are occupied except one.”
“I’ll sleep wherever,” I assured him. “I don’t need all this” —I gestured around the general area— “fancy flair.”
As I’d intended, the declaration made a slight blush rise in Peter’s cheeks. Once more, he swept aside his real feelings with a mask of congeniality.
“You might change your mind when you see your accommodations.” He tossed the once-used towel into a nearby wicker basket to be laundered. “We’re working on some renovations. I’ll have Anne Margaret show you there.”
“If you give me a camp map, I can find it myself.”
He already picked up the phone to call Anne Margaret. “That won’t be necessary. We’re happy to accommodate you. Yes, Anne?” he said into the phone. “Miss Caccia will be staying in cabin 6. Will you ask the cleaning staff to arrange it as best they can for her? She’s ready for you to lead her there.”
Feeling much like Ophelia when she gets sent to the principal’s office, I met Anne Margaret outside the office building, and we set off once more across the camp’s grounds. As the sun scorched the back of my neck and sweat trickled down my spine, I wished we could have taken the golf cart. Though I suspected it was specifically reserved for Peter Noble’s use. I stuck to the shade beneath the trees as much as possible, walking in the grass while Anne Margaret bore the full force of the heat.
We walked past the activity areas, past the lake, past the campers’ cabins, and finally, into a secluded part of the woods that was set far away from the rest of the camp. A single narrow path, overgrown by wildflowers and weeds, led to a structure buried in the shadows. One could call it a cabin, as it was built of wood and resembled the campers’ current homes, but the resemblance ended there.
Cabin 6 defined dilapidation. Dead leaves covered the roof and gathered on the doorstep. The glass in the windows was cloudy and cracked. Mold and ivy grew along the walls as if the forest had tried to swallow the cabin and make it part of itself.
Anne Margaret used a white handkerchief to jiggle the handle since the rusted metal seemed like a great way to get tetanus. Thankfully, I’d had the shot recently, from when Ophelia left a bag of hardware pilfered from construction sites to build homemade skateboard ramps on the garage floor. I hadn’t seen the bag and was treated to a rusty nail through the bottom of my foot.
Anne Margaret wrinkled her nose as we stepped inside. The smell of must and animal droppings wafted over me like a wave of decay. I resisted the urge to pull my shirt up over my nose. The inside of the cabin wasn’t much better than the outside, but at least it looked dry.
The cabin was sparsely furnished. It featured one twin-sized metal cot without a mattress, a weathered wooden dresser, and a small desk. The shower in the attached bathroom was just large enough to spit in, and the toilet had a yellow ring around the bowl in addition to a family of frogs that had taken up residence inside. I yelped as the biggest one leaped out and stuck itself to the tile wall like one of Benji’s sticky toys.
Anne Margaret simpered. “Make yourself at home,” she said, without a hint of dry humor. She truly meant it. “The cleaning staff will be here soon to make it slightly more livable.”
“Thanks,” I grumbled. “I also need a map of the campus and a list of regular activities. When is the best time to question the campers?”
“I’ll have them delivered,” Anne Margaret replied. She was much more hospitable now that she had Peter Noble’s blessing to let me stay. “There’s a campfire at the main pit every night. It’s optional for the campers, but we usually have a good turnout. You may observe, but if any campers express discomfort at your presence, we’ll have to re-evaluate.”
“Understood.”
She cast one last look of disgust around the rundown cabin before she withdrew. I swept the dust off the desk and placed my suitcase on top. Hopefully, no mice would make their homes within my clothing.
Over the next hour, a group of timid camp employees arrived to tidy up. By the time they were done, the cabin was far more pleasant. They had transformed the metal cot into a comfortable bed with linen sheets, cleaned the bathroom and evicted its current residents, rid every surface of dust, and sprayed something in the air that drove out the “nature” smell and left a pleasant hint of lavender.
I spent the day getting to know my way around. Most of the campers took no notice of me, but a few heads turned when I passed, as if they wondered what a strange adult was doing in their midst. From what I could see, and to my pleasure, the outdoor activities seemed to be more popular than whatever they taught indoors.
I ate lunch and dinner in the dining hall with the rest of the campers, largely observing. Every here and there, I spotted a child from a diverse background, but they were certainly the minority. Obviously, Camp Crescent Moon catered to a certain demographic.
By the time night fell, some of the campers had returned to their individual cabins to complete activities with their bunkmates. Those who chose to stay behind, the social butterflies, flocked toward a concrete pit, about five feet in diameter, that was buried in the ground. Soon enough, flames licked the sky, sending ash and spark up toward the moon. A line in the dirt prevented campers from going to close.
For a while, the campers danced to age-appropriate music. Then the fire settled into a less vengeful burn, crackling comfortably as the kids smoked s’mores and got comfortable on felled tree logs that acted as seats. Once it quieted down, the stories began.
Some were funny anecdotes from past years. Others were cautionary tales to keep the campers in line. Counselors and campers took turns, giving each other the attention they deserved, regardless of age or story effect.
Toward the end of the night, when the fire had burned down to mere embers and my eyes had begun to drift shut, a skinny girl of fifteen stepped forward. Her friends whooped and clapped.
“Tell it good, Marly!”
“Last one,” called a counselor. “Lights out after this.”
The crowd tittered, but Marly didn’t let it bother her. She cleared her throat and began to speak in a soft, low voice that enticed the others to lean in to listen. Naturally, my body tilted toward her as well.
“In these woods dwells a creature,” she began in barely more than a whisper. “Six feet tall with a body of blood-spattered bones. He wears a necklace of human eyeballs and earrings of human bones.”
A collective shiver went through the younger kids. Those who had heard this story before rolled their eyes or sniggered.
Marly continued.
“In the dead of the night, he comes to you,” she whispered. “He watches you from the tree line, waiting for you to venture too far from your bed. Come closer to the shadow of the woods. Come closer to…” —she paused dramatically— “Mictian.”
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“High in the hills, Mictian guards a portal to the underworld.” Marly swept an arm toward the sloping land behind her, where the trees grew together into a dark pit of nothingness. “For the strength to keep it operating, he must feed on the souls of children. Long ago, before we knew of Mictian’s presence, a young boy named Tobin wandered from his bed. His bunkmates say he was in a trance, eyes glazed over as he stared at something in the trees that no one else could see. The other kids begged Tobin not to leave, tried to pull him back, but Tobin would not heed their warnings.”
A breeze swept across the clearing, and though it was a warm night, a chill crept across my shoulders. The hair on the back of my neck rose, and I forgot that a teenager was telling the story as I envisioned the events.
“Tobin left the cabin and walked straight to the woods,” Marly went on. “At the tree line, he stopped dead and stared into the darkness. The other children watched from the window, holding their breath. Tobin lifted his arms as if reaching out to someone…then bam!”
Half the campers jumped in their seats, and my own heart leaped with anxiety. Marly smiled to herself, pleased with the reactions.
“Something yanked Tobin into the woods!” she spat. “His bunkmates said they saw nothing but a pair of skeletal arms and glowing red eyes. Later that night, smoke rose from the northernmost point above the camp.” Marly gestured to a rocky hump in the landscape up the way. “Where Mictian feasted on his prize, then fed Tobin’s soul to the underworld. He was never seen again.”
One kid burst into tears, and a counselor had to lead him away, but Marly wasn’t quite done yet.
“That’s why they say never to leave your cabin after lights out,” she whispered. “Unless you want to be Mictian’s next sacrifice.”
A hush fell over the camp as everyone absorbed the story. I gazed up at the hillside, wondering what really lay in the darkness of those trees. Was there really a creature that abducted children from Camp Crescent Moon? It would explain Vincenzo’s mysterious disappearance.
I shook my head to clear the cobwebs. Clearly, the creepiness of Marley’s story was getting to me. There was no Mictian.
“Alrighty!” called one of the older counselors, a guy in his twenties with a sweat-stained Harvard baseball cap. He clapped his hands together. “That’s all for tonight. Everyone get back to your cabins. Counselors will be coming to do head checks soon.”
I rose from my log seat and stretched out my stiff back. While the campers began filing toward their temporary homes, I cut through the crowd of shorter beings. Marly stood with her friends, soaking in the last few minutes of freedom before they had to turn in for the night. I tapped her on the shoulder.
“Yeah?” she said, looking me up and down. “You don’t work for the camp.”
“No, I don’t.” I introduced myself to Marly and her friends. “I’m looking for a boy who disappeared. Do you know about it?”
“Yeah, the kid from cabin 9?” Marly said. “Totally sucks, right?”
Her language and posture reminded me of Ophelia. For a moment, I felt like I was talking to my own daughter, which pretty much guaranteed a challenge.
“Your story,” I hurried, as Marly’s friends began ushering her away from me. “How much of it is true?”
She made a face. “What do you mean? It’s a story.”
“But it must be rooted in something true,” I pressed, keeping pace with her as we moved toward the cabins. “Where did you hear it from?”
“Someone tells the Mictian tale every year,” Marly explained. She shot a not-so-subtle eye roll at her friends, expressing her annoyance at talking to me. “It’s been around forever.”
“Who told it first?”
“Do I look like I’ve been coming to camp long enough to know that?”
“I suppose not.”
She mounted the wooden steps of a nearby cabin and turned back to make sure I wouldn’t follow her in. Her friends waited on either side of her, like bodyguards in flannel and cutoff denim shorts.
“Look, lady,” Marly said. “We tell the Mictian story to freak out the younger kids, okay? It keeps them from leaving their cabins at night. That’s all. If you’re implying I had anything to do with that kid’s disappearance—”
“I don’t think you do.”
She looked surprised. “Oh. Okay, good.”
Another counselor, a tall girl with volleyball-player legs, came up behind me. “Inside, everyone,” she ordered, and Marly quickly obeyed, happy to get away from me. The counselor eyed me. “Who are you? I haven’t seen you around.”
After another round of introductions, the counselor—Chrissy—flipped her hair over one shoulder and pursed her lips.
“You don’t need to be talking to my campers,” she said. “They don’t know anything about the younger kids. Go to the other cabins.”
Before I could ask another question, Chrissy disappeared inside to wrangle her bunk full of fifteen-year-old girls. I expected a little bit of pushback from the campers—no kid wanted to answer questions from a middle-aged mom—but this was a bit excessive.
A mosquito buzzed around my ear. I slapped myself in a bizarre Three Stooges kind of move. The bug flew off, then returned to my neck. I felt a quick pinch and swore under my breath before smacking it away again.
Hoping to dissuade other bugs, I jogged up the path, following a group of smaller campers. Little by little, the kids filed into their cabins. I counted six campers to each building, except for one group of boys who seemed to be missing a member.
As they headed inside, I rushed to follow, but the last boy closed the door behind himself before I could reach it. Stopping to catch my breath, I paused before letting myself in.
Shrieks of terror filled the cabin, and several pillows assaulted me one after the other. The boys dove under their comforters.
“It’s the Mictian!” one whispered.
“Do I look like a monster?” I asked. “I’m just a person. Carolina. Hi.”
Two of the boys emerged from their blanket forts, while the others remained hidden. They flashed me shy smiles, now that they could see I wasn’t a body-snatching skeleton.
“Were you boys friends with Vincenzo?” I asked.
A rotund boy with a mop of curly, blond hair frowned deeply. “No. We didn’t like Vincenzo. He was weird.”
I knelt to be on the boys’ level, and the remaining three decided I was worth a look. “What made him weird?”
“He looked funny,” the blond-haired boy replied. “And he talked funny. He wasn’t like us.”
“Do you mean he had an accent?”
“Whatever, he sounded dumb.” The boy crossed his arms, and the others followed suit. I seemed to have found their leader. “We didn’t like him.”
“Is that true?” I asked the other boys. “Did any of you like him?”
The boys exchanged glances, but when the blondie shot them deviant looks, they quickly shook their heads. The only one who didn’t seem to automatically follow the blond’s instructions was a small kid with freckles and red-orange hair.
“He didn’t talk to us much,” said the second boy. “I think he was shy. I asked who his favorite superhero was, and he didn’t even answer.”
“Yeah, because he’s dumb,” the blond boy insisted. “We always got in trouble because Vincenzo wouldn’t do what our counselor said.”
“Vincenzo lives with his Italian grandmother,” I told them. “English is his second language, so perhaps he didn’t understand what your counselor was saying.”
“Well, he should learn English then,” said the boy.
“I wish I knew another language,” the red-haired boy chimed in. “It would be cool.”
The cabin door slammed open. A short boy with unruly brown hair, wire-framed glasses, and an unfortunate pattern of acne across his cheeks stepped inside. At first glance, I thought he might be a camper who’d come into the wrong cabin, but the purple counselor badge pinned to his shirt said otherwise.
“You’re not supposed to be in here,” he panted, chest heaving. “This is a boy’s cabin. Leave.”
I stood, and though I wasn’t particularly tall, I towered over the young man. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble. I’m—”
“I know who you are,” he said, glowering at me. “Word gets around quick at this camp. Don’t talk to my campers anymore. You don’t have permission from their parents to interview them. Get out.”
When I lifted an eyebrow, silently questioning his lack of respect, a dimple in his chin appeared. He stepped away from me to clear the path to the door.
“Please,” he added.
I complied, but to make sure the counselor understood who had the real power here, I paused in the doorway, keeping him from closing me out. “I’ll be back tomorrow,” I assured him and the younger boys. “We’ll talk again.”
The counselor’s dimpled chin wobbled as I removed myself from the cabin, tipped my head in a cheerful good night, and went on my way.
Kids could be evasive; I knew that much from having my own. But why did it feel like everyone at Camp Crescent Moon knew a secret that no one wanted to tell me?
IN CABIN 6, I could hear nothing but the wind on the roof and the voices of the trees. Without the comfort of nearby civilization, I had a restless night’s sleep and dreamed of red-eyed creatures who smiled with Peter Noble’s teeth.
The next morning started off with a literal bang when a dead tree fell over right outside my cabin. The noise woke me as effectively as a gunshot, and I soon discovered the fallen tree prevented me from opening the door. The windows, as well, wouldn’t budge, so I ended up kicking out the vent cover in the bathroom and crawling through the opening.
At breakfast, Anne Margaret assured me she would send someone to remove the tree right away, but her satisfied smirk made me wonder if she’d engineered the moment to begin with. To make matters worse, I was covered in red, itchy bumps that another camper helpfully informed me were flea bites.
“Flea bites?” I repeated back to the young woman, to make sure I’d heard her correctly.
“Yeah.” Unconcerned, she chewed a piece of toast slathered with organic raspberry jam. “Sometimes, they get on your stuff and you track ‘em into your bed. You probably slept in them all night long.”
After slathering myself in calamine lotion and requesting new, flea-free linens, I was finally able to start my investigation. As if things weren’t chaotic enough, a new camp-wide tournament called a color war had begun. The kids had been split into color-coded teams, and along with their regular schedules, had additional challenges and games to complete. It made for a confusing first day when everyone I talked to suddenly ran off to attend to one competition or another.
“I don’t know any Vincenzos,” said one teenaged boy with a green bandana tied around his neck. When a boy in a blue shirt sped past, he hollered, “No way, blue! That prize is mine!” and jetted away before I could ask any other questions.
An hour later, while I attempted to interview a group of younger kids during their outdoor art class, a counselor arrived, blew a whistle, and announced, “Sack race between purple and red! Go, go, go!”
Without further ado, the children leaped to their feet, pulled on burlap mermaid tails, and hopped madly across the grass.
Around lunchtime, I tried my luck with a group of counselors who all ate at the same table. The eighteen-year-olds wore shirts from their current universities, most of which were private institutions my kids could never hope to get into.
“Hi, everyone,” I said, feeling like a high schooler as I carried my tray of chicken quesadillas to the counselors’ table. “I’m—”
“We know who you are,” one counselor said.
“Great.”
I made to sit down, but a girl in a Harvard shirt slid across the bench as if to imply there was no more room. I’d forgotten how petty the younger generations could be, so I set my tray on the table behind me and planted my hands on my hips.
“Listen up,” I said sharply. “Are any of you familiar with Vincenzo D’Agosto? Did you see him on the day he disappeared?”
“We already talked to the police,” said Harvard girl. “I don’t see why we have to talk to you.”
“I don’t work for the police,” I replied. “So whatever you told them, you need to tell me.”
A boy with intentionally messy brownish-blond hair stretched so that his Brown University shirt rose above his waist and revealed a strip of tanned, flat stomach. The girls at the table snuck surreptitious looks filled with revolting teenaged longing. The boy’s shirt was far too small, but I supposed he knew that already. The tiny sleeves made his biceps look more impressive than they actually were.
“We’re in charge of the older campers,” the boy said with a lazy grin. “The little kids aren’t our responsibility. The losers take care of the little kids.”
I clenched my teeth. “Okay. Do you know which losers?”
The boy chewed carelessly on a toothpick. “Nah. We don’t talk to them. Best of luck to you, though. We’re all rooting for you.”
As the rest of the table sniggered, I realized this was pointless. Like the blond boy from last night, this floppy-haired miscreant with the post-braces smile had made himself the leader of this particular group. None of the other counselors at his table would answer my questions with him around.
Tired of getting the runaround, I returned to the front office, where I’d first met Courtney. Thankfully, though, another counselor—a plump young man named Ryan—was in charge of answering the phones that day, and he was much more accommodating than the previous stand-in secretary. Still, I played it safe.
“Can I get a copy of each bunk’s daily schedule?” I asked Ryan in a sweet voice. “I have two kids who might love this place, but I want to be sure they’ll be interested in the activities.”
Ryan, who was no doubt trained to sell Camp Crescent Moon to anyone who asked, leaped into action. “Of course,” he said politely, pulling up the information on the office computer. “Would you like me to print them out for you?”
“That would be lovely,” I said, beaming.
Armed with the entire camp’s schedule, I picked a shady spot beneath a tree and sat down to study. The boys in Vincenzo’s cabin shared almost the same schedule. They ate breakfast, had a free period, then went to the lake. Afterward, they attended lunch, something called “Recreational Advantages” that I guessed was Crescent Moon’s fancy term for gym class, and then “Leadership Lessons.” After that, it was dinner, whatever evening activity the camp had planned like movie night or the bonfire, and lights out.
The only time Vincenzo might have separated from his group was during that free period. According to the official camp schedules, the boys got a choice between archery, drawing, and music classes.
He is a quiet, reserved boy when you first meet him, but he comes alive in the presence of music and family.
The line from Audenzia’s letter echoed in my head. Between the three options, I was sure Vincenzo was most likely to choose music lessons.
Like any good investigator without somewhere to start, I decided to retrace Vincenzo’s steps from that day, starting at his cabin. Thankfully, it was empty of snotty eight-year-olds, so I let myself in and had a look around.
The boys had hastily made their beds, resulting in untucked corners and wrinkled comforters. The last bottom bunk in the far corner, however, was impeccable. Plump pillows, perfectly creased corners, and not a wrinkle in sight. Somehow, I knew this was Vincenzo’s work.
I checked the cubby beneath the bed and found a small weathered suitcase with faded flowers printed on it. The name on the worn, engraved plate had nearly rubbed off after so many years: Audenzia D’Agosto. The suitcase was a hand me down from Vincenzo’s grandmother.
Feeling a little invasive, I popped the suitcase open. Like his bunk, Vincenzo’s possessions were arranged with great care. He, or Audenzia maybe, had folded all of his clothes in crisp piles. Several dryer sheets tucked between the layers kept everything smelling fresh, a welcome surprise after two days of inhaling teenaged sweat. His bathroom bag held a green toothbrush and sample sizes of cleanliness essentials.
What I found strange, though, was that the bag lacked any personal effects. The other boys had comic books, stuffed animals, and action figures beside their bunks. Vincenzo had nothing to mark his bunk as his own.
Since I had plenty of time before the boys returned, I did a quick search of the other’s bunks too. Though it seemed doubtful a group of eight-year-olds could be savvy or insane enough to get rid of another boy, I couldn’t rule out the possibility. Worse things had happened in the history of homicide.
The blond boy’s mother wrote his name, Logan, on the tags of his underpants. Beneath his rumpled clothing, I found a hidden bag of disposable pull-ups, the kind kids wore when they had a habit of wetting the bed. If the other boys knew about Logan’s embarrassing issue, they certainly wouldn’t see him as a competent leader. I wondered if Vincenzo had somehow found out and that was why Logan hated him so much.
Once more, I couldn’t ignore the fact that Vincenzo was half-Black and spoke Italian much better than English, while the rest of the boys in his bunk claimed he was dumb and looked weird. The proclamation said more about Logan’s parents than Logan himself. He had clearly been taught to scorn anyone who didn’t resemble himself or spoke with a foreign accent. I suspected any boy of a background other than Caucasian would have incurred Logan’s wrath.
But was it enough to investigate Logan for playing a role in Vincenzo’s disappearance? I imagined all sorts of illegal activity happened at camp after lights out. More than once, I’d caught a whiff of weed. Maybe the younger kids had snuck out, hurt Vincenzo, and made it impossible for him to return to camp. Was he in the woods somewhere, injured and alone? Or worse, dead?
I took pictures of each bunk in the cabin for reference, made sure everything was placed where I’d found it, and took my leave. I followed the path to the lake, moving slowly and keeping my eyes peeled for clues. Mere days ago, Vincenzo had walked these same trails. Had he left any signs of his existence at Camp Crescent Moon?
Unfortunately, the paths had been trampled by so many sets of boots and sneakers that any proof of Vincenzo’s presence was long gone by now. Slightly deflated, I made my way to the lake.
A large corkboard stationed near the dock documented who was in the water and who wasn’t. Each camper had a designated clothespin with their name written on it in permanent marker. If you went in the water, you first had to move your clothespin to the correct section of the corkboard. When you came out, you had to move it again. Another section indicated the campers who had gone to the bathroom.
For a while, I simply watched the goings-on at the lake. The fourteen-year-old orange and yellow teams arrived to take part in a swim race. Those eager to prove themselves moved their clothespins, kicked off their shoes, and dove in, while the less athletically inclined kids dilly-dallied before finally getting in the water.
While the counselors ran activities in the water, the lifeguards lazed on tall chairs or paced the shores, hidden behind hats and sunglasses. Occasionally, they scanned the water for hints of trouble, but not often enough to address a dangerous situation with any haste.
Soon, I noticed how easy it was for campers to sneak away from the lake. The dock, it turned out, was a blind spot for the lifeguards. While I watched, a pair of girls about Ophelia’s age swam behind it and disappeared. I craned my neck, anxiety rising, to check on them. But when I saw them next, they were halfway up the beach already, giggling and holding hands as they disappeared into the trees that bordered the lake. Neither of them had moved their clothespin.
Right before the lake session was due to end, the girls reappeared. This time, I noticed the way they kept out of the lifeguard’s sight as they followed a certain path back to the dock. When they got back in the water, it was like they’d never left. The lifeguards blew their whistles, indicating the end of the period, and the girls swam to shore with the other campers. No one was the wiser of their secret getaway.
As the lifeguards switched shifts, I approached the one closest to me as he dried off with a red towel. A nametag clipped to his whistle identified him as Clay.
“Excuse me, Clay?” I asked, and he glanced up in curiosity. Like the counselors, he was no older than nineteen or twenty. This was probably his summer job while on his break from university. “Do you work at the lake here every day?”
“Pretty much,” Clay said, drying off his hair. “Why?”
“I was wondering if you were here when Vincenzo D’Agosto disappeared,” I replied. “The police reported he disappeared at lunchtime, which was right after his scheduled lake session. Do you remember seeing him that day?”
“Oh, I remember, all right,” Clay said. “The other kids tried to drown him.”





5
“T  hey what?”
Clay draped his towel around his neck and shrugged as if kids trying to drown each other was a daily occurrence at Camp Crescent Moon. “Every year, one kid always gets the brunt of the bullying. Vincenzo was kind of scrawny. The fact that he was shy and foreign didn’t help.”
“He was born in the States,” I growled. “Though that shouldn’t matter.”
“I just call it the way I see it.”
With every passing minute, the deeply entrenched racism at Camp Crescent Moon became more and more blatant. It made my insides broil with rage. When would the world learn that looking different didn’t make you any less human?
“Which kids were involved?” I asked, willing myself to speak calmly. “I assume they were reprimanded? Privileges revoked?”
“I was too busy trying to break up the fight to see who was there,” Clay replied. “Plus, they scattered as soon as I got into the water.”
I stared him down. “So, you have absolutely no idea who tried to drown Vincenzo.”
“Not really.”
“Okay, what about an age group?” I asked. “You must remember if they were older or younger than him.”
He squinted against the sun, looking past me impatiently. I was about to lose what little of his focus he’d afforded to me due to the lunch hour. “I don’t know. Kids all look the same to me. Maybe the same age?”
“His bunkmates?”
Clay lifted his shoulders. “No idea.”
This was worse than pulling teeth. “Well, was Vincenzo okay afterward? What happened when you pulled him out?”
“Sorry, lady,” he said, backing away. “I have to get lunch before my second shift starts. See you around.”
“Sure,” I muttered as he skirted around me. “See you around.”
“Oh!” He turned around, walking backward to speak to me. “I just remembered. There was another counselor that helped me break up the fight. Becky.” He gestured toward the arts and crafts cabin. “She’s usually over there somewhere.”
“Thank you,” I called after him, grateful for any crumb of information. He waved halfheartedly over his shoulder.
Outside the arts and crafts cabin, a group of first-grade campers painted birdhouses while a young counselor watched over them. She roved about them, arms crossed and eyes peeled for any hint of danger. When a six-year-old lifted a jar of paint to his mouth like he was about to throw back a shot of tequila, she was there in less than a second.
“No, Bryan,” she scolded, setting the paint jar as far from the boy as possible. “We don’t drink paint. That’s a time out for you.”
Bryan, who had managed to smear red paint across eighty percent of his body, let out a howl of discontent. The other kids watched with mixed emotions of awe and fear as the counselor led Bryan to a three-legged stool on the outskirts of the group. He was far enough to feel isolated, but not so far that the counselor wouldn’t notice if he tried anything funny.
“Excuse me, are you Becky?” I asked, approaching the counselor once she had finished setting Bryan in his timeout.
“Yes, can I help you?”
“I understand you were present the day Vincenzo D’Agosto was nearly drowned by a group of other children at the lake,” I said. “I spoke to Clay.”
Becky wiped a bead of sweat from where it trickled down her temple. “Yes, I was there. I don’t usually supervise at the lake, but one of the other counselors was sick that day.”
“Can you tell me what you saw?”
“I wasn’t in the water, at first anyway.” She didn’t look at me when she spoke, continually scanning her charges for further trouble. “All of a sudden, a bunch of kids in the middle of the lake started yelling. I saw Vincenzo’s head pop up, and then another blond boy shoved him down again.”
“Logan,” I muttered.
“Maybe,” Becky replied. “Anyway, Clay dove in and broke up the fight. He pulled Vincenzo to the shallow water, and I went in to get him. I wasn’t even wearing a swimsuit.”
“Was Vincenzo okay?”
“He seemed fine,” she said, whacking a paintbrush away from another child’s nostril. “A little waterlogged and emotional, but what kid wouldn’t be? Regardless, I wanted to take him to the clinic. They say children can drown in as little as two inches of water. If he swallowed any—”
“Did you?” I prompted. “Take him to the clinic?”
“No,” Becky replied. “When you supervise at the lake, you’re not allowed to leave your position because it puts the other kids at risk. I asked another counselor to take him.”
“Which one?”
She spat the name out like it tasted of bitter lemon. “Cody.”
“Where can I find him?”
Becky checked the waterproof watch on her wrist that also displayed her heart rate on its face. I noticed it was racing. “He’s in charge of the color wars competitions, so he’s probably making campers do something stupid near the main building.”
When I found Cody, I should have known who to expect. He was the rumpled hair hooligan in the itty bitty Brown University shirt from that morning. In the fields by last night’s bonfire, he and his counselor friends had made use of a ridiculous obstacle course that resembled the ones the Army used to exercise its recruits. Two teams of teenaged campers—red and purple—raced through the course. They climbed towers, swung across kiddie pools full of mud, crawled under crisscrossed nets, traversed monkey bars, lifted each other over high walls, rappelled down ropes without safety harnesses, and leaped over mounted logs to make it to the finish line first. When the first pair of teenagers from each team reached the end, they had to sprint back to the starting point and high-five their teammate. Then the next pair would begin their course run.
It was exhausting to watch. I couldn’t imagine either of my kids competing in such an event. Benji wouldn’t make it past the first hurdle, and Ophelia would laugh in her counselor’s face for even suggesting her participation. Then she would head straight for the tallest obstacle piece, climb to the top, and lord over her competition.
Some of the teenagers ran the course with full effort. These were the kids who came from athletics back home, no doubt the football and soccer players at their local high schools. But on every team, there were at least two less physically skilled competitors. As I watched, the teams got down to the last pair of players. The first—a skinny boy with acne and no meat on his bones—got a head start and stumbled toward the first tower. The second—a tall Asian girl with enormous thighs—caught up and climbed the tower and repelled down the other side so quickly that she didn’t bother to slide all the way to the ground. She dropped the rope halfway and landed in a catlike crouch. Then her powerful legs pushed off against the dirt, and she was on her way to the next obstacle.
Meanwhile, the boy struggled to reach the top of the tower, his shoulders shrugging high as he pulled himself hand over hand up the rough wooden rungs. Cody took it upon himself to “encourage” the camper.
“Come on, Gretzky!” Cody shouted. “My grandma climbs faster than you! Don’t be a—” A string of sexist insults poured from Cody’s mouth. “You move like a girl, pancake face! Get over that tower. Go, go, go!”
The purple team, taking instruction from the older counselor, began to egg Gretzky on as well, and not in a good way.
“Don’t be a loser, Gretzky!”
“I’ll kill you if we come in last again, man!”
Gretzky finally reached the top of the tower. As he took hold of the rope, he squeezed his eyes shut and inhaled deeply before dropping over the side. His sweaty hands slipped, and he free-fell the last few feet. Unlike his competitor, he did not land gracefully. His ankle buckled beneath him.
“Get up, Gretzky!” Cody hollered. “Move it, crater face!”
Gretzky hobbled to his feet, limping, then flattened out to fit himself beneath the net. When his competitor realized how far behind he was, she slowed her pace. The red team egged her on, spurring her to finish in record time, but the girl intentionally dropped from the monkey bars so she had to start them over. I smiled. At least someone at this camp had some decency.
The assault on Gretzky continued, but he managed to make it all the way to the last obstacle, which involved scaling a high wall. He took a running leap and slammed face-first into the wood, eliciting a laugh from Cody and groans from his teammates.
The girl, who had already made it over the wall, doubled back. She linked her fingers together to make a step stool, then gestured for Gretzky to come closer. Hesitant to trust her, he tentatively put his hands on her shoulders and lifted his sneaker into her grasp. She thrust him upward. He grabbed the top of the wall and shimmied over.
On the other side, the girl waited until he’d caught his breath then gestured to the finish line. Together, they broke into a run. Gretzky wheezed with every step while the girl jogged casually beside him. Right at the end, she increased her pace, finishing a step or two in front of Gretzky. Her team cheered, but she ignored them to pat Gretzky on the back and say a few words of encouragement. With his hands on his knees, he nodded gratefully to her.
Cody shoved Gretzky aside. “Dude, you’re a waste of space. That was pathetic.”
The girl stepped between them. “Relax, man. He doesn’t do a lot of sports.”
Cody closed the distance between himself and the camper. “Are you talking back to me, Ching Chong?”
She refused to move. “It’s Cheng, you asshole.”
Cody grinned maliciously, so close to Cheng that his arms brushed the front of her torso. She planted both hands on his chest and pushed. Surprised, he lost his balance for a quick second before recovering himself.
“That’s it,” he said. “The red team is disqualified from this event. Purple team wins.”
“What the hell?” Cheng demanded while a shocked Gretzky and the rest of his team celebrated. “On what grounds?”
“You cheated,” Cody declared. “You helped crater face over the last obstacle. That’s not allowed. Plus, you assaulted the referee.”
Cheng’s face turned bright red. “You little—”
Another girl from the red team pulled Cheng away from Cody. “It’s not worth it, Wendy,” she said quietly, clinging to Cheng’s arm. “He’s just mad because we’re the only girls at camp who don’t drool all over him.”
Cheng calmed at the girl’s touch. She turned from Cody and stalked off, and the rest of the red team—sweating, grumbling, and covered in dirt—followed her.
As Cody reset the timer around his neck and prepared the course for the next group, most of the purple team began to leave. One girl—petite and blond—lingered behind, pretending to tie her shoelace. When the rest of the team had gone, Cody pulled the girl underneath the A-frame tower.
I rolled my eyes and braced myself for what I might see under the A-frame. Sure enough, when I walked over, Cody and the younger camper were embroiled in a passionate make-out session—if you could call Cody shoving his tongue into the camper’s mouth repeatedly “passionate.”
I cleared my throat, and the girl detached herself from Cody with a noise like plunging a toilet. She yelped in surprise, wiped her mouth, and ran off. Cody laughed, unconcerned with being caught, and grinned at me.
“You again,” he said. “I’m starting to think you have a crush on me, Mrs. Robinson.”
“Ew.” I shivered with disgust. “I doubt Camp Crescent Moon approves of their eighteen-year-old counselors hooking up with underage campers.”
“You gonna turn me in?” he challenged.
“That depends. Are you going to tell me what I need to know?”
Cody’s upper lip curled back. “What do you want?”
“Becky said she gave Vincenzo D’Agosto to you after he almost drowned in the lake,” I said. “Where did you go?”
“Becky?”
I gestured toward the arts and crafts cabin. “Curly brown hair, glasses?”
“Right, Becky. She was a wild one.” He guffawed stupidly. “Yeah, I took Vincenzo to the clinic, but the nurse wasn’t there. I left him with another counselor.”
“Who?”
“Some loser from another cabin. Do I look like I keep track of everyone around here?” He curled a length of rope around his elbow. “I got work to do, so unless you want to make this a more entertaining interview, I’m gonna have to say get lost.”
Cody waited, one eyebrow raised, as if he actually expected me to take him up on his creepy offer. I couldn’t help myself; I smacked the back of his head the same way I did to Ophelia when she was acting up.
“Make another joke,” I challenged in a low voice. “See how quickly I get your butt kicked out of here.”
He rubbed his head and fixed his hair, sneering at me. “You’ll regret that, Miss Caccia.”
THOUGH I DOUBTED Cody’s threat was an empty one, I didn’t let it bother me. In the main building, off a hallway connected to the front office, I found the clinic. A few red-faced campers sat in front of fans and nursed electrolyte drinks, having overheated outside. A teenager with poison oak rashes all over his shins scratched recklessly while he waited for his turn with the nurse. I filled a plastic bag from a nearby ice machine and handed it to him.
“The cold will help with the itch a little bit,” I advised. “And keep away from the other campers until you take a shower and wash your clothes.”
The boy thanked me. I knocked on the door to the private exam room.
“One minute!” called a harried voice.
Not long after, a camper emerged from the exam room with a thick bandage over his forehead. The nurse followed, her eyes wide with stress. She tossed a bottle of Benadryl lotion to the boy with poison oak.
“Get in there,” she ordered. “Wash everything really well. How many times have I told you all to keep out of the bushes?” She finally noticed me standing there. “Who are you?”
After I explained, I asked her about the day Vincenzo was brought into the clinic. She refilled a camper’s Gatorade and fixed me with a confused stare.
“D’Agosto?” she repeated back to me. “I never treated a kid from the lake that day. Are you sure you have the right information?”
“I was told a counselor brought him here.”
“Check the clipboard from that day,” the nurse said as she returned to the exam room to tend to the poison oak boy. “It should say if Vincenzo checked in and which counselor dropped him off.”
I flipped through the papers on the clipboard and scanned the list of names from the day Vincenzo disappeared. Sure enough, he had been signed into the clinic around eleven-thirty that morning. The counselor’s name beside his, though, wasn’t Cody’s.
“Who’s Eric?” I muttered.
“The counselor for cabin 9,” answered one of the dehydrated campers helpfully.
“Cabin 9?” I checked my notes. “That’s Vincenzo’s cabin. Eric was Vincenzo’s counselor? Short guy with glasses?”
The camper nodded. “That’s him.”
I thanked the camper and left the clinic. Outside, I consulted the schedule for cabin 9. Since it was shortly after lunchtime, the younger boys were currently engaged in “recreational advantages” at the indoor gym.
After the long walk in the sun, I savored the air conditioning at the gym. It was my first time inside. In one room with a roof of windows, the yellow and green teams played water basketball in an enormous pool while the blue and orange teams swam relay laps. In the weight room, a group of large boys fought over who got to use the smith machine next while the same number of girls did pilates on mats in an empty corner.
Across the hall, I finally found the cabin 9 boys utilizing a large racquetball court, though racquetball was apparently not on their agenda. Instead, two boys stood against the wall while the other three tossed soft bouncy balls in their direction. Logan, naturally, led the attack.
Their pimply supervisor, Eric, stood off to the side, calling out points and rules that I couldn’t make sense of. Though I did not want to risk entering the court, I had no other option if I wanted to talk to Eric. Before I could step in, a college-aged woman brushed by me. She gave me a pointed look, doing a visual sweep of my entire body, then let herself into the racquetball court, where she tapped Eric on the shoulder.
He shook his head, refusing to leave. The older counselor—I’d spotted the camp logo embroidered on her shirt—gesticulated with quite some emphasis, but Eric did not peel his eyes from the kids. Had he always been so vigilant, or had his experience with losing Vincenzo made him more careful?
Eventually, the older counselor gave up trying to relocate and began her discussion with Eric right there. Subtly, I propped open the door so that I could hear. Between the kids’ yells and the thwack of balls against the concrete wall, I caught bits and pieces of their conversation.
“I don’t care what he said,” the older counselor hissed. “You do what I say. Got it?”
“You don’t get it,” Eric shot back. “If I tell the truth, he’ll kill me. He said so himself.”
“He’s full of empty threats,” she replied. “Believe me, he’s too prissy to get blood on his hands.”
“Gee, that makes me feel so much better—don’t aim for the head, Logan! That’s against the rules!”
She tapped on his shoulder to regain his attention. “We have to play this carefully. People are snooping around. If we get caught—”
“We won’t get caught.”
I thrust my foot against the door and sent it flying open. It banged against the wall, startling everyone in the courts. The kids stopped playing, except for Logan, who sent a ball flying right into the face of an opponent.
“Sorry to interrupt,” I said, enjoying the counselors’ looks of shock and guilt. “But I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. Eric, I believe we’ve met before. I’m—”
A loud alarm blared, followed by an automated announcement. “Inclement weather has been detected in the area. Please report to the closest sheltered area with your bunkmates. If you are currently at the lake, please exit the water in a safe and orderly fashion, dry off, and report to the closest sheltered area.”
“They’re evacuating the lake?” The announcement had completely thrown off my train of thought. I’d practically forgotten why I wanted to question Eric. “Why?”
“Lightning,” Eric replied.
The older counselor pushed past me. “Gotta get back to my campers. See you later, Eric.”
Eric and I stood in awkward silence as I tried to make sense of the announcement. I had been outside a few minutes ago, and the sky showed no hint of bad weather. I hadn’t seen a single cloud. That meant one thing: they were clearing the lake for a different reason.
I left the courts and Eric, who seemed both befuddled and relieved. As I ran outside, my suspicions were confirmed. Other than a few wispy white clouds, the sky was totally clear. I fought against the flow of campers like a salmon swimming upstream. While they headed inside, I aimed for the lake.
As the crowd thinned, Peter Noble appeared at my side in his golf cart like a vampiric caddie. Today, he wore the exact same outfit but in a different color: a skin-tight lilac polo and tan chinos.
“Howdy, partner!” he called in a poor imitation of a North Carolina accent. He might own property here, but he definitely wasn’t a local. “Climb in.”
The only reason I took him up on the offer was that I was so damn tired from hiking back and forth across the camp all day long. Once I was seated beside him, he tore a path toward the lake.
“I’m guessing you already know we didn’t clear the lake for inclement weather,” Peter said. “I thought about what you said during our first meeting, so I thought we could put our thoughts to rest once and for all. I’ve called the Sheriff’s Department. They’re here to drag the lake.”
THE SHERIFF’S Department did everything without fuss so as to not alert the campers to what was going on. Hours later, as darkness fell and the nightly campfire raged on the other side of the grounds, I applied another coat of bug spray as the search and rescue team began to wrap it up. They hadn’t found a damn thing, which was exactly what I had expected. Vincenzo was out there somewhere, needing my help to come home—
“Got something!”
My head jerked up as the team hauled something to the surface and brought it to shore. My heart stopped in my chest. It was a body.
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T  he deputies surrounded the body before I could get a look. I pushed against their broad, uniformed figures and craned my neck, desperately needing to know if it was Vincenzo or not. My pulse pounded so intensely that I could feel the skin of my throat moving to accommodate it. Time slowed and sped up at the same time. It seemed to take hours for the deputies to move the body from the lake to a waiting ambulance, but it took only minutes.
As they loaded the corpse, I finally got a glimpse of it, and my heart shattered into a million pieces. It was the right size and shape for an eight-year-old, despite what the water had done to it.
When I worked for the FBI, I had come across many a dead child, but the effect it had on my heart and soul never wore off. A black hole, positioned somewhere in the hollow of my chest, opened up and swallowed the dread, disgust, outrage, and fear. I threw the emotions back like a shot of kerosene that burned all the way down and churned in my stomach. All that remained was the familiar feeling of emptiness. I could not work with fear, but I could work with emptiness.
I surge toward the ambulance, determined to get a better eye on the body before the Sheriff’s Department whisked it away. A beefy guy in a hunter-green uniform pulled me off the vehicle’s step and set me on my feet. He wore an old school black Stetson with the department badge emblazoned on the front. As the ambulance drove away—no sirens, lest they alert campers to the issue at hand—the uniformed man tipped his hat at me then linked his thumbs in his belt.
“Sorry about that, ma’am,” he says in the slow drawl that Peter tried to imitate earlier. This man was born and bred in the surrounding counties. “Officials only.”
“I’m a P.I.,” I said, gazing after the ambulance. “I was hired to investigate the disappearance of Vincenzo D’Agosto. I have every right to be on that rig.”
“A private investigator?” His tone lingered somewhere between impressed and amused. “My goodness, why haven’t we met yet? I’m Sheriff Joe Clayton.” He stretched his thick-fingered hand out to shake mine.
“Carolina Caccia,” I reluctantly replied. “I want access to the body.”
“Goodness, you get straight to the point, don’t you?” Sheriff Clayton took a toothpick from his pocket and inserted it between his back molars. “You don’t mind, do ya?” he asked, gesturing to his mouth. “I quit chewin’ a while ago, and it helps scratch the itch.”
I wrinkled my nose but shook my head. I preferred the toothpick over watching the Sheriff spit tobacco juice into a used water bottle. When Amos and I first met, he harbored the bad habit, too, but I told him if he ever wanted to kiss me, he’d have to ditch the chew first.
“Who hired you?” Clayton asked. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who liked to have the answers to my questions upfront.
“Vincenzo’s grandmother. Audenzia.”
“Legal guardian?”
“Yes.”
Clayton nodded, seemingly unconcerned. “What about his parents?”
“His mother passed away,” I said. “And his father’s in prison.”
“For what?”
“He was framed for murder.”
Clayton snorted and spat. He might have quit chewing, but he hadn’t quit spitting. “‘Framed.’ Yeah, sure.”
I crossed my arms and glared at him. “Why does it matter? Shouldn’t your priority be finding the boy? Why haven’t you spoken to Audenzia?”
“First of all,” he said. “I found the boy. He’s in that rig up the road.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Secondly,” Clayton continued as if he hadn’t heard me, “I did speak to Miss D’Agosto.” The way he pronounced the last name—Dug-us-toh—made me cringe. “But I couldn’t understand a word she said. You know how it is with these people.”
I planted my hands on my hips. “I don’t actually. How is it with these people?”
He sucked on the toothpick. “Complicated. Anyway, I can’t give you access to the body until we identify who it belongs to.”
“That’s bull,” I said. “I have credentials. You can’t oust me—”
“It’s not my intention to oust you, Miss Carolina.” My name sounded just as wretched on his tongue. “This is simply county protocol. He flicked the toothpick aside and drove it into the dirt with the heel of his boot like a cigarette. “I’ll give you a call when I know something. Capiche?”
I hurried after him as he lazily strolled to his patrol car. Every one of his strides took up two of mine. “You’ll need Audenzia to identify the body. She’ll give me permission to see it.”
“All right then, see you later.”
He grinned, tipped his hat again, and swung the patrol car around in a neatly executed turn. The remaining deputies and investigators, who had waited for the Sheriff to clear them, followed suit, leaving me alone at the lake with nothing but a bunch of muddy tire tracks.
“SORRY, Miss Caccia. I can’t do anything about it.”
Peter hadn’t bothered to stick it out at the lake for six hours while the Sheriff’s office searched for Vincenzo. After dropping me off, he’d stayed for about fifteen minutes to make sure the Sheriff had what they needed before disappearing again. Once Clayton left, I sought out Peter. Other than Audenzia, he might be the only person who could get me in to see that body before something happened to it.
“But you’re the camp president,” I protested.
“Director,” he corrected.
“Whatever. The body was found on camp property.” I rubbed my eyes to keep them from drooping. After such a day, I was exhausted. All I wanted to do was go to bed, but this was more important. “That means you have jurisdiction over it. You could tell the Sheriff to let me examine it.”
Peter leaned back in his leather desk chair. “I’m sorry, but my hands are tied. Sheriff Clayton and I go way back. I trust his judgment more than anyone else’s. If he says they need to identify the body before you can examine it, then you’ll have to wait. Simple as that.”
I studied his casual body language, the air of nonchalance that hung around him at all times, even when he was discussing the death of a camper. “You were responsible for that child,” I reminded him. “You promised his parents that you were capable of caring for him, that you would return him home safely at the end of the summer.”
“Conditionally,” Peter said in a businesslike manner.
“What’s conditional about a child’s life?” I demanded.
“We have rules, Miss Caccia,” he replied cooly. “We operate under the assumption that the children follow these rules. If they choose not to, we still do everything in our power to keep them safe. However, when it comes down to it, a child who disobeys the rules and ends up in trouble cannot be the camp’s responsibility.”
I gawked at him, unable to compute the words coming out of his mouth. By this logic, it seemed everyone at Camp Crescent Moon was in danger, regardless of whether they obeyed the rules or not.
“Vincenzo’s disappearance will make the news,” I said. “If this gets out, other parents won’t be too happy with your policies.”
“It won’t get out,” Peter said confidently.
“You sure about that?”
“I’m not going to say anything to the press,” he said. “And you won’t either, right?”
Though it wasn’t an outright threat, it sure felt like one. If I had nothing to lose, I’d call up a journalist right now to report the body from the lake. I couldn’t do that if I wanted to stay on campgrounds. Any tip-off to the press and Peter would certainly have me expelled as soon as possible.
“I will see that body,” I said, matching his confidence with cockiness.
“I bid you good luck.”
FAR AWAY FROM PETER, in the comfort—if you could call it that—of my private cabin, I dialed the number I had on file for Audenzia. It was still relatively early in the evening, so I hoped she hadn’t gone to bed yet.
“Pronto?”
Damn. I’d forgotten about the language barrier.
“Ciao, Audenzia,” I said. “Sono io, Carolina.”
“Ah!”
She added another sentence in quick Italian, remembered my lack of professional knowledge of the language, and repeated herself again slowly. What happened? Have you found anything out?
“The Sheriff’s office found a body in the lake.” In the past, I’d learned it was best not to sugar coat these things. There was no point in trying to calm down parents before they got the bad news. They would always worry. “Uh… Polizia ha trovato—” I struggled to translate the message in my head. “Un corpo.”
Audenzia gasped and immediately burst out crying. I grasped for another translation, berating myself silently for not preparing this speech before I called.
“Non credo sia lui,” I said, totally unaware if I’d gotten the words right or not. I don’t think it’s him.
Audenzia hiccupped, calming herself gradually.
“Can you come here?” I asked in English then did my best to say in Italian. “They won’t let me see the body until they identify it. They should have called you already.”
“I didn’t receive a call,” Audenzia said, slowly enough for me to understand. “No one has told me anything.
I can be there in an hour, though.”
“Eccelente. Ci vediamo.”
FORTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER, I met Audenzia in the dirt parking lot by the main building. She must have blown through several stoplights and exceeded the speed limit to get here so quickly, but I didn’t ask questions about the legality of her driving. Before she could get out of the car, I let myself into the passenger seat.
“Ciao,” I said. “Let’s get going.”
With a lead foot, Audenzia drove to the Sheriff’s office first. We had no luck there. The sole officer on night duty was asleep at his desk. He had not heard about the body at Camp Crescent Moon, or he was very good at faking it. I coerced him to check the location of the Sheriff’s patrol car, which was marked at the closest hospital, another half hour away.
The hospital looked more like a clinic than an actual place for doctors and surgeons, but tiny towns in the middle of North Carolina’s backwoods needed healthcare, too. I spotted the Sheriff’s car, along with the ambulance that had picked up the body from the lake. The number on the side of the rig matched.
Audenzia parked haphazardly in the yellow lanes blocked off for emergency vehicles. I almost explained to her that doing so was illegal, but when I caught the determined expression on her face, I had a feeling she already knew that. Defying such rules was one of the few ways she could keep control over the situation.
We marched inside, Audenzia leading the way. She didn’t bother to speak to the receptionist on duty in the ER. Instead, she pointed at the closest directional sign and said, “Il obitorio.”
The morgue.
For an older woman, Audenzia moved exceptionally fast. After a hike down the stairs to the hospital’s basement, I breathed hard through my nose, but Audenzia remained barely winded. When we located the entrance to the morgue, Sheriff Clayton was already standing outside it.
Audenzia strolled right up to him, patted herself on the chest, and declared, “Sono la nonna di Vincenzo D’Agosto. Portami da lui.”
Sheriff Clayton lazed against the wall, hands on his belt. “I’m sorry, I don’t speak Spanish.”
Audenzia looked at me as if to say, Who is this moron?
“She said she’s Vincenzo’s grandmother,” I supplied to Clayton. “She wants to see the body.”
Clayton chewed on his bottom lip, visibly annoyed. He hadn’t expected to deal with me so soon after locating the body. “I’m afraid—”
“Don’t say you can’t let us in,” I interrupted. “She is the legal guardian of the child who you presume dead. You want to identify the body, right? Your first call should have been to Audenzia to do so.”
The Sheriff pasted on a stiff smile. “I wasn’t going to deny Miss D’Agosto the right to see her child. What I mean to say is this: the child’s body is not a pretty picture. I highly suggest you do not go inside. The image of her grandson will stay with her forever. Is that the way she wants to preserve his memory? By seeing his bloated, ruined body?”
Audenzia nudged me with her elbow and muttered, “Che cazzo ha detto?”
I smothered a snort of laughter. Audenzia had obviously picked up on Sheriff Clayton’s crock of crap. The polite version of her question translated to a simple request: What did he say?
I did my best to reply in Italian for one reason. It would make Clayton feel left out. Sure enough, as I pieced together a reply, he narrowed his eyes, sneering as he tried to catch the cognates.
“He said you shouldn’t see the body,” I told Audenzia in broken Italian. “He claims you’ll be traumatized, but I think he’s up to something. It’s your choice. Do you want to go in? I’ll be right there with you.”
Audenzia grasped my arm and squeezed. “You don’t think it’s him?”
“I think if it were, they’d let us in right away,” I replied. “I think they’re hiding something. Still, there’s a chance it is Vincenzo. Are you prepared for that?”
It was a stupid question, so Audenzia shook her head. No guardian was ready for a confirmation of their child’s death. I patted her weathered hand.
“I’m here for you,” I told her. “No matter what.”
After a long minute of contemplation, Audenzia nodded. She linked her arm through mine, squared her shoulders, and lifted her chin.
“Sono pronto,” she declared. I’m ready.
“We’re going in,” I told Sheriff Clayton. “Let us through.”
He made one last-ditch effort to stop us, shaking his head as if to indicate we were making a huge mistake. “Suit yourselves, ladies. When you need therapy afterward, don’t come crying to me.”
“We’ll manage,” I snarled.
Clayton pulled open the door to the morgue and followed us inside. Audenzia shivered as the temperature dropped and the smell of preservatives flooded our nostrils. On the main exam table laid a short figure covered in a white sheet. The morgue attendant, a long-necked man with massive arms that did not match the rest of his skinny body, ate a sandwich in the corner of the room, unconcerned with the presence of corpses.
“Evening,” he said as we entered. “Here to have a look at the body?”
Unlike Sheriff Clayton, he didn’t seem to have the same preoccupations of letting us check it out. He wiped breadcrumbs from his hand and shook mine.
“I’m Lorenzo,” he said. “And you?”
“Ah, Lorenzo!” Audenzia replied before me. “Parli Italiano?”
Lorenzo’s face lit up with glee. “Sì, signora!”
To my relief, the two went back and forth in a rapid-fire exchange of fluid Italian. I caught some of it, but when they both slipped into an informal dialect that I’d never heard before, I lost track. The conversation lost its air of excitement when Lorenzo gestured to the covered body, and Audenzia’s face fell.
Lorenzo folded Audenzia’s hands into his, and they stood close together as if they had known each other for years. “Andrà bene.”
Sheriff Clayton cleared his throat with obnoxious volume. I sensed his discomfort at being left out of the conversation and took immense pleasure from it.
“Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” he grunted. “I’ve got places to be.”
“Curious, considering you seemed to be waiting here for us to show up,” I muttered under my breath.
“What was that?” the Sheriff challenged.
“Oh, nothing.”
Lorenzo led Audenzia to the side of the exam table. He took hold of the sheet but didn’t pull it back until she gave him a small nod. Gently, he uncovered just the head of the corpse.
My stomach bucked. The head had been eaten away by water pressure, bacteria, and various marine life. There was little left to identify. Thankfully, this was good news for Audenzia and me. Right away, I knew the body on the table was not Vincenzo. This level of decomposition didn’t happen in a matter of days. The corpse had been in the lake for at least a month or two.
Audenzia, who presumably had no knowledge of decomposition underwater, held her breath and leaned over the unrecognizable body. Her expression twisted in pain.
“I told you,” Clayton said. “I warned you not to come in here. It’s ugly, isn’t it?”
“Shut up,” I snapped, no longer able to contain my temper.
“Quello non è Vincenzo,” Audenzia said, backing away from the corpse. She gestured for Lorenzo to cover the body, and he did so quickly. “Non mio nipote.”
“It’s not him,” I told Clayton.
He sucked on his teeth, and the squeak of air made my nose lift. “I don’t mean to upset you further, but it most likely is Vincenzo. It’s a sad story—”
“This body has been in that lake for at least a month,” I said. “I can tell from the state of it. Can’t you? Or perhaps they didn’t cover the various stages of decomposition at the police academy.”
Clayton’s eyes twitched, and his hand floated closer to the taser on his belt like he wished he could pull it out and fire just because I’d contradicted him. I hated this guy more and more.
“I want DNA testing,” I pushed. “To prove it’s not Vincenzo. You’ll see then.”
“The body’s too far gone,” he said. “DNA testing won’t work.”
“So you agree? The body’s too decomposed to be Vincenzo’s?”
The Sheriff’s lips tightened. “I can’t confirm that.”
“You can pull dental records,” I said. “This may not be Vincenzo, but it is someone’s child, and you owe the parents an explanation.”
“Our offices don’t have the resources to do that sort of work.”
“Then ship the body to another facility that does,” I ordered.
For a long moment, we glared at each other, daring the other to look away first. Clayton lost, sucking his teeth again, and headed for the door.
“Fine,” he said. “I’ll arrange transport to the big city tomorrow.”
“You do that.”
When Clayton left, Audenzia grasps my arm and asks, “Am I doubting myself? Is it Vincenzo, and I’m determined not to see it?”
“No,” I replied. “It’s not Vincenzo. He’s being shady, and I don’t know why.”
Audenzia looked to Lorenzo for a translation, and he helpfully provided it.
“Do you work with the Sheriff's office often?” I asked him.
“Actually, I’m fairly new here,” Lorenzo answered. “This is the first time I’ve met with the sheriff. Usually, he sends over one of his lackeys. I don’t see a whole lot of mysterious deaths anyway. This is a pretty quiet town.”
I handed him one of my business cards. “Can you keep me updated? I’d like to know what happens to the body.”
“Sure thing.” He gave Audenzia a polite smile. “Good meeting you, ma’am. I hope everything works out.”
Audenzia thanked him, and we exited the morgue. I took a fresh breath of air that didn’t smell like death. Beside me, Audenzia did the same.
“What now?” she asked.
“We keep looking.”
BY THE TIME I returned to Crescent Moon, the campgrounds were darker than the deep sea. Clouds blocked out the moon and the stars, so I used the light on my phone to make my way back to cabin 6. Audenzia decided to go home rather than stay at the camp, and I didn’t blame her. If I had the choice of sleeping in my own bed, I would certainly do so.
I kept my eyes on the path underneath my feet, watching for changes in the terrain that might trip me. Admittedly, I was afraid to look up. Something about the forest at night creeped me out. Darkness, in general, gave me the willies. If I glanced into the empty space between the trees, what would I see? Monsters staring back? A copy of myself? It was better not to entertain such thoughts.
At cabin 6, I stumbled inside, forced the rusty door shut, and bolted the lock. Though it was no less dark, at least I had a few walls between me and whatever ghosts lay outside. I tugged the chain for the overhead light. The single bulb flickered on, casting a yellow glow across the room. The windows blacked out. If I wanted to see outside, I’d have to press myself to the glass, which was a strange comfort.
After rinsing off the morgue smell, I fell into bed. Sleep didn’t come as quickly as I hoped. Over the next hour, I dozed on and off as my brain whirled through the details of Vincenzo’s case.
During a waking moment, I rolled over and stared right at the window across from the bed. A pair of glowing red eyes watched me. Waited.
Come to the forest’s edge, a voice called.
Exhaustion pulled me under.
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Bleary-eyed, I nursed a bowl of oatmeal and fresh berries in the dining hall. After last night’s restless sleep, I felt like roadkill flattened by a truck. Camp Crescent Moon didn’t serve coffee—they supposedly didn’t believe in “amphetamines” like caffeine—and I desperately needed a cup to survive.
I’d tried everything from bribing the cafeteria lady behind the counter to tasting chicory tea, which was supposed to taste like coffee and elicit similar effects. Whoever first declared such nonsense was a damned liar; the light-brown liquid in my mug did nothing to quench my need for coffee. It tasted like someone had thrown a teaspoon of used dregs into some hot water, stirred it around, and called it a day. Blasphemy to coffee lovers everywhere.
The red eyes from last night kept cropping up in my mind’s eye. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember if they’d been real or not. No, right? It had to have been a dream. If it were real, the eyes probably belonged to some nocturnal animal or another, curious for a look at the cabin. Nothing to worry about. Every time the thought returned, I cast it aside again. Mysterious red eyes were not my priority.
Hanging out in the dining hall after the campers had gone to their morning activities had its benefits. Usually, the kids who’d snuck their phones past the counselors took the morning to check in on their social media accounts, sucking up all the available Wi-Fi. With them gone, I was finally able to call Mila on FaceTime to check in with her.
When she appeared on my phone screen, I was happy to see that she looked much better. The bags beneath her eyes had diminished, and her cheeks seemed fuller. Better yet, she bounced Rosie on her lap without wincing in pain.
“About time I heard from you,” she scolded playfully. “I thought I was supposed to be your research assistant. Turns out, you were ghosting me the entire time.”
“The cell service and Wi-Fi out here sucks,” I explained. “I’m lucky to send out one lousy text, let alone call someone.”
“You look lousy,” Mila said. “What happened?”
“There’s no coffee.”
“Today?”
“Ever.”
She gasped in mock horror. “Oh, my God. How are you still alive?”
“I’m not,” I replied dryly. “I’m speaking to you from the grave.”
Mila chuckled and repositioned Rosie on her knee. “Anyway, while you were traipsing around Camp Crescent Moon, I was doing actual work. First, fill me in one what you found out.”
Quietly, so that whoever lingered in the dining hall wouldn’t hear, I gave Mila the details of the case so far. She listened intently, taking notes when something struck her as particularly intriguing. Once I was finished, I drained the rest of the chicory tea, hoping that if I drank it quickly, it wouldn’t taste so sad. I was wrong.
“You definitely need to talk to this Eric kid,” Mila advised. “And find out the name of the other counselor you saw him with—the woman at the racquetball court. If Eric was in charge of Vincenzo, he’s the first one to blame for losing him. Why wasn’t he at the lake with his campers? Aren’t counselors supposed to be constantly supervising?”
I scribbled Mila’s suggestions on a clean napkin. Usually, I wouldn’t have a problem coming to these conclusions by myself, but I was too tired to come up with a plan of action.
“It’s not a bad idea to look into Vincenzo’s bunkmates, either,” Mila went on. “Especially this Logan kid. Sounds like he has a mean streak. Or a psychotic streak. What kind of eight-year-old tries to drown another child? That’s insane.”
“Can you do a dig on Logan’s background?” I asked. “Figure out who his parents are, what kind of household he comes from, if he has prior issues with defiance disorders and bullying. That sort of thing.”
Mila’s pen scratched against her notepad. “Can do. Anything else?”
“Ask Bao about the sheriff’s department here,” I added. “See if they’ve ever been accused of mistreatment or inaction. I don’t like how they’re handling this disappearance.”
“Got it.”
“How are you doing?” I asked, remembering her condition a few days ago. “You seem okay, but I don’t want to overwhelm you.”
She set Rosie on the floor, and the little girl scampered away. “I called a therapist,” Mila said. Though she lived with no one but her daughter, she kept her voice low. The stigma of mental health issues was strong enough to do that to her. “My first appointment is next week.”
“That’s amazing,” I said. “I’m so proud of you.”
“Taking action—just a little baby step—has made me feel so much better,” she admitted, visibly relieved. “I also joined an online support group of other women who have had mastectomies, and a lot of them feel the same way I do.”
“It helps to have people to talk to,” I replied. “I’m glad you’re finding that.”
“Thanks for pushing me. I wouldn’t be able to do this without you.”
I smiled softly into the camera. “I’ve got your back, Mila.”
“And I’ve got yours. What’s the camp’s address? I’ll send you a pack of instant coffee.”
“Bless your soul.”
TALKING to someone from home made me think of Parker. We hadn’t spoken since that night at my house when I’d told him I was exchanging our getaway weekend for the case at Camp Crescent Moon. I had sent him a few text messages along the lines of “good morning” and “I miss you,” but he hadn’t replied. I chalked it up to the poor service at the camp, but I was beginning to think it was more than that.
I dialed his number, not expecting him to answer. The phone chimed, and the camera turned on, but all I could see was the blue and white backsplash in Parker’s kitchen and a little bit of his coffee maker.
“No, Alex, don’t—Christ! Hang on a minute, Carolina,” Parker hollered. Glass shattered in the background, followed by a high-pitched keening from Alex’s throat. “Stop it! Don’t touch that.”
“Parker?” I called, worry tightening around my lungs. “Are you okay?”
Another scream echoed through the phone. I turned down the volume and glanced nervously around. A few counselors who’d stopped in for snacks shot me weird looks.
A door slammed over the phone. Parker’s breath rattled in the speaker, and the camera angle jostled as he picked up the device. Finally, his face came into view. Sweat beaded on his brow, and he had a cut along the bridge of his nose.
“Whoa, what happened?” I demanded.
He pinched the cut, winced, and dabbed at it with a paper towel. “Alex threw something at me. It’s fine.”
“Parker, it’s not fine,” I said. “You need to do something about that. If you don’t—”
“Is there a reason you called?” he asked sharply. “I’m busy.”
“You haven’t answered my texts.”
“Like I said, I’m busy.”
I bit my tongue. Never before had Parker spoken to me in such an annoyed tone of voice. It was like he didn’t want to talk to me at all.
“Is this about Gatlinburg?” I asked quietly. “Because I didn’t want to go?”
“No, jeez.” He covered his rolling eyes with his palm. “It’s not about you, Carolina.”
A twinge of anger and a rush of blood made my ears heat up. I didn’t like his implication. I was well aware that the universe did not revolve around me. I’d already learned that lesson in my previous marriage.
“Okay, I’m hanging up,” I said.
“What? Why?”
“Because I don’t like the way you’re speaking to me,” I told him. “I called to say hi and I miss you and I hope you’re doing well. I don’t need a guy acting like I’m the bane of his existence, so if that’s how this is going to go, I won’t put up with it.”
“Wait, Carolina—”
My finger hovered over the red button to end the call. Parker’s eyes pleaded for something I couldn’t give him. I couldn’t help if he didn’t know how to tell me what he needed.
“Let me know if you’re ever ready to talk,” I said gently. Then, before he could reply, I ended the call.
My heart hung heavy, almost as if it had sunken to the bottom of my rib cage and come to rest on my intestines. When Parker and I started this thing—whatever it was—I was determined not to get too involved, afraid of getting hurt or making the same mistakes. Was that it? I had put my work before my relationship again, a habit that had ultimately caused my divorce with Amos. Did Parker think I’d abandoned him for my job?
Regardless of the complications, I had to push aside thoughts of losing Parker. My main focus was Vincenzo. Finding Vincenzo.
I forced myself to stand and tripped over the stiff wooden bench. Thankfully, no one saw me stumble. After ditching my half-eaten oatmeal into the trash can, I ventured out to find Eric.
In another wide field full of large inflatable objects, the boys of cabin 9—all members of the orange team for the color war—were embroiled in a vicious battle against the purple team in a game of paintball.
I had never seen paintball played before, though it was yet another sport Ophelia had begged me to let her participate in. While I watched the players fire tiny spheres of paint at each other, I wondered why on earth anyone would want to do this voluntarily. From what I saw of the players who had already left the field, each hit left an angry red mark wherever it landed.
One thing pleased me about paintball: Logan was not particularly good at it. His odd pear-shaped body was not cut out for running and sprinting, nor was he skilled at calculating his opponents’ next moves. While I watched, the young boy hollered at his teammates to protect him, while doing nothing of the sort himself. When he thought the coast was clear, he waddled into the open space between inflatable bunkers, aiming for the next bit of shelter. Halfway there, a pink paintball exploded against Logan’s face mask. Shock, more than force, put Logan right on his butt.
“Out!” called the counselor in charge of the game. “Logan, get to the sidelines.”
Logan dragged his paintball marker through the dirt as he slouched off the field. He tossed the gun aside and plunked his face in his hands to pout. The way he rested on his palms made his plump cheeks look even puffier.
After enjoying Logan’s defeat, I spotted Eric refilling the players’ ammunition on the opposite sideline. Carefully, to avoid being hit by stray paintballs, I made my way over. Eric glanced nervously at me but pretended not to notice my presence.
“Hello again,” I said.
“Hi,” he replied, accidentally pouring a can of orange paintballs on the ground instead of into the canister that connected to the markers. “I’m sort of busy. Can we talk later?”
“No, I think we should talk now while I’ve got you here.”
“Ah.” Eric handed off the full canister to one of the orange players. “Make it quick then.”
“You’re Vincenzo’s counselor,” I reminded him. “Why weren’t you at the lake the day the rest of your campers tried to drown him?”
“The counselors take turns doing different duties,” he replied. “I was scheduled for kitchen tasks that day, so another counselor—Becky—was in charge of my campers.”
Since I’d already spoken to Becky and Eric’s body language didn’t betray a lie, I took this for the truth.
“Cody said he left Vincenzo with you at the clinic,” I said. “That you signed him in to see the nurse.”
Eric nodded distractedly, scanning the field for any players in need. “Yeah, I did. He was my responsibility.”
“The nurse said she never saw Vincenzo.”
His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed his nerves. “What do you mean? I left Vincenzo with her.”
“She claims he never made it to the exam room.”
“But I signed him in,” Eric insisted.
“Did you hand him directly to the nurse?”
Another player—a girl from a different bunk—nearly ran over Eric in her haste to get a new canister of paintballs. Unlike the others, she had no signs of paint on her. She swapped the empty canister for a new one without Eric’s help and sprinted back to the field to finish her demolition of the other team.
“Sorry, what?” Eric asked, though I assumed he had no trouble remembering my question.
“Did you make sure—?”
My phone buzzed in my pocket, killing my focus. Hastily, I pulled it out, expecting Parker’s name to pop up, but it was an unknown number with a Maine area code. I turned from Eric to answer.
“Hello?”
“Hi, Mom!”
Benji’s bright voice brought automatic comfort to me. God, I missed my kids. How the heck was I supposed to make it another three weeks without seeing them?
“Hi, buddy,” I gushed, pressing a finger to my opposite ear to drown out the yells and thuds of paintballs from the field. “What’s up? Everything okay?”
“Yeah, Ophelia called the office here and left a message for me,” he said. “You know she’s not supposed to have her cell phone, right?”
I chuckled. “Well, you know how your sister is.”
“Rule-breaker,” he said. “Anyway, she said that you missed us, so I asked the office if I could call you and say hi.”
My heart glowed, pushing out the doubts about Parker as Benji’s love filled in the hollow spots. Ophelia, too, deserved recognition. Though she would never admit it, she told Benji to call because she loved me. And it was so nice to be loved.
“I’m so glad you did,” I told Benji. “How’s camp so far?”
“It’s so cool!” he replied. “I’ve learned about so many new birds, and they’re teaching us about digital art. On a computer! I’m not very good at it right now, but my counselor said if I keep practicing, I’ll get better. Could we get the software?”
“I’ll look into it,” I promised, hoping whatever he needed wasn’t too expensive.
“How are you, Mom?” he asked. “What are you doing?”
“Believe it or not, I’m at camp, too.”
“No way!”
“Yes, way.” I gave Benji the PG version of Vincenzo’s story. “Anyway, that’s what I’m doing. Looking for a kid your age at this camp.”
“You’ll find him,” Benji assured me. “You always find them. You found me, remember?”
I smiled softly. “I sure did.”
Benji hummed under his breath, a sign that he was pondering something. “You said the other kids bullied him, right?”
“Yes,” I replied. “The other campers don’t seem to like him very much.”
“You know what I’d do if no one at camp liked me and I couldn’t go home?”
“What’s that, buddy?”
“I’d find a really good hiding spot.”
WHILE ON THE phone with Benji, I hadn’t noticed the end of the paintball game. The boys of cabin 9, along with their counselor, were long gone, replaced by two different teams of older campers.
With Benji’s words replaying in my head, I wandered away from the paintball field and back toward the campers’ cabins. In the trees around cabin 9, I began my search. If I were an eight-year-old who wanted some peace from others’ taunting, where would I go? What was the best place to hide where no one would stumble across me?
I combed the woods, looking into small caves and shadowy clearings. At all times, I kept cabin 9 directly behind me, so I wouldn’t lose my way. I searched in a semi-circle and swept the immediate area behind the cabin. After an hour and a half, something finally caught my eye.
The leaves beneath one thick tree had been turned over recently. I could tell because the wet sides were facing up, while the other leaves on the ground had dried out in the sun. Someone had walked here, not long ago.
I examined the tree, shielding my eyes against the sun to get a better look into its high branches. The thick foliage made it difficult to see past the first few layers of branches, but from experience with Ophelia, I knew a kid could scale that trunk and get pretty high.
“Vincenzo!” I called on a whim. What were the odds he was stuck up there, out of sight, and couldn’t get down? “I’m here to help. If you’re up there, call down to me!”
A bird whistled back, but no child answered. I listened hard, hoping to catch the sounds of Vincenzo breathing or even crying quietly. There was nothing but birdsong.
I blew away a sigh. Perhaps the leaves had been overturned by a curious animal, not any sort of human. As I turned away from the tree, my hand brushed against a curtain of moss covering its trunk. The moss fell free, revealing a long dark gap in the tree’s body.
I knelt down and shined my flashlight into the hole for a better look. Past the narrow entrance, I could see that the entire tree had been hollowed out. The resulting space was large enough for a large animal—or a small boy—to rest unbothered.
I reached inside, sinking my arm into the enclosure all the way up to my shoulder, and felt around. My fingers squished against the damp wood and dirt until I caught hold of a stack of paper. I wriggled the items free.
The first was a folder of sheet music for guitar. Without any musical experience, I could make no sense of the strange lines and dots that ran along the page. The second item, however, was much more telling. It was a comic book with goofy drawings of a bumbling cowboy, entitled Coco Bill. The speech bubbles were written in Italian.
FOR HOURS, I sat at the base of Vincenzo’s tree, hoping he might return. Around six o’clock, when my stomach begged for food, I gave up and went back to camp. Either Vincenzo knew that his secret hiding place had been compromised, or he was in no state to visit his tree sanctuary. I feared it was the latter.
At dinner in the mess hall, I tried to focus on the positive. Finding Vincenzo’s tree was a breakthrough. It meant he was around… somewhere. As I chewed on a prime steak sandwich, I studied an aerial map of the campgrounds, trying to figure out where else Vincenzo might have gone.
“Excuse me? Are you Carolina?”
A kind-faced woman with olive skin and thick-rimmed glasses stood at the end of my table with her dinner tray. She smiled, the first genuine expression I’d witnessed in days.
“I’m Alba,” she said. “Mind if I sit?”
I shifted my things aside to make room for her. “Of course not.”
Alba settled in and began to eat. For a while, she simply enjoyed her meal in silence. But there had to be a reason why she’d specifically sought me out. As more campers came in for dinner and the conversation grew to a steady roar in the dining hall, she finally spoke.
“I teach music here,” she said. “Vincenzo was a student of mine. He was learning Spanish guitar. Different from a regular acoustic guitar. The techniques are much more complex.”
Ah. That explained the sheet music I’d found in the tree. Taking cues from Alba, I kept my eyes on my own plate. For whatever reason, she wished not to draw attention to our conversation.
“I come from Barcelona,” Alba said quietly. “Spanish is my first language, and I learned a bit of Italian during my postgraduate journeys.”
“You spoke to Vincenzo,” I gathered.
“Yes, because he wouldn’t speak in English,” she replied. “Only Italian. I think I’m one of the few instructors in this camp he felt comfortable around.”
“Do you know what happened to him?”
“No,” she answered sharply. “But I wanted to tell you this: Vincenzo would not have run away, despite the rumors that are going around the camp.”
I made a show of dipping my sandwich into a small ramekin of au jus. “He was bullied by the other campers. What makes you think he wouldn’t have run away?”
“Because he loved our music lessons too much,” Alba answered. “In all my years, I’d never seen someone take to the guitar as quickly as Vincenzo. He has a natural talent for it, and it shows. When he plays, he’s an entirely different kid. It’s the only time he seems at peace at this damned camp. Every day after class, he would tell me how much he couldn’t wait for our next lesson. He would not have run away.”
“So you think someone took him?” I asked.
“I’m not sure,” she said, though her uneasy tone implied she’d certainly considered the possibility.
“Someone like Mictian?” I pressed.
Finally, Alba turned to look at me with sad and angry eyes. “I don’t know about demons in the hills,” she said. “But, there are definitely demons at Camp Crescent Moon.”
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A lba remained quiet for the remainder of dinner and left my table without a word once she was finished eating. I took no offense. Talking to an investigator was hard, especially when it seemed like no one else wanted you to do it. Once the kids finished their food, they headed outside or back to their bunks for a free period. The campfire was due to start in an hour, but I wasn’t sure I could handle the excitement tonight.
I checked my phone, hoping once more to hear from Parker, but the screen didn’t indicate any missed calls or texts. I ping-ponged between anger and sadness. He should be the one to contact me and apologize first. He had been the one to put up a front and get defensive about something so silly. I was completely justified in telling him off.
Or was I? Maybe I had been too harsh on him. He had a complicated home life, just like I did, and he needed my support. He surely hadn’t meant to snap at me.
I tucked my phone deep into my pocket. I didn’t have the time or energy to ponder the state of my relationship with Parker. I needed to take advantage of today’s breakthroughs.
While the rest of the camp gathered for the fire, I pilfered an LED flashlight from a supply closet and headed back into the woods. This time, I laid a thick blanket onto the wet ground, behind the bushes that separated me from Vincenzo’s favorite tree. I sprawled out onto my stomach to see beneath the foliage, keeping an eye on the space around the trunk. Maybe Vincenzo would return if he thought it was safe to do so.
But my stakeout proved pointless once more. Hours passed, and Vincenzo did not appear. When the wind shifted, blowing smoke from the bonfire into my foxhole, I called it a day. Just to make sure, I stepped over the bushes and shined the flashlight into the tree. It looked the same as it had earlier. Clearly, Vincenzo had not been here during my absence.
Heavy-hearted, I returned to my cabin. Though it seemed fruitless, I took my laptop out and tried to get on the internet. By some miracle, and after a lesson in patience, the home page loaded.
I recalled Alba’s warning at dinner: I don’t know about demons in the hills, but there are definitely demons at Camp Crescent Moon.
What had she meant? I had no idea where to start with that information. For one thing, Camp Crescent Moon seemed to be chock full of people who considered themselves superior to everyone else. What defined a “demon” then?
Without thinking, I typed “mictian” into the search bar and hit enter. Naturally, Google gave me a lot more to work with than the fifteen-year-old camper determined to scare the socks off the younger kids.
Mictian, or Mictlan as it turned out, was a place rather than a person. In Aztec mythology, Mictlan was the name of the underworld. It was guarded by a god of the dead called Mictlantecuhtli. This was where the Aztec story and the campfire version began to coincide. Mictlantecuhtli—shortened to Mictian to avoid spraining the tongue—was often depicted as a bloody skeleton or a spindly man who wore a skull mask. In most artifacts that captured his image, Mictian wore a necklace of human eyeballs and earspools of human bones, details that had made it into the campfire story as well. Additionally, Mictian was almost always drawn or sculpted with his hands outstretched, aggressively welcoming the dead into his presence.
The ancient statues and paintings of Mictian, funnily enough, weren’t as scary as his description made him sound. The squat renditions of the death god didn’t do his legacy justice. My imagination had come up with more terrifying images than the ones included on the main search results page.
The internet connection took a dive, and the web pages stopped loading. I closed my laptop, rolled over onto my back, and stared at the leaky ceiling of the cabin. How had the kids of Camp Crescent Moon come across an old Aztec legend? More importantly, why did they decide to twist it into a campfire story to terrify the younger generations?
I didn’t believe in ghosts. Though I was raised in the Roman Catholic faith—as almost one hundred percent of Italian-Americans were—I’d stopped going to church when I turned eighteen and moved out of my mother’s house. Sundays morphed into just another day of the week, and the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost made limited appearances in my household. My mother had been the one to hang crucifixes over the doorways of mine and my children’s bedrooms, but Jesus’s presence was more to placate her than comfort me. I’d seen too many dead children in my lifetime—prayed one too many times for their safe return—to fully commit to religion anymore.
But the thought was in the back of my head. Sometimes, when things were particularly bad, I fell into old habits, pleading with God to make things better. I didn’t know if He was up there or not, but it couldn’t hurt to send good vibes into the universe. Energy was energy, after all. It had to come back around at some point.
Regardless of my religious standpoint, I’d never entertained the idea of demons. If God existed, then so did the devil, and that wasn’t something I wanted to dwell on. One thing about Catholicism did come in handy, though: as a confirmed adult in the faith, I was obligated not to believe in Mictian. After all, there was only one God.
My eyelids drooped. The soft patter of footsteps, far beyond the trees, lulled me into unconsciousness.
Boom, boom, boom!
The door to the cabin shook as someone pounded their fist against it. I ripped myself from the tangled sheets, scared beyond belief. The spot in my low back that always troubled me twinged liked a plucked guitar string, and pain radiated down both my legs. Grunting, I braced one palm against my spine and pulled myself to my feet.
A tall, spindly figure zipped around the windows, casting haphazard shadows across the cabin floor. It did not stay in the same place long enough for me to catch a glimpse of it. My feet remained rooted to the floor as fear overcame me. What sort of bizarre creature had found my secluded cabin in the middle of the night?
An inhuman screech echoed through the trees, and the forest sent it right back as a chorus of screams. My breath caught in my chest, and my lungs tightened uncomfortably around my rib cage. Darkness crept toward the corners of my eyes as I forgot to give my body oxygen. Finally, I inhaled, sending a rush of blood and adrenaline through my limbs. I grabbed an old wood baseball bat from the corner and raised it over my shoulder.
A high-pitched cackle sounded right in my ear, but when I whirled around, the space behind me was empty. The creepy laugh faded, the figure vanished, and silence descended. I waited several seconds, then crept toward the door.
Bracing myself, I stepped outside and lifted the bat, expecting an attack. The woods were quiet except for the gentle whisper of wind through the branches. A bird cheeped nearby, readying itself for dawn. The loudest sound was the thump of blood through my ears.
I retreated inside the cabin and secured the sliding latch. As I set the bat aside, I wiped the sweat from my forehead. Did that just happen, or had one of my nightmares carried over to real life? I couldn’t be sure.
I lay down and shut my eyes, hoping to go back to sleep. My imagination’s version of Mictian materialized in the darkness, a skeletal being dripping with blood. Impossibly long fingers reached toward me. Eyes glowed red in the pitted sockets of an inhuman skull.
Unable to stand much more, I focused my gaze on the cabin’s ceiling once more. Sleep beckoned me, but I fought against it, for each time I closed my eyes, Mictian crept another step closer.
When I woke again, from a blissfully dreamless sleep, it was morning. The pale sun fought to penetrate the cabin’s milky windows. I felt no type of rested.
I needed a break from this damn camp. After three days in the wilderness, I missed the comfort of my own home, bed, and people. Additionally, the camp lore was messing with my head.
I dressed and hurried from the cabin. As I jogged through the overgrown path to the main camp areas, I tried to convince myself I wasn’t scared, just in need of a little exercise. Ha! Like that worked at all.
When I reached the dining hall, I passed the entrance and beelined for my car. It felt good to fire up the ignition and put Camp Crescent Moon behind me, if only temporarily.
A half-hour later, I arrived in the little town I’d passed on my way to the camp, the one with the cozy town square and the cute bed and breakfast. I parked in a parallel space along the shop-lined main street and took a stroll. With tall oak trees to keep the majority of the sun at bay, it didn’t seem as hot here as it did at camp.
About halfway up the street, my stomach grumbled, so I slipped into the first cafe that appeared, a quaint place called The Bookshop. The smell of freshly brewed espresso and muffins put me immediately at ease. I took a seat at the coffee bar, to leave the four-top tables free for larger parties, and ordered breakfast.
While eating, I allowed myself the pleasure of not thinking about anything. No Mictian, no Camp Crescent Moon, no Parker. As long as I had a stack of hotcakes in front of me, it worked. But as I worked my way through the stack, my thoughts began to return.
Mainly, I worried about Vincenzo. Though I was sure the body from the lake wasn’t his, I wanted confirmation. Plus, if someone else’s child had drowned at Camp Crescent Moon without anyone noticing, it warranted an investigation.
“All done?” Mandy, the college-aged server behind the counter, reached for my empty plate. “Want another round?”
I cradled my bloated stomach. “And risk exploding? That’s all right.”
She chuckled. “Coffee refill then?”
“I’ll never refuse a coffee refill.”
With a bit of caffeine at my disposal, the fog in my head began to clear up. I dialed the number I had on file for the local sheriff’s department. It was time I got some damn answers.
“Sheriff’s department, this is Officer Brown, how can I help you?” rattled off a rookie in a bored tone.
“This is P.I. Carolina Caccia,” I said. “I need to speak with Sheriff Clayton.”
“Uh—”
“I’m not here,” someone hissed in the background. No one could mistake that awful drawl.
“Sorry, the sheriff’s not available right now,” Brown said. “Can I take a message?”
“Hand him the phone, rookie.”
Brown stuttered. “I’m sorry?”
“I know he’s standing right there,” I said. “Give him the damn phone.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replied. “Like I said, the sheriff isn’t available—”
“Clayton!” I bellowed, startling several cafe patrons. “Get your ass on the phone!”
“Christ’s sake,” Clayton muttered before he cleared his throat and spoke in his usual, authoritative tone. “This is Sheriff Clayton. How can I be of service?”
“It’s Carolina Caccia,” I said, though he already knew this. “Where’s my update?”
“Sorry, what update?”
“On the body,” I hissed under my breath. The rest of the cafe didn’t need their breakfasts ruined with talk of drowned corpses. “Did you transfer it to another facility to be analyzed?”
“Oh, right. Let me check.”
A loud clunk indicated he’d set down the phone or placed his palm over the speaker. Inaudible conversation came through my end. I highly doubted Clayton needed to check on the body’s progress. As the sheriff, he should have been well aware of its current location.
“Miss Carolina?” the Sheriff returned. “Sorry to inconvenience you, but the body’s been lost.”
My throat closed up in rage. “Run that by me again, Sheriff.”
“We don’t know what happened,” Clayton said, totally unconcerned. “A third party was supposed to transport the body to a better-equipped facility, but it seems we all got our wires crossed. The body never showed up.”
“Dude,” I said, channeling Ophelia. “You’re kidding, right?”
“No, ma’am.”
“What third party?” I demanded. “You should have been working with the nearest hospital.”
Clayton sighed heavily, tired of this conversation. “We operate differently out here in the backwoods, miss. The closest hospital’s still pretty far. We called the only people with the materials to transport the body.”
I pulled a napkin toward me and clicked a pen. “What’s the name of the company?”
“No idea. One of my deputies arranged the pickup.”
“Can you tell me anything helpful?”
“I’m doing my best,” Clayton replied unconvincingly. “When we find the body, I’ll have someone call you. How’s that?”
“Peachy,” I growled.
“If that’s all, enjoy your morning.”
Mandy returned with the coffee pot. As she refilled my cup, she examined my pained expression. “Something the matter?”
“Nothing a kick in the butt wouldn’t solve,” I said.
She clicked her tongue. “Sorry, can’t help you with that. Customer service policy frowns upon assaulting patrons.”
“The kick’s not for me.”
“In that case, point me in the right direction.”
I laughed lightly at the thought, and Mandy grinned triumphantly.
“Got a smile out of ya,” she said. “Good day for me then.”
My mood lightened slightly, and I went back to enjoying my coffee. As I sipped, a teenager came in, carrying a stack of local newspapers. He deposited them in a rack beside my seat, and I caught sight of a small article on the front page: Lake body identified as missing camper.
Coffee dribbled from my nose as I coughed in surprise. Mopping myself up with a napkin, I grabbed the top paper to skim the article. There it was, as if the mystery had already been solved: After a long afternoon of searching, local police recovered a body from the lake at a nearby camp. The body has since been identified as Vincenzo D’Agosto, an eight-year-old boy who was reported missing a few days ago.
That was it. The article did not mention any specific details, not even the name of the camp, though I was sure that was purposeful. When I looked up, the teenager who had delivered the papers had already left the cafe. Outside, he rearranged the contents of his messenger bag and swung one leg over a bike.
I stumbled off my stool, ran out, and grabbed the teenager by the arm right before he was able to ride off. My actions made him jerk the handlebars, toppling over the bike. I caught his full weight for a brief moment before he set his foot on the pavement to steady himself.
“What gives, lady?” he demanded, wrenching his arm from my grip. “You could have given me a concussion?”
I held up the paper he’d just stacked in the cafe and pointed to the relevant article. “Who’s the source for this article?”
“Man, I’m the delivery boy. I don’t know.” He jerked his head across the street to a faded emerald door that led up to a second-story office. “That’s the office for The Gazette. Go ask them.”
He rode off. After collecting my things from the cafe, paying, and thanking Mandy for her cheering-up services, I crossed the street and pushed open the green door. Up a flight of creaky stairs, I found a single room—roughly the size of a New York walk-up—that served as The Gazette’s office. Four clusters of desks, arranged in asterisks, occupied the space, but most of the chairs were empty.
A single, larger desk was stationed at the very back of the room. A messy knot of hair bobbed above the computer monitor as I approached. When the owner of said hair came into view, she shrieked.
“Sorry,” I said hurriedly, as the woman—who was much younger than I anticipated—clapped a hand to her chest and tried to regain her breath. “I didn’t mean to surprise you.” I noticed the plaque on her desk: Emily Pak - Editor in Chief. “Can I speak to you about an article you published in this morning’s paper?”
Emily tightened the knot atop her head and only succeeded in pulling more strands of her shiny, black hair out of its band. “Certainly. Need us to print a correction or something?”
“No, I wanted to know how you got this information.” I set the paper on the desk and used one of her own highlighters to indicate what I was talking about. “Who told you about the body at Camp Crescent Lake?”
“Oh, that’s easy,” she said. “Sheriff Clayton gave us that information.”
I CALLED Detective Bao on my drive back to camp, in need of a law enforcement officer who didn’t lie through his teeth at all times.
“Caccia,” Bao grunted. “What is it this time?”
“You’re in a mood.”
“Got a bunch of dumb frat boys in lockup.”
“So?”
“So before we arrested them, they managed to get sprayed by a skunk,” Bao said. “My office stinks.”
Bao’s predicament lightened my dark attitude, but not by much. “I’m in a mood, too, but for better reasons.”
“Go on.”
“The sheriff here, this Clayton character,” I said. “Did you find any dirt on him?”
“Was I supposed to?”
A worry wrinkle appeared between my eyebrows. “Mila was supposed to ask you.”
“I haven’t heard from her lately,” Bao said. “I’m not familiar with that area, but I can probably do some digging. What do you want me to look for?”
“Anything dirty,” I said, pulling my sunglasses off my forehead as the trees let more light onto the road. “See if he’s been associated with any deals or scams, if his department has any curiously unsolved cases, that sort of thing.”
“Sure thing, Caccia. Got a squeaky one, eh?”
“I don’t know what that means.”
Bao chuckled darkly. “It means your man likes other people to lube him up.”
“What?”
“Bribes, Carolina,” he clarified. “Your police chief takes bribes.”
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A fter Bao, I phoned Mila, but she didn’t answer. Since no one ever listened to their voicemails these days, I texted her at a red light: Bao said you never contacted him. Everything okay?
The person behind me honked, and I let off the brake pedal without making sure the car in front of me had moved yet. When I looked up, I was an inch off their bumper, though the light was green. I slammed on the brakes again and laid on the horn. The car finally moved forward.
Flustered from the day's events thus far, I returned to Camp Crescent Moon in a nefarious mood. As I parked, Eric and his five campers followed a path toward the lake. I jogged after them but waited until the kids had gotten into the water to accost Eric.
He jumped when I tapped him on the shoulder for his attention. As soon as he saw it was me, he returned his gaze to the lake, constantly checking for his kids’ presence in the water.
“We never finished our conversation from yesterday,” I said. “Care to fill me in?”
“I’m kind of busy,” Eric said, gesturing to the water. “If I lose another kid in there, I can say goodbye to this job.”
“You think Vincenzo going missing is your fault?” I asked.
“Anne Margaret pulled me aside this morning,” Eric replied. “They said they found his body in the lake. He must have snuck away after I signed him in at the nurse’s office.”
“That wasn’t his body.”
Finally, Eric looked me in the eye. His bottom lip wobbled with uncertain hope. “It wasn’t? But Anne Margaret said—”
“She’s wrong,” I told him. “We’re still looking for Vincenzo. Hopefully, he’s alive.” I surveyed his trembling chin and watering eyes. “It would be a lot easier if you told me the truth about taking him to the clinic.”
Eric’s mouth opened, surely to do as I asked, but Cody appeared from the tree line, wearing a pair of official Camp Crescent Moon board shorts and nothing else. He threw his arm roughly around Eric’s shoulder in a show of bromance.
“Hey, man,” he said, tightening his grip around Eric’s neck. “Where were you last night?”
Eric’s face turned red as he stammered, “W-what?”
“The bonfire, dude,” Cody said, as if Eric were the stupidest person in the world not to know what he was talking about. “All the cool people were there. How come you bailed?”
“I didn’t know I was invited.”
Cody laughed obnoxiously. “Dude, of course, you’re invited! You’re one of the senior counselors. Come hang with us by the dock.”
I stepped in their path as Cody tried to drag Eric away from me. “Actually, Eric and I were having an important conversation.”
“Oh, really?” Cody looked to his pimply comrade. “Eric, did you have anything important to say to Mrs. Robinson here?”
Eric glanced between Cody and me, wearing his nerves plainly in the downward tilt of his lips. His cheeks turned bright red as Cody flashed him a bright, encouraging grin.
“No, I guess not,” Eric said, bowing his head. “Sorry, Mrs. Robinson.”
“Caccia,” I growled. “Miss Caccia.”
Cody clapped Eric’s back and began to steer him away from me. “If that’s all, we’ve got counseling duties to attend to, Mrs. Robinson. Plus, it’s probably not a good idea to distract us from the kids. Remember what happened last time someone forgot to keep an eye on the lake?”
The pointed question turned Eric’s ears the same color as a fire truck. I had half a mind to separate the two boys by force and bring Eric with me so we could talk alone. Something told me that causing that sort of scene wouldn’t do me any good.
Thankfully, someone else did the work for me. As Cody attempted to walk away with Eric, a girl strolled out of the changing rooms. She was sixteen or so, with no badge or embroidery to indicate that she was a counselor. When she spotted Cody, her upper lip curled, and she stepped directly in his path, bringing him and Eric to a sudden halt.
“Rebecca.” Cody’s grin faltered, though he recovered quickly. “That swimsuit really brings out the flecks of green in your eyes.”
Rebecca scowled. Then, she slapped Cody clear across the face.
A sharp noise of disbelief and pleasure made its way out of my mouth before I could contain myself. I clapped my hand over my lips and watched the events unfold, wondering if I—as the only real adult present—should intervene. The other campers, counselors, and lifeguards had turned to witness Cody’s lashing as well, all with varying levels of satisfaction in their expressions.
Cody clutched his cheek, eyes watering, as his skin reddened. “Ow! What the hell was that for?”
Fuming, Rebecca lifted her hand again for another go. This time, I stepped in. Though half the people at the lake—including me—would enjoy watching Cody get smacked a second time, I figured this wasn’t the best way to handle things.
“Take a deep breath,” I told Rebecca quietly, escorting her farther from Cody. “It’s not worth it.”
“I hate him,” she muttered, as her anger morphed into tears. She swiped furiously at her cheeks, determined not to let Cody see her cry. “I hate him so much.”
“Me too.”
She hiccupped in surprise and studied me to see whether or not I was joking. “Why do you hate him?”
“Because that’s the exact kind of kid I’d kill if he came anywhere near my daughter,” I replied. “She’s about your age.”
Water splashed across the dock and sent spray through the air. Cody and Eric had disappeared under the water probably. I’d lost my chance to talk to Eric yet again.
“Come on,” I told Rebecca. “What do you say to a popsicle?”
“I’m not five.”
“No, but everybody loves a good popsicle. Especially in this heat.”
At the dining hall, after securing a frozen grape treat for Rebecca, she returned to her daily schedule in better spirits. Nursing a lime popsicle myself, I found a picnic table under a big shady tree and settled in to come up with a new plan for the day.
When my phone rang and Parker’s name appeared on the screen, I fumbled to answer. The sound of his voice sent waves of pleasure through me.
“Hi, Carolina,” he said.
“I was hoping you’d call.” Sticky melted sugar ran down my hand and wrist, but I barely noticed. “I’m sorry about last time.”
“I’m the one who should apologize,” Parker said. “I was in a bad mood when you called, and I took it out on you. I’m sorry about that.”
“Thank you,” I replied. “I appreciate that.”
“So I actually called because I need your advice.” A twinge of nervousness made his voice shiver. “About Alex.”
My eyebrows knitted together. “I’m not sure if that’s appropriate.”
“Why not? You have kids. Surely, you’ve learned a thing or two about raising them.”
“Yes, but it’s different when it comes to someone else’s kids,” I said, somewhat exasperated. “I’m not responsible for Alex. You are.”
“Can you at least listen to what I have to say?” he asked. “You told me to call when I was ready to talk. I’m ready to talk.”
I tossed the rest of the melted popsicle into a nearby trash can and attempted to wipe the sticky residue from my skin. Annoyingly, it stayed put. “Okay, what it is?”
“What you said about Alex—”
“Parker, please. You were right. I can’t tell you how to parent your kids.”
“Carolina, he’s autistic.”
The purple and red teams screeched by, attempting to tear flags from the belts around each other’s waists. Their loud jeers prevented me from fully comprehending Parker’s statement.
“What?” I said idiotically.
“I kept thinking about what you said about his tantrums,” Parker went on. “He barely talks to his mom or me. He mostly moans or cries, and I have to figure out what he wants. I think I knew, but I didn’t want to accept it, but I finally took him to see a specialist. They confirmed it. He’s autistic.”
“Oh.”
I had no idea what to say. Though I had located autistic children before, I spent little to no time getting to know them. I had no idea how they functioned, let alone how their parents managed to understand them. For me—and the thought filled me with guilt and shame—I could never imagine taking care of a child who couldn’t tell me what was wrong. If Benji or Ophelia had been on the spectrum, what would I have done?
“God, I’m such a jerk,” I muttered to Parker. “I’m so sorry.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I blamed you,” I said. “I made you think his bad behavior was your fault. I told you he needed more discipline, that you shouldn’t let him get away with stuff like that.”
“I thought you were right,” Parker replied. “I thought it was my fault, but it’s not, Lina. It’s the way he is.”
A boy from the purple team tackled a girl from the red team, bringing her down close to my feet. She smacked his hand away from her flag belt, freed herself from his grasp, and ran off. The boy yelled in frustration.
“Carolina?” Parker asked. “Still there?”
“Yes, sorry.” I left the picnic table, heading toward a nearby path enshrouded by trees. “It’s crazy here.”
“Should I go?”
“No, I—I don’t know.”
“Is something wrong?”
I stepped off the path and into the woods, continuing my walk until the sounds from camp faded behind me. “I’m not getting anywhere with this case. Everyone here is dodging my questions.”
“Ah.”
I sensed the disapproval in his tone. “What is it?”
“Nothing. Never mind.”
“Tell me.” I sat at the base of a wide tree. “Parker?”
He sighed through the phone. “Sometimes, I feel like I can’t have a real conversation with you about my life. It always bounces back to you.”
My throat closed up. My jaw tightened, making my teeth clash together.
“Carolina?”
“You think I’m selfish.”
“No, of course not,” he said. “But I wish you would listen to me more.”
“I am listening.”
“For thirty seconds,” he replied. “Then you started talking about yourself again.”
I threw a handful of wet leaves. “So, I’m not allowed to talk to my boyfriend about my problems then?”
“You’re misunderstanding me.”
“No, I think I understand you perfectly,” I snapped. “Don’t worry, Parker. I won’t bother you anymore.”
“Carolina, don’t hang up!”
I almost did, but his earnest plea stopped me. Parker took a deep, audible breath.
“You can go,” he said softly. “But don’t hang up without saying goodbye.”
My chin trembled as I whispered, “Bye, Parker.”
“Goodbye, Carolina.”
When silence filled the woods, I curled my knees into my chest, rested my forehead on my arms, and started to cry, grasping the phone in my hands like a lifeline.
Once I gathered my emotions, I picked myself off the forest floor and returned to civilization. Puffy-eyed and mentally exhausted, I surveyed the camp, hoping something would give me a sign of where to go next.
Someone up above must have been answering prayers that day because I spotted the counselor who’d spoken to Eric in suspicious tones that day at the racquetball court. While I watched, she herded a group of six-year-olds in yellow shirts toward an empty field, where shiny trinkets lay hidden in the tall grass for the children to find. As they began their game, I approached the counselor.
“I need to talk with you,” I declared in a way that offered her no out.
She gazed straight forward, watching the kids. I expected her to deny me, but she said, “Not here.” She subtly nodded to a cluster of pine trees behind a nearby cabin. “Meet me back there in half an hour. I’ll answer whatever questions you have.”
Shocked but relieved, I immediately left her to the babysitting duties. When the game ended, the counselor ushered her kids to the dining hall for lunch. She didn’t immediately reappear, and I chided myself for letting her get away. But as I stepped from the cover of the trees, she materialized beside me and dragged me back beneath the shadows.
“Halley,” she said. “Don’t bother introducing yourself. Everyone at this camp knows who you are.”
“Then, you know what I want too.”
“Yeah.” Halley planted her hands on her hips. She was taller than me and had the aura of someone who had seen more of the world than most young people her age. “Look, I don’t know what happened to Vincenzo, but it wasn’t Eric’s fault.” She spotted my bewildered expression. “That’s why you keep wanting to talk to him, right? You think he did something to the kid?”
“No, not necessarily,” I said. “But his story doesn’t quite line up, and he won’t answer my questions.”
“No one’s going to answer your questions,” Halley declared.
“You said you would.”
She shook her head, clearly implying I’d missed the point. “If you hadn’t noticed by now, Camp Crescent Moon is practically a cult. Kids like Vincenzo aren’t welcome. They’re here to fill a diversity quota, and nothing else. Ship kids always get crapped on.”
“Ship kids?”
“Scholarship kids,” Halley clarified. “Every year, the camp director gives out twenty-five scholarships to families who can’t afford to send their kids here without it. You’ve probably noticed by now this place doesn’t cater to the less fortunate.”
“Yeah, why is that?” I asked. “I mean, it’s freaking summer camp, not the Ivy Leagues. I’ve never seen so many children with superiority complexes.”
“For a lot of parents, Camp Crescent Moon is the Ivy League,” Halley answered. “Or at least a steppingstone to it. Kids make important connections here. It’s like the elementary version of networking. Some of the most influential families in the United States send their children here for camp under the expectation they’ll make friends with other influential families.”
“So it’s a big circle jerk for rich people,” I muttered darkly.
“Rich people’s kids at least,” she said. “If universities see you went to Crescent Moon all your life, you’re in. If you become a junior counselor, it looks even better on your college applications.”
“So what?” I prompted. “They don’t think scholarship kids can keep up with the rest of the camp?”
“Something like that. Plus, scholarship kids have no connections.” Halley adjusted her long ponytail. “They’re worthless.”
“Unbelievable.”
“I agree,” she said, to my surprise. “It’s elitist bull crap.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Wait a second. You’re a counselor here. Don’t you benefit from all this nepotism?”
Halley’s gaze flickered anxiously toward the cabins nearby. “It’s different. I used to be a scholarship kid.”
“Oh?”
“I kept it a secret from the other kids when I was a camper,” she explained. “They thought I was one of them, and that worked to my advantage. Unlike Vincenzo, I pass for what they consider acceptable. My family’s Puerto Rican and most Americans don’t realize that we can have light skin and blue eyes, too.” She rubbed her bare arms like she was cold, but the woods were warm. “I made up an entire lie to keep myself relevant. The people I work with still don’t know who I really am. It’s the only way to get what I want.”
“What exactly do you want?”
“Acceptance to one of the most exclusive Ph.D. programs in the country,” she answered. “If it weren’t for this stupid camp, they never would have noticed me. To get in, I need the ultimate gift from Crescent Moon.”
“Which is?”
“A recommendation letter from the camp director, Peter Noble,” Halley said. “He writes three each year, and I need one of them.”
“You can’t get a letter from someone else?”
“No one else has the kind of pull that Noble does,” she replied. “A letter from him all but guarantees entrance into this program.”
I envisioned Peter Noble’s smug face. What made him so important? He was a camp director, for Pete’s sake, not a politician with ample sway over the American people. How did he have such extensive connections to national universities and organizations? How had he established them? All questions I decided to look into.
“Let’s circle back to Vincenzo and Eric,” I said. “When I heard the two of you talking about the racquetball court, he seemed upset and worried. What’s all that about?”
Halley used the hem of her shirt to wipe sweat from her forehead. “Eric’s a good kid. All he wants is to fit in, kinda like Vincenzo, but he doesn’t have the confidence. He thinks this is his fault.”
“It kind of is, don’t you think?” I said. “Parents entrust counselors with their kids. Eric was supposed to keep an eye on Vincenzo at all times, but he lost him.”
“You’d be surprised how hard it is to keep six kids happy.”
“Not at all. I have trouble keeping two kids happy.”
Halley nodded in understanding. “Eric wants to be a cool counselor, like Cody and those other jerks. Sometimes, that need overpowers his responsibility to the kids.”
“What happened when Eric took Vincenzo to the clinic?” I asked. “He won’t tell me, and I know the nurse never saw Vincenzo.”
She bit her lip, unwilling to throw a friend under the bus. “I don’t know the whole story. You’ll have to convince Eric to talk to you.”
“That’s the problem. He won’t. No one will.”
Once more, she checked to make sure no one was eavesdropping on us. “That’s because we’ve been instructed not to.”
“Sorry?”
“All the counselors got a memo the day you arrived,” Halley said. “It advised everyone—campers, counselors, staff—not to speak with you or answer your questions.”
Aghast, I demanded, “Why?”
“Because you don’t work for Peter or this camp,” she answered. “You have no loyalty to Camp Crescent Moon, which means you could do serious damage to its reputation. Haven’t you noticed that no major news networks have covered Vincenzo’s disappearance?”
I remembered my earlier experience at the cafe in the closest town. “The local news reported Vincenzo’s body had been found in the lake.”
“Yeah, the local news,” Halley emphasized. “It’s a diversion. Keep the townies in the loop, but don’t let the bad press spread further than that. If parents caught wind that a kid died here, they’d pull their kids out of camp. That means less business for Crescent Moon, less money for Peter Noble, and more problems for everyone.”
I MULLED over Halley’s information in my cabin that evening. I’d taken dinner from the dining hall to go, but it turned out to be a mistake. By the time I made it to my temporary home, the cream in my pasta alfredo had congealed. No amount of stirring made the cheese look any kind of appetizing. On the upside, it tasted all right, and it drove away the sourness that had been lingering on my tongue all day. On the downside, the kitchen had run out of tonight’s dessert—chocolate cheesecake—before I’d had a chance to grab one.
When someone knocked, I jumped halfway out of my seat, not having recovered from last night’s scare. Recognizing my silliness, I set aside my food, wiped my hands, and answered the door.
Rebecca held up a gorgeous piece of uneaten cheesecake. The triple chocolate layers, drizzled ganache, and wall of chocolate chips called to me.
“Grabbed this for you,” she said. “To thank you for earlier. No one else at this camp is cool enough to do stuff like that.”
I happily accepted the dessert. “Thanks, and don’t mention it.” When she lingered, I added, “Was there something else you wanted to talk about?”
Rebecca stepped inside and frowned at the cabin’s interior. “This is where they’re making you stay. Let me guess, Miss Hannigan set this up for you?”
“Who?”
“Anne Margaret. That’s what we call her.”
I chuckled at the comparison. “Peter and Anne Margaret said this was the only available place for me. They don’t really want me around.”
“Why?”
I hesitated, unsure how much I should share with the younger camper. Something told me I could trust her. “They’re afraid of what might happen if word gets out about the missing camper.”
“On that note,” Rebecca sat on the cot to bounce up and down, “I actually did have something I wanted to tell you.”
“Go ahead. Mind if I eat this?”
She motioned for me to enjoy the cheesecake at my will. With the plastic spoon she’d brought, I took the first bite. The soothing sweetness almost made me forget about the day’s events. Almost.
“So you know Cody, right?” Rebecca said.
“Who doesn’t?”
“He thinks he’s so cool,” she said stiffly. “When I first met him, he was really charming. All the other girls were like, ‘Don’t do it, Bex. He hooks up with everyone.’ But I didn’t believe them.” She sniffled, then squared her shoulders. “Anyway, they were right. When camp first started, Cody promised he wasn’t seeing anyone else. Then I caught him making out with some other girl behind the arts and crafts cabin.”
Were it not for the chocolate ganache gluing my tongue to the roof of my mouth, I might have asked Rebecca what the point of this conversation was. Thankfully, it proved unnecessary.
“That’s why I slapped him,” she said. “And that’s why I’m telling you this: he lied about Vincenzo. He never took him to the clinic after the lake incident.”
I wrenched my teeth apart. “How do you know?”
“Because he blew off his lake duties to hang out with me,” Rebecca declared. “While the other counselors were dealing with the boys’ fight, Cody and I were making out under the dock.”
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Rebecca’s news was a decent breakthrough. It confirmed that the counselors had lost sight of Vincenzo long before they claimed he disappeared. By my calculations, Vincenzo vanished after the incident at the lake, but to where? If he had any amount of water in his lungs, he might have died already. The only person who might have known more about Vincenzo’s location at that time kept lying to and avoiding me: Eric. Somehow, I had to convince him to talk to me.
Full of fettuccine and cheesecake, I slept soundly through the night. If any fantastical monsters or demons knocked at the cabin door, I didn’t hear them. I awoke to a package on my doorstep—Mila’s promised instant coffee. I hugged the bag to my chest and squealed with delight. When I ventured into the main areas of the camp, emboldened by two cups of instant coffee, I felt refreshed for the first time in days.
I spent the morning trying to track down either Eric or Cody, but the stupid color war had thrown off the camp’s regular schedules. Today was the last day of competition before tomorrow’s final challenge, meaning those teams that had fallen behind acted absolutely insane to make up as many points as possible before sunset. I couldn’t take a single step without accidentally interfering with a capture the flag game, bean bag toss, or violent dodge ball match.
Around lunchtime, I spotted Cody as he refereed another obstacle course competition. He wore a sullen expression and did not bother to harass the campers like he usually did. At one point, the same camper who’d been making out with Cody under the A-frame the other day flashed him a bright smile. Normally, he would have grinned back, but today he pretended not to notice the girl’s attention, going as far as to turn his back on her.
Something told me not to confront Cody yet, especially in the middle of the day, when he was busy with his counselor duties. I watched from a distance as the teams finished their race. Once they were gone, Cody slowly fixed up the obstacle course. He hammered loose nails, tightened rope knots, and made sure the handholds were firmly rooted for next time. As he climbed off the A-frame and swiveled toward me, he wiped tears from his cheeks. I lifted my eyebrows in surprise. What was that all about?
A phone call from Detective Bao distracted me from Cody’s uncharacteristic show of emotion. I ducked into an alcove of trees to avoid attracting the attention of potential eavesdroppers.
“Your sheriff is squeaky clean,” Bao reported after our short hellos.
“Dammit. Really?”
“There’s no hard evidence that he’s been accepting bribes from anyone,” he went on. “That doesn’t mean it’s not happening.”
“You just said—”
“I know what I said. Here’s what I’m saying now.” The sound of shuffling papers came through the phone as Bao shifted through his notes. “I pulled a ton of records from that department’s files. Got a buddy who knows how to butter people up like that.”
“And?”
“And this isn’t the first time a kid’s gone missing from that camp,” he replied. “It’s not even the second or third time. The first incident was reported in 1992.”
I wished I’d brought the bag of instant coffee along with me, needing another jolt of caffeine to keep up with all the hullabaloo. “What happened in 1992?”
“Same thing that happened this year,” Bao reported. “A kid vanished from camp and was never found. In fact” —more shuffling papers— “Camp Crescent Moon has lost one kid per year, except in 2003.”
I muttered an expletive under my breath. “That’s nearly twenty kids. That can’t be right.”
“I’ve got the police reports right in front of me,” Bao said.
“But it doesn’t make sense,” I said. “There’s no way this camp would still be running if people knew about this.”
“I’m guessing no one knows.”
“How do you figure?”
“These files are heavily redacted,” Bao answered. “About eighty percent of the information has been blacked out, including the names of the kids who vanished. Obviously, the camp didn’t want this news getting out.”
I smacked a mosquito that dared land on the back of my arm. A splatter of blood decorated my skin; the little turd had already gotten a taste. “What about the FBI? The sheriff’s department is obligated to get the feds involved in missing children cases.”
“The FBI was never contacted in any of these cases,” he said. “I called your old department to double-check. They’ve never heard of Camp Crescent Moon.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Evidently, it’s not.” Bao chewed on something crunchy. When he got a particularly difficult case to work on, the stress often drove him to junk food. His favorite vice was Flaming Hot Cheetos, and I’d made one too many bad jokes about catching him red-handed. “The local police handled every disappearance at the camp. But get this—your boy Clayton became a rookie cop in 1992.”
“The same year the disappearances started.”
“Yup, and in 1999, he became sheriff.”
“Isn’t that a bit young?”
Bao’s teeth gnashed through another Cheeto. “In a big city, maybe. Small towns are a bit different. Less competition. Oh, and your boy had big supporters backing his campaign for sheriff.”
“Such as?”
“The mayor,” Bao said, reading off a list. “Holly Reading. Peter Noble—that sounds familiar. Have you mentioned him before?”
I growled under my breath. “Of course. He’s the camp director, and he’s slimier that the fungus that grows under the lake dock.”
“Wow, thanks for the visual.”
“Did you find anything on Peter?”
Bao crumpled his empty snack bag, sending a crackle through the phone. “I didn’t do much digging on him, but I can. You want me to look up this Holly Reading character as well?”
“If it’s not too much trouble.”
“Caccia, if I’m being honest, your case is the highlight of my day,” Bao declared. “Got a new class of rookies here, and they’re hopeless. One kid fired his gun down his pant leg and nearly blew off his own foot.”
I snorted to suppress my laughter. “You’re kidding?”
“I wish I was,” he grumbled. “If these idiots are the future of law enforcement, I’m all about defunding. As long as I get to keep my job.”
“One can only hope.”
“Hope’s for suckers. Catch you later, Caccia.”
AT LUNCHTIME, I wrote down all the things I’d learned about Vincenzo so far then drew color-coded lines to connect certain details together. Having something tangible to look at helped me organize the case in my head.
I came to the conclusion that I’d been questioning the wrong people. Teenagers and young adults had the worst habits of lying or falsifying their stories. Besides, the root of this problem went deeper than a lack of attention from the camp counselors. All along, I should have been digging into the bigger players at Camp Crescent Moon: Peter Noble, Sheriff Clayton, and maybe even Anne Margaret.
Cursory searches for their backgrounds returned general information, including birthdates, hometowns, college degrees, and job descriptions. I jotted these down, too—you never knew where you might find a connection. For instance, Peter and Anne Margaret both attended Yale University and graduated in subsequent years.
Once I’d gathered as much information as possible about the camp’s main rulers, I moved on to the mystery of Camp Crescent Moon’s many missing children. Bao had emailed me pictures of the files he’d pulled, but the PDFs were annoyingly blurry. What with all the redactions, they weren’t much use to me anyway. Even the missing children’s names had been blacked out.
I wrote 2003 at the top of my journal and circled the number. One of the first rules I’d learned as an investigator was to recognize patterns and breaks in those patterns. What happened in 2003 that was different from all the other years? Why was it the only year a child had not disappeared from Camp Crescent Moon?
If only I could contact the families of the previous missing children. That would certainly give me more to work with, but those giant blocks of black ink thwarted that plan. What were the odds I could find that information elsewhere?
A plan took shape in my head. To execute it, I needed help. But who to ask? If Mila were here, she would be my go-to. Without my regular partner by my side, I had to find someone else to trust. So far, only two people had proved brave enough to talk to me. Surely, one of them might agree to help.
When I located Alba, Vincenzo’s music teacher, she was in the middle of a class. While she played piano, she taught a group of ten-year-old campers to match pitch. While I watched, she tapped a key to sound a note, gave a cue, and the campers would attempt to sing the same note. If the result sounded particularly unharmonious, Alba went down the line one by one. Each camper sang the note by themselves, and Alba would either give them a thumbs-up as an indication to lift the pitch, a thumbs down to lower the pitch, or a wide smile to let the camper know they’d accomplished their given task.
Once they learned the notes, Alba asked them to sing together. On her cue, the campers harmonized the first verse of an eerie song while Alba played piano softly behind them. Shivers ran down my spine as the children’s high voices melded into a single tune.
SHADOWS COME alive
As the willow whispers
No love she shall deprive
The rumor of such drifters
Some may not survive
The fairy and her sisters
No love she shall deprive
As the shadows kissed her.
ONCE THEY FINISHED, Alba clapped politely and dismissed the class. The kids, unaffected by the odd, elusive lyrics, tidied up and left the cabin. While Alba tuned a guitar, I stepped into view.
“Oh!” she gasped, nearly dropping the guitar. She clutched its neck to keep it from hitting the floor, and her fingers turned white from the strength of her grip. “God, you scared me.”
“What song was that?” I asked. “The one the campers were singing?”
Alba set the guitar on its stand. “I wrote it.”
“You did? What is it about?”
She studied me. “Have you come to ask about the song or something else? I’ll be happy to answer questions about the music, but I’m afraid other subjects are off-limits.”
“Ah, then you won’t be of much use to me.” I sat on the piano bench and played a single key. “I never had much artistic talent. Both my kids are creative, though. What do you think plays into that? It’s certainly not genetics.”
She closed the piano lid to stop me from touching it. “Environment, I’d guess. If you nurture your children, taught them to express themselves through art, then you encouraged them to grow creatively.”
“Huh,” I said, pleasantly surprised. “That’s nice to think about.”
“I told you everything I know about Vincenzo.” Alba leaned against the piano and crossed her arms. “If I’m seen with you—”
“You’ll probably lose your job,” I finished. “Yeah, someone clued me in to the whole ‘don’t talk to the P.I.’ memo that everybody got. Don’t worry. I made sure no one saw me come in here.”
“Then what is it?”
“I need a lookout,” I said. “While I break into Peter Noble’s office.”
Even Alba’s laugh sounded like a symphony. “Surely, you’re joking.”
“No, I need more information, and this is the only way to get it.”
Her smile faded as she surveyed me. “I’ll bet not many people tell you no.”
“Actually, a lot of people have told me no,” I corrected. “With less polite variations.”
“Let me be another then,” Alba said. “No, Carolina. I will not be an accomplice to your illegalities. I have my own moral compass.”
I rose from the piano bench. “A compass that doesn’t swing around to save missing kids, eh? How moral is that?”
“Wait,” she said, and I hovered near the exit. Alba gnawed her lip then added, “Peter usually plays golf at the country club each afternoon. If you’re going to break into his office, best to do it between two and three pm.”
Since I knew this was all I’d get from her, I nodded my thanks and hurried off. Time to check in with my second lookout option.
MY WATCH TICKED NEARER to two o’clock, and I had yet to find Halley. When I spotted Peter Noble speeding across the camp in his golf car, dressed as usual in a polo and chinos, my pulse quickened. In the back of the cart, a bag of golf clubs bounced around. He was on his way out, which meant I had about an hour to get in his office, find the information I wanted, and get out without Peter noticing.
A stroke of luck sent Halley my way. I caught her right as she handed her campers off to another counselor so she could take a lunch break.
“Psst!” I hissed from behind the corner of the dining hall. Halley glanced my way, made sure no one was watching, and jogged toward me.
“This is creepy,” she whispered as I led her into the woods.
“Do you want to help me clear Eric’s name or not?” I asked. “I need a favor. It’s not without risk.”
Unexpectedly, her eyes flared with excitement. “What do you need me to do?”
“Keep watch while I raid Peter Noble’s office.”
She hesitated as all the possible consequences of our mission flashed through her head. She could be reported, fired, or worse: she could lose any hope of getting Peter to write a recommendation letter for her Ph.D. program.
“I’m in.”
The two of us took different routes to the office building, so no one noticed our caper. Halley went in through the front door while I lingered around the back, where Peter had originally shown me into the private hallway. After a few minutes, Halley opened the locked door from the other side and ushered me in.
“Any trouble?” I muttered as we scurried down the hall.
“Nope. I told the secretary I was dropping off a package for Peter.” Halley puffed with excitement. “She totally bought it.”
“Good liar, huh? That skill comes in handy.” I tried the handle of Peter’s office. “Crap, it’s locked.”
“Not for long.” Halley pulled a bobby pin out, sending her hair cascading around her shoulders. With her teeth, she reshaped the pin into a lockpick. “Let’s see if this works.”
After a minute of fiddling, the lock popped open. Halley grinned in triumph and pushed open the door. Then her jaw dropped at the sight of Peter’s office.
“What the hell?” She ran her hand over the leather desk mat as she gazed, dumbstruck, through the wall of windows. “We’re working our butts off in the heat while he’s up here pretending to be God? Gross.”
“Uh, Halley? You’re here to keep watch, remember?”
“Right.” She took up a position in the hallway. “What should I say if I see someone coming?”
I began searching the office without preamble. “I don’t know. Just make sure I have enough time to get out of here.”
“But, like, should we have a code word?”
“Yeah, sure. Whatever.”
“What about blackbird?” she suggested. “Or red alert?”
“Halley! Just stand watch already.”
“Fine,” she muttered, moving farther away.
The ugly analog clock beside Peter’s desk tick-tocked louder than usual. Fifteen minutes had already passed since Peter had left for his daily golf game.
I ignored the file cabinet in plain sight; Peter wouldn’t hide anything remotely important somewhere so obvious. I skipped over his computer, too. Since it was password protected, I didn’t have much of a shot at breaking in to his administrator account.
That didn’t leave me with much else to search. I flipped the cushions of Peter’s leather couch, checked the underside of a marble bust for a hidden key compartment, and pulled a painting off the wall to see if there was a safe behind it. When I came up empty-handed, I groaned and leaned against the wood-paneled walls.
The wall clicked.
Gently, I bore my own weight, and the hidden door popped open. I peered inside the dark compartment. Expensive wine and liquor bottles lined stacked shelves. Seemingly, there was nothing else. Then I shifted aside the bourbon.
“Bingo,” I whispered.
Behind the alcohol was another, smaller filing cabinet. Naturally, it was locked.
“Halley,” I said sharply, withdrawing from the dark space. “Give me that bobby pin.”
She obliged, then returned to her spot outside the office. With a little jimmying, I popped the filing cabinet open. Then I rifled through the topmost files.
They were labeled by date, one file for each year since 1992, with the exception of 2003. This was it. All the paperwork I needed to solve this case.
Hurriedly, I took pictures of the files with my phone, trying to get every page photographed as quickly as possible. I wanted all of this to read later.
“Almost done?” Halley whispered from the hallway. “It’s almost three.”
“Is anyone coming?”
“No, but—”
“Then, don’t worry about it.”
I continued taking pictures, listening to Halley’s nervous shuffling feet in the hallway. My hands shook from the adrenaline of being somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be. Half the pictures came out blurry, and I had to redo them, setting me back several minutes.
Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock.
The analog clock mocked me.
“Carolina!” Halley hissed. “Someone’s coming.”
Teeth clenched, I flipped through the last file, determined to get every page. A chance like this wouldn’t present itself again.
“Carolina! Oh, screw this. I’m not getting caught.”
Halley’s footsteps ran off, leaving me alone in Peter’s office. I finished the last file, threw everything back into the cabinet, and withdrew from the liquor stash. Down the hall, opposite of Halley’s escape route, heavy footfalls grew louder.
Sweating, I considered my options: hide in Peter’s office or make a dash for it. Since hiding places were scarce, I decided on the latter and stepped into the hallway.
I had just closed the office door when Peter came around the corner. Thankfully, he looked down at his hands, muttering, so he didn’t see me reset my position to make it look like I’d come from the building’s front office.
I placed myself in front of Peter and feigned bashful excitement when he accidentally bumped into me. “Oh! Sorry about that.”
“Carolina.” He wore a puzzled expression. “What are you doing here?”
I held my breath and pushed blood to my face to fake a blush. “It’s embarrassing, really. Do you think—? Never mind, forget it.”
Peter caught me as I tried to maneuver around him. “Not so fast,” he said with a playful smile. “What are you doing at my office?”
I covered my eyes. “God, I’m so ashamed. I snuck past your secretary. I wanted to see you. I wanted… no, I can’t say it. What are you doing here? I overheard the secretary say you were playing golf.”
He held up his bare hands. “Forgot my gloves. Got a nasty blister a few holes in.” He rotated his wrist to show me the bubble of skin on the inside of his thumb. “At the very least, I need a bandage.”
“Ooh, looks like that hurts.”
Peter smiled again, soft and glowing. He almost looked, well, nice. “What were you going to tell me?”
I bowed my head. “Forget it. It’s stupid.”
“Nothing’s stupid.”
“Fine,” I said with the exasperation of someone who wanted to give in anyway. “I wanted to ask if you’d like to go to dinner sometime. With me.”
It was the oldest trick in the book: feign a crush to distract the enemy. With men, it almost always worked. They loved to believe that everyone fell in love with them. Peter was no different. His smile transformed, becoming slightly more smirky than before.
“Dinner, huh?” he said. “I figured a beautiful woman like yourself was already taken.”
“I’m a single mom,” I admitted. “Divorced.”
“Lucky me,” Peter breathed. Somehow, he’d ended up closer than I would have liked. I could smell the combination of sweat and cologne radiating off his chest. Every instinct wanted to put space between us, but I had to sell this stupid crush. “Unfortunately, there aren’t many lovely places to eat in this area. We’re kind of in the middle of nowhere.”
“Ah,” I said, pleased with this direction. I had a way out, literally. I stepped around him. “That’s a shame. Some other time then.”
He placed himself in front of me before I could leave. “Wait, I didn’t say we couldn’t do dinner.”
“But, there are no restaurants.”
“I happen to be an excellent cook,” he said. “Why don’t you come to my house for dinner?”
My stomach clenched, and I cringed at the thought of being alone with Peter, but I plastered on a tentative smile.
“That sounds delightful.”
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P eter sent me on my way with a smile and a look in his eyes that was downright pornographic. Once out of his eye line, I dropped my act and shuddered. He’d practically undressed me with his eyes, and the only man I wanted to be naked in front of—physically or emotionally—was Parker.
Parker. As I navigated the confounding hallways, I thought of him. Our relationship had yet to progress to that sort of sensual depth. We’d kept things PG-13 so far, mostly because our kids were almost always around. What a horror it would be for Benji or—God forbid—Ophelia to walk in on us. I’d never hear the end of it. My snarky daughter was the type to make gagging noises as soon as I showed any amount of affection to a man.
Nevertheless, my heart filled with yearning at the thought of entangling myself with him. Then I remembered how we’d left things the day before. It sure had felt like an ending. Why was romance so damn hard? Parker seemed perfect, so it had to be me who kept screwing up.
“Hey!”
I nearly ran into Halley as I left the building and rounded the corner. She held up her hands in a gesture of innocence when I inhaled a droplet of spit and broke into a hacking cough. Sexy. No wonder Parker couldn’t resist me.
“Did you get what you needed?” Halley asked. “Did he catch you?”
“I got it,” I rasped once my throat had cleared. I took Halley by the arm and led her further from the building. “Thanks for your help.”
“That’s it?” she asked. “You’re not going to tell me what you found?”
“I thought you wanted to be involved as little as possible,” I reminded her. “This stuff isn’t for kids.”
“I’m twenty-two,” she said. “Not a kid.”
“Still young,” I replied. “And far too itchy.”
“Do I look like I have hives?”
“I meant you’re not used to this.” I hurried her across the lawns, narrowly avoiding another color war event. “If Peter questions you, it’s better you don’t know anything.”
She pried herself loose from me. “I want to know what happened to Vincenzo as much as you do.”
“Why?” I challenged. “No one else at this camp cares about him. What makes you any different?”
Halley stopped short. “Because I used to be the same as him. That’s why. People like Vincenzo and I have to stick together.”
I sighed. “Fair enough. Look, I’ll try to keep you updated, but I can’t talk now. Peter invited me to dinner.”
“He what?”
I plodded along, unwilling to discuss this with someone so much younger than me. “Well, I had to do something when he caught me outside his office, so I pretended like I had a crush on him and asked him to dinner.”
Halley slapped her thigh and let out a hoot of laughter. Eyes watering, she said, “That’s priceless. God help you.”
Frowning, I didn’t wait for her to catch her breath and continued toward my cabin. “Laugh all you want, but at least I threw him off the scent.”
“Yeah, but you have to go to his house,” she replied. “The camp director’s house. That’s weird.”
I stepped over a fallen log but didn’t quite clear it. My toes caught a wayward piece of bark, and I stumbled forward. Halley caught my elbow and pulled me upright.
“Why is it weird?” I asked.
“Because no one goes to the camp director’s house,” she supplied. “No camper or counselor has ever been in there. It’s like the haunted mansion. It creeps everyone out. There’s even a campfire story about it.”
“Uh-huh.”
“I’m serious. Be careful in there.”
We arrived at my cabin, where I was happy to step into the cool embrace of air conditioning once more. As I sat on the bed and unlaced my boots, I grumbled under my breath.
“I have to find something nice to wear,” I complained. “You think I brought anything nice to this hell hole? You think I brought makeup? How am I supposed to do my hair?”
Halley peered over my shoulder, focusing on a spot behind my ear.
“What?” I snarled.
“Makeup is the least of your worries,” she said. “You have a tick.”
A shudder worse than the one Peter had induced rolled up my spine. Slowly, I reached behind my ear and ran my finger across the skin, where I found a small lump.
“Get it off,” I said in a low voice as panic took over my body. I leaped to my feet and spun toward Halley. “Get it off!”
“Relax!” She grabbed my wrists and steered me to the bathroom. Without asking, she went through my bag. “You got a pair of tweezers in this black hole or what?”
I fished them out for her and tried to keep calm as she pushed my ear aside for a better look at the bloodsucking parasite.
“Whoo, he’s a big boy,” she commented casually.
“I hate you.”
“Yeah, yeah. Hold still.”
I watched Halley in the grimy mirror as she bent closer to my neck. With her tongue between her teeth in concentration, she fixed the tweezers around the bug and gently wiggled it free.
“Tada.” She presented me with the tweezers, where the tick wriggled its tiny legs in the air. “No big deal.”
“No big deal?” I clapped my hand to my ear and twisted around to see the spot in the mirror. “What if I get Lyme disease?”
“That’s from deer ticks.” She lifted the tweezers and examined the arachnid. “This looks like a lone star tick. You can tell from the design on its back.”
“I don’t care about the design!”
Halley rolled her eyes, opened the window, and flicked the tick into the wilderness as if it troubled her no more than a ladybug. “It wasn’t engorged, so it probably just latched on. Low probability of you getting something weird.”
“I feel dirty,” I said, shivering.
“Grab a shower.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “You’re going to need one if you want to hook up with Peter.”
I pushed her out of the bathroom and slammed the door in her face.
ONCE I FINISHED SHOWERING, I braided my wet hair and let it sit. While I waited for dinner time, I called Mila to check-in. When I heard she hadn’t called Bao, I’d been worried. Thankfully, nothing was wrong. Rosie had come down with the chickenpox, taking all of Mila’s energy and attention. I made sure they had everything they needed and hung up.
I uploaded the pictures of Peter’s secret files to an external hard drive then deleted the original photos from my phone. If, for whatever reason, Peter got a hold of my device, he wouldn’t find the stolen information.
As I skimmed the files, taking in the names and birth dates of other children who had gone missing from Camp Crescent Lake, I lost track of time. Soon enough, the sun had sunk below the tree line. If I dawdled any longer, I’d be late for dinner.
Rushing, I found the nicest T-shirt and the cleanest pair of jeans I’d brought from home. Then I smeared on my tinted sunscreen, which was the closest thing I had to actual foundation. I pinched my cheeks—the old-fashioned rouge—and pulled my hair free of the braids. It cascaded around my face in crunchy ribbons. Not the most polished look, but at least it seemed like I’d made an effort. Last but not least, I added a touch of lip balm.
The buzz of a golf cart engine gave me a head’s up that Peter had come to collect me. That wasn’t part of tonight’s plan, but I was oddly appreciative. The director’s house was relatively far from my little cabin, and I didn’t feel like walking, especially after the whole tick debacle.
A fresh wave of chills consumed me as I checked the spot behind my ear again. A little red bump had arisen there. I let my hair fall forward to hide it as Peter knocked.
For once, he wasn’t wearing a polo. Rather shockingly, he had dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, like I had. Also shocking was how good he looked in casual wear. Were it not for his sleazy aura and dubious history, as well as my relationship with Parker, I might have actually been interested in him.
“Evening,” he said, tipping an invisible hat. He looked me up and down. “You clean up nice.”
“As do you,” I said stiffly. “Didn’t realize I was getting a ride.”
“I wouldn’t make you walk so far.”
He offered me his arm, and I softly rested my hand on his elbow, feeling far too formal for walking through the woods. Peter helped me into the passenger side of the golf cart, then we were whizzing across the camp’s grounds.
The director’s house was so far beyond the perimeter of the camp that when Peter steered the golf cart through a particularly dense part of the woods, I began to wonder if he might kill me and dispose of the body where no one would find it. Then we emerged into a huge clearing, where an absolutely monstrous house had been built.
Halley was wrong. It was nothing like the haunted mansion. The architect bragged of his modern knowledge with sharp angles, big windows, and an infinity pool. The house was built in layers, each level clearly defined from the next. An outdoor staircase led from the patio to an upper balcony, where you could watch the stars without the usual light pollution.
I couldn’t help but gasp at the beauty of it.
“Nice, right?” Peter parked the golf cart and held out his hand to help me out. “You should have seen it before my father and I had it renovated. A complete Victorian disaster.”
Ah. That could have explained the haunted mansion comparison.
Peter led me up the concrete steps and through an enormous sliding glass door. The delicious scent of garlic and onions wafted over me.
“I thought you were cooking,” I said. “It’s cheating if you hired someone else to do it.”
“Actually…” With his hand at my waist, he guided me around a corner and into the kitchen. “We’re cooking.”
A woman stirred a pot on the stove. She turned around, beamed at me, and dusted her hands on her apron. Like Peter, she was beautiful in an obnoxious way, in the sense that she had probably never had to worry about feeling ugly. Her genetics had made sure of that—glossy hair, shiny eyes, and the kind of facial proportions that I’d only seen in magazines.
“Is this her?” she asked Peter.
“Yup.” Peter urged me forward. “Missy, this is Carolina Caccia. Carolina, this is Missy. My wife.”
I looked between them. “Your...wife?”
Peter linked his arm around Missy’s shoulder without letting go of me, forming a weird triangle of the three of us. “Going on eighteen years.”
“What—?” I shook my head. “I’m very confused.”
Peter and Missy laughed. Missy took my hand like we’d been friends for years and brought me deeper into the house.
“Let me get you a glass of wine,” she said. “We can hammer out the details after dinner.”
I HAD A STRANGELY PLEASANT TIME, despite the unusual circumstances. While they cooked, Missy and Peter joked around and told funny anecdotes about running the camp for the past several years. I learned that Peter’s father had been the camp director before passing the torch to him. It was apparently a family business.
All the while, I nursed a glass of white wine too sweet for my tastes, but since it was the only alcohol available, I kept at it. By the time they served the food, I was pleasantly toasted, which made it easier to believe the situation I’d gotten myself into.
For the most part, I listened and laughed while Peter and Missy led the conversation. They talked about the craziest things campers had done, being campers at Crescent Moon themselves, and how coming here always felt like coming home.
“Have you seen the weather report lately?” Missy asked Peter. “That storm is on its way here.”
Peter waved the notion aside. “Nonsense. It’ll turn and hit Florida at the last minute. We don’t need to worry about anything.”
“A storm?” I asked, less clearly than if I’d been sober. “Where? When?”
“Tropical Storm Elise,” Missy answered. “It’s building in the Atlantic. Already blew through the Bahamas. They’re saying it’s going to be a category four hurricane by the time it makes landfall.”
Peter lazily refilled everyone’s wine glasses. “Like I said, it’s nothing to worry about. We rarely end up in the path of these storms. If it gets bad, we’ll hunker down. Shall we move on to more savory topics?”
“I’d love to,” I said. “But can someone point me to the closest bathroom first? I’m afraid all the wine has gone right through me.”
“I’ll show you,” Missy offered.
She helped me up from the table. As she guided me from the dining room, her hand rested comfortably on my hip. I should have questioned the meaning of such closeness, but since my brain was swimming in moscato, I didn’t think anything of it.
“Here you are.” Missy slid open a frosted glass door and revealed a magnificent bathroom the size of a small spa.
“Whoa.” Amazed, I gazed wide-eyed at the mirrored tiles that coated every wall, reflecting back a distorted version of myself. The shower was set in the middle of the room, with no walls around it. I longed to turn on the hot water and stand beneath the cascading stream. Alas, this wasn’t my home.
“Like it?” Missy’s breath tickled my ear. “We can make use of it later.”
Once more, the implication went right over my head. “I’ve never seen a more beautiful bathroom,” I told Missy. “But where’s the toilet?”
With a pealing laugh, she showed me to a private cubical that hid the toilet from view. Then she left me alone to do my business.
I braced myself to sit then cradled my head with my elbows resting on my bare knees. The entire night felt surreal, like I’d dreamed the whole thing, or maybe I was so far from sober that everything seemed stranger than it was.
After a short struggle to zip my pants, I ambled from the bathroom, keeping one hand on the wall for support. I followed the low murmur of Missy and Peter’s voices, but when I neared the living room, their conversation made me pause out of sight.
“I can’t thank you enough,” Peter was saying quietly. “I know this was very last minute.”
“My dear, you’ll never upset me by bringing a beautiful woman to the house,” Missy replied. “Even if she is a P.I.”
He chuckled softly. “What should we do with her?”
There was a pause before Missy answered, “Whatever we want.”
In the silence that followed, her lips met his. Feigning ignorance, I made myself known. Missy stood behind Peter’s chair, her arms wrapped around his chest. He angled his head up to kiss her, cradling her neck.
“That is the most amazing bathroom—oh!” Through the haze of my stupor, I managed to pull off a look of surprise. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
Missy straightened and approached me. “You didn’t interrupt anything. In fact…” She trailed her fingers up my forearm, raising goose bumps on my skin. “You can step in whenever you’d like.”
Bewildered, I glanced between Missy’s sensual smile and Peter’s expectant grin. At some point, the top button of his jeans had come undone. The innocent version of myself figured he’d eaten too much and needed a bit more room to accommodate his stomach. Then the details—Missy’s soft touches, Peter’s invitation to dinner, the flirtatious conversation—clicked. Suddenly, I understood exactly why I was here.
“Oh.” I blushed with enough heat to start smoking. “Oh. Wow, uh, you know, this has been a magnificent evening, but I should probably get going.”
Missy leaned in, her lips brushing my neck as she asked, “Are you sure? The fun hasn’t begun yet.”
A shiver ran down my spine, and flashbacks from my college days ran through my head. Firmly, I stepped away from Missy, lest the wine make my choices for me.
“Thank you for the invitation,” I said, making sure they were aware of which invitation I meant. “But that’s not really my thing.”
To her credit, Missy actually looked disappointed. Peter’s smile dropped slightly, too, but neither one of them pushed the subject.
“Let me take you back to your cabin then,” Missy said. “It’s the least I can do. And you’re welcome here anytime, for dinner or whatever you like.” She held my gaze for longer than I anticipated.
“So kind of you,” I finally stammered.
Peter escorted us from the house to the golf cart, where he made sure we were both situated in safe positions for driving back to the camp. As he leaned across me to check on Missy, the backside of his muscled arm brushed across my chest. Intentional or not, it sent another thrill through me.
Peter braced himself against the golf cart, showing off the swell of his biceps. “Good night, Carolina. Come back soon.”
Breathless, I couldn’t respond. Then Missy hit the gas, and the director’s house faded into the night’s shadows.
THE ZIPPY BREEZE from the golf cart ride helped clear my head a little. Missy bid me goodnight at the cabin door with another suggestive smile that I felt in the pit of my stomach. As soon as she was gone, I dialed Mila’s number.
“Carolina?” she answered groggily. “It’s almost midnight. Is everything okay?”
“I think I just got invited to a threesome.”
“What?”
In quick, garbled sentences, I explained how I’d ended up at Peter and Missy’s house. Mila, plenty awake now, hooted with glee as I went through the events of the evening.
“So what did you say?” she demanded. “When you came out of the bathroom?”
“That I was tired and should go home.”
“You didn’t do it?”
“No!” I squealed, rolling back on the bed and kicking my feet like a fifteen-year-old. “Are you crazy? This guy’s probably laundering money and abducting kids! You wanted me to sleep with him?”
“And his hot wife,” Mila added. “Come on, that’s like a once in a lifetime chance!”
I made an unattractive noise at the back of my throat. “Mila, do you know how long it’s been since I’ve done—that?”
“Had a threesome?”
“No, had a twosome,” I clarified. “Literal years. I hooked up with Amos a year after our divorce.”
“You and Amos got together after your divorce? Why didn’t I know this?”
“It was hate sex,” I replied. “It meant nothing.”
“It never means nothing.” She gasped dramatically. “Wait, you haven’t gotten laid since your divorce? Carolina, that’s a long time to go without any release.”
I chuckled under my breath. “Oh, believe me. I’ve had a release. It’s just been a solo mission as of late.”
Laughing, she asked, “What about Parker? The two of you haven’t—?”
“Not yet.” The weight of our last few conversations brought me down from my wine-and-endorphins induced high. “It was never the right time. Plus, we have to consider the kids.”
“They do complicate everything.” Mila sighed, and we stayed quiet for a minute. “How did it feel?”
“How did what feel?”
“Getting hit on by a hot, rich couple.”
I recalled Missy’s breath on my neck and the mischievous look in Parker’s eyes as he watched his wife try to seduce me. “Is it weird if I say I liked it?”
“Not at all.”
I rolled onto my back and rested my palm over my heart, feeling the beat quicken. “I guess it’s nice, you know? To be thought of that way again. To be wanted. After Amos, I didn’t think I’d ever feel that way again.”
“Parker doesn’t make you feel that way?”
“He does and doesn’t.” The familiar post-wine headache began to settle in. I chugged from my water bottle. “Parker and I always have our walls up. We’re both so scared of getting hurt again.”
“Hmm. Maybe it’s time to take a leap of faith over those walls.”
I gazed through the cloudy cabin windows, determined to find at least one star in the sky. There it was—a steady shimmer framed by the thick branches at the top of a tall tree. Hope’s for suckers, Bao had said. But I named that star hope.
“Maybe you’re right.”
“I know I’m right,” Mila said. “Now get some sleep—”
A scream ripped from my throat. In the same window I’d seen the star, a stark-white skull appeared, blood dripping from its empty eye sockets.
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T  he masked man turned, and I caught a glimpse of golden-brown hair beneath a piece of elastic that held the terrifying skull in place. I threw the phone aside and barreled from the cabin. Up ahead, the culprit crashed through the brush, unable to find a clear path. Wine and the Nobles’ rich food churned in my stomach, but I didn’t slow down.
Rage sharpened my senses. I leaped over the fallen log that usually tripped me. I swatted aside branches and ducked under low-hanging moss. When I followed the monster into a small clearing, I put on a burst of speed and lunged forward, catching the runner around the legs.
We sprawled across the earth, churning up dirt and grass. I pinned “Mictian” to the ground. Up close, the blood streaming from the eyes was obviously fake, sticky like dyed corn syrup. Avoiding the mess, I yanked off the mask.
“Of course,” I snarled in Cody’s face. “I should have known it was you.”
“Get off me!” He squirmed and wriggled, but despite his efforts, he couldn’t free himself from my expert hold. “My father could sue you for harm and sexual harassment!”
“You want to talk about sexual harassment?” I challenged. “You’re eighteen, right, Cody? How many underage girls have you convinced to hook up with you? I don’t think the camp would look very kindly on your actions.”
Hate twisted his handsome face into an ugly mask. “What do you want from me?”
“The truth,” I declared. “I know you lied about Vincenzo. You never took him to the clinic, so what really happened that day?”
He rolled his eyes. “Who cares about this stupid kid?”
With a move I’d learned way back during my training with the FBI, I flipped Cody over so that his face smashed against the dirt. My knee landed in the middle of his back, trapping him in place. I forced his arm into an uncomfortable position and pushed. With a little more force, I could dislocate his shoulder.
“Ow! The little jackass ran away! Let go!”
I lessened my hold to take some of the pressure off his shoulder. “Tell me exactly what happened.”
“When the lifeguards pulled him out of the water, he ran off,” Cody huffed, his breath coming shorter what with my knee half-crushing his chest. “I saw everything from under the dock. I chased the stupid kid all the way back to his cabin. He hid under the bed and wouldn’t come out.”
“So why did Eric say he signed Vincenzo into the clinic?”
“I made him lie,” Cody growled. “So I wouldn’t get in trouble. Threatened to kick the crap out of him if he didn’t do it.”
“How noble of you.”
Spittle flew from his mouth as he cooked up a lovely poem of swear words. Usually, I didn’t take pleasure in apprehending teenagers, but there was something so satisfying about seeing Cody’s face in the dirt.
“Is that it?” I demanded. “The whole story?”
“Yes.”
“No, it’s not,” said a new voice.
Cody nearly broke free when I jumped in fright. I pinned him again and twisted around to see who had happened upon us. A boy stepped from the shadows.
He was sixteen, maybe, with dark hair that swept in long waves across his forehead to hide equally dark eyes. He was unusually large for his age, too, nearly six feet tall with wide hips and shoulders, but he carried himself with the grace and humility of someone much smaller. As he came closer, he swayed back and forth, like a drunken ballerina.
“Shut up, Alan,” Cody warned.
“Who’s Alan?” I asked.
“I’m Alan,” said the boy. He held out his hand formally. When I didn’t immediately take it, he added, “You’re supposed to shake it. That’s what people do for introductions.”
I risked losing my grip on Cody to shake Alan’s hand. “I’m Carolina.”
“I know,” Alan said. “You’re an investigator. People aren’t supposed to lie to investigators like Cody does. I never lie.”
Cody coughed and wheezed, a ploy to get me to release him. I knew how to restrain someone without taking their breath. Still, I didn’t want to incur the wrath of Cody’s no-doubt rich daddy. I lifted my knee from his back and let him get to his feet, but I kept a firm hold on his wrists.
“Don’t listen to Alan,” Cody spat. “He’s retarded.”
Alan’s delicate hands curled into fists. “Don’t call me that.”
“What?” Cody challenged. “Retarded? That’s what you are, big boy. Stupid, slow, special. What are you going to do about it?”
“Cody—” I warned.
Too late. In three quick steps, Alan crossed the clearing and landed a perfect left hook to Cody’s jaw. The blow knocked Cody right out of my grasp. He landed in the dirt, dazed, and lifted a hand to inspect his face.
“Liar!” Alan bellowed, standing over Cody. “I’m not retarded!” Alan spun toward me, immediately calmer. “I’m not retarded,” he repeated, this time with the air of reciting a fact. “I’m autistic. Cody is a liar.”
I knelt beside Cody, who hadn’t tried to get away from the scuffle. He glared back at me, holding his jaw as if it might drop off his face otherwise.
“Well?” I prompted. “What does Alan think you’re lying about?”
“He—” Alan started.
“Shut up, Alan,” Cody said again.
“Then you tell her,” Alan said plainly. “And don’t lie, liar.”
I lifted an eyebrow, waiting expectantly for Cody’s answer. He took his time, moving his jaw from side to side to make sure it wasn’t broken.
“Tell her!” Alan shouted.
“I hit him,” Cody spat finally. “God, are you happy? I hit the kid when he wouldn’t listen. He was being a pain, and it got on my nerves.”
Alan, satisfied with Cody’s confession, relaxed his shoulders and took a step away. His fists unclenched.
“You hit Vincenzo?” I asked. “After he almost drowned?”
“He wouldn’t come out from under the bed,” Cody said. “So I grabbed him and pulled him out. He stomped on my foot to try and get away. It pissed me off, so I punched him. Not hard. Just enough to show him who’s boss.”
Alan harrumphed and crossed his arms. “Not hard? He had a big bruise. Now, you match.”
“Whatever,” Cody said. “Can I go?”
I turned to Alan. “Can he go?”
Alan nodded, so I let Cody get to his feet. He planted himself in front of me.
“If you tell anyone about this or the girls, you’ll regret it,” he snarled in my face. “I’ll make sure you never work another case for the rest of your life.”
I held my ground and gave him a bored look. “I’m shaking in my boots, baby boy. One more thing—” I hooked my foot around Cody’s ankle, so when he tried to step forward, he had to untangle himself first. “If you come around my cabin at night one more time, I’ll teach you the meaning of regret. Got it?”
“You think I care?” Cody challenged. “I got paid to do that.”
Before I had the chance to ask what he meant, he stumbled off. Once his footsteps faded, Alan let his guard down, dropping his crossed arms to his sides.
“I like you,” he said. “Strong lady. Like my mom.”
“Thanks, Alan. Can I ask you a question?”
He puffed his chest proudly. “Yes, ma’am.”
“How did you know Cody punched Vincenzo?” I said.
“Vincenzo told me.”
A bubble of anxiety rose in my chest. “You saw Vincenzo? After the incident at the lake?”
Alan nodded. “We play music every day together. Well, we used to. Then he left. Are you going to find him?”
“Yes,” I promised. “But I need your help. When did you see Vincenzo that day?”
“After lunch,” he answered. “We both have a free period at two o’clock. We’re supposed to use it to rest, but we always met to make music. Vincenzo brought his guitar, and he taught me songs to sing.”
“You saw him that day?” I asked, needing to be sure of his answer. “The day he almost drowned, you saw him at two o’clock?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Alan traced a line around his eye. “He had a bruise here. He told me that Cody hit him. You’re not supposed to hit people.”
“No,” I agreed, as my head spun through the details of Alan’s story. If he was telling the truth, it meant that Vincenzo had not disappeared until late that afternoon. “Where did you usually meet to play music?”
“By Vincenzo’s secret tree,” Alan replied. “Where no one would bother us. Sometimes, the other kids would make fun of my singing, but Vincenzo never did. He said he knew a place where I could sing as loud as I wanted.”
“At the secret tree?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Was it hollow on the inside?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Do you still go there?” I asked. “Even though Vincenzo doesn’t meet you?”
Alan’s eyes grew brighter. “Yes, ma’am. Every day at two o’clock, hoping he comes back to make music with me.”
That explained why I’d seen fresh tracks around the hollow tree when I’d first come upon it. Alan had been staking out there in hopes of Vincenzo’s return.
“Where did Vincenzo go after you and him left the tree?” I said. “Do you know?”
“He always returns the guitar to the music cabin,” Alan reported. “Usually, I go with him, but I was late for a color war game. You’re not supposed to be late.”
“So you don’t know where he went after returning the guitar?”
He shook his head. “No, sorry.”
“Alan.” I looked at him straight on. “Is everything you told me true?”
Stoically, he replied, “Yes, ma’am. I never lie.”
I sent Alan back to his cabin, so he wouldn’t get in trouble for wandering around after light’s out. It turned out the only reason he broke the rules in the first place was to follow Cody into the woods. Somehow, he knew Cody was up to no good.
As I passed through the clearing, I kicked aside Cody’s stupid mask. If he came around again, I’d do more than dislocate his arm.
Once inside, I found my written notes and modified them to reflect the new information Alan had provided. Vincenzo had sustained two injuries that day: partial drowning and a blow to the head. Neither one had been treated. Things weren’t looking good. If it were up to me, I’d send another search party to sweep the woods. If Vincenzo were still out there, he was surely hurting.
Sleep took me before I could help it. The warmth of the sun against my cheek woke me, and I detached my face from the journal page I’d fallen asleep against. In the bathroom mirror, pen ink spelled bullet points across my cheek. I washed it off as best I could then popped a few painkillers. The wine had left me with a dry mouth, headache, and the odd sense of growing pains behind my knees.
I made a quick trip to the dining hall for several bottles of water and a stack of pancakes to soak up the acid in my stomach. Needing quiet, I returned to my cabin, laid in bed, and ate off my chest while I inspected the files I’d stolen from Peter’s office.
Every child that had ever disappeared from Camp Crescent Moon had their own stack of papers. The information included their names, birthdates, character traits, and more. Additionally, Peter had compiled notes about the children’s families, including the parent or guardian’s employment, annual salary, and marital status.
Patterns arose immediately. Almost every child that had disappeared came from a single-parent home with a low annual income. The children had all been offered fully paid summers at Camp Crescent Moon, unable to afford the expensive camp otherwise. Most of them were under the age of ten. Each kid’s file offered a general idea of their disposition; the most common descriptors included “loner,” “introverted,” and “doesn’t bond easily with others.” Notable as well was the fact that every child came from a mixed-race or non-white family.
Each file also contained records of private transactions from an unnamed bank account to the child’s family. The amount varied, but it was never less than thirty thousand dollars. Some transactions were as high as two hundred grand. I wrote a note to remind myself to ask Bao about the bank account. He had a guy who worked for his department that was a whiz with computers, who could surely trace the account’s origins.
In every file, Peter included a blank piece of printer paper, folded in half, with two different dates—only a few days apart—handwritten on the inside. I could not make sense of this.
The name on the last file made my breath get lost in my lungs. Peter had all of Vincenzo’s information here, including the date and reason for his mother’s death, his father’s incarceration, and Audenzia’s proof of guardianship. I read a copy of the letter Peter had sent to Audenzia with Vincenzo’s gracious scholarship offer. Most puzzling, when I unfolded the printed paper, I found only one date written inside. Below it, someone had scribbled a few question marks and circled them in angry red pen. I double-checked the first date. It matched the day Vincenzo had disappeared from camp. So what did the second date mean?
The paperwork raised as many questions as it did answers. I was sure of at least one thing: Peter was somehow involved in the children’s disappearances. But how could I prove it? He could deny connections to the files and claim he had no idea who had gathered that information. No, I needed more evidence to incriminate him. Besides, I didn’t know what his end game was.
Maybe I could use the information Peter had gathered to figure out what he was up to. I went back to the most recent file, the one that detailed last year’s missing child. According to the paperwork, Augusta Morales—a seven-year-old camper with warm brown eyes and chocolatey ringlets that fell past her shoulders—had been too shy to speak to the other campers. She disappeared in the fifth week of summer. Sheriff Clayton’s notes claimed that his department cleared a ten-mile radius around the camp, but they had not located Augusta. At the end of summer, Augusta was presumed dead.
Standing on the bed, with my head near the window to get a good signal, I dialed the number for Augusta’s aunt, who was listed as her primary guardian. After several rings, a shaky voice answered, tinged with a Mexican accent.
“Hello, who’s this?”
“Hi, I’m looking for Maru Morales.”
“Speaking.”
“My name is Carolina Caccia,” I said, rubbing my neck as the strange angle began to take its toll on my muscles. “I’m investigating the disappearance of several children from Camp Crescent Moon in North Carolina. I understand your niece, Augusta, vanished in July of last year. Do you have time to answer a few questions about the incident for me?”
The line disconnected. Confused, I checked the screen to see if the call had failed, but that wasn’t the case. Maru Morales had hung up on me. Thinking it might have been a mistake, I redialed the same number. This time, no one answered, and I got sent straight to the voicemail message.
“Okay,” I muttered. “That was weird.”
Moving on to the next file, I reviewed the information for Demetrius Burke, a nine-year-old black boy who “preferred grooming horses to interacting with other campers.” His photo showed a happy child with bright eyes and a faded haircut that would have made Ophelia jealous. The edges of his face were blurred as if he hadn’t managed to sit still while the picture was taken. Sure enough, he had also been labeled “overactive.”
According to his records, Demetrius had lived with his single father of the same name and four sisters, all younger than him. His father was a sanitation worker who barely made twenty-five thousand dollars a year. My hands shook as I shuffled through the paperwork. What parent was supposed to provide for five children on that insult of a salary? I noted that Demetrius Senior had received one hundred and fifty thousand dollars after his son’s disappearance. That comforted me somewhat. Though I was sure it was blood money, at least the father had received help to take care of his other children.
I took a deep, steadying breath before I dialed Demetrius’s number. He answered after the first ring.
“Kiara?” he asked hopefully.
“No, sir. My name is Carolina Caccia.”
“Oh.” His disappointment resonated through the phone. “I thought you might be my oldest. Let me guess, you’re a collector? I told the last guy I was working on that hospital bill.”
“I’m not a collector, Mr. Burke,” I said. “I’m an investigator, working on a case at Camp Crescent Moon. I understand your son disappeared from there two years ago.”
When he didn’t reply for several seconds, I checked the phone screen to make sure I hadn’t been hung up on again.
“Hello? Mr. Burke?”
“Don’t ever call here again,” he said.
Then he hung up.
As I went down the list of parents or guardians of the missing campers, I faced the same challenge over and over again. A portion of them never answered, so I left messages and requested a callback, without expectations that they would oblige. Those who did answer reacted similarly to the first two guardians. They either hung up as soon as I introduced myself or warned me not to poke my nose in their business. Still others reacted with intense distraught, bursting into tears before abandoning the conversation.
After leaving a message for the mother of Griffin Millican, the first child who went missing from the camp in 1992, I began to wonder about those huge sums of money in each file. The mysterious disappearances at Camp Crescent Moon had never made the news, but why? My guess was that the families had been paid to keep quiet about their children’s unexplained absences.
My stomach grumbled, reminding me that I had worked way past lunchtime. That morning’s pancakes had long since been digested. It was time for a break.
When I approached the main area of the camp, I sensed the change before I saw it. Expensive cars filled the small parking lot, and more drove in a single-file line from the narrow lane that led into the camp. Parents poured from the vehicles to yell at whichever counselor or staff member was closest.
“I trusted you to keep my children safe!”
“Why would the camp hide something like this?”
“You won’t see us again next year! Mark my words.”
“You’ll be lucky if we don’t sue!”
Those adults who had already collected their children made sharp U-turns, leaving deep trenches in the delicate gravel parking lot. More counselors showed up, their campers nearby, to handle the chaos. I spotted Halley and ran over to her.
“Hey!” I called, catching her attention without slowing her down. “What’s going on?”
She rolled her eyes. “Somehow, the news got out about Vincenzo. It’s on every major network. This is a disaster for Peter and the camp.”
“What do you mean?”
“Everyone knows, Carolina,” Halley said. “Everyone knows that Vincenzo’s dead.”
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T  he finality of Halley’s statement—though unconfirmed—hit me like a punch to the chest. When the country thought Vincenzo was dead, it was hard to imagine him alive. Panicked parents jostled me to and fro, paying me no mind as they fought to locate their children. Though I wasn’t easily spooked, the constant brush of shoulders against mine, along with the babble of voices, overloaded my senses. I covered my ears as the world turned inward and pressed down on me.
“Carolina!” Peter’s sharp voice cut through the hubbub. A strong hand encircled my arm, and I didn’t resist as he dragged me from the crowd. Parents yelled demands and insults, but Peter gritted his teeth and ignored them.
I didn’t look up until the argumentative tones faded away and the filtered flow of air conditioning soothed my hot skin.
In a small office in the main building, Peter turned to face me. Gone was his handsome hospitality. Annoyance and anger lifted his lips in an ugly sneer. His usually faultless hair wouldn’t lie flat, and his pale pink-polo bore unsightly sweat stains beneath his arms. Last night’s flirting and playfulness were long gone. I saw no trace of the man who had enjoyed his wife’s attempts to seduce me. For the first time since I arrived at the camp, I saw a man capable of murder.
“I allowed you to remain here under one condition.” Though he spoke beneath his breath, I heard every word. “That you would not share your findings with any press. Then I wake up to this absolute shit show!” He thrust his finger toward the window, indicating the mass of parents who had come to collect their children. “Do you know how much money we’ll have to refund to quiet them? Thousands of dollars down the drain, Carolina. All because you couldn’t keep your mouth shut!”
His teeth snapped on the last word. Instinct asked me to react defensively. No one had the right to speak to me with such malice, especially when I had not committed the crime he’d accused me of. I wished I could break Peter’s nose for using such a tone to address me, but part of me realized that was exactly how he expected me to react.
“I’m sorry,” I squeaked. “But I didn’t tell anyone.”
“Bull!” He took a deep breath and tried again in a calmer voice. “How else would the news have gotten out? You’re the only one investigating this, other than the Sheriff, and I know Clayton wouldn’t spread ridiculous rumors like this. I thought I could trust you.”
“You can!” I promised, crossing my fingers behind my back. “Peter, please. I would never betray you like that. Last night was—let’s just say I haven’t felt that way in a long time. As for who tipped off the press, you’ve got a whole camp full of idiotic kids who would do anything for five minutes of fame or a quick buck.”
He blinked, and his expression changed completely. The rage faded, replaced with a less enthusiastic version of his regular smile. “Forgive me,” he said softly. “I was too quick to assume.”
I tried a tentative smile, inwardly praising myself when Peter returned the expression. My stupid show of innocent girlishness had worked. He no longer appeared upset, at least not with me.
He pulled the horizontal shades down to peer outside and let out a long sigh. “This is going to be a bear to clean up. Can you think of anyone else who would go to the press?”
“Actually,” I said, “I can. Your counselor, Cody.”
Peter’s brows lowered over his eyes. “Why would Cody go to the press?”
“Because I found out about his extracurricular activities,” I explained. “He’s been hooking up with underage campers, and I threatened to turn him in. In return, he offered to ruin my career. I suppose this is his way of doing it. He knew you would think I tipped off the reporters.”
“Underage campers?” Peter mused, lost in thought. “The Cody I know wouldn’t do something like that. He’s a polite, well-mannered boy from a good family.”
“How much time have you actually spent with Cody?”
“A few minutes, here and there. Why?”
“The last words I’d use to describe him are ‘polite’ and ‘well-mannered,’” I commented. “More like ‘racist,’ ‘classist,’ and ‘egomaniacal.’”
Peter’s posture stiffened. “That’s a bit harsh. He’s young. There’s plenty of time for him to learn his place. Boys need extra help to grow.”
I bit my tongue. If Cody were my child, he wouldn’t have seen the sun for several months after all the crap he’d pulled in the last couple of weeks.
“I suppose I hold my own son to higher standards,” I said lightly.
A muscle jumped in Peter’s jaw, and I suspected he was holding back a sharp response of his own. After a deep breath, he said, “I’ll check in with Cody personally. Make sure he’s on the right track.”
“Excellent.”
“As for this mess—” He cast another annoyed glance at the window. “It would help if the details of Vincenzo’s disappearance aren’t released.”
I zipped my lips. “I am a mouse.”
“Good.” His mouth softened, and he reached over to caress my cheek. “You know, after all this is over, I wouldn’t mind having you around.”
Yeah, right, I thought to myself. If Peter knew I’d stolen his private files, he would think differently. I forced myself to stand still as his fingers brushed across my cheek and neck. When he drifted down my collar to my chest, I stepped away.
“Sorry,” I said. “But shouldn’t you be handling the crazed parents?”
He groaned. “You’re right.” He led me from the office. “Go out the back way. I won’t subject you to this chaos. And Carolina? Promise me you’ll come for dinner again. Missy and I would love to have you.”
It took all my power to reply, “Of course” without retching. Peter gave me one last smile before we separated.
I skirted the hoard of angry parents, picked up lunch at the dining hall, and returned to the cabin. After finishing the roast beef sandwich, I dialed both Bao and Mila and got them both for a three-way video conference call.
“So tell us,” Mila said. “Is this your second threesome of the day?”
“Can it,” I ordered as Bao shot suspicious looks across the virtual table. Quickly, I filled them in on what I’d gleaned from Peter’s files, as well as the sudden disarray at camp.
“The story is everywhere,” Mila confirmed. “Every half hour, they give an update about Vincenzo.”
“An update? They don’t have any information.”
Bao grunted in agreement. “These damn reporters say the same things in different ways. You’d think the thesaurus would eventually run out of suggestions.”
“Tell me you guys have something for me to work with,” I practically begged. “None of the parents of previous missing children will talk to me. Either that or their numbers have been disconnected.”
“I’ll track down the parents,” Mila offered. “I still have connections with the Bureau. One of my buddies should be able to get me some info.”
“Great. Bao?” I said. “Can your computer guy find out who that bank account belongs to?”
“Probably,” Bao replied. “Send me the details.”
“I will. Did you find anything on Peter?”
“Nothing more than common knowledge,” he said. “He became camp director in 1991, at the ripe old age of twenty-one.”
“Is that strange?”
Bao hummed in the back of his throat. “For these people, probably not. Looks like Camp Crescent Moon is a family affair. The Nobles have owned it since the 60s, when it first opened. Ownership and a seat at the head of the directors’ table come with the territory.”
“But he was so young,” I pointed out. “Wasn’t his father still running the camp at that time?”
“Peter Noble the second dropped dead of a heart attack in 1991,” Bao reported. “The board of directors promptly elected Peter Noble the third to take his place.”
“How old was the first Peter Noble?” Mila asked. “I mean, the second. I mean—God, I don’t know. I’ve lost track. Why do men insist on naming their sons after themselves? Don’t we have enough Peters and Johns in the world?”
“It’s very biblical,” Bao agreed.
“Can we stay on task?” I requested. “Bao, how old was Peter Noble the second when he died?”
Bao checked his notes. “Fifty-two.”
“That’s young,” Mila and I said at the same time.
“I’m guessing he was predisposed.” Bao held an old group picture of the Noble family up to the camera and pointed out a man with Peter’s face. The difference between them was solely in weight. Peter the second was twice as large as the son who stood next to him. If I had to guess, his obesity was due to some sort of genetic or mental disorder. The only people who got that big couldn’t help it. “Big man on campus. His heart probably couldn’t keep up.”
I took a screenshot so I could have the photo on file. “Okay, Peter became the head honcho one year before the first kid disappeared. Coincidence?”
“I think we can safely say no to that question,” Mila answered dryly. “Those files are evidence enough of that.”
I drummed my fingers on the top of my laptop. “What about Peter’s wife, Missy? Do you have anything on her?”
Bao did a quick search on his desktop computer. “All right, Melissa Noble was born in September of 1973 in New Hampshire. Here’s an article from her hometown paper” —he squinted at the screen to read the photocopied piece— “Ah, it’s her graduation announcement. Looks like she was the town’s pride and joy. Valedictorian, accepted to Harvard, senior counselor at—”
“Camp Crescent Moon,” Mila and I chorused.
“I hate it when y’all do that,” Bao grumbled. He clicked around some more. “Here’s the engagement announcement from 1991. They married the following year.”
“Let’s recap,” I said. “In one year, Peter lost his father, became camp director, and got engaged to a girl he probably met at his family’s camp? That’s a lot.”
“But not very suspicious,” Mila pointed out. “Some people don’t need a reason to move fast.”
“Missy’s clean as a whistle,” Bao added. “No arrests or warrants. Not even a speeding ticket. You think Peter ever lets her leave the campgrounds?”
“If you saw their house, you’d know she doesn’t have to,” I commented. “It’s probably larger than her hometown.”
Mila cleared her throat. “Didn’t we have another name to look up? Holly something?”
“Holly Reading,” Bao answered. “I found nothing, which almost always means something.”
“Sorry, I don’t speak Bao-ist,” I said. “In normal words?”
“There is absolutely no record of a Holly Reading who was associated with Camp Crescent Moon, Peter Noble, or even that zip code,” Bao explained. “She doesn’t exist.”
“That’s impossible. Why would her name pop up then?”
“Probably because she did something super illegal,” Mila suggested.
Bao clicked his tongue and pointed to Mila through the phone. “Fifty points to you, girl. No matter who you are, I should be able to find a social security number associated with your name. Not for Holly Reading. She’s been wiped, which means she hired professionals to clear her information from every computer system that ever recorded her details, changed her name, falsified new personal documents, and embarked on a journey as a brand new person. Not cheap, by the way.”
Mila and I exchanged loaded looks, trying not to laugh.
“That’s a stretch, Bao,” I said.
“It doesn’t only happen in movies, ladies.”
“Let’s work with what we have,” I suggested. “Mila, talk to the parents if you can. Don’t out yourself as an investigator. Believe me, they won’t tell you anything if you do. Bao—Bao!”
He’d buried himself in a box of powdered donuts. When he glanced up, a layer of white powder coated his mustache.
“Get your guy working on that bank account,” I said. “And keep looking for Holly Reading.”
“Sure, but I won’t find anything.”
“Ask your hacker friend.”
“Okay, ay!” He chomped into his powdered donut and hung up.
Mila shook her head, grinning. “That guy’s a character. Carolina, you doing okay?”
She’d caught me staring blankly into the distance. I blinked myself awake. “I’m fine, I guess. This case is a lot bigger than I thought it would be.”
“Yeah, who knew you’d be breaking into a cult when you first got there?”
“It’s not a cult—Oh, God. I hope it’s not a cult.” I massaged the space between my eyes, where my stress headaches always culminated. “I’m starting to think I won’t find Vincenzo. It’s been days since he disappeared.”
Mila leaned closer to the camera to get my attention. “Hey, this isn’t the first time you’ve tracked a case where the kid seemed long gone. You found those, didn’t you?”
“Some of them,” I muttered.
“You can do this, Carolina,” she assured me. “You’ve already made tremendous progress. Bao and I have your back, too. We’ll get you the stuff you need.”
“What would I do without you?”
She flipped her wave of hair over one shoulder. “A whole lot less. That’s for damn sure.”
SINCE I COULDN’T DO MUCH ELSE besides wait for Mila and Bao to get back to me, I wandered to the main area of camp to spy on the goings-on. The initial chaos had burned out, contained by the arrival of the sheriff’s department. A pod of squad cars was parked in a half-moon formation, keeping the crowd of parents from dispersing farther across camp. A team of rookies casually monitored the situation and warded off questions. Sheriff Clayton, though, was nowhere in sight.
Peter, too, had excused himself from the matters, leaving the cops and older staff members to deal with the parents. I did spy Anne Margaret wearing permanent sternness and the usual pantsuit as she checked out the children who were being taken home by their parents. If the downward tilt of her entire face was any indication, she bore the brunt of the prying questions.
“Were our children safe?”
“Can we send them back next year?”
“What precautions are you putting into place to make sure this doesn’t happen again?”
Anne Margaret’s wrath emanated like poisonous fog from her, so tangible that I marveled at the parents with the audacity to keep asking questions.
“I assure you Camp Crescent Moon is perfectly safe,” she repeated to each parent. “This was a rare, tragic accident. It won’t happen again. Please reconsider.”
She convinced a few parents—the ones who clearly didn’t want their kids to come home early and had only shown up to feign decency—to leave without their children in tow. Most others, though, ignored Anne Margaret’s reassurances and demanded their offspring be summoned from whatever activities entertained them.
Steadily, the crowd of families dwindled. Once it was safe enough, I approached one of the rookie officers monitoring the traffic flow.
“You look familiar,” he said. “You’re the investigator, aren’t you?”
“That’s me,” I said. “This is the biggest event that’s happened in this backward town. Shouldn’t the sheriff be here?”
The rookie hooked his thumbs on his belt loop. “Sheriff Clayton’s busy, but he did ask us to give you an update if we saw you.”
“Oh, goody.”
“The body from the lake isn’t Vincenzo D’Agosto,” the rookie said.
“No kidding,” I deadpanned.
He raised his eyebrows. “You already knew?”
“Anyone with a brain could have figured that out,” I said. “That body was too far gone to be Vincenzo’s. Did the dimwits at your department manage to find out who it actually belonged to?”
The rookie held his tongue between his teeth and scuffed the dirt with his boots. “Nah, no idea.”
“Oh, buddy. You gotta work on your poker face.”
“Fine, we identified the body,” the rookie said. “But Clayton gave us specific orders not to tell you who it is.”
“Of course, he did.” I clapped him on the shoulder, sending his hand to his gun holster. “Don’t worry. I’ll give him a call.”
As more and more campers left with their parents, some of the counselors found themselves without charges. Deprived of their regular duties, they helped Anne Margaret organize the impromptu partial evacuation.
Only one of the boys from Vincenzo’s cabin was taken home. The rest, including Logan, the ultimate brat, stayed with Eric. Halley, on the other hand, found herself empty-handed. When she spotted me on the outskirts of the crowd, she skillfully navigated through the parents to plant herself beside me.
“Nuts, huh?” she said as we surveyed the ongoing mess. “This has never happened in the entire history of this camp. Even when the weather gets bad, no one picks up their kids.”
“Have you seen Cody around?” I asked.
“That jerkwad?” She wrinkled her nose. “Not recently. Why?”
“He’s been paying visits to my cabin in the middle of the night,” I said. “Pretending to be Mictian.”
Halley’s eyes widened. “No way.”
“Yup, caught him at it last night.” The clouds shifted, and the sun shone at the perfect angle to bounce into my eyes. I lifted my hand to my brow. “He said someone paid him to do it. Any ideas about that?”
Halley’s gaze crossed the parking lot and landed on the woman in the pink pantsuit. “Anne Margaret,” she said. “She’s the one who told us to stay away from you. I heard rumors that she was paying counselors to drive you off. She’s always had a soft spot for Cody, too.”
“Naturally.”
“What are you going to do?” Halley asked.
“Nothing,” I said, shrugging. “But it’s good to know who I can trust and who to watch out for. I can count on you, right?”
She raised an eyebrow. “I pulled a tick out of your neck. We’re bonded for life.”
“Gross, don’t remind me.”
We sat in comfortable silence and watched until the last of the parents ferried their children away. The clouds gathered again and darkened, beckoning a storm. It seemed fitting for the day’s events.
“How many kids do you think are left?” I asked Halley.
“I checked Anne Margaret’s log when she wasn’t looking,” she replied. “About a third of the camp got picked up. Still plenty of rascals to babysit here.”
“Do you think Peter will send the rest home?”
She half-scoffed half-laughed. “Are you kidding? Like Peter Noble would refund every camper’s tuition. Do you know how much people pay to be here per year?”
“No.”
“A lot.”
“I’ll take your word for it.”
“No, like, enough to pay for Noble’s house renovations,” she continued. “Enough to pimp his golf cart ride and his actual ride. Have you seen his car?”
“No—”
“It’s a Pagani Huayra. It’s worth over a million dollars.” She made a mocking gag. “I can’t stand people with that much money.”
Fat raindrops began to spill from the sky, prying us from our place on the sidelines. “Careful,” I warned Halley. “Keep talking like that, and you’ll definitely blow your cover.”
She broke into a jog, pulling the hood of her sweatshirt up to protect herself from the hardening rain. Over her shoulder, she called, “Get inside! Lightning’s coming.”
Within minutes, a roiling thunderstorm rolled in. Without a coat to keep me dry, I sprinted back to the cabin, slipping and sliding in the mud. I thought of Vincenzo; wherever he was, I doubted he was warm and dry.
At the cabin, I showered until the warm water ran out, washing mud down the drain. As the storm passed over, I reviewed the files from Peter’s office to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.
I paused on the last set of pictures, the ones I’d taken in haste so Peter wouldn’t catch me in his office. They were blurry, but not unreadable. With a bit of photoshop tinkering, I managed to make the font sharp enough to read without inducing a headache.
“More bank transactions,” I muttered, recognizing the spreadsheet format. I looked a little closer. “But between who?”
Two names leaped off the paper: Peter Noble and Joe Clayton. The camp director had not only financed Clayton’s bid for sheriff; he’d been paying thousands of dollars to the sheriff’s personal accounts since 1999.
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When the rain let up in the late afternoon, I left the comfort of the cabin and trudged to the main camp again. Most of the parents had gone. A few stragglers trundled in, collected their kids, and moved on, but I was glad to see the parking lot was clear. I climbed into my car and joined the line of vehicles leaving the camp. Deep tracks trapped the tires of my car, and I had to give it more gas to get through the muddy route that led to the main road. After what felt like forever, I finally emerged on the main road and steered toward the sheriff’s department.
Since most of the deputies were out at the camp, handling the situation there, the police offices were relatively quiet. Not much crime happened in this zip code unless you were on the Crescent Moon campgrounds.
I breezed past the front desk without so much as a glance at the rookie napping behind it. He noticed at the last second that I’d ignored him, made to get up, then changed his mind. As he sank into the rolling chair, I proceeded to the frosted glass door that separated the sheriff’s office from the rest of the building.
I didn’t knock, so Sheriff Clayton jumped when I threw the door open without warning. A woman in cutoff jean shorts, a damp T-shirt, and cowboy boots disengaged from where she was latched around the Sheriff’s waist.
“On the job, Sheriff?” I smirked. “Not setting a very good example for the rookies, are you?”
The woman, unfazed, patted Clayton’s shoulder and smiled. “See you later, baby.”
“Me too?” I asked as she strolled past me.
She lifted a mischievous eyebrow and looked me up and down. “Sure, why not?”
When she was gone, Clayton cleared his throat and straightened his collar. “She’s my wife. She’s allowed to visit my office. You, on the other hand, can’t barge in here like you own the place.”
To contradict him, I sat in the extra chair, put my feet on his desk, and folded my hands comfortably in my lap. I gestured to his rolling chair. “Take a seat, Clayton. We need to talk.”
He plopped down and took a tin of chewing tobacco from the desk drawer. With feverish need, he pinched a lump from the tin and tucked it into his bottom lip.
“I thought you quit,” I said.
“Quittin’s hard,” he replied, dumping his coffee mug into the trash to ready it for his spit. “What do you want?”
“Same thing as always. I want the truth.”
Clayton peered lazily from beneath half-closed eyelids. “I ain’t got time for your riddles and games, Miss Caccia. You wanna give it to me in layman’s terms?”
“Whose body did you find in the lake?”
“That’s classified.”
“Another kid?” I asked. “Because from what I’ve gathered, one child has disappeared from Camp Crescent per year since 1992. Except in 2003. Ring a bell?”
Clayton inhaled his tobacco flavored spit and broke into a hacking cough. Eyes streaming, he leaned over and shot a stream of brown liquid between his teeth and into his coffee mug. I didn’t bother to hide my discuss.
“How do you know that?” he rasped. “That’s—”
“Classified?” I said. “See, that’s the thing, Sheriff. I’m a P.I. and an ex-FBI agent, so the regular rules don’t apply to me. Nothing’s classified in my book.”
“You hacked my system,” he accused. “I knew the computers weren’t actin’ weird for no reason.”
“I didn’t need to hack you,” I said, though he wasn’t wrong. Bao and his technology-savvy friend had definitely dug around in Sheriff Clayton’s databases. “It was easy enough to put two and two together.”
I tapped the tips of my fingers together in rhythm with the country song playing from the crappy speakers hooked up to Clayton’s computer. We poker-faced each other, keeping all emotions off the table. Clayton studied me, determined to call my bluff. But when I smirked, and his upper lip twitched, I knew I’d won this round.
“Where did you get your information?” he asked. “Because I know you didn’t come across it legally.”
“It’s classified.”
Blood rushed to his face, and two bright red spots shone high on his cheeks. As he took on the merry, flushed appearance of a younger Santa Claus, his air of nonchalant authority vanished.
I peeled a fresh sticky note from his stack and took a pen from his desk. “Let’s make this easy. Can you tell me what this number means to you?”
I slid the sticky note toward him. When he caught sight of the number—the amount of cash Peter Noble had deposited to Clayton’s bank account last month—his fingers curled into a fist. He crumpled the paper and threw it into the trash can.
“Where did you get that?” he hissed.
“Doesn’t matter,” I said, not bothering to lower my voice. “What does matter is that Peter Noble has been transferring thousands of dollars to your private accounts for years, ever since you became Sheriff, in fact.”
“They’re donations,” Clayton said. “To the department.”
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but donations are deposited into a company account,” I countered. “Managed by a company, not an individual. Are you saying you personally manage Noble’s donations? Because that seems a bit shady to me. What would the people of this fine county say if they knew their sheriff was skimming money from donations?”
“It’s not a good idea to blackmail me,” he said, trying to regain some of the dignity he’d lost when I walked into his office. “I can make life difficult for you.”
“Aw, I love threats,” I replied. “That’s so sweet of you. Let’s not call it blackmail, though. Let’s call it a trade.”
Clayton spat again. “You ain’t got nothin’ I want.”
“I have information,” I replied. “Proof of every transaction between you and Peter Noble, including all the funds he ‘donated’ to your campaign for Sheriff. I’ll trade you for my silence.”
He didn’t want to take the deal. His leg bounced nervously under the desk while he pondered his options. “What’s the catch?”
“Tell me everything you know about Camp Crescent Moon.”
A dark look took over his face. “You don’t know wanna know, ma’am. You ain’t seen what I’ve seen.”
“Try me.”
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Clayton shifted aside his spitting mug and got comfortable in his chair. “You’ve been at Crescent Moon for long enough. You take a seat around the campfire at all?”
“Once or twice.”
“Hear any good stories?”
Somehow, I knew exactly what he was talking about. “One kid told us about Mictian, the death demon who lives in the hills and eats children.”
Clayton’s throat bobbed as he swallowed anxiously. “It ain’t no story.”
“Don’t play with me.”
“I’m not,” he promised. The skin around his eyes softened, a sign he wasn’t lying. At least, he believed his own words. “The demon’s real, and he takes one kid from Camp Crescent Moon every year.”
We held each other’s gaze until Clayton needed to spit again. I parted my lips to speak then closed them again. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to say to a man who believed in ghost stories.
“You’re pulling my leg,” I accused him.
“No, Miss Caccia. I ain’t.” He twisted around to unlock a filing cabinet in the corner. From the bottom drawer, he pulled a stack of files and plopped them on the desk. “My rookie year, I got thrown into this case. Kid by the name of Griffin Millican vanished from Camp Crescent Moon. We figured he ran away because kidnappings and the like don’t happen much around here. This is a quiet town, miss.”
He opened the oldest file and showed me a photo of Griffin, the same photo I had saved on my computer from Peter’s files.
“He was fourteen. We swept the entire camp and several miles out, same as we did this year for Vincenzo. Didn’t find a thing. Weird enough, his mama didn’t seem too bothered. She cried and all but got over it right quick.
“After camp ended and a few months went by, we near forgot about Griffin.” He tucked Griffin’s file to the bottom of the pile and flipped open the second. “Then the next year, ‘round the same time, Anita Santos vanished. Nine years old. I got assigned to the case since I knew the area real well. We set up a search grid, combed the entire town for the girl, and came up short again.”
His hands trembled as he shuffled through Anita’s paperwork and fumbled for the corner of a photograph that lay face down in the file. “About a week after she disappeared, we did locate her. But she looked like this.”
Clayton turned over the photograph, and my stomach lurched. Instead of a girl, the picture featured a pile of bones in a roughly human shape. The skin and muscle had been torn away. The heart and brain were missing, though other organs remained relatively intact. Despite my nausea, I leaned in for a closer look.
“Are those… bite marks?”
By the girl’s ear, which had amazingly remained attached to her skull, a pattern of grooves decorated the small piece of unblemished skin.
“That they are,” Clayton said gravely. He kept his eyes on the ceiling, unwilling to study the photo for longer than necessary. “Don’t you see, Carolina? She was eaten.”
“That doesn’t prove Mictian exists.”
“Doesn’t it?” he countered. “Every single year since 1991, a camper disappears, and I can’t do a damn thing to stop it.”
“Have you tried?”
“Of course I’ve tried!” he said heatedly. “Why do you think I became sheriff in the first place? Do I strike you as a natural-born leader, miss?”
Funnily enough, I surmised the answer he expected to hear was “no,” but I didn’t give it to him. Against all the odds, he didn’t deserve it.
I tapped the picture. “These were made by human teeth. I’d think a demon might leave a more interesting mark.”
“Believe what you want. I know Mictian exists.”
“Do you have more proof? More bodies?”
Clayton put away Anita’s file so he didn’t have to keep avoiding the picture. “No, Mictian wised up after we found Anita’s body. Every subsequent year, we never found any remains. Maybe a blood trail here or there, but never a body. Regardless, we knew those kids were long gone. Eaten, too.”
“So there’s something in the woods taking children and presumably consuming them,” I said. “Why haven’t you caught it yet? What have you done to stop it?”
“Everything,” he answered with a full exhalation of breath. “Once we realized it was a pattern, we put precautions in place to protect the camp. We erected a barbed wire fence around the perimeter, stationed guards at night, installed security cameras with night vision. It didn’t matter what measures we took. A child always disappeared anyway. The barbed wire was cut through, our guards ended up unconscious with no memory of being attacked, and the cameras were sabotaged.”
I let down my hair and massaged my aching scalp. “What does Peter have to do with all of this? Why is he giving you money?”
“When I ran for Sheriff, I went up against the best cop in my class,” Clayton said. “I had no chance of winning. But the other guy, Weston, didn’t have any plans to protect the camp. He called it a non-issue. I knew if he became sheriff, those kids would never be safe. So I went to Peter.” He took off his Stetson and set it aside. His forehead bore a red line from the hat’s collar. “He’d been camp director for a while by that point, and he was the only one as concerned as me about the kids. Peter’s got a lot of pull, around here and everywhere else. I asked him to back me for sheriff and promised no more kids would disappear from Camp Crescent Moon.”
“How’d that work out for ya?”
He grimaced. “Well, I won the election, but the kids kept vanishing. At first, Peter funded new resources for the project. He helped me buy the cameras and drones and such to look for the kids.”
“Wait,” I said. “Peter helped you look for the kids?”
“Why wouldn’t he?”
I kept my mouth shut. Obviously, Clayton didn’t know that Peter had handpicked the kids who vanished each year. “Never mind. Go on.”
“After a while, it was pretty obvious we couldn’t stop the disappearances,” Clayton said wearily. “So we switched tactics. Damage control rather than preventative measures. Nowadays, Peter pays me to keep things quiet. I make sure nobody beyond this tiny town ever hears about the mysterious ghost story of Camp Crescent Moon. Until now, that is. I suppose I have you to thank for that.”
“I didn’t tell anyone,” I said. “My job’s easier without reporters and journalists sticking their nose in my business. Parents, too.”
Clayton collected phlegm from the back of his throat and hocked it into his mug with another stream of tobacco residue. “I’m tired, Miss Caccia. Maybe it’s a good thing you rooted me out. If you find Vincenzo D’Agosto, it’ll be a miracle.”
WHEN I RETURNED to Camp Crescent Moon, my head spinning with Sheriff Clayton’s admissions, the last of the parents had finally dissipated. I parked in the muddy lot and turned toward my cabin, but a glimpsed of Peter’s pink polo through a window pulled my feet in a different direction.
In the lobby of the main building, I planted a twenty-dollar bill in front of the counselor who manned the desk and phones. “I was never here,” I told him.
The counselor saluted and tucked the twenty into his back pocket. Maneuvering around him, I made my way to the same small office Peter had cornered me in that morning. I lingered outside, listening through the slightest crack in the door.
“I don’t understand how this could have happened,” Anne Margaret was saying. “We did everything right. We don’t deserve this.”
“It’s that buffoon, Clayton,” Peter replied. “I knew I couldn’t trust him. For Christ’s sake, do you know how much money I give that man to prevent the exact thing that happened today? Wait until I get ahold of him. I’ll throttle—”
“Easy, Petey.”
Petey? I gagged at the cutesy nickname and the loving way that Anne Margaret said it. Did everyone fall at Peter’s feet?
Peter loosed a hot breath. “What did you tell the parents? Are they coming back next year? Do they know about the other disappearances?”
“One thing at a time,” Anne Margaret replied. “No one knows about the camp’s history, so that’s good. Clayton kept his word there. As for the camp’s financial future, I managed to negotiate with most of the parents. They’ll receive partial refunds for this year’s tuition.”
Peter groaned.
“We’ll recover,” she assured him. “It could have been a lot worse. We’ll still make a profit.”
“Did we lose any stars?” Peter asked.
Confused by the question, I awaited Anne Margaret’s answer.
“The Vandenbergs and the Astors both pulled their children,” she said, eliciting another pained moan from Peter. “But I convinced them to return next year. The other star families called to check-in but didn’t arrive today.”
Star families. The biggest names and the wealthiest people who had children at Camp Crescent Moon. No wonder Peter was worried.
“That’s good,” Peter said. “We can work with that.”
“I have everything under control, Petey.”
A chair scraped, and I heard the scratch of fabric against fabric. Peter’s next moan came out muffled, as if his mouth were pressed somewhere against Anne Margaret’s body. Twitching, I banished the image of them together. Apparently, Peter pursued multiple women other than his wife. I wondered if Missy knew about all of them.
When a kiss echoed from the office, I itched to flee the scene, but I couldn’t risk missing out on more of their conversation. Peter sighed heavily.
“What would I do without you, Annie?”
“Luckily, you’ll never have to find out. I’m here for you,” Anne Margaret whispered. “I always was, and I always will be.”
“Even though I married someone else?”
She patted his chest, affectionately. “I know we couldn’t be together then. It would have caused too much of a ruckus. Don’t worry, I forgive you.”
“Thank God.”
When the sound of a zipper coming undone met my ears, I tiptoed away from the door. I did not need to listen to whatever Anne Margaret and Peter intended to do next. Once outside, I glanced back at the window to the office, but someone had pulled the shades closed.
Halley bumped into me outside the dining hall, carrying two smoothies. She offered one to me. “Want it? The ladies at the caf are being super cool since we have way fewer mouths to feed now.”
I accepted the green concoction and sipped. The cool sweetness of cucumber and pineapple soothed my stressed nerves and warm skin.
“Hear anything new since this morning?” I asked Halley.
“Not really,” she replied. “We cut the bottom teams of the color war and redistributed those campers to other teams. They were pleased to move up in the competition.”
“I thought that was supposed to end today.”
“The rain put us behind. See that rope?” She pointed toward the lake, where a crowd of campers had begun to gather. About six feet in the air, a thick rope stretched across the beach. “Whichever team builds the fire that burns the rope first wins an extra two hundred and fifty points for the competition. The winner of this game almost always wins the entire competition. Want to watch? It’s pretty entertaining, and given that all the wood is wet, it’s sure to be a crap show.”
“You’re really selling it,” I said dryly.
“Come on.” She linked her arm through mine and dragged me toward the lake. “What else do you have to do anyway?”
She was kind of right. Until I figured out what lingered in the woods, eating children, I had no plans. Halley and I joined the crowd of counselors and staffers, while the remaining four teams of campers—red, purple, blue, and orange—psyched themselves up for the final competition.
An air horn sounded, and the campers leaped into action. They dispersed into the trees to find dry wood for their fire. We hollered like super fans at a sports game as the kids dropped logs and kindling at their designated campsite. The red team, who worked closest to the tree line, pulled ahead. Within a few minutes, Wendy Cheng—the girl who Cody had disqualified from the obstacle course race a couple days ago—struck flint and steel together to produce a couple of sparks. With Wendy’s coaxing, the dry grasses and straw began to smoke. The tiniest flame rose from the middle.
The sidelines roared their approval while the red team worked to preserve their lead. The orange team got a fire going then lost it when a gust of strong wind blew off the lake. Unlike the red team, they hadn’t built a protective barrier around their starter fire.
Before long, three out of four teams tended three-foot flames. The orange team still struggled to keep theirs going. The campers threw more wood into the blaze, building up the infernos until the flames almost licked the rope overhead.
I leaned toward Halley. “Is this safe?”
“Totally,” she said. “Fire safety is, like, the first thing campers learn when they get here. We’ve never had an incident.”
But Murphy’s Law was well established at Camp Crescent Moon. Without warning, an entire tree went up in red-hot flames, but no one seemed to know how it happened. The campers panicked, screaming as the counselors jumped into action. Halley leaped from her place beside me, picked up a waiting bucket, and ran right into the lake.
I ushered children away from the blaze and herded them toward the main building. While the counselors extinguished the competition's fires with lake water, they couldn’t contain the flames in the trees. They jumped from one branch to the next, steadily creeping toward the cabins where the campers slept. A spark flashed, and the roof of the closest cabin caught fire.
Sirens roared and red lights flashed as a fire truck and an ambulance ignored the end of the road and screamed across the campgrounds. I yanked campers out of the way as a team of fully dressed firefighters filed out of the truck. The hose unraveled, and the fire hissed as the water hit it. Smoke billowed from the cabin’s roof, but it hadn’t spread to any other buildings yet.
One firefighter braved the inferno, kicked in the cabin door, and ducked inside. When he emerged, he carried a familiar-looking blonde in his arms. A patch of her shoulder was bright-red, but she appeared otherwise unharmed. As the firefighter took her to the ambulance, where paramedics administered oxygen and checked her airways, I realized where I’d seen the camper.
She was the girl Cody had been making out with under the A-frame after the obstacle course. The paramedics loaded her into the rig and drove away. Meanwhile, I did a visual sweep of the camp until I spotted Cody.
He stood by the red team’s extinguished fire and watched the disembarking ambulance. His expression was unreadable, but when he noticed I was looking at him, he bowed his head and walked off.
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T  he smell of burning wood lingered through the night and the next morning. The ruined cabin and blackened earth reminded everyone of the extremely close call. The color war top prize had been awarded to the red team, but the usual reward ceremony went by the wayside. The members of the red team grumbled that they hadn’t received the recognition they deserved, though other campers half-heartedly joked that the firefighters had paraded through camp in the red team’s honor. No other team, after all, had managed to set several trees and a cabin ablaze.
The fire served as a catalyst for the camp’s increasingly chaotic vibes. When I arrived at breakfast in the dining hall that day and saw what awaited me, my jaw nearly hit the floor.
Black and white pictures papered the walls with the faces of every child who had ever gone missing from Camp Crescent Moon. I tore the closest one off the wall to examine. Beneath the photo, a few bullet points listed the camper’s name, the year they had vanished, and a single question: Who is Peter Noble?
While the campers munched on waffles and fruit, they studied the posters like admirers in an art gallery. I joined the line for omelets and listened to the various conversations.
“Dude, so that Vincenzo kid’s probably dead, right?” one fifteen-year-old boy said to his bunkmate. “I heard the cops never found those other kids.”
“I heard the cops found a body that had been eaten,” the bunkmate replied.
“Eaten? Like, for real, eaten?”
“Yeah, dude.”
The cook asked me twice for my omelet preferences before I processed the question. I said tomatoes instead of onions—I hated tomatoes—too distracted by the teenagers’ discussion. How had they figured out the truth? Who had posted the pictures? Surely, it was someone who knew of Peter’s involvement. Otherwise, his name wouldn’t be stamped at the bottom of every poster in bold red ink.
“I heard Peter Noble sacrifices the kids to some weird witch,” another girl chimed in. “That’s how he looks so young. You guys know he’s, like, eighty-something, right?”
“No way,” countered the first boy. “No way he’s older than forty.”
She shrugged suggestively. “Or is he selling his soul and taking shots of campers’ blood to maintain his youth?”
“Don’t be gross, Cece.”
Wendy Cheng plunked her breakfast tray between the arguing parties. She swapped her bran muffin for the younger boy’s lemon poppyseed one.
“Hey!” he protested.
“I like the lemons one better,” Wendy said, biting into the muffin to officially lay claim to it. “You got the last one. Plus, I heard you were constipated, Devon. The bran will help with that. Keeps ya moving.”
Devon blushed deeply and muttered something under his breath.
“By the way, you’re both wrong,” Wendy added.
None of the campers realized or cared that I stood close enough to hear everything they were saying.
“Peter’s not sacrificing kids.”
“Then what’s he doing with them?” Devon challenged.
Wendy tapped his nose condescendingly. “He’s selling them into sex slavery.”
“Shut up,” the other campers said with various levels of disbelief.
“No way,” said the first girl. “You made that up.”
Wendy shrugged and lifted her tray. “Believe what you want, but if you see Peter coming toward you…” She lowered her face to meet Devon’s and whispered, “Run.” Grinning at his terror, she waved at the younger kids. “Later, rug rats.”
By the end of breakfast, everyone at Camp Crescent Moon seemed convinced that Peter Noble was a headhunter for an international ring of sex slavers that operated out of Bulgaria. The rumor spread quicker than last night’s fire, but no one knew its origin. Nevertheless, the campers grew restless. Kids, I’d learned from my own, did not like being taken advantage of by adults. As I returned my tray to be washed, I overheard plans of vengeance hatching at every table.
Throughout the day, those plans took action. The campers treated Peter with charming smiles, friendly waves, and general affection to his face, but as soon as he turned his back, their expressions turned sour. Shortly before lunchtime, a rogue player “accidentally” peppered Peter’s chest with paintballs. Covered in pink splotches that were bound to bruise, Peter pretended to forgive the guilty player and climbed into his golf cart, only to discover that all four tires had been slashed.
Muttering murderously, Peter abandoned the cart and continued to the first aid clinic on foot. As soon as he was out of sight, two other campers stole the bag of golf clubs from the cart’s trunk, swam to the middle of the lake, towing their prize between them, and forced the expensive sporting equipment underwater. Everyone cheered as the clubs disappeared and raised a stream of bubbles.
Staff and counselors alike turned a blind eye to the campers’ poor behavior. It was no secret that the employees—janitors, cooks, maids, and custodians—were not allowed to enjoy the camp’s amenities during their free hours. I witnessed the omelet chef pointedly look away as a camper stole five huge cartons of eggs to do who-knew-what with. Not long after, a man cleaning the main toilets handed off a bag of garbage at another camper’s request. Later, Peter stormed from his fancy private office—ice packs taped across his bruised chest—yelling about the soiled toilet paper that had mysteriously ended up strewn all over his desk.
The counselors, most of whom had once been campers themselves, did nothing to alleviate Peter’s stress. If confronted, they feigned ignorance of the campers’ behavior and promised to punish their tribe accordingly. One such incident saw Eric very sternly accepting a talking-to from Anne Margaret while one of his young campers wore a convincing look of shame. Once Anne Margaret moved on, Eric and the camper broke into twin smiles and high-fived.
The insanity progressed throughout the day until word spread that Peter and Anne Margaret had given up trying to maintain control. According to the campers, both adults had left the grounds for a calming spa retreat until evening, causing celebration for everyone.
The chefs made an extra-special dinner of burgers, fries, and milkshakes—none of which were usually served at Crescent Moon because they weren’t “healthy.” I enjoyed my meal with toppings of bacon, goat cheese, and homemade garlic aioli. It was quite possibly the best, most gourmet burger I’d ever eaten. For dessert, they rolled out triple chocolate cake and hand-churned vanilla ice cream. Though my sweet tooth had already been satisfied by the milkshake, I couldn’t deny myself the cake.
Halley found me with my teeth full of chocolate icing. Her eyes glistened, and she laughed for no reason at all. “This is more like it!” she sang. “I think you owe me a bit of thanks, Carolina.”
“What for?” I asked through a second mouthful.
She scooted closer. “Who do you think started the rumor about Peter?”
I nearly choked and reached for my water to help wash down the dessert. “That was you? Halley, why would you say something like that?”
“To distract Peter while you finish your investigation,” Halley answered. “Besides, it’s probably true.”
“It’s not true,” I said. “At least, I don’t think it is.”
“Whatever. It worked, right? Peter’s gone.”
“For now.” I pushed aside what remained of my cake. If I took another bite, I risked the seams of my shorts splitting. “He’s going to come back eventually.”
She planted her elbow on the table. “You mean to tell me Peter’s been preoccupied the whole day, and you haven’t taken advantage of it? What are you waiting for, woman?”
“You have chaotic good energy,” I grumbled.
Halley took the rest of my cake. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
In all the hubbub, I had not heard anything about how Peter’s wife, Missy, was handling the uprising. According to Halley, she hardly left the director’s house. The campers rarely saw her during regular hours, and she only emerged for special events, like the end of year ceremony at the closest country club, to which the most prestigious campers with the biggest potentials were invited. I wonder what Missy thought of Peter’s spa date with Anne Margaret.
Missy and Peter had known each other for almost twenty years. If anyone knew dirty details about the infamous camp director, it would be her. But how could I insert myself into Missy’s life without seeming too eager? Then again, at dinner the other night, she appeared rather eager herself.
Taking a risk, I asked the kitchen for two servings of their best dish: pot roast, garlic mashed potatoes, and sauteed kale that tasted like heaven. Who knew garlic, shallots, and bacon could make me think of my least favorite vegetable as a delectable treat? The chefs were nice enough to box up everything, and they even gave me a carrying case to keep the food hot.
The staff revealed another secret to me when they found out I intended to walk all the way to the director’s house; the camp kept another golf cart for emergency purposes. No one dared use it without Peter or Anne Margaret’s expression permission, but since neither one of them was here, the staff reveled in my use of it as if living vicariously through me.
Someone also drew me a helpful map because the paths through the woods were many and confusing, and if I got lost, I certainly wouldn’t make it back. Though, admittedly, the staff seemed more concerned with the golf cart’s welfare than my own. Armed with my to-go dinner and a flashlight, I drove the cart into the trees, taking childlike glee behind the wheel. It wasn’t every day I got to play with a golf cart.
I kept my speed low. Unlike Peter and Missy, I didn’t know the forest as well. Plus, when they’d escorted me to and from the director’s house, nature all blurred into one thick green streak of paint. This time around, I admired the untouched ecosystem. Once deep enough in the trees, the local wildlife didn’t bother to hide. I spotted two rabbits, happily chewing leaves, a chipmunk with so many treats stuffed into his cheeks that he looked in danger of exploding, and even a small doe, who gazed at me through a gap in the trees without fear.
I stopped to watch her as she returned to grazing, my heart glowing with peace and quiet. That love swelled when a white-spotted fawn emerged from the undergrowth and joined its mother. Having lingered for too long already, it took all my willpower to leave. With the tip of my toe, I pressed the gas pedal, determined not to startle the deer. They did not balk at the soft hum of the engine, and I continued on with a wide smile and a sense of ease.
When I finally arrived at the director’s house, I learned what the campers had done with the stolen eggs from earlier that day. The walls and windows were stained with the dried yolk. The stench alone was enough to drive away even those with allergy-clogged sinuses, but I breathed through my mouth and parked the cart near the magnificent stone stairs.
A single maid scrubbed the egg stains with a mop and bucket, her brow moist with effort. I offered her a bottle of freshly squeezed lemonade from my basket. She gratefully accepted and leaned against the wall for a quick break before returning to the task at hand.
When I rang the bell, the door opened on its own. I hesitated to step inside; the talk of ghosts and the camp director’s haunted house rose goose bumps on my forearms.
Then an inconspicuous intercom flashed green, and Missy’s voice came over the speaker. “Come on in, Carolina,” she said. “I’ll be down in a minute.”
I stepped over the threshold and lingered awkwardly in the foyer. Missy soon descended an elegant staircase with a glass banister, wearing a silk robe and little else. She beamed as widely at me as she had when Peter was present. Not a show for her husband, then.
“I was hoping you might visit,” she said, the robe sweeping behind her as she took my shoulders and planted a light kiss on both of my cheeks. While I recovered, she relieved me of the food parcel and peeked inside. “And you brought dinner? I am a lucky gal.”
I trailed behind her as she led me to the poolside patio and set up our meals on the table there. Thankfully, the north-blowing wind coaxed the stench of half-rotten eggs away from this part of the house.
“I heard Peter’s been busy today,” I said, lowering myself into a chair while Missy fetched wine glasses and a bottle from a hidden chest. “So, I thought I’d come to check to see how the two of you are doing.”
“Off you go, Martha,” Missy said, waving aside a woman who had hurried over to help pour the wine. “Take the night off. Peter will never know.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Noble.”
“Just Missy, please.”
The woman smiled happily and skipped off. Missy poured the wine herself, giving both of us quite the heavy glass.
“Peter likes people to wait on him,” she said, somewhat tersely. “After eighteen years in this house, I’m still not used to it. We didn’t all grow up with a full staff at our house, though I do enjoy not having to vacuum this place.”
“Is Peter okay?” I asked, feigning concern. “I heard he had a rough time today.”
Missy waved aside the question. “Oh, hell, he’s fine. Anne Margaret ferried him off to some steam bath or another. I’m sure they’ll both come back relaxed and satisfied.”
She spoke the final word with a hint of bitterness, and I got the impression that she did know about Peter’s side mistress but didn’t much approve. What an extraordinarily strange set up the Nobles had, where some affairs were encouraged and others demeaned.
“Good,” I said. “After those atrocious rumors spread through the campers, they deserve a bit of relaxation. So do you.”
Her bunched eyebrows softened. “Aren’t you charming?”
I took the serving fork from her and arranged a portion of pot roast and side dishes on her plate. “I don’t think I heard last time I was here—how did you and Peter meet?”
“Oh, it’s a bit of a scandal.” She winked impishly. “Though I had the attributes of a woman worthy of Peter’s attention—formal training, Ivy League education, societal impact—I lacked a family name to compete with the other potential wives vying for this affection. Alas, Peter and I met at a university bar while I was touring schools, and that was that.”
“A bar?” I asked. “I figured the two of you met at Camp Crescent Moon.”
She shook her head. “No, indeed. Anyway, you should have seen his father’s face when he brought me home. Our marriage caused a rift in their relationship, though Peter claims he never got along well with his father.”
“No?” I asked. This was new information to me. When Peter mentioned his father before, he had used irreverent, admiring tones. “What happened between them?”
“This and that,” she replied vaguely. “Peter was always doing something the Noble family would never approve of. Regardless, Peter was shocked when his father died. He never thought he’d have to take over the camp at such a young age.”
“Did he enjoy it?” I sipped the wine. This time, Missy had served a strong cabernet, which suited me much more than the sweet white from before. “Running the camp, I mean?”
“Very much so,” she confirmed. “He still does.”
“He’s never had second thoughts?” I said. “I find family expectations so difficult to fulfill. I wonder how Peter handles it.”
She slowly rotated her wine glass by the base, gazing through it to the warped version of the pool. “From the beginning, Peter separated his father from running the camp. He wanted to do things his own way, especially since Crescent had been steadily losing money. Peter’s business plan helped elevate this place to new levels. He’s only stepped aside once, to let the board of directors run the camp in 2003. He came down with a horrible case of mononucleosis and didn’t have the strength to complete his duties that summer.”
I did not ask where Peter might have contracted mono, considering the virus was most often spread by kissing. If Missy hadn’t gotten sick, Peter obviously picked up the illness from yet another lover. At least I knew why he hadn’t run the camp that year.
“Would you like to see pictures?” Missy asked unexpectedly, shifting to the end of her seat. “I have entire photo albums of our younger years. It’s fun to reminisce every once in a while.”
“I would love that!” I crooned.
She squealed excitedly. “Hold on one moment.”
When she returned, she carried a stack of albums. I pushed aside our half-eaten meals so she could set them on the table. She opened the first.
“That’s from the year we met,” she said.
I browsed through the album, turning the delicate pages with caution. Peter had certainly grown into his looks. In his late teens, his nose was too big, and he had not yet mastered dressing for his lanky body type. His slacks hung low on his hips, so the tucked-in shirt made his torso unnaturally long. Ironically, the pants were too short for his legs and revealed a fair bit of bare ankle, white socks, and ugly brown shoes. He smiled with only half of his face, maybe to hide the crooked tooth on the opposite side of his mouth. Still, I liked this version of Peter far more than the suave “gentleman” who roamed the campgrounds these days.
Missy, to no one’s surprise, had always been beautiful. I almost asked what she had seen in Peter, as she was so far out of his league, but I contained the rude question. Peter had money, of course. But I hoped he’d wooed Missy with his personality as much as his wallet. Odds were slim, though.
“Look at this one.” She slid an eight-by-ten photograph from the second album. “This was taken on the last day of camp during Peter’s first year as director. Those were all the campers and counselors that did exceptionally well.”
I studied the photograph. Peter stood front and center in a group of about thirty people, most of whom were much younger than him. On one side of the new director stood Missy, wearing an elated smile. A shiny engagement ring glistened on her finger.
A young girl, maybe fifteen or so, stood on Peter’s other side. I examined her profile, trying to figure out why she seemed familiar to me. She wore a silver bracelet with a heart-shaped charm on it, the personal engraving impossible to read. When I couldn’t place her, I almost returned the photo to Missy when something else caught my eye.
Peter’s hand—the one not wrapped around Missy—rested low on the young camper’s hip, low enough to reach her buttocks. Unlike everyone else who looked at the camera, the camper gazed admiringly at Peter with an unmistakable expression of romantic love.
“No…” I murmured.
“Hmm?” Missy said, glancing over my shoulder.
I gave her the photo. “I just can’t believe how young Peter looks in these pictures.”
“Isn’t it wild?” Missy shook her head, smiling. “He was quite the man.”
Thinking of Peter with the young camper lifted the hair on my arms. “Quite,” I agreed.
WHEN I RETURNED to the camp sometime later, Sheriff Clayton and his posse of rookie officers had arrived to restore order. He lazed against his patrol car and watched as campers removed the posters from the dining hall to bag and recycle them.
“Late night?” he asked when he saw me.
“Visiting Missy.” I tilted my chin toward the many posters. “Do you know anything about this?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Funny, because I’m pretty sure the only people who have those kids’ pictures are you and me,” I said. “And I didn’t hang those posters.”
“Huh. Imagine that.”
When I caught his eye, he winked and smirked. So it had been him. I leaned next to him, pretending to supervise the kids.
“Never anticipated having you as an ally,” I said quietly. “What changed your mind?”
“Thought about what you said,” he replied, equally muted. “Started puttin’ two and two together.”
“Peter?”
“You didn’t say anything outright ‘bout him,” Clayton replied. “But somethin’ seemed off. Your cohort over there caught us in the act.” He nodded toward Halley, who helped the campers tie up the bags. “She offered to start the rumor about Peter. Wasn’t so sure it was a good idea, but I figured why not give the bastard somethin’ to worry about.”
“So you’ll help me?” I asked. “To figure out what he’s doing with those kids?”
Clayton unwrapped a piece of bubble gum, tossed it in the air, and caught it with his mouth. A young camper glanced over. Clayton tossed a second piece to her, then put his finger to his lips. She grinned conspiratorially and tucked the bubble gum into her pocket.
“Helps me not to chew worse things,” Clayton said of the gum. “Want a piece?”
“No, thanks. Did you hear me?”
“I heard,” he replied wearily. “But I can’t. Peter’s got too much of a hold over this town. If I help you, he’ll make sure I never find another job in law enforcement.”
“You could save lives,” I pressed, turning toward him. “You could stop this like you always wanted.”
Clayton blew a fat bubble, then sucked it into his mouth and popped it between his teeth. “Look, I won’t stand in your way anymore. That’s about all I can offer.” He tipped the brim of his Stetson. “Good luck, Carolina. I truly mean that.”
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I f Peter and Anne Margaret returned to camp that night, they did it under the cover of darkness to avoid backlash from the campers. By morning, the place had been completely cleared of the damage inflicted yesterday. The posters were gone, and someone had installed new tires on Peter’s golf cart. The only wrong that had not been reversed was the thievery of Peter’s bag and clubs. Since no one could dive to the bottom of the murky lake, the campers didn’t bother to retrieve them.
Though he hadn’t agreed to help, Sheriff Clayton’s blessing renewed my dedication to the case. At the very least, I no longer had the local police hiding facts from me, and Clayton had finally opened his eyes to see Peter Noble for what he truly was: a total scumbag.
The deputies’ presence kept campers and counselors from causing any more trouble. Though Clayton had gone, he had left a few rookies behind to keep an eye on things. No one dared commit the same crimes from yesterday, so they did the next best thing. They tracked me down to tell me everything they knew about Peter.
“He leaned over me once in the dining hall,” said one girl, about sixteen years old. “And put his arm on the table to, like, trap me there. It was so creepy.”
“Last year,” a ten-year-old reported five minutes later, “a girl went into Peter’s office… and never came out!”
All in all, I liked it better when none of the campers would talk to me. After listening to their cases, I asked every single one if they knew anything about Vincenzo. A few campers remembered him but didn’t interact with him. Other than Alan, Vincenzo’s music buddy, no one had made friends with him or realized he was gone until the posters went up.
At lunchtime, Anne Margaret finally reappeared, today wearing a lilac pantsuit with a frilly high-collared undershirt. She mounted the small stage in the dining hall and cleared her throat with such vibrato that it resonated throughout the entire room. The campers fell quiet, glancing up from their food to await Anne Margaret’s announcement.
“Let’s be clear,” Anne Margaret said firmly. “Yesterday’s shenanigans are not to be repeated. Camp Crescent Moon has a no-tolerance policy. Should you choose to violate that policy, you will be expelled for the rest of the summer without a refund for tuition.”
Most of the campers rolled their eyes and went back to eating. Money meant little to the nation’s wealthiest children. They would lose nothing except a few more weeks at camp and maybe their parents’ respect.
Anne Margaret, however, wasn’t finished. She clapped her hands three times. Before the poster incident, the entire hall would have fallen silent. Now, the talk decrescendoed to a steady murmur, but no one paused their conversations entirely.
“As you all know, we have been steadily monitoring the storm in the Atlantic,” she said, choosing to ignore the campers’ lack of attention. “Elise has strengthened to a category two hurricane, and the news is predicting that she will grow even stronger before she makes landfall.”
“I thought it was going to hit Florida!” one camper called.
“As much as we’d prefer Elise to hit that awful bog instead of our beautiful state, we cannot control its path,” Anne Margaret answered. “It has turned toward North Carolina. We may still catch a break, but we cannot forego preparations. For those of you who have weathered a storm here at Camp Crescent Moon before, you are responsible for teaching others how we buckle down. For now, regular activities will continue as planned. However, please listen to the staff and your counselors, as we might face a change in schedule at any minute. That’s all. You are dismissed.”
As Anne Margaret climbed off her pedestal, the campers chatted about the oncoming storm. I hadn’t checked the weather report as of late, but a category two hurricane was nothing to sneer about. We’d been hit harder, but I preferred not to call my insurance company if I didn’t have to. I stepped outside to call Amos, who knew better than anyone how to prepare for a storm.
“How’s the case?” he asked. “Find your kid yet?”
“No, and I’m getting nervous,” I replied. “Have you been watching Elise?”
“Don’t worry, I’ve been keeping an eye on her,” my ex-husband replied. “To be honest, I’m glad the kids are out of state.”
“Can you check on my house?” I asked. “I’d do it myself, but—”
“You’re too busy saving kids. I get it.” Amos chuckled under his breath. “Yeah, Pilar and I can go over there later. You want me to put the storm shutters up too?”
“If it’s not too much trouble.”
“You’re lucky I love you, Caccia.”
“Oh, hush,” I scolded. But before hanging up, I quickly added, “Whatever. I love you, too.”
I SWUNG in the hammock on my cabin’s porch, enjoying the nice weather while it lasted. The sky shone bright blue, not a cloud in sight. If you’d never been through a storm before, you might think the news was wrong. How could it be so sunny when a hurricane was on the way? I knew from experience that the clear sky was a warning sign; the storm was sucking up all the moisture in the air. When it finally arrived, this sunny day would be long forgotten.
My phone caught a few bars and rang, displaying Mila’s number. I answered her video conference request hastily. When she materialized, she was sitting in her home office, surrounded by mounds of paperwork.
“I found Holly Reading,” she declared without a hello. “I’m sending you the information now.”
I turned on my hot spot and waited for my laptop to connect. As I opened the file Mila had emailed, I asked, “Anything good?”
“You tell me,” she replied. “To be honest, I have no idea how some random camper ended up donating thousands of dollars later.”
I clicked on the first document and recognized the familiar paperwork that every parent had to fill out for their child before the summer started at Camp Crescent Moon. Holly Reading’s information was relatively generic. At the time the paperwork had been filled out, she was fourteen years old. She excelled in “logical reasoning” and “communication” at school, and she had a dairy allergy that the Crescent Moon chefs “needed to be aware of,” according to Holly’s mother.
“Is this all?” I asked Mila, skimming the rest of the packet. Emergency contacts, primary care doctor, home address, etc. “You didn’t find anything more recent?”
“Nope,” she said. “I think that’s why Bao couldn’t dig up anything. He didn’t go back far enough. After this year at camp, Holly Reading vanished.”
I double-checked my files, worried I might have accidentally skipped over Holly’s, but no Holly Reading appeared. “She isn’t on my list of missing kids,” I told Mila. “Are you sure she’s gone?”
“There are no public records of her past her fourteenth birthday.” Mila shifted aside a stack of papers on her desk to make room for…another stack of papers. She licked her finger and turned the first page. “I looked everywhere. No driver’s license. No arrest record. No hospitalizations.”
I clicked on Holly’s paperwork again. “What about her parents? Jean and John Reading exist somewhere, right?”
“They do,” Mila confirmed. “But they became ex-patriots in 1995 and moved to Nice, France. No updated personal information on them, either.”
“But you found their records?”
“Yes, they aren’t hidden or wiped like Holly’s.”
“So, what happened to their kid?” I muttered.
“Does she look familiar?”
I checked Mila’s screen to make sure I’d heard her correctly. “Do you have a picture? I don’t see it in these files.”
“Whoops, I forgot to send it. Hang on.” She stuck her pen between her teeth to type on her computer. Around the writing utensil, she said, “There ya go. Check it out.”
The photo loaded in stages. I squinted at the screen until the pixels solidified into a solid picture. When Holly Reading’s face finally appeared, I inhaled too quickly and caught a gnat in my throat.
Mila, subtly amused, watched as I hocked the bug into the grass. “I’m guessing you know her.”
“Yeah,” I wheezed. “I’m pretty sure Peter Noble had an affair with her.”
“Seriously? So he’s seen her lately?”
I shook my head. “No, when she was at camp. I’ve seen a picture of them during his first year as director. He practically had his hand on her butt.”
The realization landed slowly on Mila. “Wait…you mean Peter was dating a fourteen-year-old when he was” —she checked her notes— “twenty-two?”
“It’s a guess,” I said. “But if you saw the photo, you’d guess the same thing.”
Mila stared dumbly at Holly’s picture. “But she was a child. He was a grown man. How is that possible?”
“I think we can safely say Peter Noble has all sorts of disreputable habits,” I replied. “He was already engaged to Missy by then.”
“Wonder if she knew about his child bride.”
“I don’t think so.” I readjusted myself to balance better in the hammock. “Actually, I get the feeling that Missy doesn’t know anything about Peter. Other than his love for extramarital affairs, but she seems to like that.”
“How are we viewing polyamory in this case?” Mila asked objectively. “A healthy option for two consenting people in a loving relationship? Or a creepy excuse for Peter to screw whoever he wants?”
I recalled Missy’s eagerness and sensuality when she was around me. She’d been touchy-feely at lunch the other day, too, like she needed affection from someone—anyone—who wasn’t her husband. Then I remembered how she had reacted when I’d mentioned Anne Margaret.
“Maybe it’s both,” I suggested to Mila.
“God bless that woman,” Mila muttered. “What do you think happened to Holly Reading? Maybe Peter killed her to cover up their relationship?”
I looked at Holly Reading’s photo again. Her eyes were blank and expressionless, an emptiness I’d come to recognize as depression. She didn’t smile either, as if turning up her lips took too much effort. In the picture with Peter, she had been so happy and carefree. Even her posture was different, sturdier when she stood next to Peter. Was it the attention of an older man that changed everything about her?
“Why would Peter want to kill his campers?” I said, more to myself than to Mila.
“Sorry?”
The sun shifted, shining right onto my laptop screen. I rolled off the hammock and went inside, seeing spots as my eyes adjusted to the darker interior. I lay stomach down on the bed.
“Peter’s shady,” I said. “I’ve known that for a while, but I never confirmed a motive for him. If all these kids are dead, why did he kill them?”
“Maybe that rumor Halley started had some merit,” Mila said. “Do you think he was molesting them?”
I propped my chin on my fist. “I get the feeling it’s something else.”
“I’ve never known anyone with intuition as good as yours,” she replied. “Go with your gut. What’s it saying?”
I rolled over and drummed my fingers on my chest, concentrating on the reverberation across my collar bone. “It’s saying that I’m missing something, the last piece of the puzzle.”
“That reminds me,” Mila said. “I found an updated phone number for the mother of a victim. I spoke with her already, and she said she’s willing to talk to you.”
“Who was her kid?”
“Shoot, I have it written here somewhere.” She tossed a file on the floor to look underneath. When that got her nowhere, she glanced back at her computer screen and pulled a sticky note off its edge. “Aha! Ada Millican, mother of Griffin Millican.”
“That’s the first kid who ever vanished,” I said. “Nearly twenty years ago.”
“That’s something, right?”
“Definitely. Thanks, Mila. You’re a star.”
“Tell that to my meager paycheck.”
I DIALED the number for Ada Millican. The phone rang six or seven times, and I crossed my fingers, hoping for an answer. My shoulders dropped when an answering machine popped on:
“You’ve reached Ada Millican. I’m not able to come to the phone right now but leave your name and number, and I’ll—”
“Hello?”
Startled by the gravelly voice, I said, “H-hi, I’m looking for Ada Millican.”
“This is she,” Ada replied curtly. “Can I help you?”
“Yes, my name is Carolina Caccia,” I said. “My partner, Mila, called you earlier. She said you’d be willing to talk about your son Griffin’s disappear from Camp Crescent Moon in 1991.”
Something creaked and groaned as if Ada had lowered herself into an old rocking chair. “Ah, yes. What do you want to know?”
I stammered, searching for a question. After all the other parents had hung up on me, I’d kind of forgotten what I wanted to ask.
“Can you give me a rundown of what happened that summer?” I asked at last. “From the moment you dropped Griffin off at camp?”
“I didn’t take him,” Ada replied. “His caretaker did.”
I flipped to a fresh page in my journal to take notes. “His caretaker?”
“Yes, Jillian. She was the only one he wouldn’t scream at.”
“Did Griffin have behavioral issues?”
Ada laughed humorlessly. “To say the least. My son was disturbed, Miss Caccia. My husband and I tried everything to fix him. Nothing worked. Next thing I know, I’m divorced and my son is gone.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be,” she said. “I’ve embraced the quiet.”
“Pardon me if this is too personal,” I began, “but if your son was disturbed, why was he allowed to enroll at Camp Crescent Moon?”
“They wanted him,” Ada answered. “At the time, my husband and his father ran one of the most prolific architectural companies in the country. Griffin was to take over the family business one day. Camp Crescent Moon looks for children with future influence.”
My pen scratched across the notebook paper. “They didn’t care that he was, uh, disturbed?”
“They didn’t know,” she said. “I certainly didn’t plan on telling them. Besides, Griffin attended a special school the previous year. The doctors told us he was perfectly able to participate in sleepaway camp, as long as we took certain precautions. My God, they were wrong. We got a call every other day about Griffin. I’m surprised they never sent him home.”
“What sort of things did he get in trouble for?”
“You name it. Fighting, throwing things, shooting another boy instead of the target during archery practice, half drowning a girl at the lake then claiming he was flirting, vandalizing camp property. If you can think of it, my son did it.”
My shoulder fell asleep from leaning on it too long. I sat up and shook it out, determined not to let the pins and needles distract me from Ada Millican.
“When did the camp inform you that Griffin had disappeared?”
She hummed as if trying to remember. “I suppose it was toward the middle of the summer. When they called, he had already been gone for twenty-four hours. Apparently, the camp does its own search before they inform the parents. Anyway, they said his counselor counted him in his bunk that night, but when morning rolled around, he was gone.”
“Just like that?”
She snapped her fingers. “Just like that.”
Unlike the other parents I’d spoken to, Ada did not seem to have any emotional residue about her son’s disappearance. As a matter of fact, she sounded almost glad that he was gone.
“This might seem strange,” I said, “but did the camp director or any other Crescent Moon employee offer you money for staying quiet about Griffin’s disappearance?”
She laughed again, a sharp bark of disbelief. “Honey, no one had to offer me anything. I didn’t need money to forget about him.”
Though I tried not to judge, I couldn’t help but think of Ada as uncaring and emotionless. What kind of mother didn’t care that her son vanished without reason? Was she so desperate not to care for his mental illness?
“If I may,” I said through clenched teeth. “Is there a reason you feel so negatively toward your son? He was your child, after all.”
She didn’t answer for a long time. I thought maybe I’d pushed her too far and she’d hang up like the others had done. Then:
“Miss Caccia,” she said gravely. “When you awake and see your son hovering over you in the darkness with blood on his teeth and flesh on his lips because he’s taken a bite out of your thigh, then you may judge me.”
After talking with Ada, I took a walk to clear my head of the images she had placed there. In my time as an investigator, I had encountered a fair share of monstrous adults—murderers, abductors, and molesters. I had not, however, met any children who displayed such qualities. In my head, every child on my caseload required protection, and it was my job—my duty—to provide it.
Griffin Millican had clearly needed psychiatric care, and despite attending a “special school,” I doubted he had ever received it. I also knew that misbehavior and violent tendencies often came as consequences of childhood trauma. Griffin’s parents, then, might have had something to do with his mental health issues. Instead of confronting the problem, they blamed their child and sent him off for someone else to deal with. Classic.
Robotically, I walked the same path I always did, back to the main section of the camp. Things had quieted down for the day, and most of the campers were heading toward the dining hall for dinner. I decided to join them, but when a police car pulled into the parking lot, we all stopped, curious to know what had happened now.
An officer stepped out, rounded to the passenger’s side, and opened the door. He held out his hand, and the girl who’d been trapped in the blazing cabin—Cody’s A-frame love interest—unsteadily got to her feet with the officer’s help. Her shoulder and neck were covered in thick bandages, but she seemed okay. Her friends swarmed her, welcoming her back to camp.
She smiled weakly at each of them and accepted their well-wishes. Then she caught sight of something, or someone, on the other side of the crowd. Her lips pressed together in a tight line, and she pushed aside a smaller camper with her good arm. The kids parted, sensing her wrath, and she carved a line to the entrance of the dining hall. There, she stopped right in front of Cody.
He tried for his signature grin, but it faltered when the girl cast a devilish look straight into his eyes. Cody stepped backward, and his heel met the building’s wall. He had nowhere to go. “Er, hi, Amy,” he said uncertainly. “Looks like you made it.”
The entire camp held its collective breath as Amy stared Cody down. Then, she leaped at him.
Cody yelled, swinging around, but she held on to him like an enraged koala. While Cody did his best to dislodge her, Amy dug the nails of her good hand into his face. He howled in pain as she scratched four solid lines across his eyelid and cheek.
The campers and counselors were frozen in place, shocked by the turn of events. I pushed through them. Cody sucked, but he didn’t deserve to have his eyes gouged out.
Anne Margaret reached the grappling teenagers before I did. She ripped Amy away from Cody and sent them flying in opposite directions. Somehow, she managed not to damage Amy’s burned shoulder further.
“What on earth is this ruckus about?” Anne Margaret demanded, holding Cody by the collar.
Amy lunged again. Halley came out of the crowd and wrapped her arms around Amy’s waist, keeping her from attacking Cody.
“I have no idea, ma’am,” Cody said. Though he tried to stay cool, his voice trembled. “She attacked me! I didn’t do anything wrong!”
“Liar!” Amy shrieked.
She wrestled out of Halley’s grip and threw herself at Cody. He let out a high-pitched scream as Amy came at him, landing a smack on his uninjured cheek that resonated across the campground.
With an astounding show of strength, Anne Margaret took one teenager in each hand and held them apart like two toddlers. “What is the meaning of this?” she roared.
“I’m pregnant!” Amy yelled back. Out of nowhere, tears streamed down her face. She thrust an accusing finger at Cody. “He got me pregnant, and then he tried to kill me!”
The camp erupted in hollers at this announcement, sending Amy into a fresh fit. Unlike the campers, I hadn’t fully comprehended her statement.
I was too busy staring at Anne Margaret’s wrist, where a silver bracelet with an engraved heart pendant peeked out from her suit jacket sleeve.
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“N o.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes, Mila.” I paced across the cabin, pressing the phone so tightly to my ear that it pinched the cartilage. “It was the same bracelet. I’m sure of it. Anne Margaret is Holly Reading.”
Mila released a string of inaudible exclamations punctuated by several swear words that would have made Ophelia proud. I stared at the old picture of Holly Reading. I could see the resemblance now. Even as a teenager, Holly—Anne Margaret—had a narrow face, thin lips, and thick brows that pointed toward her nose.
“This is insane,” Mila said. “Who would have thought Peter’s extramarital affair has been going on since before he was actually married?”
“And since Anne Margaret was fourteen,” I added.
“She clearly isn’t harboring any hard feelings,” Mila said. “Otherwise, she wouldn’t be working at Camp Crescent Moon or shtupping Peter.”
“Unless he blackmailed her.”
She clicked her tongue. “From what you told me about their last encounter, it doesn’t sound like she needs persuasion.”
“What am I supposed to do?” I asked her. “Pretend like I don’t know? Should I take it to Clayton? No, he already said he wouldn’t help. I’m at a loss, Mila.”
“First off, take a deep breath.” She did it for me, and I half-heartedly mimicked the exercise. “Secondly, you know what to do. Go over your notes again. Find those connections. You said Peter’s wife probably doesn’t know about his connection to the missing kids. What about Anne Margaret, though?”
I shut the laptop to make Holly Reading disappear. “You’re right. She does everything for him. She practically runs the camp while he sits in his office. She has to know something.”
“Plus, she and Peter have been bumping uglies for twenty years,” Mila reminded me bluntly. “Pillow talk gets stale after a while.”
“Do you have to keep putting that image in my head?”
“Sorry, I’m trying to purge it from my own mind.”
A loud honk like a foghorn sounded from the main camp. Mila swore again. “What the heck was that?” she asked.
I stepped into my hiking boots and pulled the laces taut, holding the phone to my ear with my shoulder. “It’s an all-call. Everyone has to report to the campfire for a special announcement.”
“Is Anne Margaret going to be there?”
“Without a doubt.”
“Tackle her,” Mila suggested. “Let’s finish this.”
I chuckled under my breath. “Good advice. I’ll let you know how it goes.”
When I hung up, I texted Bao: Holly Reading = Anne Margaret.
A bubble appeared to indicate that Bao was replying:
Told ya.
SURE ENOUGH, when I arrived at the campfire, which had remained unlit since the color war finale fiasco, Anne Margaret stood on a stack of empty wooden pallets with a megaphone under her arm. As staff, campers, and counselors gathered, she gazed at the empty sky. Not much had changed in the weather, except that the air was noticeably still. No breeze tickled the trees or dried the sweat on our foreheads. Another ominous sign.
I couldn’t help but stare at Anne Margaret. I had so many questions for her, but we hadn’t exactly gotten off on the right foot. I doubted she would answer any of my inquiries willingly.
What had happened to Holly Reading? Why had Anne Margaret sacrificed her former identity to stay with Peter? I could think of one reason that made sense: someone had caught Peter and Anne Margaret in the act. Peter would never give up his wealth and renown for a pedophilic tryst, but he could have convinced a naïve, lovestruck, fourteen-year-old girl to do it instead. But how had they kept the spy who outed them quiet?
Now that I knew who she was, I couldn’t stop picturing Anne Margaret as that empty, angry fourteen-year-old who found forbidden love at Camp Crescent Moon. Though I was no psychologist, I thought she must have suffered childhood trauma, like Griffin Millican, too. A child so in need of physical affection must not have received enough at home.
Another thought crossed my mind. Anne Margaret and Griffin Millican attended Camp Crescent Lake around the same time. They were similar in age, too, which meant they must have attended activities together. Anne Margaret was the missing link between Peter Noble and Griffin Millican’s disappearance. The question remained: what had happened between the three of them?
As the crowd settled, Anne Margaret lifted the megaphone. Feedback squealed loudly, causing the campers closest to her to wince and cover their ears. She ignored them.
“Attention, campers,” she boomed. “Hurricane Elise has strengthened to a category three, and as of the latest weather report, it is heading directly for Camp Crescent Moon.”
A variety of reactions came from the throng. Those who lived in southern states and knew hurricanes well brushed off the concern with talk of block parties and street surfing. Campers from other parts of the country contained chattering teeth and shaking hands.
“This is not a surprise,” Anne Margaret went on. “So we are able to make preparations before the storm arrives. All camp activities have been canceled until further notice. Report to your counselor for a list of new duties.” She spotted a few quivering chins, sighed, and added in a placating tone, “Don’t be alarmed, campers. You’ll be perfectly safe as long as you follow directions. Dismissed!”
The crowd parted into smaller groups as counselors handed out preparation assignments. The older kids were tasked with dismantling the obstacle course, storing wave riders in reenforced garages, and moving any object that might become a projectile inside. The younger campers organized canned goods, bottled water, extra blankets, and spare toiletries. They spent the day delivering packages to each cabin, in the event the storm blocked campers from accessing the dining hall or other buildings.
Since no one prepared a care package for me, I did it myself. As I piled pre-cooked meals into my backpack, my thoughts turned to Vincenzo. When I took this case, I never thought it would snowball into an entire conspiracy theory. While I focused on Peter’s past, I’d almost forgotten that a young boy was out in the woods by himself. What if I were too late?
If Vincenzo were alive, the approaching hurricane threatened to change that. If I didn’t find him before the storm made landfall, the chances of getting him back to his grandmother alive were slim. How was he supposed to survive a catastrophic disaster without any supplies? At this point, I considered going to look for him myself, but without a general idea of where Vincenzo was, I’d never find him on my own. The wooded hills above the camp covered a vast area, and I was far from an avid hiker.
As I hiked the heavy backpack over my shoulder and turned back toward my cabin, a familiar voice called my name. From the parking lot, Parker emerged from his car and waved at me. He wrestled with an unconvincing smile that drooped when I didn’t return his greeting.
“What are you doing here?” I asked when he reached me.
The campers listened in, always waiting for juicy gossip.
“I needed to talk to you.” He carried a hiking backpack over his shoulder. Was he staying the night? “Things have been tough, and there’s been this rift between us that I don’t like.”
“I’m working,” I said stupidly. As much as I wanted to repair things with Parker, this wasn’t the place to do it. Moreover, this storm had pushed my investigation into high gear. “I don’t have time for this.”
“For us?”
I took him by the elbow and led him away from the campers’ prying ears, toward the lake. “Parker, please. Whatever this is, I can’t deal with it until after I find Vincenzo. You have no idea how insane this case is.”
“Nia’s gone,” he said.
I fell quiet. For once, it was time I let someone else speak.
Parker dropped his backpack near the base of a tree and sank into a squat like he couldn’t hold himself up anymore. “I left her a message about Alex’s diagnoses, but she never called me back. She was supposed to watch Alex yesterday. When I went to drop him off at her apartment, she was gone. The landlord said she ended her lease early. He gave me this.”
Parker took a letter from the backpack’s front pocket and handed it to me. Gingerly, I unfolded it and read the first line.
I closed my eyes. “Are you sure you want me to read this?”
Parker gestured for me to continue.
DEAR PARKER,
I know you won’t believe me, but I didn’t want to do this. Unfortunately, I don’t have a choice. Alex is your son. He has always been your son. I was never the mother he deserved or the partner you needed. You know this already.
I don’t have the capacity, emotional strength, or time to care for him anymore, especially with this new development. Alex barely speaks to me. At the end of every visit, I’ve cried more times than I can count. The older he gets, the more he withdraws from me. I don’t think he likes me much at all, and that is not the sort of heartbreak I can handle.
I don’t have your patience. I’m afraid if I continue watching Alex, I’ll do something I might regret. He is safest with you, and he has the potential to grow into a fine young man under your guidance. I, however, cannot be a part of that journey.
Maybe one day, we can meet again, after things have calmed down a bit. As for financial details, I will continue to pay child support. Other than a monthly check, you won’t hear from me. Please don’t try to contact me. It will only make this hurt worse. You always said you wanted a clean break from me. Here it is.
I wish you and Alex the best, and I hope you won’t hate me forever.
Regards,
Nia
THE LETTER TREMBLED in my grasp. “Can she do this?” I asked Parker. “Don’t the two of you have a custody agreement? She’s not allowed to bail!”
“I have full custody,” Parker said, rubbing sweat from his temple. “We decided that in the divorce, but she has visitation rights. I guess she doesn’t want them anymore.”
I smoothed the letter where my tight grip had wrinkled it then folded it back up so Parker wouldn’t have to look at it again. “I’m sorry she’s putting you through this. It’s not right.”
He toyed with a single blade of grass. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Carolina. I don’t know where to go from here.”
I knelt to be on his level. “Parker, you have been taking care of Alex on your own for years. Just because he spent the occasional weekend with Nia doesn’t mean she had anything to do with raising him. Nothing’s changed.”
“She left him because he’s autistic,” Parker said with rising volume. “She gave up on her own son. How is that okay?”
I pulled him against my shoulder, and he fell into me, gasping with rage and sadness. I stroked his neck while my heart ached, thanking the universe that Amos and I hadn’t ended up like this.
“It’s not,” I mumbled against Parker’s ear. “It’s not okay.”
Footsteps snapped over a branch. Parker pulled away from me and wiped his nose. He’d held back tears, but his emotions were all over his face.
“Carolina?”
Eric appeared from behind a thick tree trunk. The boys from bunk 9 trailed behind him with bowed heads and clasped hands. Eric ushered them to the front, and they lined up like miniature soldiers.
“The boys have something they’d like to say to you,” Eric said. “Go ahead, boys.”
To my immense shock, Logan stepped forward, twiddling his fingers anxiously. “Miss Carolina,” he said. “We would like to apologize for bullying Vincenzo. We know it was wrong, and I wish we didn’t do it because maybe he would have come back by now.”
I looked up at Eric, who gave me a tentative smile.
“Halley told me everything,” he said softly. “You could have turned me in for lying about Cody, but you didn’t.”
“We can all learn from our mistakes.” I nodded at the boys. “Thank you. Thank you, Logan.”
Logan, who appeared to enjoy penance, babbled on. “I’m also sorry that I almost put a worm inside Vincenzo’s pillowcase that night. Maybe he knew I was going to do it, and that’s why he didn’t come back.”
I straightened up. “That night? You mean the night Vincenzo went missing?”
“Yeah, I found a big juicy earthworm—”
“You saw Vincenzo?”
“Yes,” Logan said emphatically.
Eric’s eyebrows furrowed. “That can’t be right, Logan. When I did head check that night, Vincenzo wasn’t there. We were still looking for him.”
“He came back after head check,” Logan supplied, and the other boys nodded in agreement. “He went to sleep.”
“I don’t understand,” Eric said.
“You said you almost put a worm in Vincenzo’s pillowcase,” I told Logan. “What stopped you?”
“Anne Margaret came in,” Logan said, making my blood run cold. “She would’ve blown the roof off if she saw me with that worm. I went back to my own bunk and pretended to be asleep.”
I took Logan by his plump shoulders and made him focus on me. “Logan, this is very important, so you have to tell the truth. What did Anne Margaret do when she came into the cabin that night?”
“She whispered something to Vincenzo,” Logan reported seriously. “I don’t think he wanted to, but he went with her.”
AFTER GETTING Parker settled at my cabin, I went in search of Anne Margaret. With the help of campers and staff, I found her in the same private office she and Peter had used before their spa trip. For the illusion of hospitality, I knocked first.
“Enter,” she called. “Ah, Miss Caccia. I was wondering when you might pay me a visit. It seems I’m the only person you haven’t harassed in the past two weeks.”
“Harassment is a strong word,” I said, sitting down without her invitation. “One you seem well-acquainted with.”
She eyed me over the top of her computer screen. “What is that supposed to mean?”
I leaned across the desk, reached beneath her sleeve, and deftly unclasped the silver bracelet from her wrist. She made a desperate grab for it, but I swiftly ducked beyond her reach. While she panicked, I lifted the engraved heart pendant to my eyes.
“H.R. and P.N.” I clutched the pendant to my chest. “That’s so sweet.”
“Give it back.”
“Does Peter’s wife know he molested you when you were fourteen?”
“He did not!” Anne Margaret turned bright red. She braced both hands against the armrest of her chair as if she meant to fling herself out of it to tackle me. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
As a gesture of good faith, I set the pendant on the desk and slid it back to her. She snatched it up, fastened it around her wrist, and pulled her sleeve down to cover it.
“So that’s the last remnant of Holly Reading, huh?” I asked, enjoying the mounting horror on her face as I revealed my hand. “Initials on a piece of jewelry. Tell me, how did you manage to wipe all of your records? That takes skill. You paid someone, right? Oh, wait! Peter paid someone, didn’t he? After all, he’s loaded with cash families have ‘donated’ to Crescent Moon.”
Anne Margaret composed herself. “I’m not sure what you believe is going on here, but it’s not going to help you find Vincenzo.”
“I disagree,” I said. “I have a hunch. Would you like to hear it?”
She glanced toward the open office door and growled, “I suppose you’re going to tell me anyway.”
“I think someone, Griffin Millican, caught you and Peter in the throes of passion,” I said. “He threatened to turn Peter in, which would not work for either one of you. So Peter killed Griffin, and you helped him hide the body.”
She remained impassive and unreadable, her shoulders stiff beneath the pads of her pantsuit. Calmly, slowly, she rose to close the office door.
“What I can’t figure out is why the two of you kept killing children,” I admitted. “Did you get a taste of murder? Did you like it too much? Is it a turn-on for you and Peter to molest children together then dump their bodies in the woods? Does it make you hot? Remind you of the good ol’ days when a fully grown man pretended you were old enough to have a physical relationship with?”
“Shut up,” she growled.
Were it not for Anne Margaret’s involvement with Vincenzo, I would have never mocked her for falling for Peter at such a young age. In the beginning, Anne Margaret had been as much of a victim as any other child that had disappeared at Camp Crescent Moon. The only difference was that she had lived long enough to turn her victimhood into violence, with the encouragement of one Peter Noble. The thing was, if you hammered at a guilty person with the right tools, you could almost always get them to crack.
“I know you took Vincenzo from his bunk that night,” I said. “The other boys were awake. How long have you been doing this for Peter? Stealing children under the cover of darkness. Where do you take them? You must be pretty good at hiding bodies if the sheriff’s office has never found hide nor hair of them. Do you dissolve them in acid and scatter the pieces across the hills?”
“You’re wrong,” Anne Margaret said in a deadly whisper.
“I am most definitely not.”
“Griffin didn’t catch us,” she continued. “You consider yourself a professional, Miss Caccia? Pitiful. Your story is missing the most crucial of details.”
“Look, I have plenty of evidence to have the two of you arrested,” I said. “You might as well tell me what you did to those kids.”
“You haven’t figured it out yet, have you?” A sinister smile twisted her lips up. Her hand drifted to the desk drawer. “If I have my way, you never will.”
I shot to my feet and dodged away as Anne Margaret thrust the hot end of a live taser toward me. Dancing like an idiot to avoid her, we circled around the office. She kept me trapped against the far wall, so I couldn’t reach the door to leave.
When she lunged toward me, I ducked under the taser and tackled her around the waist. Before she recovered, I rolled her over, locked her arm against my chest, and thrust the taser out of her grasp. It clattered loudly across the room.
A pop! split the air, and I lost my grip on Anne Margaret’s arm. She rolled away from me and got to her feet, her shoulder dangling uselessly from its socket. She had purposely dislocated it to get out of my grip. The pain showed in her clenched teeth, but she didn’t let it stop her.
Taking advantage of my shock, she swept the taser from the floor, skirted the desk, and jabbed it straight into my side.
Even my teeth felt it. My entire body seized up, and I hit the floor. I’d been tased before, but this sucked worse than I remembered.
“Carolina?”
At the sound of Parker’s soft voice, I struggled to make my tongue work, to warn him of Anne Margaret’s presence before he came in. But the door opened anyway.
“Caro—oph!”
Anne Margaret shouldered past Parker, knocking him onto his back. As she fled, I writhed uselessly on the ground. Get up, Parker, I longed to yell. Go after her!
Confused, Parker rubbed his sore elbow. Then he finally noticed me half-frozen on the floor of Anne Margaret’s office. He ran to my side, looking me over for injuries. He ripped the taser electrodes from my skin.
“Carolina, look at me!” He cradled my head between his head, almost crying. “Are you okay? What happened?”
Though I’d regained control over my muscles, I kept my mouth shut. Because all I could think about was how Parker had let Anne Margaret get away.
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P arker left an hour later, after a huge blowout at my cabin. At first, he tried to tend to me while I recovered from the taser’s effects. When he kissed each of my bruised knuckles, I ripped my hand away, unable to stand his cheesy rom-com crap. The yelling started then. For once, he didn’t fall silent and accept defeat. He yelled right back, and birds took flight to get away from our ruckus.
I hated him, and at the same time, I knew this wasn’t his fault. Or was it? He did come to Camp Crescent Moon, even though I had expressly asked him not to before I left home. If he had listened to me, I might have cornered Anne Margaret and gotten the truth about Vincenzo. Whatever the case, when Parker left, I didn’t expect to see him again.
Word of Anne Margaret’s mysterious disappearance from camp spread quickly. Some hypothesized that she had gone back to the spa, but no one guessed the real story. Not even Halley, who wheedled me for details. She dropped the questions when she caught my expression; I had not bothered to hide my aggravation, causing most everyone to give me a wide berth.
Peter hadn’t appeared since his return from the spa. I had no idea whether he knew that Anne Margaret had fled, or if he helped her to do it. When I called the sheriff’s department to update Clayton, he hadn’t been much help.
“I told you before, Miss Caccia,” he’d said in that slow drawl of his. “I can’t get on Peter’s bad side. When you’ve got solid evidence, call me back.”
Since Anne Margaret and Peter had evidently forsaken the camp, there was no one to update the campers about Hurricane Elise. The counselors panicked for five minutes, then elected a group of seven to serve as a leadership committee. If they disagreed on something, it was put to a majority vote. Mainly, they had to figure out how to keep their campers safe as Elise began closing in on us.
The chefs prepared a final fancy lunch in the dining hall before everyone had to hole up to wait out the storm. They catered to the kids’ whims, whipping up burgers, Philly cheesesteaks, Chicago-style hot dogs, brisket, and any other food they didn’t want to go to waste if the power went out. For an hour, everyone except me forgot about the impending danger.
When Sheriff Clayton arrived, a sprig of hope bloomed in my chest. Maybe he’d finally gathered the nerve to arrest Peter. But he ignored me in favor of the counselors.
“Where is Cody Sullivan?” Clayton called across the crowd. “I’m looking for Cody Sullivan.”
With some shuffling around, the campers revealed Cody. He looked thinner than usual, and his cheeks were drawn. He hadn’t realized that Clayton was there for him, so he didn’t step forward until another counselor clapped him on the back.
“Cody Sullivan?” Clayton asked.
Cody looked around uncertainly. “Yeah?”
Clayton opened a pair of handcuffs. “You’re under arrest for the attempted murder of Amy Mcatee.”
“What the hell?” Cody didn’t resist as Clayton turned him against the wall and clasped the handcuffs tightly around his wrists. “What are you talking about? I didn’t do anything to Amy!”
“We have reason to believe you locked Amy inside her cabin and set it on fire,” Clayton said in a bored voice. He kicked Cody’s heels to get him moving toward the patrol car. “We have statements from witnesses who said they saw you near the cabin when the fire started.”
Amy appeared nearby, surrounded by a group of friends who flanked her like personal bodyguards. She watched Cody’s struggle with poorly concealed satisfaction.
“Because there was an event going on!” Cody protested, dragging his feet. “Everyone was by the lake! Four huge fires were going. You think I did this? Amy, please!”
“Look, pretty boy,” Clayton said. “Get your lawyer on the phone when we get to the station. I’m sure your parents can afford a good one. Trust me, a kid like you ain’t gonna do time. That’s not how the system works.”
“I didn’t do anything!” Cody cried, close to tears.
The camp went quiet as Cody’s knees collapsed and Clayton hauled him to the car. As he fought to guide the teenager into the back seat, a single voice broke through the crowd.
“He didn’t do it,” Alan, Vincenzo’s music friend, declared in a clear voice. “Cody was crying in the arts and crafts cabin during the color war bonfire competition. I saw him myself and offered him a cup of water. He declined and told me to go ‘something’ myself. He didn’t use that word, but I don’t like the one he used. Anyway, he didn’t come out until after the fire truck had already arrived, so he couldn’t have set the fire.”
Clayton looked Alan up and down. Then he addressed the rest of the campers. “Can anyone back up this claim?”
A small hand went up, and a short girl stepped forward. “I walked past the arts and crafts cabin on the way to the bonfire competition, and I heard someone crying in there.”
“Cody’s my counselor,” an older boy chimed in. “But he had another counselor take us to the bonfire. He didn’t show up until after the cabin fire started.”
Clayton blew a long sigh, puffing out his upper lip. He turned back toward Alan. “You’re not lyin’ to me, are you?”
Alan definitely shook his head. “No, sir. I never lie.”
Clayton glanced at Amy. “Sorry, girlie. If you want to pursue this, you’ll need a stronger story.”
He uncuffed Cody, who rubbed his wrists. Amy gingerly crossed her arms as Cody approached her.
“I know I screwed up,” he said in a low voice. “But I’m willing to make it right. I freaked out when you told me, but I’m good now. Whatever you want to do, I’ll support you. I’ll be there as much as you want me to be, no more and no less. Just tell me what you want.”
For a second, I thought Amy might lunge at Cody’s face again. Instead, she threw her arms around his neck and held on tight. Cody seemed as surprised as everyone else, but he relaxed into Amy’s grip. His cheeks softened. For once, he didn’t wear his signature smirk, and he looked far better without it.
“Young love,” Clayton grunted, shaking his head as he headed back to his car. “You can keep it.”
AFTER THE DRAMA at the dining hall, the counselors took their crews back to the cabins to wait out the storm. The counselors and older campers had tacked thin plywood to the windows to keep them from breaking in the high winds. Sandbags lined the perimeter of each cabin to prevent flooding. As everyone began barricading themselves inside, an ominous lull fell over the camp.
The sky filled with solid gray clouds. An eerie calm descended as the pressure dropped. I walked alone through the camp, hyper-aware of how little time I had left to find Vincenzo. Yet, I had no idea what to do. Parker had chased away my only lead. My only option was to confront Peter with what little evidence I had, a Hail Mary move. My phone rang as I turned toward his private office.
“Carolina, it’s Bao,” he said, speaking quickly. “I found what you need.”
“Talk fast.”
“Peter Noble was arrested for first-degree murder the same year his father mysteriously died of a heart attack.”
I stopped dead in my tracks. “Are you serious?”
“My guy dug deep for these records,” Bao said. “The charges were dropped. The father’s autopsy came back clean and confirmed the heart attack. No evidence of homicide.”
“But?”
“But we know how good your friend Peter is with persuading people to hide the truth, particularly with money,” Bao said. “Shortly after his arrest, an anonymous donor contributed fifty thousand dollars to the sheriff’s department.”
“He bribed them to cover it up.”
“Or it’s a huge coincidence.”
“No.” I walked on, strolling with confidence now. “There are no coincidences in an investigation. I’m ending this, Bao.”
“Be careful, Carolina. I don’t want to hear that you’ve ended up dead next.”
THE LOBBY of the office building was empty. The staff had gone home to buckle down for the storm. I walked past the unmanned front desk, down the hall, and past the sign that advised common folk not to enter Peter’s private area. Outside his office, I took a deep, steadying breath. Then I kicked in the door.
Peter lay on the floor with his head in the hidden liquor cabinet. At the loud slam, he shot upright and banged his head on the cabinet’s low frame. Clutching his forehead and a bottle of gin in the other, he swore heavily.
“Carolina,” he said. “What are you doing here?”
I marched to him and ripped the gin bottle from his grasp. “Where is Vincenzo D’Agosto?”
His red-rimmed eyes stared lazily back at me. He was very drunk. “Isn’t it your job to find out?”
When he reached for an unopened handle, I yanked him from the cabinet by the collar of his shirt and dropped him against the wall. He weighed far less than I’d anticipated, as if he hadn’t had anything to eat or drink except liquor for the past few days.
I drew Anne Margaret’s taser from my pocket. Peter braced himself against the fancy wood paneling, his hair flopping into his face.
“What do you think you’re doing with that?” he demanded, though the gin made such demands less effective.
I aimed the taser at the top of his shirt, where the undone buttons revealed a wide patch of his hairless chest, and I thundered, “Where is Vincenzo D’Agosto?”
He lifted his hands overhead. “I don’t know, I don’t know!”
“Tell me what you do know!”
“Nothing! I don’t know anything.”
I flung aside the liquor shelves to reveal the secret filing cabinet. From the drawers, I took handfuls of files and threw them at Peter’s feet. The missing children stared up at him from every page. “Lie to me again,” I dared him, brandishing the taser again.
He shuffled through the files, stammering like an idiot. “I—I have no idea. What is all this stuff? How did you know it was back there—?”
Since the threat of being tasered wasn’t as persuasive as I needed it to be, I took a hunting knife from a display plaque on the wall. As I drew the leather holster off, Peter gulped a huge air bubble. Kneeling beside him, I put the tip of the knife beneath his chin. The taser, I kept pointed at his crotch.
“You don’t understand,” he whispered, trembling from head to toe. “I had to.”
When I came to Peter’s office, I had not expected to confront this blubbering baby of a man. How could someone of such weak will have murdered his own father? Or was this all an elaborate act to throw me off his trail?
“What did you do?” I asked quietly.
“I… I don’t—”
“Peter.” I pressed the point of the knife against his throat. This wasn’t my usual style—I preferred verbal pressure over physical—but it felt good to get revenge on Peter’s despicable acts. “Did you kill your father?”
If he weren’t so drunk, he might have handled the confrontation better. His glazed look implied that he was deep in an alcohol-induced fever dream. “Yes,” he whispered.
“Why?” I asked calmly, holding his collar.
“Because he disapproved of me.” Peter’s lip wobbled. Was he really going to start crying? “Every day of my life, I disappointed that man.”
“How did you disappoint him?”
“He hated Missy,” he said. “But I loved her. And he almost guessed about—”
When he cut himself off, I finished the sentence for him. “Holly Reading.”
“You—you know?”
“Why do you think Anne Margaret disappeared?”
He folded in on himself, and the knife slipped in my grip. It sliced across his jaw and drew a clean line of blood. I withdrew the blade, scared of losing control again. Peter sobbed freely, drooling into my lap. Disgusted, I pushed his head away.
“I wanted to be with Missy and Holly,” Peter whined. “But no one could see how gifted Holly was for her age, so intelligent and advanced.”
“She was fourteen. You raped her.”
“No,” he gasped. “I would never. Everything was consensual. She came on to me first.”
“Like it matters,” I snapped. “You should have rejected her. She was a child. It’s no wonder your father disapproved of you.”
Peter drew a shaky breath. “I know. That’s why I killed him. I knew I would never be happy while he was alive. Once he was gone, the camp thrived under my ownership. He only dreamed of the success I’ve had.”
“Being a murderer and a pedophile cancels out that success,” I snarled. “What happened to the children who have gone missing from this camp?”
The sky darkened beyond the expansive glass windows as if nighttime had come early. Trees bowed to the wind, bending like peasants before royalty. Cabins spotted the earth, each protecting a huddle of campers. How I wished I were holed up at home instead of working at this dump. When Peter’s attention waned, I tightened my grip around his collar and pressed my knuckles against his windpipe.
“It started with Millican,” he rasped. “Griffin. He had a thing for Holly, followed her around like a damn stray dog. God, it enraged me to see that mongrel chase after my girl. As if he deserved a single second of her attention.” He reached past me, seized the gin bottle, and tipped it back. Liquor dribbled down his chin and soaked his shirt. “I could have killed him. I should have and saved myself a lot of trouble.”
“He caught you,” I said. “You and Holly.”
He shook his head. “No, not me and her. Me and my father.” He pointed across the room to a corner obscured by a coat rack. “That’s where I killed him, where no one would see. But Griffin,” he growled, “broken into my office. When my father’s body hit the ground, I saw that stupid kid peering in through the door.”
“So what? You killed him, too?”
“No, I made him a deal.” Peter grinned, and his eyes rolled back in his head. “Because I was the only one who knew that Griffin Millican was a cannibal.”
I took a pause. “What?”
“He ate people,” Peter said. “Or he tried. Every year he came here, girls would show up in the clinic with bite wounds. He never got caught because he snuck into their cabins and did it while they were asleep. By the time they felt anything, he was gone.”
Miss Caccia, Ada Millican’s voice echoed in my memory. When you awake and see your son hovering over you in the darkness with blood on his teeth and flesh on his lips because he’s taken a bite out of your thigh, then you may judge me.
I sat back on my heels, forgetting to keep the knife near Peter’s throat for a moment. “Oh my God.”
“I caught him at it once,” Peter said. “Because he did it to Holly. I’d gone to her bunk one night to surprise her. I heard her scream, then Griffin came out, blood dripping from his mouth. He’d bitten Holly. I almost killed him then.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“Because he deserved worse,” he replied. “Banishment. Solitude. The memories of his sick deed eating him up inside, reminding of his worse qualities every year.”
He laughed wildly, rolling from one side to the other. I adjusted my grip on his shirt to keep him in place.
“What was the deal?”
“I told him to run,” Peter answered. “To hide in the hills and never come back.”
“And what did you offer to keep him quiet?”
Peter’s expression went blank. “Children.”
My head whirled. I remembered Clayton’s picture of the first missing child’s dismembered body, the bite marks in the skin, the missing organs. My stomach bucked, but I kept my lunch down.
Peter held up his index finger. “One kid per year, sacrificed to Griffin the Man-Eater, or Mictian as we like to call him sometime.”
“You’re despicable,” I choked out.
“I know,” he said matter-of-factly.
“The kids,” I said. “They were all from less fortunate families. Why?”
“Because poor people always have more to lose,” Peter said. “They’ll do anything for money, even if it means pretending their child never existed. Besides, it kept the other parents off my back. No one ever cares about the scholarship kids.”
My throat tightened. “I do.”
“Aww, Carolina.” He stroked my cheek. “That’s because you’re a big softie.”
I smacked his hand away and thrust the knife at his neck again. “What did you do with the bodies?”
“Well, after Clayton and his buddies found the first one, I figured I needed a plan to dispose of them,” Peter said. “The next year, I asked Griffin to leave the body where I could find it. Then I burned it and pushed the leftovers into the lake. The one you found” —he whirled a finger in the air as if that somehow assisted his explanation— “was from the one year I got interrupted. Some camper got lost in the woods and nearly caught me, so I tossed the body into the lake without burning it first. Bummer, huh?”
“I’d like to see you burn,” I muttered.
“Honey, that’s flirting to me.”
“What about Anne Margaret?” I demanded. “She took Vincenzo from his bed that night. What role does she play in all of this?”
Peter smiled serenely at the thought of his mistress. “It was her idea. She offered to convince the kids to leave their cabins. They always trusted her, no matter what story she made up to lead them away into the forest. Stupid brats. You know, one time I watched,” he added thoughtfully. “The kid that year was particularly overweight. Julio Jaurez, or something like that. Too many tacos, you know?” He chuckled at his own racist joke. “Once we dropped him off, I lingered to see what Griffin would make of him. It was like watching a lion devour a fat antelope. Blood and blubber everywhere.” He chomped his teeth, mocking the horrible moment. “And the screaming—” He swigged more gin. “God, I’m surprised you can’t hear that racket from camp. Or maybe we blame it on the wolves.”
My tolerance vanished. I threw the gin bottle across the room, where it shattered against the window. At the same time, lightning struck, illuminating Peter’s haggard face. His pulse beat heavily beneath the skin of his neck, and for the first time in my entire life, I understood the unbearable rage that might drive someone to kill another human being.
With the knife safely in hand, I pressed my forearm against Peter’s throat and leaned into it. He spluttered, spraying gin-scented spit across my cheeks. As seconds passed, the blood rushed to his head. He burned red, then purple, and when I thought the blood vessels in his eyes might burst, I released him.
He convulsed in a fit of coughs and chokes. “Vincenzo’s alive,” he wheezed. “Or, at least, Griffin didn’t eat him.”
I forced him against the wall again. “How do you know?”
“Because Griffin always leaves the body at the east end of the lake for me,” Peter answered. “Three days after I deliver it to him. But he didn’t bring Vincenzo this year. I’m guessing the kid got away, probably hiding nearby Griffin if he managed to survive this long.”
“Where?” I snarled in Peter’s face. “Where’s Griffin?”
He pointed through the window to the hills. “Straight up the north hill. There’s a cave at the apex. That’s where we leave the kids.”
I dropped Peter flat on his back, took the knife and the taser with me, and stormed from the office. If I had stayed a moment longer, Clayton might have had to arrest me for murder.
I ran to the first floor, across the lobby, and out of the building. Torrential rain soaked me within seconds. I retreated beneath the overhang and gazed across the camp. Thunder roared and drummed overhead. Wind tore entire branches from trees and whipped them through the air. A trash bin that someone had forgotten to store inside rolled across the ground before a gust picked it up and threw it toward the building. I dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding the projectile.
Hurricane Elise had arrived.
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F rom a coat closet in the office building, I stole a men’s heavy-duty rain jacket. It hung to my knees, so most of me would stay dry. I zipped it all the way up and fastened the buttons to keep the hood up. In the same closet, I found a pair of pointed rods with looped handles. I recognized the contraptions—trekking poles—from Parker’s camping magazines, so I took one in each hand. Then, bowing my head against the wind, I went outside for the second time.
The rain intensified, if that were possible. Thick gray sheets obscured the camp. I could hardly see three feet past my own nose, let alone the hill I was meant to hike. How was I supposed to reach Vincenzo through this? Squinting, I made out the tree line in the distance. If I could make it past the exposed main camp and into the woods, the trees would give me safety and coverage. Taking a deep breath, I readied myself to make a break for it. When the coast was as clear as possible, I pushed off and dove into the storm.
As soon as I left the cover of the building, the wind tore at my clothes and joints, threatening to pull me off my feet and send me flying like that garbage bin. Stubbornly, I set my weight and kept moving, using the trekking poles to stay upright.
With my eyes on the ground, I didn’t see the big piece of tin, ripped from who knew where, until it crashed into me. I lost my balance and slipped in slick soil. When I landed, a pointy broken branch punctured the middle of my palm. Gritting my teeth, I tossed the branch aside as blood ran off my hand. On my knees, I crawled the rest of the way, staying beneath most of the flying debris.
Once in the trees, the rain and wind lessened. Overhead, the creak and moan of bending branches echoed like voices of unearthly creatures. I gasped for breath and checked my hand. The deep wound bled freely and made grasping the trekking pole uncomfortable. I patted the raincoat’s pockets and found a bandana to wrap around my hand.
Once that was taken care of, I reviewed my route. The land sloped steeply upward. I had a general idea of where north was, but a compass would have made things easier. Again, I checked the coat. Sure enough, an old school pocket compass was tucked into the inside chest pocket. For good measure, I searched the other compartments, unearthing a flashlight, a whistle, a tiny first aid kit, a multi-tool, and a folded tarp that could probably be used as ground cover, makeshift sleeping bag, or small shelter.
Happy I’d come across the one jacket prepared for the apocalypse, I replaced everything but the compass, which I held flat in my uninjured palm. The needle spun and landed, placing north almost right in front of me. I started walking.
Though I wanted to reach Vincenzo as fast as possible, I couldn’t move too quickly without tiring myself out. As I reached the incline, lifting my feet higher and higher to clear the ground, my thighs and calves began to burn. The trekking poles helped tremendously, but after a while, my shoulders joined the pity party, too.
I didn’t stop. The thought of my children, Benji and Ophelia, drove me onward. Water dripped off my nose, either sweat or rain. I pushed past myself past the point of pain. As I got closer to my goal, my body accepted the challenge. I felt nothing as I climbed even higher, though I knew tomorrow would bring unending muscle soreness.
When the land leveled out unexpectedly, I lifted my chin. Without realizing, I’d come across a small clearing. Across the way—my heart jolted—was the mouth of a cave. I was totally exposed. If Griffin Millican waited inside, he might have already spotted me, and I had no desire to become a man’s lunch today.
I receded into the trees and watched. Rain pummeled the ground, creating piles of loose earth. The wind howled over the stone outcrop. If Griffin were here, he didn’t come out. I needed to check the cave for Vincenzo, or his remnants, but didn’t want to risk meeting “Mictian.”
Peter thought Vincenzo was alive. If that were the case, he hadn’t been able to make it safely back to camp. If I were him—alone, scared, and running from a monster—where would I hide while I waited for help?
Of course. The answer was so simple. Vincenzo would have found a space like his secret hollow tree. A place where he could be safe from Griffin and go totally unnoticed.
If he were hurt, he’d be close by. Starting with the trees closest to the cave, I searched for his hiding spot then moved outward in a semi-organized pattern. Every little noise—a snapping branch or dripping leaf—jerked my head toward the cave. I didn’t want to admit it, but the thought of Griffin emerging scared the crap out of me.
Once I was far enough from the cave, I risked calling Vincenzo’s name in a whisper. So far, I hadn’t found any hiding spots. If he thought I was Griffin, he would never come out.
“Vincenzo,” I said as quietly as possible. “I’m here to help. Your grandmother hired me to find you. If you’re here, please let me know. I’ll get you home safely.”
Every few feet, I repeated the spiel, growing more hopeless each time.
“Psst!”
I whipped around, heart pounding. Dirt, trees, brush. No little boy. Then a set of grubby fingers appeared from beneath a thick, thorn-laden bush. A pair of sweet brown eyes, tired but bright, peered up at me.
I sank to the ground and used my sleeve to push aside the thorny branches. Curled in a shallow hole that he’d dug beneath the brush was Vincenzo D’Agosto.
Not a single patch of his skin shown through the layer of dirt. His curly hair, tangled with leaves and grass, was pasted to his skull with oil and mud. Though his cheekbones missed the plumpness from his previous photos, he didn’t appear sick or weak. On the contrary, he seemed relatively healthy.
He’d lined the hole with fat leaves and reinforced the ceiling of thorns with extra foliage and branches. Almost no rain made it through. He was practically dry. A steel water bottle stamped with the Crescent Moon logo caught a steady drip from a leaf that had been folded to collect and funnel water. Between the leaf and the bottle was a strange, jury-rigged contraption full of rocks and pebbles.
When he shifted, I caught sight of the ugly bruising and swelling around his left ankle. I’d seen enough of Ophelia’s injured bones to know it was broken. Vincenzo, though, had used three strong sticks—two on the sides and one on the back—to immobilize the joint. They were tethered in place with torn socks. He had treated his own injury as best as he could.
“Hi,” I said softly, keeping my distance. “I’m Carolina. I came to help you.”
Vincenzo opened his mouth to speak but only produced a small squeak. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Thank you,” he said.
My knees complained, so I laid on my stomach, half under the bush. “There’s a big storm happening, but I want to get you out of here. Will you come with me?”
His chin trembled. “Back to Crescent Moon?”
“Only until the storm is over,” I promised, sensing his hesitation. “I won’t let Anne Margaret or anyone else go near you. Then I’ll take you back to your grandma.” I admired his camp set-up. “You did all this?”
He nodded.
“It’s impressive. What did you eat?”
“I stole from Mictian,” Vincenzo whispered. “He brings animals to his cave. I snuck in while he was gone or sleeping and cooked the meat over a smokeless fire. I know edible plants too.”
Shocked that Vincenzo had actually learned something of use from Camp Crescent Moon, I smiled encouragingly. “That’s amazing. What about water?”
He indicated the tray of pebbles above the steel bottle. “The rocks and stuff filter the rainwater,” Vincenzo explained. “Then it drips into the bottle so I can drink it. I can do the same with the water from the stream.”
“Wow, you’ve really figured it all out. Are you feeling okay?” I asked. “How’s your ankle?”
His lips twisted. “It hurts a lot. I think it needs to be reset, but I don’t know how to do that.”
“That’s okay, I’ll take you to the hospital.” I offered my hand. “Ready to get out of here?”
Vincenzo hesitated. “What about Mictian? If he sees us, he won’t let us get away.”
“I didn’t see him,” I said. “The storm is probably keeping him in his cave.”
After a second thought, Vincenzo inched toward me and placed his hand in mine. I helped him creep through the brush.
Then something grabbed my ankle and yanked me out of Vincenzo’s grasp. Reacting instinctively, I kicked out and rolled onto my back. I squeezed my eyes shut as the thorns scraped across my face. Once free, I looked at my captor.
At once, I understood why the campers were so terrified of “Mictian.” Griffin Millican had grown to over six feet tall. He had done nothing to retain his human appearance, so his hair and beard grew wild. He had filed his canines into points, perhaps to help him eat his prey. He wore nothing at all except for a loincloth he seemed to have fashioned from deer hide. If anyone glimpsed him from a distance, they might have mistaken him for an overgrown bear.
Though I kicked and struggled, Griffin seized my legs and dragged me upright so that I hung upside down with my knees hooked over his shoulder. He pinned my shins against his chest, while the rest of me flopped against his naked back and legs. He smelled atrociously of sweat and iron, the scent of blood.
I did everything I could think of to get Griffin to release me. I pinched the delicate skin on the back of thighs, dug my elbows into his spine, and whacked him in the crotch. He remained impervious to every attack except the third, but he only grunted and paused to collect himself before moving on.
He hauled me through the open clearing, unconcerned with the pouring rain and vicious wind. Water ran into my nose, eyes, and ears. I purged them as best I could, but when Griffin dumped me on the cave floor, I felt like soggy pasta.
I resisted when he lifted my hands over my head, but he yanked so hard that my elbows popped. If my joints separated, he wouldn’t care. I kicked to keep him away, but he easily dodged my attacks and tied my wrists to a stake with strips of the same material as his loincloth.
When he turned his back, I examined the knot above my head, rotating this way and that to get free. The leather rubbed against my wrists, and my palm began to bleed again, but the knots didn’t loosen. If that wasn’t enough, the thorny scrapes across my face stung and wept.
Griffin crouched near the mouth of the cave. In a scorched divot, he piled tinder and kindling from a dry stash then easily lit a fire by striking flint and steel. He dried himself, rubbed ground leaves across his skin, and brushed his teeth with black powder. Gargling rainwater, he spat beyond the cave mouth. Though terrified, I couldn’t help but notice how normal his routine appeared.
When he lounged in front of the fire, unconcerned with my presence, I found myself slightly bored. Watching a modern caveman go about his day wasn’t part of my plan. My arms had gone numb from lack of blood flow. I itched to get loose, to find Vincenzo again, and get as far from Camp Crescent Moon as humanly possible. I refused to believe I would grace Griffin’s dinner menu.
“Griffin.”
Though his back was turned, his shoulders gave him away. They raised slightly, indicating he had heard me and understood his name.
“Griffin Millican,” I said. “You don’t have to do this.”
He extended his legs and stretched over them, ignoring me.
“You’re ill,” I told him. “You’re parents cast you aside instead of helping you, but I can help you. It doesn’t have to be like this.”
He got to his feet. Looming over me, he looked me up and down. Then he knelt, unzipped the raincoat, and lifted my shirt to pinch my stomach.
“Mmm,” he hummed deep in his throat. “Just enough.”
Hearing his voice—rough from disuse—sent goose bumps across my skin. His looks gave the impression of wild separation from society. I’d forgotten he had once been educated at top schools.
“Just enough, what?” I asked, trembling.
Griffin smiled briefly. “Fat.”
If he wanted to shut me up, he succeeded. The short conversation made every part of me shiver with horror. As Griffin supervised the fire, he sharpened a knife against a rock. I envisioned the blade slicing into my skin and shuddered. I’d been in sticky situations before, but this took the cake. Out in the middle of nowhere, no one would come to save me.
But someone did.
Distracted by his tasks, Griffin didn’t notice the small boy creeping across the clearing. Vincenzo had covered himself in gray mud that camouflaged perfectly with the rain. The only reason I spotted him was that his brown eyes caught the reflection of a bolt of lightning before disappearing again.
He made it to a cluster of bushes close to the cave. Once hidden, Vincenzo threw a rock across the clearing, in the opposite direction of his station. The stone clattered through the trees, drawing Griffin’s attention.
Griffin checked to make sure I was securely tied, then ambled off to discover the source of the noise. As soon as he disappeared beyond the brush, Vincenzo darted into the cave—limping on his bad ankle—and worked at the leather knots.
“You shouldn’t have come,” I whispered. “If he comes back—”
“You came for me,” Vincenzo said, concentrating on the knots. “I couldn’t leave you.”
“Check my left pocket. There’s a multi-tool.”
He fished through the raincoat for the multi-tool and extended the small blade. As he hacked at the thick leather strips, he turned pale. The ankle was bothering him more than he cared to admit.
“Quickly,” I murmured, keeping an eye on the trees.
Vincenzo sawed faster, but the leather was tough to cut. With another half a centimeter from freedom, I spotted the trees shaking. Griffin had returned.
“Go,” I urged Vincenzo. “Take the compass and head south. Once you get to camp, find Eric or Halley. Call the police.”
Vincenzo stubbornly remained put. “I’m not leaving.”
Griffin stepped from the foliage.
“Vincenzo, please—”
“No!”
The last bit of leather ripped under the force of the knife, freeing my hands. My arms stung as they regained circulation, but I had no time to stretch. Griffin had noticed our escape. He broke into a run, making zero noise as he hunted us down.
“Time to go.”
I grabbed Vincenzo and dove into the bushes to break Griffin’s line of sight. Vincenzo, handicapped by his broken ankle, tried to keep up as I ran in senseless patterns. I held his small hand tightly in mine, but more than once, he almost slipped free. He gasped in pain and stopped entirely, whiter than a sheet.
“Get on my back,” I ordered, bending over.
Without question, he hopped on and clasped his hands around my neck. Thankfully, he weighed about as much as I lifted on the occasional trip to the gym back home. Not looking back, I sprinted all-out downhill, praying my reckless descent wouldn’t land me a broken ankle.
I slipped in the mud, tripped over roots and rocks, and ran into low-hanging branches. Vincenzo stuck with me, doing his best to stay mounted. When rainwater dripped into my eyes, he dabbed my brow with his sodden sleeve then began pointing out obstacles I couldn’t see. Moving less haphazardly, we gained ground.
At the bottom of the hill, I burst from the woods and kept running. The rain had calmed slightly, but the wind had not. With Vincenzo’s guidance, I darted past detached roof shingles, avoided tree limbs, and leaped over fallen beams. By some miracle, I reached the office building. Then, and only then, did I check behind me for Griffin. The monstrous man sprinted right toward us, teeth bared.
I ushered Vincenzo inside and shoved him into the coat closet. “Stay here,” I ordered. “Lock yourself in.”
“What are you going to do?” he asked.
“Don’t worry about me.”
I closed the door and heaved the secretary’s desk in front of it to deter Griffin from looking there. Then I set myself halfway up the staircase to the second floor. When Griffin entered, I pounded upward with intentionally heavy footsteps. Griffin bypassed the coat closet entirely to follow me up the stairs.
Peter’s office door was still open. I slipped on the glossy wooden floor and threw myself inside. With a fresh bottle in hand—vodka, this time—Peter drunkenly packed a suitcase. At my graceless entrance, he halted the attempt to shove his spare set of golf clubs in, which were too long to fit.
He staggered away from me, swearing loudly. “What the hell happened to you?”
Griffin’s ragged breath echoed from the hallway. I dove aside as the mountain man appeared in the doorway. Trembling in the corner of the room, I watched as Griffin and Peter made eye contact.
Peter backed away slowly, slurring his words as he attempted a jolly greeting. “Griffin! How lovely to see you. You’re looking well.”
Griffin gazed serenely at the other man. “The one you brought me was too smart. Got away.”
“Ah.” Peter’s fake smile faltered. “Win some, lose some, as they say.”
“I’m very hungry.”
“I can arrange for someone else,” Peter offered hurriedly. “If you’ll be so kind as to return to your home—”
Griffin shook his head, taking minute steps toward the other man. “Not good enough. I’m hungry now.”
The whites of Peter’s eyes showed as his back hit the glass window. He had nowhere to go. “Griffin, no. Please, I’ll make it up to you. Think of all I’ve given you! You could have gone to prison if it weren’t for me, or back to that psychiatric hospital they called a school. No… no!”
Griffin lunged and brought Peter to the floor. His screams echoed hollowly through the office. I ran for the exit, taking one last look over my shoulder as Griffin sank his sharpened teeth into Peter’s neck.
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T  wo weeks later, I sipped iced coffee at a table for four on the outdoor patio of my favorite hometown café. The ugly scabs on my face had mostly gone away, leaving faded pink lines, so I’d stopped getting weird looks in public. The puncture wound on my palm had healed relatively well, too, but I’d probably have the strange puckered scar for a while.
When Vincenzo arrived with his grandmother, he tore his hand from hers and hugged me tightly. A bright-green plaster cast decorated his healing ankle. I had been the first to sign it.
I chuckled, patting Vincenzo’s back as Audenzia lowered herself into the chair beside mine. “Hi, buddy. Doing okay?”
“Great!” He had regained some weight, I was glad to see. “Grandma got me a guitar! I’ve been practicing every day.”
“Nice!”
“They gave me—how do you say,” pondered Audenzia in heavily accented English. Since I’d left for Camp Crescent Moon, she had been studying the language to communicate better. “A raise?”
“That’s great to hear,” I said. “Glad you two are settling in. Can I order you something? Vincenzo, the cinnamon muffins are delicious here.”
While Audenzia sipped black espresso and Vincenzo ate his muffin, we caught up on the past two weeks. Vincenzo talked, for the most part, detailing his summer activities since Camp Crescent Lake had been shut down early. Audenzia gazed with evident love at her grandson, occasionally stroking his head as if to make sure he was really here.
Vincenzo nodded toward the fourth place setting. “Is someone else coming?”
“Good eye,” I said. “Yes, I’ve invited a friend of mine. Would you like to meet him?”
Audenzia seemed wary, but Vincenzo bounced with excitement.
“Yes!” he crooned. “I bet your friends are as cool as you are.”
I nodded to the sidewalk behind them. “Here he comes. Right on time.”
A tall, handsome black man strolled toward us. He wore a gold wedding band on his left hand, though the woman it belonged to was long gone. When he spotted Vincenzo, his eyes glistened and shone.
“Is that—?” Vincenzo whispered.
“That’s your dad,” I said softly.
Vincenzo sprang from his seat, sprinted down the sidewalk, and launched himself into his father’s arms. His father lifted him from the ground and hugged him, crying freely. He pulled away to see Vincenzo’s face. “It’s good to see you, kid.”
“Are you out?” Vincenzo demanded. “For good? You’re not going back?”
“I’m never going back,” his father declared.
Audenzia burst into tears. When she embraced her son-in-law, her head barely came to his elbow. Chuckling, he pulled her tightly to his side.
“Ciao, Mama,” he said, kissing the top of her head.
Audenzia looked at me. “Come?”
How?
“I have a friend with good connections,” I said. “He asked the judge to review Darius’s case. Turns out, there wasn’t any evidence to keep him imprisoned. Of course, we already knew that.” I smiled at Darius, and he beamed back. “But the courts are less easy to convince.”
Audenzia released Darius and kissed my cheeks, muttering rapid thanks in Italian and blessing me under God about a million times. As the family sat down again to catch up, my heart swelled with love.
WHEN I ARRIVED HOME, Detective Bao sat on my front porch swing. He tested its limits by pushing himself all the way back then careening forward at full force. The swing bucked wildly as the rusty chains creaked and rattled.
“If you break that, I’m making you buy and hang a new one,” I warned him.
Bao laughed and brought the swing to a stop. “Happy ending?”
“The best kind,” I said. “Thanks for getting Darius out.”
“He shouldn’t have been there in the first place.” He frowned deeply and shook his head. “We’ve got so much work to do with this system.”
I sat next to him with a satisfied groan. “Any updates from Camp Crescent Moon?”
“Officially closed for business,” Bao reported. “Missy released a statement to the press condemning Peter’s actions. Everything is in her name now. The camp, the house, his seat on the board of directors. She’s the new Peter.”
“And you’re sure she’s innocent?”
“Can never be sure of anything in this business,” he replied. “But I’m fairly certain Missy never knew about Griffin or the other kids. She threw up when we told her. That’s hard to fake. Besides, there is absolutely no evidence she was involved, so that gives me peace of mind, too.”
“And Peter?”
“He made it out of the hospital,” Bao said. “But he doesn’t look good. That Griffin character ripped half his face off. They had to graft it back on.”
“But where is he?”
“Prison, awaiting his trial.” He stretched overhead and popped his joints. “Don’t worry. No matter how good his lawyer is, he won’t get away with this. Between his father’s murder and the camp conspiracy, he’s practically sentenced to life already.”
I finally let myself relax. “Good. He doesn’t deserve to see daylight for the rest of his miserable life.”
A minivan pulled up the curb, and my heart exploded with joy as Ophelia and Benji burst from the backseat. Tanned and highlighted, they trampled the garden beds to reach me. I ran off the porch to hug them both, giving them an extra-long squeeze. Too long for Ophelia, apparently.
“God, Mom,” she said, pulling away. “Get a grip.”
I swatted her playfully. After four weeks of skateboarding, her quads were more defined than ever. She’d also cut her hair to her chin.
“Who did this?” I asked, holding a sheared lock. Every strand was a different length.
“Funny story,” she said. “The ends caught fire, so my friend had to cut it off.”
“Your hair
caught fire?”
“Gotta pee,” she replied quickly, ducking around me to go inside.
Benji, conversely, had yet to detach himself from my side. He carried an enormous folder that made him look smaller than usual.
“How was camp, dude?” I asked, rustling his hair.
“Amazing! The camp director invited me back next year with a scholarship!” He brandished the folder. “Can I show you my artwork?”
“Absolutely, I’m dying to see it,” I told him. “But let me help Aunt Mila get your bags inside, huh?”
Benji skipped merrily into the house. On the curb, Mila unloaded the trunk with one hand. She held Rosie with the other. I relieved her of my kids’ suitcases.
“Thanks for picking them up from the airport,” I said.
“Thanks for offering to feed us.” Mila closed the trunk and lifted Rosie onto her hip. “How’s the kid?”
I dragged the cases toward the porch. “Vincenzo’s good. The reunion was a success.”
“Stuff like that reminds me of why I do this job.” She helped lift the suitcases over the porch steps and said to Bao, “Gee, thanks for your help.”
“You’re strong, independent ladies,” he said. “It would be an insult for me to offer help.”
“Chivalry is dead,” I said. “You staying for dinner, Bao? I finally learned how to cook stir-fry.”
That got him out of his seat. “I never say no to free food.”
WHILE THE KIDS showered and unpacked, I set Bao and Mila to tasks in the kitchen. Unexpectedly, Bao displayed expert knife skills, so I washed the vegetables while he chopped them. Mila kept Rosie entertained by having her measure out the other ingredients. I cracked open a few beers, and we chatted merrily.
“This is a lot of food,” Bao said as I gave him another head of broccoli to chop. “Whose army are we feeding?”
“Amos, Pilar, and the girls are coming, too,” I answered. “I wanted to be sure we had enough for everyone.”
“At this rate, you’ll need two woks,” he commented.
Mila unpacked raw chicken breasts and diced them far from Bao’s fresh vegetables. “I remember the days where you couldn’t cook a damn thing. You know, like three months ago.”
I rolled my eyes. “Parker taught me a lot.”
“Speaking of Parker,” Mila ventured, and I realized I’d walked right into her trap. “I haven’t heard you talk about him in a while. What happened between the two of you?”
Sighing, I explained the blow out Parker and I had at camp, but I left out the part about his wife disappearing. That was Parker’s business.
“You are not selfish,” Mila told me when I’d finished. “He was such a jerk to say that.”
“He’s right, though,” I said. “Amos and I had the same problems. I always put myself and my work first. I never think to ask about anyone else.”
“You ask about me,” Bao countered. “Too much, actually.”
“And you never let me down,” Mila added. “You were there every day during my recovery. No selfish person sacrifices that much of their time.”
Bao waved his knife. “If I may… it sounds like you use work to push away your potential romances.”
“No, I—”
“Caccia, we all strike out sometimes,” Bao said. “That shouldn’t stop us from playing the game.”
“Did you just give me a cheesy baseball analogy?”
He went back to chopping. “Don’t act like it didn’t work.”
I dried my hands and helped Rosie measure the soy sauce. “I don’t know. He was really upset. I think I really screwed things up this time.”
“You sure about that?” Mila asked, nodding toward the front window.
Parker paced on the porch. While we watched, he paused to lift his finger to the doorbell but didn’t press it. Throwing his hands overhead, he stepped off the porch. Halfway to the sidewalk, he looked back at the house.
“Please put that man out of his misery,” Bao droned.
I left the two of them in the kitchen and, heart pounding, opened the front door. Parker’s shoes skidded against the pavers that lined the front walk as he turned to face me.
“Hi,” he said awkwardly.
“Hi.”
“I owe you an apology.” He wrung his hands but maintained eye contact with me. “I’m so sorry for what happened. I was overwhelmed by Alex’s diagnosis and Nia’s letter. I knew you’d be busy, and I convinced myself you’d still want to see me. I intruded on your work, and I will never do that again.”
I waited for a beat to make sure he was finished. “Thank you.”
“You didn’t interrupt,” he noticed.
“I heard what you said.” Unlike him, I didn’t have the strength to look him in the eye while I apologized. “You were right. I use work to keep you from getting too close. When you asked me to go to Gatlinburg, it scared me that we were moving so fast. Especially because—”
“I promised we’d take it slow,” he said.
My throat tightened as I looked him over. The setting sun made his dark skin glow and caught the amber hue in his irises. Something told me not to let him walk away a second time.
“Can we start over?” I asked. “I don’t want to lose you, but I’m not ready to do this yet. If we agreed to be friends, maybe we could make this work.”
“Really?” Hope made his voice tremble. “You still want to be friends?”
“Of course.”
He sighed with relief, dropping his shoulders. Then he asked, “So what happened to your face?”
Before I could explain, a loud bang reverberated from the side of the house. Alarmed, I leaped off the porch and rounded the corner with Parker at my heels. Looking up, I spotted a pair of skate shoes disappearing into Ophelia’s bedroom window.
“I’m going to let you deal with that,” Parker said, unable to suppress a laugh. “Say hi to the kids for me.”
“HOW’D IT GO?” Mila asked when I came inside.
“Yeah, did he cry?” Bao added.
“I’ll tell you after I ground Ophelia.”
“Already?” they chorused.
I marched up the stairs and flung open Ophelia’s bedroom door. On the bed, Ophelia lay entangled with an older girl. Despite the curtains of hair involved, it was hard to miss that they were heavily making out.
“Mom!” Ophelia protested, sitting up. “Don’t you knock?”
“Hi, Fen,” I said to Ophelia’s visitor. “Did you forget where the front door is?”
Fen—a sixteen-year-old girl housed in a twenty-year-old body due to a curiously complicated identity disorder—moved away from Ophelia and waved guiltily.
“Hi, Miss Caccia,” she said.
I crossed my arms. “I thought we discussed this. No funny business between the two of you until Ophelia turns eighteen.”
Ophelia feigned collapse over the edge of the bed, touching the back of her hand to her forehead like a downed lady-in-waiting. “I’ve come down with a case of the vapors! I can’t be held accountable for my actions!”
Fen hid a laugh as Ophelia continued her damsel in distress act. I jerked my thumb toward the hallway, and they both took off. Ophelia bumped into Benji on her way out.
“Ow! Ophelia, you stepped on my toe!”
“Stop being in the way then!”
I sighed heavily and went to referee the first post-camp sparring match. A parent’s job was never finished.
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